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Hello and welcome, Woman on Fire! It’s Debbie Phillips. Our Women on Fire interview 
this month is dedicated to mothers and everyone here who nurtures others. So, that would be 
all of us! 

Our topic today is when heartache becomes your great gift to the world. When you 
identify your deepest hurts and wounds and transform them into something positive, it is a 
powerful way to discover great and fulfilling work for your soul. 

Our special guest is the very embodiment of that transformation. Cara Belvin is the 
founder of empowerHER, the largest community in the United States that connects girls 
whose mothers died way too soon and supports their needs. 

Cara was only 9 years old when her mother died after a two-year battle with breast 
cancer, leaving her at home with a dad and a brother and little to no discussion about grief 
and the great loss in her life. 

She wished desperately to meet other girls like her. When she grew up, she decided to 
do something about that. I can’t think of a better way to honor Mother’s Day than to 
introduce you to Cara and for all of us to be inspired by the difference she is making in the 
world to ease the suffering of other motherless daughters. And she’ll be sharing ways that we 
can help her, too.  

Welcome to Women on Fire, Cara Belvin! 

Cara:  Thank you so much. I’m so excited. 

Debbie:  It’s wonderful to have you here. It’s great to talk with you again. First, I just have to 
say it is such an honor for all of us at Women on Fire to support empowerHER. 

Cara:  Thank you, and thanks for your support. I always say that this was just an idea I had. I 
don’t do it alone. I’ve been doing this with the generosity and love and support of countless 
men and women. So thank you, really. 

Debbie:  Aw, you’re so welcome. To the Women on Fire who are listening, you all may 
remember that last December, for the first time ever, in place of our usual holiday gift, we 
instead donated the money we would’ve spent to empowerHER. What was so inspiring to me, 
Cara, is that after that, we showed your videos, and I heard from a number of Women on Fire 
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members saying they were so touched that they further donated to empowerHER. 

Cara:  That’s incredible. 

Debbie:  You started a good thing here. 

Cara:  Thank you. We have a way that people all around the country can join this movement 
and show their support for girls whose moms died. So I really appreciate that. 

Mourning in Silence 

Debbie:  Cara, let’s start at the beginning. Where did you grow up? What was life like before 
your mom died? 

Cara:  Thank you for the opportunity to talk about my mother. When I started 
empowerHER, it was my story and my mother, Kit’s, story. Today, I always say it’s Maddie’s 
story and Ava’s story and all these brave, beautiful girls who use their voices in telling their 
side of this. When I was seven years old, my mother was diagnosed with breast cancer. Sadly, 
she fought for two long years and died when I was nine. She was 37 years old. My brother was 
13, and I had and still have, a loving, supportive father. But before my mother was sick, I had 
an idyllic childhood growing up in Connecticut. My mother was from a very big Irish Catholic 
family in Boston. Her name was Kit Murphy. 

Debbie:  Great name. 

Cara:  We lived in Connecticut near my father’s family, a big Italian Catholic family. We had 
great friends, family and support. The town that I lived in outside of Hartford was a 
supportive community, and my mother and father were a beautiful couple. 

Debbie:  Were you aware that your mother was ill, and did you think it was life-threatening? 
What did you know about life and death at that point? 

Cara:  Nothing. Absolutely nothing. The truth is, if you talk to other men and women like me 
who lost a parent in childhood, they will echo the same sentiment. Also it was 30 years ago. It 
was in the ’80s when, of course, we talked about this less. We still today, I think, are 
uncomfortable about mother loss, uncomfortable at our core, and I understand all the 
reasons for that. When my mother was sick, my brother and I knew she was sick. We never 
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knew she would die. There was no preparation. There was no formal goodbye. I hold no ill-
will toward any of our family. I look back at a 37-year-old father who was trying to protect us 
and do his best to put one foot forward. All the while, my mother was fighting. She left this 
world kicking and screaming. She didn’t want to say goodbye to us. 

I knew that she was sick for those two years. If you ask my father, he will say, “We 
really thought she would beat it.” Unfortunately, she had metastatic breast cancer. Things are 
different today, thank God, but they didn’t have a good way to treat her. I ran into her 
oncologist who, 30 years later, remembered my mother and gave me his condolences. He 
said, “I’m pretty certain your mother had triple negative breast cancer. We weren’t testing for 
that back then, but I would be pretty certain that’s what she had.” 

My brother and I weren’t prepared, and we had no tools to talk about it or to process it. 
After she died, it’s as if we had fewer tools. When my mother died, it was really the case 
where the pictures came off the wall. We had a ton of support. I had an incredible amount of 
mentorship from my mother’s friends and family and women who she had asked to help. 
They did all she asked and more. But it’s hard to grieve, I think, with your closest friends and 
family. It’s not as if I wanted to see my father cry one more time. And it’s not as if I wanted 
my aunts and uncles to see my tears because they were all worried about me. 

