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Helping your young child cope with
the death of a loved one

By Margie Ryerson, MFT

Happy New Year! I hope this
year will be a happy and
healthy one for everyone in
our wonderful community.

Sadly, some of us experi-
enced loss personally or indi-
rectly during the past year.
We've witnessed multiple
tragedies in our community,
state, country and world. It is
sometimes difficult to assess
how our children are affected
by these events, but we do
know that the loss of a loved
one can affect them deeply.

My work as a therapist in-
variably involves helping peo-
ple go through the mourning
process when someone close to
them dies. If you have suffered
the death of a loved one, it is
important to seek support if
needed, for your own sake and
in order to be able to help your
child. Even though it may be
extremely difficult, you will
need to be able to set aside
your own grief at times, since
parents are essential in help-
ing children cope with loss.

When a loved one dies, a
child under the age of 6 typi-
cally will not recognize that
this is a permanent situation
or have a realistic concept of
death. Children this age tend to
view death as a temporary
condition. A child doesn't like
to be separated from someone
close to him or her, and this
factor may be the extent of his
or her grasp of death. Some
children will express sadness,
while others won't react much
at all.

It is important to commu-
nicate in ways a child can un-
derstand, and at the same time
be reassuring. You may say,
“I'm very sad to tell you that
Grandpa died today. We will
miss being with him. You had
fun playing with him and go-
ing to the park with him. He
was such a wonderful
Grandpa.” If you have reli-
gious or spiritual beliefs that
can help explain and provide
comfort, frame them in the
simplest terms possible. For
example: “Grandpa is now in
heaven with Uncle Steve.”

Avoid comments like “We
lost Grandpa,” or “he died
peacefully in his sleep.” Young
children interpret things liter-

ally, and you don't want to in-
still fear in your child that you
or she may get lost or go to
sleep and not wake up.

Rather than giving too
much information that may
overwhelm your child, wait
and allow her or him to ask
questions. Your child may ask
you if you are going to die too.
This is a common reaction
upon hearing of the death of
someone else. You will want to
provide reassurance that you
expect to live to an old age like
Grandpa and that you will be
around to take care of your
child.

Explain to your child that
she or he may be sad or upset
at times when your child is
missing Grandpa, and that you
and others in the family will
also be very sad and may even
cry sometimes because you
will miss him so much. You
need to prepare your child so
that he or she doesn't become
alarmed or afraid of any emo-
tional reactions to Grandpa's
death.

If your child asks a ques-
tion about Grandpa within the
first few weeks or months
while you are still in deep
mourning, try to answer
calmly. If you show intense
emotion, he or she will most
likely avoid bringing up the
subject again and risk upset-
ting you.

Young children show deep
emotions more behaviorally
than verbally, so watch for
signs of regression such as
sleep issues, bed-wetting,
heightened fears, or an in-
crease in meltdowns. Keep
some photos of Grandpa dis-
played and share happy mem-
ories of him so that your child
can gradually come to terms
with their loss. Over time en-
courage your child to draw
pictures of him and find age-
appropriate books on the
death of a loved one to read
together.

While you want to help
comfort your child, you also
want to normalize their life as
much as possible. Include ac-
tivities to help your child feel
better such as outings or art
projects or cooking together.

Many parents want to
know if a young child should
attend a funeral or celebration

of life. In general, your child
won't be upset if he or she
misses out on this event, but
may well be upset to see an ac-
tual burial or many people
crying. If your child tends to be
fearful in general, witnessing
distraught family members
could heighten his or her fears
and insecurities. In addition, it
will be in your own best inter-
est (and ultimately your
child's) if you can experience
the ceremony and mourn as
you need to without having to
be concerned about how your
child is doing.

This decision is a personal
one. If you are in mourning
and it will be more comforting
for you to have your child with
you, or if you have no one
close to take care of her or him
while you're gone, you can
plan ways to make it work. You
can let your child know what
to expect ahead of time so he
or she will be more prepared.
You can bring toys for your
child to play with while he or
she sits with you. And you can
solicit a close relative or friend
take her or him to another
area to play or have a snack,
especially at the grave site.

If you know that your
child will be deeply affected by
the absence of someone close
in his or her life, finding a
good therapist who works with
young children via play ther-
apy will be invaluable. In my
next column, I will discuss how
to help your older child cope
with the death of a loved one.
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Margie Ryerson, MFT, is a mar-
riage and family therapist in
Orinda and Walnut Creek. Con-
tact her at (925) 376-9323 (phone
or text) or margierye@yahoo.com.
She is the author of "Treat Your
Partner Like a Dog: How to Breed
a Better Relationship" and "Ap-
petite for Life: Inspiring Stories of
Recovery from Anorexia, Bulimia,
and Compulsive Overeating."

Celebrating the Year of the Earth Pig
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Kindness is a central
theme in Pig year and acts of
generosity and philanthropy
will be richly rewarded in
2019. At the office, patience,
dedication and reality-based
projects or decision making
are the successful ingredients
in Pig year.

