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CASE STUDY | SEAN’S STORY 

 

On February 8, 2011, at the age of sixty-four, my father, Robert Craig Smith, died after a short battle with 
pancreatic cancer. He left me with fourteen words that have changed my life forever. 

My dad was my best friend. As a child, I idolized him. He went to all of my baseball games and supported 
me in all areas of my life. He was the “good guy,” always standing up for me when things were rough. I 
always felt his love for me, something he never let me forget. He was my biggest fan. 

When Dad was diagnosed, he told me, “If I could write my ending, I will go peacefully, by myself, with no 
fanfare.” 

This was who my dad was, a modest man, never drawing attention to himself, maybe not even recognizing 
the amazing person he was. I didn’t want him to die without knowing what he had been for so many 
others, how much he had positively impacted their lives. 

A couple of months prior to his death, I planned a Celebration of Life party in his honor. I invited many 
friends and family members, some he hadn’t seen for years. I asked them to bring their fondest memories 
to share. On the day of the party, he was too ill to attend. Rather than cancel it, I did what any good son 
would do: I prepared a video of the gathering, having each person give a personal message on camera to 
my dad. We all laughed and cried, sharing the special moments we had enjoyed over the years. I learned 
new things about Dad that day, giving me even more reason to admire the man he was. What touched me 
the most was how big an impact he had made on so many people. 

I had every intention of transferring the video onto a DVD so I could share it with Dad, but every time I 
tried, there was some glitch in my equipment. I put the project on the back burner, almost forgetting it 
altogether. 

Time seemed to pass quickly. Two months later he began to let go of the will to live. The disease was 
consuming him. We called hospice and set up a hospital bed in our living room, offering plenty of room 
for him in his final days. He requested the nurses to medicate him heavily, hoping he would pass away in 
his sleep. 

They gave him his wish, applying two huge pain patches to provide constant relief. He was still able to 
communicate and kept telling me that he wasn’t in any pain— but he wasn’t my dad anymore. He was in 
an altered state of consciousness, not remembering where he was, that he had cancer, or even who my wife 
and children were at times. 
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Finally, I was able to burn a DVD of the Celebration of Life party.  It was important to me that he knew 
what an amazing man he was, how he had touched all of us. I wanted him to know the magnitude of the 
legacy he was leaving for us. I wanted him to hear the words that are usually saved for a funeral. 

The end was near, and my unspoken words were beginning to crush me from within. There were still 
things I needed to say, messages he needed to hear. Finally, I couldn’t take the anxiety anymore. I called 
the nurse, told her I was emotionally incomplete, and asked if I could remove the pain patches for just a 
little while. I longed for one last conversation with my dad. 

On Sunday morning, I took the pain patches off his shoulder. Later that evening, he was himself again. My 
wife and two children said goodnight to him, sensing this would be their last good-byes. 

I stayed with him, held his hand, cried, and unloaded my heart. It was time to play the DVD. While he was 
unable to open his eyes to see all of the faces, he heard their voices singing out the words of endearment. 
Tears welled up and gently fell from the corners of his eyes. I shared with him how much he meant to me, 
what a special father he was, and the legacy he was leaving behind. I told him I loved him so much and 
was honored to be his son. 

Holding his hand, I shared, “Dad, you are amazing. You were the best dad and did a great job. I love you 
so much. I am honored to be your son. Thank you, I love you so much.” 

He weakly squeezed my hand. A smile graced his face. 

“Dad, are you complete? Do you need to see or talk to anyone else before you go?” I tenderly asked. 

He assured me that he was complete and ready to go. And then I asked the question that was quietly 
screaming inside of me. 

“Dad, how can I make you proud of me after you’re gone?” 

He shook his head as though I had asked a silly question and said, “Be who you can be, do what you can 
do, and live a good life.” 

I felt those fourteen, unforgettable words land on my heart. He had given me a torch of true wisdom that 
I would be honored to share with everyone I cross paths with along my journey. “I’ll do my best, Dad.” 

Shortly thereafter I told him what I had done, taking off the pain patches for one final chat. He said “Seanie, 
thank you, son. I love you. Now put those things back on!”         When he said he was complete, I guess he 
really meant it! Hours later he passed peacefully from this life. 



 

Case Study | Sean www.TransitionalWisdom.com  3 

My interview with Sean was intended to be the story of his father’s death and lessons learned as they all let 
go. Along with the tenderness of his father’s passing, Sean shared a different experience he had with his 
mother, both from their tumultuous relationship as he was growing up and during her last years. They 

healed the chasm as she faced her death. Below is the story of how she completed her life, and the depth of 
the healing that occurred between mother and son. A well of understanding and compassion transformed 

their relationship, leaving a lasting love and deep respect in Sean’s heart after she was gone. 

My relationship with my mother, Susan Elaine Smith, was wrought with challenges from the time I was 
small. My parents fought about everything, making their marriage difficult to live with. Although they 
waited to divorce until I turned eighteen, it took its toll. Their divorce was challenging for me, and I blamed 
my mother for much of their problems, something that resurfaced years later. 

