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“A great starting place for young people who  
are hurting.” 

—Voice of Youth Advocates

 
“This compassionate book gracefully addresses  
the unique needs of teen grievers. It is accessible 
without being patronizing and allows them to 
work through their experience by building on the 
stories of others.”

—Alan Wolfelt, Ph.D.,  
director of the Center for Loss and Life Transition

“This compassionate, user-friendly book lists 
pages of resources and suggested reading, and 
should be made available to teens.” 

—School Library Journal

“When a Friend Dies offers a voice of understanding 
and guidance during the very personal and often 
lonely experience of loss. Dr. Gootman’s book is 
a friend who shares our journey of grief, a friend 
who does not take offense if we just want to be 
alone, and a friend we can introduce to others who 
need comfort. I am truly grateful for this book.”

—John Bell, singer/guitarist, Widespread Panic
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To my children, Elissa, Jennifer, and Michael

This book was inspired by my love and compassion 
for you and your friends. While I cannot protect you 

from losses, I hope I can help you through them.
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Foreword
by Michael Stipe, singer/songwriter, R.E.M. 

When a Friend Dies is a book about acceptance and 
compassion. Accepting the sadness, confusion, and 
pain we experience with loss is as important as heal-
ing and moving forward. Showing compassion for 
yourself is about letting the feelings come and go as 
they do naturally. There is no right or wrong way to 
feel when someone dies.

Right now, you may be feeling things you’ve never 
felt before—and if you can’t understand what you’re 
going through, how could anyone else? No one can 
completely understand. Everybody hurts in their own 
way, and your grieving and pain are uniquely your 
own. But feeling lonely and grieving on your own 
isn’t the same as being alone. You’re not alone.

In this book, other teens share how they felt when 
their friend died. Reading their words can give you a 
chance to reflect on your own feelings in a new way. 
The book’s questions and suggestions offer help and 
reassurance that you can make it through. Be gentle 
with yourself, take the time you need, and know that 
the greatest tribute to your friend is just being you.
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‘‘
‘‘

“I just can’t believe 
this happened to 
one of us.” —Seth

“I was at the mall and 
thought I saw her. When 
I got close and saw it 
wasn’t her, I felt so sad.” 
—Noor

“I can’t believe she 
is gone. She was so 
young and alive.” 
—Erica

“It seems like any minute he 
should walk into the room. It 
doesn’t seem like he is really 
gone.” —David

“It feels like an alarm clock is 
supposed to go off soon and 
this will all be over.” —Tanisha
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Introduction 
Kids are not supposed to die. It’s against all the rules 
of nature. It’s not right. It’s not fair. It shouldn’t ever 
happen. But it does happen . . . and when it does,  
it’s scary.

If someone you know has died, this book is for you. I 
hope it will bring you comfort and help you heal.

When my daughter Elissa was a teenager, one of her 
friends died. I saw how this death affected my daugh-
ter. I spent a lot of time talking with her and being 
with her, but I also wished there was a book I could 
give to her. At that time, most books written about 
death and dying spoke about teenagers, not to them. 
As you’ll see, this book speaks directly to you.

Some of the words are mine. Some of the words are 
those of teenagers whose friends have died, or of 
famous people who have spoken or written about 
death. All are meant for you to read at your own pace, 
in your own time.
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You might read this book from cover to cover all  
at once, starting now. You might read it in little  
pieces—a page or two today, a paragraph tomorrow, 
more the day after or next week. How you read it is 
up to you. But do try to think about the questions, 
because they will help you understand what is hap-
pening to you. And do try the suggestions—some of 
them or all of them. They have helped other teen-
agers, and they may help you too. You won’t know 
unless you give them a chance.

If you think you need more help, consider talking 
with a counselor or a therapist. You’re going through 
a lot right now—maybe more than you can handle on 
your own, or with this book, or even with the support 
of parents, other family members, or close friends. 
Counselors and therapists are trained to help people 
through tough times. On pages 102–105, you’ll find 
ideas about where to start looking for this kind of 
expert help.

You may want to read more books about death and 
dying. You’ll find a list of possibilities on pages 
118–119. You can also ask a librarian for ideas, or the 
media specialist at your school, a school counselor, 
a religious or spiritual leader, or anyone else whose 
advice you value and trust.
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Bottom line? You should do whatever works for you to 
help yourself heal. You have had a terrible shock, and 
you need to take care of yourself.

This book can be a part of taking care of yourself. 
Share it with family adults and teachers. They need to 
know what you are going through, and this book may 
help them understand. Especially if you sometimes 
have trouble putting your feelings into words, this 
book can speak for you.

Whatever you decide to do—about this book, about 
your grief, about anything in your life right now—I 
can promise you one thing: You will heal with time. 
You have probably heard this before. Maybe you don’t 
believe it, but it’s true. Not because I say so—because 
other teenagers say so. They have lived through, 
learned from, and grown by the horrible experience 
of having a friend die. You can too.

Marilyn Gootman
Athens, Georgia
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‘‘
‘‘

“This whole experience 
has made me look at 
things differently. I will 
not take anything for 
granted.” —Nadia Morillo

“How can life ever be the 
same?” —Omar

“Will I ever feel okay 
again?” —Tomas

“When my friend died, 
the rest of the world kept 
going. I wanted the world 
to stop and I wanted to just 
scream out, ‘Doesn’t anyone 
realize that I am hurt?’ I 
kept looking at people and 
thinking, ‘You don’t have a 
care, and look at me, one of 
my friends just died.’” 
—Selina
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How can I 
stand the pain?
Shock, terror, and disbelief may bombard your body 
and mind when a friend dies. Surely it must be a mis-
take! How can it be—alive and breathing one minute, 
and gone the next? 

The pain may seem unbearable. You may fear that 
your mind is on overload. You might even worry that 
you’ll go insane.
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Don’t panic! You won’t always feel this bad. The 
pain will lessen as time goes on.

After a while, your sad feelings will become fewer and 
farther between, and your happy feelings will return. 
Death gashes emotions, just like a knife gashes skin. 
With time and care, both kinds of wounds heal. They 
leave scars, but they do heal. 

Try to be gentle with yourself. When things start to 
feel unbearably painful, find a healthy, caring, loving 
way to distract yourself.

“Caring for myself is not self-indulgence,  
it is self-preservation.” 

—AUDRE LORDE    
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You don’t have to do all  

your grieving at once.

What activities soothe you and 
keep your mind occupied when 
you feel overwhelmed?

It’s okay to take your mind off 
your grieving for a while. Listen 
to music, write, draw, make 
something, exercise . . . 
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‘‘

‘‘

“I cried hysterically, and then I went numb—kind of 
like I was watching myself from the outside.” —Nicole

“I can’t feel anything.  
It doesn’t feel real.” 
—Devin

“It’s easy to convince 
yourself it’s just a 
bad joke or a dream.” 
—Théo
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Why can’t I  
feel anything?
You may be too stunned to feel anything. You may 
feel like you’re living in a dream.

There is nothing wrong with you. Sometimes people’s 
minds close down when they feel overwhelmed. They 
shut out the reality of what has happened. This is 
your mind’s way of protecting you from feeling  
overloaded with pain.

Give yourself some time to let your feelings surface. 
Then, when they’re ready to come out, let them. 

“One must go through periods of numbness 
that are harder to bear than grief.”

—ANNE MORROW LINDBERGH
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