The Therapist’s Corner
When an Aging Parent Dies

My father was 88 years old when he died in January. He lived a life full of tremendous successes, and also full of colossal disappointments. From being a World War II hero to a titan in the business world, he had enough experiences to fill several lifetimes. When he faced failure it seemed as if he would just shrug it off and try again until he succeeded. That was my father. He could do anything. Now he’s gone.

Intellectually, we all know this is the cycle of life. And at some point it will be our time, too. Like millions of others every year, my father’s death really wasn’t a tragedy. He lived a long life. When people say to me that he’s now at peace, I agree with them. Then why am I left with such an empty feeling at times?
The answer is both very simple and exceedingly complicated. In my career as a therapist, I have found few circumstances that make me feel as powerless as does helping someone cope with the loss of a loved one. Although most people are in some way familiar with the stages of grieving, everyone experiences loss in their own way. Some people find comfort in talking with others, while others need quiet time alone. Some let the tears come freely, while offers experience the sadness more internally. There is no one right way to grieve, just as there is no time frame for the healing.
When an aged parent dies there can be a tendency to unreasonably expect that the grieving should be quick. Even if you anticipate the loss, the finality of death can bring with it an array of emotions that may catch you by surprise. In addition to sadness, it is normal to feel anger and hurt, especially if the parent died with issues you had with him/her still unresolved. Guilt too may be present, often times when realistically there may not be anything to feel guilty over. Even understandably feeling relieved that a parent’s suffering is over can itself trigger such feelings.
While there may be no right way to grieve, ignoring the process isn’t healthy. If there are feelings present, they will need some expression. That may involve talking to friends and family, or perhaps to clergy. Some people find comfort in journaling by writing about their thoughts and feelings. Seeing a therapist may be especially important if the grieving appears to be turning into depression, which is best addressed by seeing a professional.
As is often said, time can be a great healer. I expect a year from now that the sadness I feel will be different than it is today. Will it be gone entirely? I doubt it. But that’s OK. He was after all my father.
Scott M. Granet, LCSW is a long-time resident of Redwood Shores, and is director of the OCD-BDD Clinic of Northern California in Redwood City. He would like to hear your suggestions for future columns, and can be reached at 650-599-3325 or sgranet@ocd-bddclinic.com.

** Article first appeared in the April 2013 edition of The Pilot, the community newsletter for Redwood Shores, CA.