I think that’s what creates this air of don’t talk about it. Don’t bring it up. Say nothing 
— as long as she looks like she’s doing all right, she has good grades, and she’s a star athlete. 
You can hide behind those things as a kid. It didn’t serve me well. I’ll be honest. That will 
catch up to you. So that has been a large part of our mission at empowerHER — open, honest 
communication about loss and grief. It’s hard for us adults, but these kids need tools. 

Debbie:  Right. It’s interesting. You and I have had discussions in the past, and grief has 
always been a deep interest of mine. A therapist said to me, maybe 20 years ago, “Children 
can always handle the truth if given to them in an age-appropriate way.” So, while I know 
that, in the past, so much was done to protect kids, you’re pointing out such a great example 
that the truth would’ve served you so well, even as a seven-, eight-, nine-year-old. I’m so, so, 
so sad and sorry about that for you. What were you thinking as a little girl at this point? Were 
you crying privately?  
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Cara:  Yes. Oh, yes. My mother died when I was nine years old. I was in fourth grade. And, 
again, I grew up with lots of support and a pool in my backyard, and sort of looking the part. 
Those things help. I don’t take for granted all of the support that I had in growing up in a 
safe, beautiful community. But it was like a one-ton brick on my chest. I may as well have 
lived on Mars for about 10 years. I grew up in a town, too, where I felt whispers behind my 
back. I know they came out of love, but people — teachers and family — were whispering, 
“That’s the girl who’s mom died.” They were watching but not really sure how they could 
offer support or intervene and were afraid to step on my father’s toes. I think those are 
mistakes. 

Thank God, my mother’s family, the big Murphy family, will tell you what’s what. They 
were not afraid to step on my father’s toes. My father was wonderful and was really inclusive. 
He always kept me close to them and did what my mother wanted, which was for them to 
help raise Todd and me. But when your friends’ parents aren’t even divorced, it’s something 
that makes you different. No one wants to be different. As a kid, I was a nervous kid, timid, 
very empathetic. As I’ve gotten older, I see there’s beauty in grief, and I also see some of the 
gifts of grief.  

I was always a very empathetic kid, always had lots of friends, but I was a nervous kid. 
I think you keep secrets, and secrets destroy your confidence. I think all different kinds of 
kids and adults have secrets, and I always say secrets keep you from standing taller. The 
secret that I kept was that I’m fine. We’re fine. Don’t ask any questions. There was also this 
unspoken rule that I didn’t want anyone to bring up my mother. My girlfriends are my 
lifelines today, and as I got older, I said, “I was dying for you to bring her up. I wanted you to 
ask me about her. I wanted to talk about her, this beautiful, loving, incredible young mother 
that died.” 

I was living her legacy, and I wanted to share about her life and who she was. I didn’t 
want her to be forgotten. I wasn’t unmothered. But I had no tools to do that. My girlfriends 
would say, “Oh, no, no, no, no. You had this rule where we were never allowed to bring her 
up.” It’s the problem of the world. How do you fix those things? EmpowerHER was a way to 
fix it. “Fix” is probably the wrong word, but it really was a way for me to sort of unlock. I felt 
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like I had the key to this, that one way we could fix this for girls. They don’t have to go 
through this experience keeping a secret. This was through the programming that we created 
at empowerHER. 

A Dream to empowerHER 

Debbie:  At what age did empowerHER come to you? 

Cara:  I’m 41 years old now. When I was 35 years old, I started empowerHER. Had I been 
younger, I probably would’ve had a nervous breakdown. I mean, the work of a nonprofit… 

Debbie:  This is a real business! 

Cara:  Any entrepreneur and any founder can relate to the challenges I’ve had. Starting a 
nonprofit is a very bold move. I don’t recommend it. I recommend everyone find a cause. 
Join someone’s cause and strengthen the cause. Get your hands dirty where there is currently 
a need.  

The problem with me was that when I was nine, my mother died, and it wasn’t until I 
was 35 years old, when I started empowerHER, that I started to talk about my mother for the 
very first time. 

Debbie:  Wow. 

Cara:  That’s common. It sounds unbelievable, but it was common. What happened was one 
of my very, very best friends from childhood called me at 6:00 in the morning six years ago, 
and said, “I had this really vivid dream. You started a nonprofit. It’s called empowerHER. It’s 
for girls whose moms died, and I just sent you the logo.” She was a graphic designer. 

Debbie:  Wow! 

Cara:  She said, “I just emailed you the logo.” 

Debbie:  I have goosebumps. 

Cara:  It was wild! I took one look at it, and I said, “That is such an undertaking. I’m a 
working mom. I don’t have the time to do this. It is a great idea, though.” The idea sort of 
nagged at me for about a year as I realized that there was a great need in the market and that 
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this wasn’t really being done. There were children’s bereavement services that were 
therapeutic-based, and you could go on a Tuesday night to a support group. But you didn’t 
have anything that was really community-based that would be so niche and meet the need 
that I wish I had, which was I just wanted to know another girl whose mom died. I spent 
years literally in my child brain thinking I was the only girl whose mother died. 

