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Healing the Hurt Through Goodbye
Learning to grieve the loss of a pet

by Dr. Mary Ann O’Connor

DEDICATION


This booklet is dedicated to all the wonderful animals in my life, past and

present:  To Kimo who taught me about loyalty and affection, and Rainbow who 

showed me the spicy side of life; to Helga who gives joy with her unquenchable 

spirit of freedom and to Fred and Libby who add tremendous laughter and love 

to life.
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Introduction


Through several years of working with people who are dealing with death, one of the most significant losses in their lives has been that of a cherished pet.

Whether a recent loss or one from long ago, many people experience poignant grief for an animal that has played a special part in their lives.


I am always a little awed by the intensity of such grief even though I have experienced it myself.  This sorrow fills me with respect for the mystery and profundity of the relationship between humans and animals.


Our pets enter into our lives and often become part of the foundation of our lives.  When they die we feel the loss of a best friend, an absence that can seem unbearable.


I have written this booklet to help people walk through this kind of grief with a little direction and support.  In doing so I have tried to keep it simple while packing it full of suggestion and reassurances to those in the midst of such a loss.  Because death can be so overwhelming I have used two approaches:  a briefer and more poetic approach, followed by the same information with greater explanations.


By laying out the booklet in this way I hope it will appeal to those who can’t concentrate on what they read as well as those who are looking for more complete information.


Above all, I hope this effort will give you new ways to take the journey through loss in a way that comforts and helps you to be more loving and less fearful in your relationships.
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Sorrow needs expression for healing.

Grief is a natural and beautiful response of a loving relationship.

Chapter 1

Why Do We Grieve


Grief is a natural response to loss.  It makes itself known through physical, emotional and mental pathways.  Grief might be felt as sadness or emptiness, as anger or fatigue, as depression or hyperactivity, or a hundred other experiences.


We grieve because we love.  When we lose someone we care about, whether it be a person or a pet, the loss can be shattering.


As painful as grief is, would we really want it to be otherwise?  The sorrow and sadness we feel with the death of a loved animal is simply the expression of our love.  The emptiness is necessary because the affection and caring was there.


It takes a great deal of time, and living inside the emptiness and ache for the loss of such a friendship to heal.  Living with this pain and recalling the joys of time spent together are all part of the grief process.


When the memories of the love and laughter shared with a pet mingle and blend with the longing and sorrow of his loss, letting to and healing can take place.


Be gentle with yourself as you grieve.
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Be gentle with yourself as you grieve.

Allow time for reflections; for tears, for laughter, for recovery

What to Expect:


In our fast paced society change is about the only certainty in life.  Inherent in all change is some kind of loss, but we usually don’t notice the loss until it becomes very painful.  Even then it may come as a surprise that what we are experiencing is a response to grief.


Culturally we are encouraged to ignore grief, to “bite the bullet” and “get on with life” as soon as possible.  What is little understood is that any loss, especially ones involving a loving relationship, needs to be mourned fully.


Grieving a loss constructively is hard work.  It doesn’t just happen.


An important part of grief work is to choose to do it.  This means that you put effort into becoming aware of your loss.  Take time to recognize and accept your pet’s death by fully experiencing the suffering and pain of her death.
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Common Physical Symptoms of Grief:
General fatigue, lassitude, muscle weakness,

Change in appetite and sleep patterns,

Hollow empty feeling in stomach,

Tightness in throat, chest; deep signing,

Sudden outbursts of tears.


People are often surprised at the many ways grief is felt.  The body, mind and spirit are all buffeted by loss, letting us know that we are yearning for missing what has been a special part of our lives.  The body lets us know the strain in a variety of ways:


1.  Fatigue:  Most people suffering grief report feeling an overwhelming tiredness and muscle weakness.  It feels as though all energy has been drained from the body.


2.  Sleep and appetite disturbance:  Sleep is often restless and anxious when grieving.  It is hard to fall asleep and stay asleep, often waking up very early.