Avoid overpromising or
overcommitting for work har-
mony as well as on the home
front. The Earth element will
ground nicely with all that is
naturally joyful and carefree
in Pig year, but remember to
avoid risk-taking all year. Pig
year is about family and being
sociable, but since the Earth
element brings stability, bal-
ance and overall positive en-
ergies all year, you can use a
Pig year to be strategic in
business.

The 2019 Pig year is yin
and so light and convivial, al-
lowing many people to feel
joyful and abundant, and so
fortunate and lucky. 2019 Pig
must also remain guided by a
heavy dose of strict budgeting
all year. It would be unwise to
overspend in Pig year, and
then begin 2020 Metal Rat
year depleted in any way.
Fortunately, the Earth element
that balances and grounds
2019 offers intuitiveness, flex-
ibility, modesty and organiz-
ing throughout the year. This
all blends quite well with Pig’s
desire to study and learn a
wide range of interests. Zo-
diac Pig is the also the very
last of the 12 Zodiac animals
and so completes a larger cy-
cle, and within the carefree
vibe of 2019, still offers a
chance to be reflective about
the prior 11 years. Looking

ahead to 2020 and a new cy-
cle, prepare prudently and
make depletion to be a thing
of the past as one readies for
the excitement and ca-
reer/money activity of the
2020 Metal Rat year.

Health and personal care
and well-being in 2019 are fo-
cused on a blend of equal
parts: healing with nature,
and spiritual pursuits. Por-
tioning meals properly will
avert the gluttony that is often
associated when Pig is out of
phase or balance. People born
in the year of the Pig may ex-
perience deep health afflic-
tions during Pig year, and this
challenging energy can also be
experienced for Pigs in the Pig
month (Nov. 5 to Dec. 5) as
well as the Pig hours (9 to 11
p-m.).

Special care should be
taken to not be wasteful and
keep up with life in a tidy way,
including administrative du-
ties and connecting with those
on your team. In Pig year we
should indulge, yes, but not
the the point of recklessness,
and again, the Earth element
will be supremely helpful in
all things to do with restraint.
Since family plays a promi-
nent role in Pig year, easygo-
ing Pig supports those who
have struggled with
work/family balance and fi-
nally understand what true
balance feels like. There will
be more opportunities for hu-
man exchanges that are bene-
ficial to everyone.

Before any partnership,
friendship or love interest can
be fully appreciated, it’s wise
to practice a “trust but verify”
policy and proven, mutual
adoration in Pig year, before
any deep commitments are

made. We might well see an
uptick in family reunions,
parties and wedding an-
nouncements, birth and bap-
tism celebrations and people
getting along at these events.
The 2019 Pig year will also fa-
vor generosity and giving and
deep benevolence to others
who might be in need of more
gentleness among us. Be sure
to balance giving with receiv-
ing, as the Earth element will
demand. Going with this or
any other Pig year flow will be
paramount to individual suc-
cess.

Pig year will be beneficial
to a wide range of other Zo-
diac animals, and the year will
be fondly remembered when
it concludes on Jan. 24, 2020.
The concept of luck is at vari-
ance with western held beliefs
in that, in Taoist, Feng Shui
and even Buddhist canon, we
can create our own luck
through our thoughts, words
and deeds, and ultimately
change the course of our fate
and destiny.

There is an old saying that
contends that a man with
riches can end up poor com-
pared to the man who em-
ploys Feng Shui, and the
greater responsibility taken
up in Pig year will center
around wisdom and not sim-
ply the accumulation of
knowledge. Lastly, pick a
cause to contribute to and
support, to allow the gratitude
handshake to be an integral
part of your fortunate Pig
year. Plan each year with
Empowerment Chart readings,
which are available upon re-
quest by emailing spacehar-
mony@gmail.com.

Happy New Year!
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Expanding our Services with
Two Goldsmiths
* Custom Designs e Appraisals
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All your jewelry is insured with Jeweler’s Block Insurance.
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1 watch battery per person. Exp. 2/15/19. Usually installed while you wait. W/coupon. Restrictions apply.
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3645 Mt. Diablo Blvd., Lafayette between Trader Joes & the Post Office
283-2988 www.waredesigns.com Tuesday-Saturday 10-6

¢ Classroom instruction and
individual sessions

e Writing Projects

¢ Tools to improve fluency
and sentence structure

e Grades 3-12

“HAPPY NEWYEARY

The Writing Studio

3249 Mt. Diablo Blvd., Suite 101-A, Lafayette
(925) 385-0211  www.lafayettewritingstudio.com

Mary H. Smith D.D.S. * Cecelia Thomas, D.D.S.

A Professional Corporation
Family & Cosmetic Dentistry
96 Davis Road, Suite 5 Orinda, 925.254.0824
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Taking care of all dental needs for you and your family. Emphasizing
cosmetic dentistry with implants, and Invisalign. Nitrous oxide is
available. Consultations are complementary.
Dentistry with Excellence.

Winter Savings

PROMOTIONAL MEMBERSHIP RATES
FOR A LIMITED TIME

SLEEPYHOLLOW

SWIM & TENNIS CLUB
Orinda, CA * Est. 1955

www.sleepyhollowclub.com | 1 Sunnyside Lane, Orinda
925.254.1126 | shstc@comcast.net