So, I wanted to bring these girls together and remind them they weren’t alone in their 
grief. When you are in your own hometown, whether you’re in a rural or suburban or urban 
area, you really do feel like you’re the only girl in the world [this happened to]. The idea was 
very simple at first. It was to take teenage girls away on Mother’s Day because that was just 
such a lousy time for me growing up. I thought, “I’ll raise a little bit of money, and I’ll take a 
couple of girls away.” We had surveyed girls in the beginning to find out where they would go. 
Where would we spend a weekend on Mother’s Day? Would we be rock climbing and 
camping? Would we be in the city? 

Every one of these girls said, “We need to go into the city. Let’s get our nails done and 
let’s go out to dinner, and let’s swim in the pool.” It became very clear the girls just wanted to 
put their feet up. I realized that it was like a ton of bricks on their chest. They wanted to relax, 
and they wanted to celebrate their mothers in an open, honest way. They didn’t want to sit 
around and cry or talk about Mom all weekend, but the two weeks leading up to Mother’s Day 
is quite honestly harder than the day. So, it was giving them a personalized boxed invitation 
they would receive in the mail. They would pack their bags and have something to look 
forward to. Albeit, it was with girls they don’t know. It would take an unbelievable amount of 
courage to show up at this event to be with girls across the state you’ve never met before. The 
fact that they keep showing up tells me they really need it. So, that’s what it was: 
empowerHER was simply a Mother’s Day retreat in that first year five years ago. 

Debbie:  Wow. Then, what age were you when you met your first other girl who’d lost her 
mother? Do you remember? 

Cara:  Yes. When I left my hometown and went off to college at the University of 
Connecticut, I had this incredible, really impactful experience. That’s really when I started to 
grieve, which was common, as I found out later through friends who are grief experts and are 
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helping me lay the tracks. A dear friend of mine, Hope Edelman, the author of Motherless 
Daughters, said, “It’s very common, Cara, that children grieve when they leave home.” When 
I was 18 years old, a freshman at UConn, I grieved my mother. 

In college, I started to meet other women my age whose mothers had died. I was gifted 
Hope’s book, and the book was the very first time when I learned I wasn’t the only girl in the 
world whose mother died. They were just a collection of stories from women like me. But it 
wasn’t until I was in my 30s that I actually met a little girl whose mom died. My husband and 
I were raising our family in Boston. We had lived in Chicago and Texas previously, and this 
never happened there. When we moved into Boston a few years ago, I was put in touch with 
several young widowed fathers by a friend of a friend of a friend who knew that my mother 
had died and knew my experience. I was also consulting with Susan G. Komen [Breast Cancer 
Foundation]. I was a nonprofit consultant and worked in the breast cancer world.  

So, there I was befriending these young widowed fathers, just trying to give them a 
little bit of peace and comfort. I was sharing my experience, telling them I still had a really 
beautiful childhood and that my brother and I still get along very well, and answering their 
questions. Then, I met their girls and was doing back-to-school shopping with them and 
going out for ice cream after a bad day. I was doing that for several years before 
empowerHER. That experience of looking at a girl who was my age [when my mother died] 
and about to walk my path was extremely emotional for me. 

Then, again, when my friend, Courtney, said, “I had this dream. You should do this 
because girls like this are everywhere. It’s not just where you are in Massachusetts. You 
should do this for all these girls,” I couldn’t say no. I recognized that this need wasn’t being 
met, that 30 years later, these girls were reporting a similar experience to what I had. I had 
assumed that, over the 30 years, it had all been remedied and there was more support. But 
today, children are still considered silent mourners.  

There are unbelievable nonprofits around the country doing terrific children’s 
bereavement work. But my idea was to bring the girls of mother loss together, girls of all 
ages, to help them realize: “You’re all powering through your grief. You’re going to go back to 
your own hometowns where you feel alone, but I’m going to remind you that you are not 
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alone in this. We’re going to help promote positive growth throughout your grief journey. 
This is never going away. We want to grieve for a couple of years and say, ‘Well that’s done.’ 
That’s not how grief works.” 

Debbie:  No, it doesn’t, especially, as you now know so well, in the development of a child. 
The grief stays through the development of childhood and adulthood.  

Filling a Great Need 

Debbie:  We have a new member named Susan Hannifin-MacNab. She’s the author of A to Z 
Healing Toolbox: A Practical Guide for Navigating Grief and Trauma with Intention. It’s 
geared toward adults. She’s one of the leaders of a program called Camp Widow that brings 
men and women together who’ve lost their partners. I actually just attended this last week. 

Cara:  Oh, terrific.  

