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August 22, 2012 
 
 
Dear Laura and Carolyn … 
 
I had not planned or expected to write you so soon—but I find myself needing to tell you 
about my dear cousin, Bonnie.  Writing to you always seems to help me clarify things in 
my own mind.  Thank you for “listening.”  Please forgive my intrusion into your lives. 
 
Bonnie was born Bonnie Lee Smith on November 18, 1948.  Her mother, Kathryn Ann 
(“Bobbie”) Steik, is my mother’s next to oldest sister (sister two of four).  Bonnie’s father 
was Warren (“Smittie”) Smith.  Smittie was one of this nation’s first US Navy jet fighter 
test pilots.  He was stationed at the Corpus Christi Naval Air Station circa 1950.  One day 
while he was attempting to land after a training exercise, his jet fighter crashed and 
Smittie was killed.  My cousin, Bonnie, was only one-and-a-half years old. 
 
Shortly after this tragic accident, my Aunt Bobbie and Cousin Bonnie moved back to 
Montclair, NJ to live with my grandparents.  My mother was still spending the summers 
during her college years living at home and was glad for the extra housemates.  My aunt 
soon found a job—and that left my mother spending much of her free time caring for 
Bonnie and helping her to grow up.  They developed a very special bond.  Bonnie was 
the flower girl at my parent’s wedding in 1953. 
 
My Aunt Bobbie soon married an old friend from high school, Fred Appleton.  Bonnie 
then had a step-father—and after a few years had a half-sister (my cousin Diane) and 
a half-brother (my cousin Jimmy).  Even though my Uncle Fred was a good father to 
Bonnie—and eventually adopted her (she changed her last name to Appleton)—he never 
replaced her real father in her heart—and she always felt like she was the “odd person out.” 
 
After high school, Bonnie went to the University of Delaware and graduated with 
a bachelor’s degree in horticulture in the spring of 1970.  While she was there, she met 
a quite dashing young man—Paul Oberdorfer—who was, ironically, in training to become 
a jet fighter pilot for the US Navy.  Bonnie went on to earn a Master’s Degree from the 
University of Delaware and a Ph.D. in horticulture from Oklahoma State University.  
Unfortunately, by the end of her Master’s Degree, her marriage to Paul had ended. 
 
After spending several years teaching at Washington University in St. Louis, MO, Bonnie 
found a position as a Horticultural Specialist with the Virginia Tech College of Agriculture 
and Life Science at the Hampton Roads Agricultural Research and Extension Center.  She 
served as an advisor to over sixty graduate students, wrote many books and dozens of 
articles, and was in great demand as a speaker.  She was considered to be one of this nation’s 
premier arbor experts—and was affectionately known as “the tree lady.”  She also had 
a passion for sailing, kayaking, gardening, and writing romance novels—and looked 
forward to immersing herself in these activities when she retired. 
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While Bonnie enjoyed great success professionally, she was not so fortunate with her 
personal life.  She was married and divorced four times by the time she was 61 years old.  
Her relationships with her mother, half-siblings, and many other family and friends were 
less than idyllic—this despite us reaching out to her and expressing our love to her. 
 
By now you are asking yourselves about the reflective nature of this letter and why it is that 
I am writing to you about Bonnie.  The answer is this—Bonnie passed away unexpectedly 
on July 21, 2012.  She was only 63 years old.  The Virginia Tech News posted this— 
 

http://www.vtnews.vt.edu/articles/2012/07/073112-cals-appletonmemoriam.html 
 
The bigger question is why did she die?  The exact physical cause is not known—but 
may well have been blood clots that formed in her brain.  The more likely answer is that 
she died of severe depression.  As I mentioned, Bonnie lost her father when she was very 
young.  She grew up not knowing him—but always living in his shadow.  This caused her 
an immense amount of grief in her adult life—and, no doubt, affected her ability to have 
a long and happy marriage with any of her four husbands.  When she was turning sixty 
and it was apparent to her that her fourth marriage was about to end, she wrote a letter to 
many of her family and friends—those of us who have stood by her—and explained that 
she felt like her life had been a complete and utter failure—that she had “messed up” her 
life—and that she was having difficulty wanting to go on. 
 
Shortly after she wrote that letter, she attempted to take her own life.  Thankfully, she did 
not succeed, but it did land her in a psychiatric hospital for an extended stay.  After trying 
a variety of different medicines and several more stays in the hospital, Bonnie was allowed 
to return home to her condominium in Norfolk about a year ago.  But her heart was just not 
in it—she no longer went to the grocery store or outside—she no longer would visit her 
folks in Suffolk, VA—she stopped paying her bills—and she stopped taking care of her 
cherished dog.  Her brother Jimmy hired caregivers to look in on her several times a day, 
to make her meals, and to make certain that she was taking her medicine. 
 
Then on Tuesday morning, July 17, one of the caregivers found Bonnie unconscious on the 
floor.  They took her to the hospital, but she never regained consciousness.  On Saturday, 
July 21, my Uncle Fred and Cousin Jimmy made the decision to disconnect her from the 
machines that were keeping her body alive.  And Bonnie was gone.  Two weeks after 
Bonnie passed, my Aunt Bobbie, Uncle Fred, and Cousin Jimmy scattered her ashes in 
the Chesapeake Bay according to Bonnie’s wishes. 
 