I carried my anger for years, distancing myself from my mother. We always seemed to be like oil and 
water. There were so many wasted years of misunderstanding one another. But I worked hard at releasing 
the anger I had harbored for so long. 

My children adored her. She was Paint Grandma to them, an endearing name identifying her as the one 
who had introduced art into their little lives. She was a wonderful grandmother who cherished my babies, 
something I will always be grateful for. 

Six years ago, Mom was diagnosed with lung disease caused by years of smoking and neglecting her body. 
My anger swelled when I first learned of her disease. “Why didn’t she take better care of herself?” She was 
only fifty-eight years old. 

Again, the years of blaming her for our distance roiled beneath my skin. I felt guilty for my anger; after all, 
this disease would eventually lead to her death. She would not be around to watch her grandchildren 
graduate from high school or college or be at their weddings. My heart wept deeply. 

Sometime after her diagnosis, she called. We spoke for three hours, a record for our relationship. Mom 
shared stories of her childhood, something she had never done with me. She had had so many abuses as a 
child. I never imagined how any child, let alone my own mother, could go through such pain and betrayal. 

Suddenly the blinders came off. I saw her in a new light, with a deep compassion burning in my soul. How 
she had survived the unspeakable atrocities of her childhood was beyond anything I could comprehend. 
Instead of being the “bad guy,” I now saw her strength and the wisdom she had developed over time. 

Our relationship was forever changed. She was vulnerable and real to me for the first time. The years of 
distance evaporated. A deep sense of compassion replaced my years of anger. Mom gave me a gift by 
sharing her whole self with me, a gift I will treasure always. 
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The following five years Mom had frequent hospitalizations when her breathing was difficult. These bouts 
became almost routine, sending off no alarms or rushes to the hospital. 

My sister, Cindi, called, “Mom’s in the hospital again. This time, it’s different. Sean, you need to come.” 

I arrived to find her in a coma and on life support. It hit me hard. My mom was dying. She looked so 
vulnerable lying there hooked up to machines meant to keep her alive. She had an advance directive, so 
her wishes were clear. She didn’t want her life extended if there was no chance of improvement. My sister 
and I made the decision nobody wants to make––to “pull the plug.” 

We called friends and relatives, those she loved and who loved her. A celebration of her life was hastily 
organized and, throughout the day, many came to honor Mom. My wife, Cybil, brought our children, 
McKenna and Ecksley. It was bittersweet. 

Having lost my father just the year before, McKenna and Ecksley had learned about death. This time it 
was their beloved Paint Grandma they would say goodbye to for the last time. This was very emotional for 
them, and for us, as their parents. Watching my children in pain broke my heart. 

The children each made something for Paint Grandma. Entering the room, Ecksley approached with his 
gift, a small racecar he had painted and treasured. Holding it close to his heart, he stood by Mom’s bed. It 
was precious to watch as he placed the car on her chest as his final offering. 

McKenna then presented her gift to Paint Grandma, a special drawing inspired by her love for Mom. It 
was time for her final good-bye, as she also placed her gift on my mom’s chest. As a ten-year-old, she had 
a little better grasp of death than her younger brother. 

Shortly after, Ecksley was sitting in his chair, visibly contemplating inside his six-year-old mind, trying to 
figure out what was really happening. He turned to my wife and said “Paint Grandma gave me the best 
present ever. She taught me how to do art.” 

Cybil asked if he wanted one more moment, to say those words to her too, and he said yes. 

Tears streaming down my face, I watched this beautiful final exchange between a small boy and his beloved 
grandma. The innocence of my children and the tenderness of the moment were palpable. 

Walking out the door, they both looked back for one last time. “We love you,” they whispered in unison. 

My sister, a close cousin and I stayed with mom for a while and then there was just me remaining. The last 
few hours were special. I had a one-way conversation with Mom, telling her so many things I had never 
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shared. I unloaded my heart. I’ve heard hearing is the last sense to go, so I believe she heard my last 
conversation and felt my love for her. 

I dozed and awoke just as she took her last three breaths. The peace she longed for was finally hers. 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

About Transitional Wisdom 

Our Mission 

Transitional Wisdom is a coaching and consulting firm founded by Morning Star Holmes in 2012 in 
Laguna Beach, California. Our mission is to support individuals and their families through intentional 
aging, serious illness, or age-related decline, to maintain control of their choices, remain independent, and 
have the best quality of life possible. 

Our Approach 

Transitional Wisdom is based on the premise that when we plan for aging and dying, we free ourselves to 
live more fully. We work with individuals and their families as they navigate the aging process—whether 
healthy or ill—and the process of completing life. We also guide individuals, as well as the family unit as a 
whole, to complete unresolved issues and create a family care plan to support the aging and/or ill. End-of-
life planning gives individuals and their families the opportunity to complete their lives with dignity and 
leave a lasting imprint on those they love. 

To learn more visit us at www.transitionalwisdom.com 
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