Debbie:  I thought so much about you because what I was deeply touched by were the 
fathers with girls and their struggles. I can’t wait to share this information with Susan and 
Camp Widow because there are so many fathers out there struggling. Do you happen to have 
any sense of how many girls there are who are motherless? 

Cara:  There are millions across the country. It is estimated, I believe, that one in 17 children 
will be bereaved before the age of 18. 

Debbie:  Wow. 

Cara:  But that includes boys and girls of any parent loss. The research is not there to tell me 
how many girls will experience the loss of their mother in a given year. I’ve spent the last five 
years working with my donors and volunteers and supporters to try to support as many girls 
as possible here in Massachusetts. Today, we have 175 girls enrolled in our program. But 
there are so many more who are not enrolled. It is because either Dad doesn’t know about us, 
or maybe she’s being raised by her grandmother, and Grandma doesn’t know about us. It’s 
hard for us to sort of pound the pavement on this topic that still nobody really wants to talk 
about. So, there are girls who are currently so underserved. I pray that they have found their 
way to therapy, either individual therapy or group therapy in a support group. But across the 
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country, these support groups are few and far between. If Dad can’t get you on Tuesday 
nights for eight weeks into a group, then there may be limited support. Typically — and I 
know this because I was a school psychologist — the schools aren’t always equipped to work 
in grief and loss and early childhood trauma and things like that. So as a community-based 
organization, we are working tirelessly to get the word out. 

Debbie:  I know you are. 

Cara:  It’s really just word of mouth, which is why Women on Fire is so incredible. 

Debbie:  Thank you. 

Cara:  Every time we share our story, we are approached by a grandmother, an aunt, or 
mom’s best friend who will call and say, “I’m hopeful that you could help me with this girl. 
She’s 14 years old, or she’s nine years old, or she’s 18 years old.” We’re serving girls only in 
Massachusetts and Connecticut right now, but we’ve got big plans to expand nationally. 

Debbie:  Yes. I know you have big plans, and we’re going to talk about that in a minute. So, 
really, this is for any Women on Fire listening right now and know of a motherless girl under 
18. What is your age range — 7 to 18? 

Cara:  No, under age 24. We thought we were just going to be for girls ages 3 to 18. Any 
entrepreneur, any founder can relate. You’re looking at old collateral data, and you’re saying, 
“What were we thinking?” No, for the girls that were part of the program from day one, we 
weren’t just going to wave goodbye to them when they turned 18, so empowerHER serves 
girls up to age 24. 

Debbie:  Up to age 24. Wow, that is really tremendous. I want to go back just a little bit 
before we talk about your vision for empowerHER. Was there anything, Cara, that was 
helpful to you growing up? I know the support, but was there any book? Was there any 
television show? Was there anything that you got some comfort or solace from in losing your 
mother? 

Cara:  No, and I love the way that you prefaced this. I was saved by all of the men and 
women who showed up for me. What I needed was love and support. I’m a mother to a son 
and a daughter, and I feel the same way. Children need love and support, and I was 
marinated in love. That was my mom’s family, my dad’s family, the women in town, my 
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mother’s friends. And that’s really what saved me. There wasn’t a book on the shelf. There 
wasn’t a movie. In fact, those things were probably too hard for me anyway because I walked 
around with this air of “I’m fine. Don’t talk to me about this.” So, had there been a support 
like that in place, I probably would’ve pushed it away. 

Again, it’s like this real sort of hypocrisy. As desperate as I was to talk about her, to 
process this, to grieve, to cry in front of someone else, I wasn’t capable of it. The supports 
that really helped me were, as I got older and my world opened up, I met other people, 
women in particular, and then mentors that just changed the course of my life. As a 20-
something and in my 30s and still in my 40s, I hang onto their every word, so I’m constantly 
looking for mentorship. I had mentorship growing up. That’s why I started this mentor 
program. I never had met another girl whose mom died. That’s why I started these events for 
these girls. 

There are altruistic and non-altruistic reasons why you do things, right? But there 
wasn’t something that was going to fix it in those early days. I share this with the girls. As I 
got older and my world opened up, I met other women who knew adversity, and that’s really 
empowering. I met other women who experienced trauma or adversity or great pain, and we 
could relate to each other. Not because they lost their mother when they were nine years old 
to breast cancer, but because they experienced a traumatic divorce. They lost a child. They 
grew up in extreme poverty. They experienced sexual abuse.  

That’s why women need women, and women need to support women. We understand 
each other because women know adversity. So, my greatest healing really always came from 
this mentorship and the support that girls and women had offered me in showing me that my 
trauma and my great sadness was really out of sequence. I was so young to experience 
something like that. But as you travel through your life, you’re going to meet other women 
who have experienced it more in sequence, I guess, and you’ll be a source of support. They’ll 
draw strength from you.  

