Livonia family channels grief of child's death | Freep.com | Detroit Free Press 5/20/08 8:28 AM

Bankof America "%~
Michigan. _ H;::I-u?l.. Tﬂ.llca

Welcome to the Bank of Opportunity™.

Learn More

uf ’ J WENEIER FOIIC

Other editions: Mobile | News Feeds | E-Newsletters | Subscribe to the Free Press Find it: Jobs | Cars | Real Estate | Apartments | Shopping | Classifieds

SPONSORED BY:

SEARCH Q] CWeightWatchers
DETROIT

HOME LOCAL NATION/WORLD SPORTS ENTERTAINMENT AUTOS/BUSINESS LIFE TRAVEL OPINION OBITUARIES EXTRAS

Site Index Photos Videos Add your photos Lottery Past headlines Weather Subscribe to the Free Press Site Services Contests

(N Comment, blog & share photos .
hed Log in | Become a member PUWERED B raLanD pctmlt ifrccprcss

Phil and Karen James and
their daughter Kylie, 11, sit in
front of a tree planted in the
backyard of their Livonia home
in memory of their daughter
Leah, who died of cancer three
years ago at the age of 5. Phil

Livonia family channels grief of child's death
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Leah James frequently spoke of being happy by telling her mom and dad, Phil and Karen James of Livonia, that Press)

"my heart is happy."

Thus the foundation in her memory -- Leah's Happy Hearts -- after her death
from an inoperable brain tumor in August of 2005. She was 5 years old and
ready to begin kindergarten.

Leah James

Karen James is very open about using the foundation's mission as her main
L ] coping mechanism for grief.
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"I needed a way to channel my grief into something positive," she said. "You

either sink or swim, and I chose to swim.

"After the diagnosis for the tumor, Leah started saying to me and Phil that 'my
heart's happy.' Sometimes it would happen playing board games or shopping at
the mall -- just out of the blue, she'd say, "My heart's happy' and I was so
touched by how special that is for a child to express her joy by saying her heart is
happy -- and I wanted everyone to know just how special she was."

Leah endured 26 radiation treatments in the one year from diagnosis until she
passed away from diffuse pontine brain stem glioma. The cancer cells grow in
between and around healthy cells in the brain stem.

The foundation has two main goals: to fund research for pediatric brain tumors WALK TO HELP

3 3 foo 3 3 - The Happy Feet for Happy Hearts 5K Walk is May 31 at Maybury State
and to host fun events for children battling life-threatening illnesses. A fund Park. The feo 1s $20 for adulte and $10 for childran. Participants will receive

raising event is coming up May 31 -- a 5K family fun walk at Maybury State Park T-shirts on a first-come-first-served basis. Bringing in donations of $100 or

in Northvill more will enter participants into a drawing for a Nintendo Wii or Detroit

n Northville. Tigers tickets and other prizes. For more information and to sign up, go to
www.leahshappyhearts.org.

"It makes me feel good that I can talk about Leah, to keep her spirit and memory RELATED NEWS FROM THE WEB
alive,” James said. "Not that it would ever leave my heart, but it feels good to talk ~ Ann Arbor, MI

about her. ... Northville, MI
Life
"A lot of people are afraid to ask me about it and I'm kind of the opposite of what Holidays
Learn More | o people would expect. I like to talk about her. I like to share my experience L
-~ . . . . " Livonia, Ml
P ™ 8 through this, how awful it was, but how wonderful my memories are of her.
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The eighth-grade honor society at Northville Christian School is helping provide
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MR FOKC many of the volunteers needed to operate the Happy Feet for Happy Hearts walk.
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Karen and Phil's daughter Kylie, 11, attends the school, and her gymnastics More Community headlines
school, Miss Peggy's Kids Fitness Center in Livonia, also will bring a large contingent of walkers. A chance to shine
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The walk will raise money for research and for what the foundation hopes will become an annual Christmastime Top teen percussionists to play Marshbank
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visit to C.S. Mott Children's Hospital in Ann Arbor, where Leah received radiation treatment. vonia tamily channe's griet of chiic's dea

Demolition looms for Fuerst Farmstead

On Dec. 23, members and friends of the foundation went to Mott to give gifts to about 60 children, and brought
items for the children to pick and have wrapped as presents for their parents and siblings. Infants received MOST POPULAR
blankets, and their parents were given gas cards to help offset travel costs.

"The Mott event was really fun and I believe worthwhile for the kids and the families," said Phil James. "You could - Finally! After years of frustration, Wings are back where they belong

tell they really appreciated it, especially because it was Christmastime." 2. Now the real fun begins for Wings
3. David, the next 'American Idol'
The foundation also donated $10,000 to the hospital from the previous spring's fund-raising event. 4. Dave Dombrowski on dismal start: We're all respansible
5. Finally! The finals! After years of frustration, Wings are back where
they belong
" . . - . . . o . " -
Our goal is to lift the spirits of children and families that are in the hospital" at Christmas, "not enjoying all the 6. Birth of the 'Bad": Pistons' playoff identity forged by facing Celtics

other festivities with their families," said Anne Doulette, a neighbor of the James family in Livonia and vice
president of the board of Leah's Happy Hearts. "So we hope this gives them some joy during that time when other

7. Axle workers vote on futures

. P . . L. . . 8. Ex-Tiger Jason Grilli: Tigers have bad chemistry; atmosphere is 'stale
kids are out enjoying themselves. For us as outsiders looking in, it made the holidays that much more special to be and stagnant'

able to participate." 9. Star Struck: Wings' 'special night ambushes Dallas
10. Vacation spots fight soaring gas prices
Faith, comfort, spiritual growth

Karen James said the hospital trip was comforting for her and her husband.

"I didn't feel like we were still alone," she said. "When you are the parent of a child that passed away you feel like
you're isolated, but in the hospital environment you see that other people are going through the same thing you
went through. And all the planning for the event was definitely a distraction, in a very positive way."

The distraction was welcome as the family deals with having a hole in their own celebrations for holidays and
birthdays. Those days, along with the date of Leah's prognosis and the date of her death, are still the toughest to get
over.

"Being ready to help others has been a step," Karen James said. "I've also become more spiritual. I figured I could
run away from God, or turn toward him, and I chose to turn toward him.

"I was angry at God and I'm still mad, but because of my spiritual growth, I have more hope. My faith is giving me
hope that I'll be with her again someday, and that's stronger now.

"It's still really hard to accept, but I'm trying to climb that spiritual ladder because I don't know any other way to
see her again."
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