Back to my earlier question—why am I telling you all of this?  And the answer—we each 
share something in common with Bonnie—we each know what it is like to live our lives 
without a significant person present.  Your situation is similar to hers in that you have lived 
the majority of your lives without your biological father.  Unlike Bonnie however, this is 
of your own choosing—though I do not believe that it comes without any ramifications—
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but you can change the scenario, if you wish.  In my case, I know the pain and the hurt 
caused by the absence of that special someone—or someones—in one’s life and the 
inability to do anything about the circumstances that brought it about. 
 
I do not know how it is that you have handled my absence from your life.  I don’t know 
how you have managed to create a life without one of your biological parents and how 
it is you are apparently at peace with this.  But I can tell you about the mental tricks, 
emotional crutches, and spiritual journeys that I have had to employ in order to survive 
the last twenty plus years.  Each year that passes causes me more and more heartache—
and it becomes more and more difficult to find the energy and the will to keep going. 
 
And—oh, yes—like Bonnie, I am afflicted with severe depression—and anxiety.  The 
depression and the anxiety have steadily worsened over the years—and it has taken a toll 
on my body, to be sure.  I am scared that what happened to my dear cousin might one day 
happen to me.  I have too many things that I wish to do while I am on this planet—and 
I so desperately want there to be a reconciliation with you before my time comes. 
 
So—I have learned to play tricks with the calendar—telling myself that there are fewer 
days without you ahead of me than behind me—I have tried antidepressants and 
psychotherapy—I use art and music and writing to help channel my emotions—I write 
you letters—I create Web sites for you and your sister—and I have prayed unceasingly 
to the GOOD LORD—begging Him to end this separation and to relieve the suffering.  
But nothing has worked.  I am now 56 years old.  When I think about Bonnie dying at 
63 years old—and then think about myself seven years from now—I begin to understand 
why Bonnie lost the will to go on. 
 
And speaking of working out my emotions by writing, I thought of Bonnie as I wrote 
a short story titled “Deconstructing Dad” several years ago while dealing with the loss of 
my own Dad—www.mindsights.net/361Q_deconstructing_dad.php. 
 
Another way that I have coped is to adopt “surrogate daughters.”  We all have a need to 
give and receive love—I am no different.  I am blessed to have found five individuals to 
whom I can give of myself.  Let me tell you about them. 
 
Maureen is now 33 years old—she was my administrative assistant when I worked at the 
CDM Group from 2001 to 2003.  She is a local jazz singer of tremendous talent.  Her 
mother passed away several years ago.  She comes to me now with things that she, no 
doubt, would have gone to her mother with.  My nieces, of course—your cousins—Melodi 
and Samantha—occupy a fair portion of my time as I am the Trustee for a Trust my folks 
created for them to pay for their undergraduate and graduate educations.  The last two 
additions are Karen Joy—a five-year old girl in Pangkaunlaran, Philippines.  I am 
sponsoring her through World Vision.  A cute girl with dreams of becoming a doctor—
I hope that I can help make her wish come true.  And Aryana is now just over one year old.  
She is the daughter of my dear friends Phil and Sonia (my next door “work neighbor” 
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while I was at NIH/NIAID).  I am making what will be annual contributions into her 
529(k) account with the goal of helping her folks send their daughter to college.  Each 
and every one of these five young ladies brings a smile to my face every time I can help 
them in some way.  God bless them! 
 
And so I wrestle with the ever-increasing desire to do something that will help bring 
about a reunion with you—but am always trying to balance this with the knowledge that 
it is the GOOD LORD who is in charge—that it is He who is the artist molding each of us 
and creating the tapestry that is our lives.  I am constantly reminding myself that I need 
to stand back, be patient, and allow Him to work His perfect plan.  But that is so hard—
and it gets harder with each passing year—another year that cannot be reclaimed. 
 
And so I wait for something to change—knowing full well that this may never happen.  
I try to release the pain and the frustration—to let go of what someone else does or does 
not do and to not let it upset me—and to hold on to my hard-earned joy. 
 
One last thought—many years ago, I spoke with Bonnie as I attempted to understand 
how it was she dealt with the loss of her father from her life.  My conclusion was simply 
this—such major losses define who we are, who we become, and how we relate to other 
individuals.  Such losses as hers cannot be erased or reversed—but perhaps ours can.  
It is not too late to take those grains of sand that came into the shells of our lives and turn 
them into pearls.  I continue to attempt to do that with the loss of my Dad seven years 
ago—and I continue to hope that I can do this with you. 
 
In closing, I simply ask you to consider forgiving me for whatever real or perceived 
transgressions I may have committed twenty plus years ago and to grant me some means 
of connecting with you.  Write me a short note using your own words—not your mother’s.  
Send me a card or an e-mail.  Call me—visit me.  I do not wish to end up like Bonnie—nor 
do I wish for you one day to find yourself going down a path similar to Bonnie’s.  Life is 
too short—too precious.  Please—have mercy upon me.  Have mercy upon yourselves.  
 
Please join me in praying that the GOOD LORD blesses Bonnie’s soul and brings to her 
the peace that passes all understanding.  And may the GOOD LORD grant to each of 
you the strength to consider my request and the courage to reach out to me. 
 
All of my love to you, dear daughters … 