Debbie:  Well, and obviously that’s happened in such a huge and amazing way. All anybody 
has to do is look at your wonderful videos of bringing these girls together. They’re just so 
beautiful and powerful and amazing, Cara. One woman affecting hundreds and thousands, 
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and then it will be millions.  

Cara:  I know it. I always say, “Behind every successful woman is a tribe of ... you fill in the 
blank.” This really was just an idea I had, and I don’t do it alone. Thankfully, the girls are 
speaking, and so I wanted a voice. I had absolutely no idea how to tell this story when I was 
10 or 12 or 18 years old. Even when I was 25 years old, I still couldn’t do what I do now at 
empowerHER. I’m very comfortable speaking about it now, and this is the most healing I’ve 
ever received. I was in therapy, thank God, and therapy saved my life.  

But the most healing for me has been in being in service to these girls. I think service 
to others is what fuels your soul, and so volunteer, volunteer, volunteer. Philanthropy, 
philanthropy, philanthropy. Get involved in something. Put your name behind something. 
This was something I had more conviction for than anything. I’ve been very passionate, and 
I’ve been a volunteer for 20 years. I’ve been passionate about a lot of things, but certain times 
in your life, you really find your fight. You find conviction or feel conviction for something, 
and it’s like nothing else you’ll ever do. 

Debbie:  Right. 

Cara:  That’s who I have. Today, we have 400 volunteers. These women, particularly women 
whose moms died in childhood, the look on their face when they hear, “Wait. What is 
empowerHER? I would’ve thrived on a program like this when I was growing up. There was 
nothing. I felt so alone.” It’s like we could’ve just saved each other years and years. 

Debbie:  I know. Well, thank goodness you started it when you did. Isn’t it amazing these 
things that are birthed from the depths of our hurt and our pain?  

Becoming a Mother: Great Joy and Fear 

Debbie:  I want to ask you about becoming a mother. How old are your kids now, and how 
did the impact of losing your mom impact your being a mom and a wife? 

Cara:  My son, Murphy, is 11 years old. 

Debbie:  Oh, what a cute name. That’s a nice nod to your mama. 

Cara:  Yes, nice nod to Kit Murphy. Murphy was born 11 years ago, and the day he was born, 



12   
 

wecare@womenonfire.com   phone: 855-WOF-LOVE   fax: 508-202-0005  www.WomenOnFire.com 
 

© G R O U P M V, L L C , 2 0 19 

Transforming Your Pain into Power and Purpose 
Featuring Cara Belvin 

Founder of empowerHER, Social Entrepreneur, Wife, Mother 
  

 

 

it was like it put color back into my world. It’s like I lived in color and then my mom died 
when I was nine, and I lived in black and white. I don’t put this pressure on the girls. I don’t 
know who is going to want to become a mother and have children. But for me, being a 
mother put color back into my world. There was never a concern how I would bond with my 
children for whatever reason, and I really think it was my mother. It was this foundation that 
she gave me. She was just this incredible, loving, supportive mom. I think I’m a lot like her 
today, so me bonding with my children was not an issue at all.  

I do know, though, from friends that some women do have a great concern for that. 
That was not my concern. When my daughter, Ava, was born eight years ago, I just fell madly 
in love with her. So, becoming a mother was really all I ever wanted. If you had asked me 
what I want out of life, I just wanted to be a mother. I’ve gotten so many other beautiful 
things out of life. I love my marriage. I’m really proud of my marriage, and my husband’s the 
most amazing, supportive man ever, and the greatest father. I don’t take that for granted for a 
second. We’re all healthy, and life is really good for me. 

I say that and yet I have this terrible trauma. People say, “I don’t know how you do 
this. When I had my kids, my mother was like my left and right arm. I mean, I needed my 
mother more than ever when I had kids.” Again, I don’t know the difference. I didn’t know 
any different, but I’ve had a ton of support from my mom’s family and my father’s family, and 
I knew love. So, being a loving mother was never, ever a concern of mine. It’s been the 
greatest gift of my life. I don’t take for granted their good health and the health of myself and 
my husband. It’s all I pray for. 

People will compare empowerHER and say empowerHER is your baby. It’s not my 
baby. It’s not how I look at it. It’s something I’m so unbelievably proud of, and I will never 
give up on these girls. I have worked tirelessly. I have overcome every challenge a startup 
nonprofit has had, and I do it proudly. But I have two children, and all I fear is leaving them 
too soon. I fear them accepting the same fate as me and my brother, or I’ve always feared 
accepting my mother’s fate. So, for me, the most important thing that I’m doing is mothering 
Murphy and Ava. 

Debbie:  I happened to notice that you gave, at least Ava, godparents. I wondered about was 
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that part of the plan in really strengthening and bolstering their lives? 

Cara:  Yes, oh my gosh. That’s a scary thing. Any man or woman who’s now a parent who 
lost a parent in childhood has such a fear. We say, “What happens if something happens to 
me? Who will raise them? Who will show them love? Who will make sure to check in on 
them, and who will do this and that?” My daughter, Ava’s, godmother is my cousin Alex, who 
is strong and beautiful and smart and funny and loving. You never want to think like that, but 
I’ve been really cognizant of who’s around my kids and the kind of love that they’ll show them 
if, God forbid, anything were to happen. 

Debbie:  Actually, Cara, it’s really wonderful. Even just taking the godparenthood seriously 
like that, to really be thoughtful to put those supports for your kids is fantastic. 

Future Plans for empowerHER 

Debbie:  Let’s go back to empowerHER and your vision. We know you have a stronghold in 
Massachusetts, and we know you have big plans for the future. How much money are you 
trying to raise? What’s your big dream for empowerHER? 

Cara:  Thanks for asking. 

Debbie:  I’m excited about it. 

Cara:  It’s a big part of the conversation. EmpowerHER’s the only organization in the 
country doing this, so fundraising over these last five years was not easy. We were going out 
into this big, open space. Are you therapeutic? No. Psychologists don’t run these groups for 
the girls. Well, then, what do you do? We’re community, not counseling. What we’re trying to 
do is to be along for this journey. The girl who is enrolled at empowerHER takes part in one 
of two programs or both. She comes to our events for the girls. The events are non-
therapeutic. They’re in their natural environment. They’re run by heavily vetted volunteers 
who are positive role models from the community. 

It’s yoga, an acting class, a cooking class, a sleepover on Mother’s Day weekend. Those 
events work in tandem with our mentor program. When I rolled out our mentor program, I 
essentially copied the Big Brothers/Big Sisters model with permission and with a technical 
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support grant. It’s a very safely and effectively run mentor program. But it’s the only youth 
mentor program in the country in the grief space. We’ve raised close to $1 million in the last 
five years just to build this foundation and to keep up with this really high rate of growth in 
Massachusetts. 

We launched Connecticut very responsibly earlier this year because we have been 
receiving serious inquiry and interest from around the country. We’ve had social media and 
other traditional media pieces, so we’ve received national media attention. Women like me 
who get wind of this say, “I have to start a chapter. I live in San Diego. I live in Chicago. I live 
in Hartford. I have to start a chapter in my community. This is incredible. This would’ve 
saved my life when I was young.” 

We did this very strategically. We’re working with an outside consultant right now, a 
grant-funded consultant. We’re working with Ropes & Gray, this incredibly generous 
corporate law firm, accounting, and strategists, and finance folks to identify how to do this. 
Because if we were to open a chapter in a new area, there’s going to be a funding requirement 
of about $100,000 to safely and effectively open an office. Then, essentially, through our 
work here, we’ve got four staff members. We have 400 volunteers, but our staff are incredibly 
talented, loving, supportive staff who have really taken this mission and grown it beyond 
measure. 

This staff will train and support all of these ambassadors in these new communities 
who are really ready to start serving girls in mentorship and in these great, casual, low-
pressure events. They will keep costs low so that we’re fiscally responsible and good stewards 
of donor dollars. If I look at the next year, the next three years, we’re looking to do a huge 
fundraising push to get us over $1 million in annual revenue. That’s what it’s going to take 
even with all of this volunteer support, just to safely and effectively serve girls. In all of our 
decision-making, it’s what is best for that girl. 

Debbie:  Is this your full-time job now?  

Cara:  It is. My husband is, again, my greatest cheerleader. I couldn’t have done one minute 
of this without his support. When I started this, we had two young kids, and I was working 
full-time. The growth was so exponential in the beginning. We were striking a nerve in the 
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community; no one was doing it. So, media was coming in. We were increasing enrollment by 
150% year over year. So, I quit my day job. I spent four years working full-time for free at 
empowerHER because that’s simply what it took. We were raising money, serving more girls, 
then have to go out and raise more money to serve the girls, then raise more money. I spent 
the last year on staff as the paid executive director to show that it’s not going anywhere and 
that I am maniacally focused at this. 

Debbie:  I’d say that you are. 

Cara:  Yes, and I was as a volunteer. My passion has always been in volunteerism, and so I 
was really fortunate. My husband was very supportive in me leaving the workforce. He said to 
me, “We could drive Range Rovers, or we could leave our mark on the world. And if you don’t 
do this now, you’ll never do it.” It took four years to work here as a volunteer for free and to 
really build a foundation that now is scalable. It’s replicable. We have toolkits for really just 
pressing repeat on this thing and giving other ambassadors and other leaders around the 
country the tools to do this. 

 Anyone interested would sign up on our website. They would click “Grow With Us,” 
which leads to volunteer roles. We’ve developed a really sophisticated ambassador program. 

Debbie:  Is one of the requirements of the ambassador that she would have lost her mother? 

Cara:  No. Most mentors are women whose moms died, because when the dad is working 
with us, we work very closely with the dad, grandma, aunt, whoever is the guardian, or the 
step-mother. The family members help us make these matches, and a lot of times, the father 
or the family will ask for a mentor whose mom died during her childhood. It’s a woman more 
like me. She’s 40 years old. Mom died when she was nine. Whether it was by suicide or a 
terminal illness is usually less of a concern, but it’s the mere fact that they want their young 
daughter to meet someone who powered through their grief. Oftentimes, mentors are, but it’s 
not a requirement that a mentor has had mother loss, because we have so many incredibly 
successful and impactful mentor-mentee relationships where the mentor did not lose her 
mother. She’s a woman who knows adversity, though. 

Debbie:  Yes. 

Cara:  Ambassadors are leaders across the country. They are women who have a passion for 
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the cause. They are women who do or don’t have mother loss and who can help us to really 
donate volunteer hours and to help in getting seed funding and do outreach to the 
community, help us find the girl. These are guidance counselors and pediatricians and folks 
who are already concerned about a girl in their community, and this is a great way for them 
to get involved. 

Debbie:  Cara, it’s so incredibly inspiring. It would be impossible to listen to you talk 
without thinking about the places where all of us can help and support and all the places in us 
where we have an ache or a hurt and to be so inspired by what you’ve been able to do. I can’t 
thank you enough for just sharing your story and sharing your enthusiasm. I know when I 
first met you, and we had the initial conversation, I just completely fell in love with your 
passion and your real dedication to these young women and to life. 

Cara:  Well, thank you. I have to echo the sentiment. You know loss. My favorite quote is 
The Compassion Tent. It says, “My grief is not shinier or more important than yours. In the 
compassion tent, hard things are just hard.” Right? But we can do hard things. Today, more 
than ever, girls are watching us. That’s why I love Women on Fire. We’re showing them that 
this is girls supporting girls, women supporting women, and that we don’t go at anything 
alone. Even though it’s not the same, we can relate to each other on so many levels. We’re 
here to serve each other and help each other. I can’t thank you enough for spreading this 
awareness and for spreading the word that empowerHER is about hope and optimism. 

Debbie:  We feel that from you. 

Cara:  Great! 

Debbie:  Given that this is May, the month of Mother’s Day, I can’t let you go without asking 
you, with your own children now, what are your Mother’s Days like now? 

Cara:  Oh, I love this. Mother’s Day is incredible. Mother’s Day was, quite honestly, the 
hardest and most anxiety-producing time of my life. When I became a mother to Murphy, 
that Mother’s Day I was just skipping for Mother’s Day. I don’t pretend that it’s not hard for 
friends who are mothers, and yet they still have a difficult time on Mother’s Day with the loss 
of their mother. But for me, it’s just become such a big way for me to honor my mother and to 
remember her without the anxiety that I always had. More specifically, Mother’s Day is when 
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the empowerHER girls come to Boston for this unbelievable Mother’s Day Retreat, the 
sleepover Saturday to Sunday.  

I wake up on Mother’s Day in a beautiful hotel with 15 other chaperones and about 100 
girls. We spend Mother’s Day morning together, and the girls go home to be with their 
families. It’s my favorite day of the year. My husband and kids come into the hotel, and we 
make it a day in the city, just the four of us. We do dinner and sight-see and just snuggle. I 
mean, that’s my time with my kids, and I’m really proud of the work that I’ve been able to do 
with these other girls. Mother’s Day is a really incredible time for us, and it’s our big flagship 
event at empowerHER. I hope one day there’s an empowerHER Mother’s Day Retreat in 
every city. But right now, it’s in Boston, and the girls actually come from around New 
England to attend. It’s unbelievable. 

Debbie:  I certainly predict that there will be. It will be everywhere. Thank you, and 
whatever Women on Fire can do to strengthen what you are doing in the world, we are right 
there behind you. 

Cara:  Thank you. 

Debbie:  Happy Mother’s Day. Happy Entrepreneur’s Day to you. You go, girl. 

Cara:  Yes. Thank you. 

Debbie:  It’s a lot of work. 

Cara:  Thank you. 

Debbie:  Any of us who are entrepreneurs know it 

Cara:  You know. 

Debbie:  Yes. 

Cara:  It’s got all the same challenges. 

Debbie:  Exactly. Well, thank you, Cara Belvin. You’re amazing, the founder of 
empowerHER. Women on Fire, you’ll be hearing a lot more from Cara in the future. Thanks 
so much. 

Cara:  Thank you, Debbie. Thank you. 
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After Interview 

Hello, Woman on Fire. It’s Debbie, and we're in the After Interview. I have just 
interviewed Cara Belvin. Now, I have in the studio with me, one of your Women on Fire 
sisters, Kris McCormick. 

Kris:  Hi, everybody. 

Debbie:  Oh, it’s so good to have you here. 

Kris:  Thank you. Good to be here. 

Debbie:  I love seeing you face to face here in Naples, Florida. 

Kris:  Me too. 

Debbie:  Kris is from Wisconsin, but you come down to Naples in the winter. 

Kris:  Correct. Yep, for four months. 

Debbie:  Yeah, it’s so nice to have you here. This is heaven isn’t it? 

Kris:  It is. 

Debbie:  Well, what did you think? 

Kris:  I thought she was amazing, really a neat woman. She used her misfortune and pain to 
help other girls like her, which is really cool. 

Debbie:  It really is. It’s so unbelievable that there isn’t something like that. But that’s what 
happens so often. That’s how all the great things get discovered. There is great need and 
somebody comes in and is wise enough to fill it. I was thinking about you when I was doing 
the interview, and I could see you through the studio window. You’re such an amazing mom. 
You have three kids. 

Kris:  Yes, thank you. 

Debbie:  They’re all grown. You look like a teenager, but your kids are grown. [laughter] 

Kris:  Thank you. There’s nothing like and I just don’t think there’s anything higher in the 
world than the unconditional love of a mother. I can’t imagine. My mom died when I was 40, 
and I still wish she were here today. I can’t imagine being eight. 
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Debbie:  I know. But it was so inspiring to feel like her strength and determination from all 
that pain to do this big thing, which is huge, and to raise this kind of money. To do this 
nationally is going to require a lot of money and a lot of organization. I think one of my 
favorite moments in this interview was her husband saying, “We can drive Range Rovers or 
we can leave our mark on the world.” 

Kris:  Right. That was pretty neat. 

Debbie:  I thought that was really cool because so often, we think, “I could do that, but it’s 
going to take away from the amount of money I could make, or the thing I could do.” I 
thought that was really powerful. I actually got goosebumps. 

Kris:  And clearly, this is fulfilling her. This is her calling. I found it interesting that, 
although she was raised ... What did she say? She was bathed in love and support, or 
marinated in love and support growing up. But she still, even with all that family and 
support, felt so alone and was silently mourning, a silent mourner. She just wanted to meet a 
girl who lost her mom too. I think that stuck out the most to me. 

Debbie:  Yes, it’s incredibly powerful. And it’s so insightful because kids can’t tell you what 
they really need. The fact that she’s been able to identify this and provide this for other girls 
is powerful. When you look at the videos and see the girls together, these young women who 
have lost their mothers are so amazing and insightful. Giving each other support is really 
changing the course for these young women. 

Kris, I just want to ask you, what are you on fire about these days? Anything come to mind? 

Kris:  I’m on fire about enjoying this great weather in Naples and spending the winter here 
when it’s been so cold in Wisconsin, meeting new people and new friends and new 
communities down here. I think that’s really what I’ve been on fire about these last several 
months. It’s been fun this season because we’ve been here a bit longer. We’ve met a lot of 
great people who are in the same situation in life, or same stage that we are. It makes it fun. 

Debbie:  Yes, because we don’t think about that when we get to our 50s, or even late 40s, 
making new friends when we’re busy is a hard thing to do. So to come to a new community, I 
really applaud you, because I know you’ve been very deliberate about what are the activities 
I’m going to do and who am I going to meet. It’s not easy. It’s easier when you’ve got little 
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kids and you can connect with other parents. 

Kris:  Right. There are friends everywhere there then. 

Debbie:  Right. 

Kris:  But yes, it’s been great. It’s been really fun. We’ve had a good time. 

Debbie:  Kris has been a member of our Oasis Mastermind Group, which is our Women on 
Fire high-level mastermind group. You’ve been a member for two years. While I’m taking a 
little break from leading it this year, which I think everybody understands, since Rob’s death, 
I’m certainly reinstituting it in January of 2020. But I wondered if you’d share with women 
your experience with Oasis and being a part of that mastermind group? 

Kris:  Sure. It’s been great. I guess my favorite thing about the group is that you really get 
close with other women. Even though you might be at different stages, you’re going through a 
transition, or building a business, or starting a family, or struggling with something. You 
learn so much from other’s experiences that I was unaware of. Even though I’m not in that 
situation, you learn so much from other people and make great lifelong friendships. That’s 
been my favorite part.  

I love getting together. I can’t wait to see everybody. Even though Debbie’s been taking 
a little break, we still stay connected. It’s been a fun experience. I’ve enjoyed it a lot. 

Debbie:  I’ve been so glad that you’ve been in it. I’m just so glad you’re a Woman on Fire 
member. I remember our husbands knew each other. I remember the night I met you here in 
Naples. The moment I met you, I was like, “I love that woman.” 

Kris:  I felt the same. It was great. I think we over talked the boys.  

Debbie:  Oh, I’m sure we did. Thank you, Kris, for being here. I just love you to pieces. 

Kris:  Love you too, Debbie. 

Debbie:  I’m so happy you’re a part of the Women on Fire circle. 

Kris:  Thank you. Me too. 