      Appetite is affected by either losing interest in eating or wanting to eat all the time.  There is usually a craving for sweets and starches.


3.  Unconsciously, people find themselves sighing, taking deep breaths and feeling they can’t get enough air.  This is accompanied by a physical feeling of being empty and hollow.  Tightness in the throat and a sense of breathlessness are also frequently experienced.


4.  A sudden need to cry is also part of grieving.  Something may trigger a cherished memory or habit of your pet and make you want to burst into tears.
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Emotional Symptoms of Grief:
Yearning

 to see, touch, hold your pet.

Longing

for his presence one last time

Feeling

angry, remorseful, guilty about aspects of your pet’s life and dying.

Emotional reactions to loss are a mixed bag.  Many times we are taken by surprise not only by the intensity of the emotions but by the emotional response itself.  Below are some of the ways grief is felt.

1.  Longing for and yearning to be with your pet are frequently felt very deeply.  This can be experienced as preoccupation with his daily habits.

You might find yourself fixing his dinner automatically.  You might “hear” her in the house or catch glimpses of her out of the corner of your eye; you might feel her jump on the bed or feel her presence in some other way.

Many people are frightened when these or similar things are experienced by it is all part of a natural response of longing for and searching for the animal you have loved and befriended.

2.  Deep sorrow and sadness that seems to take all pleasure out of life is part of grieving.  Sometimes we lecture ourselves about how we shouldn’t feel this way about an animal, but remember that the relationship with your pet has been one of love and companionship.  Of course you will feel immense sorrow when he dies.  

3.  Anger, remorse and guilt are sometimes experienced if you feel responsible for the animal’s death, or believe someone else was responsible.  These emotions to loss, while very common, can block the healing process that needs to take place.  Sort out what is realistic and if there is any kind of action you can take to feel better, do so.  Otherwise get through these emotions and let them go as soon as you can.  Easier said than done, but very necessary to do.  It is so easy to get “stuck” in these futile feelings.
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Thought Patterns of Grief:

Questioning the purpose of life,

              Preoccupation with the suffering and pain of life,

Wondering if you want to go on living,

Confusion, Forgetfulness,

Remembering other losses.

When grief is experienced intensely it can produce very disturbing thoughts.   These thoughts are usually negative and self-condemning.  Forgetfulness, the inability to make even small decisions and mental confusion also become evident during the grief process.  People often try to fight these experiences and berate themselves for not “snapping out of it.”  We never stop to realize that our mental functions are directly and significantly influenced by our losses.

1.  Questioning the purpose of life is a normal reaction to loss.  It may be experienced as an inability to enjoy all the little things in life you used to enjoy.  It may be experienced as a questioning of the purpose of life or even questioning whether or not you want to go on living.  All of these thoughts seem to be part of the process in adjusting to the loss of someone we love.  This will pass and in time you will enjoy life again.

2.  Mental confusion and forgetfulness are almost always experienced with grief.  There is little that can be done about it other than being gentle with yourself and letting it be.  Put off decisions that can wait.  Let others help you in any way possible.  The less you fight this, the more you can just accept it, the sooner it will pass.  Resist the habit of berating yourself when you forget things and when confused; this only intensifies your pain and obstructs the grief process.

3.  Grief for the loss of a pet often acts as a catalyst, stirring up memories of other losses.   This loss may open the floodgates of memory, making it possible to grieve other endings, other deaths.  If you find yourself thinking about other losses in your life allow the pain of these experiences to resurface and be healed once again.

(pg. 14 contained a sketch of an elderly man and his dog)

                                      -15-   

What to do:  Healing the Loss
Our ways of dealing with loss and its aftermath, grief, have developed almost unconsciously from the time when we were very young.  We learned from parents and other close acquaintances what was expected and what kinds of behaviors were allowed or praised when dealing with grief.

A good way to begin to realize how to deal with grief is to think back on what you learned from the example of your parents’ behaviors and beliefs.

In doing so most of us find that as children we indiscriminately adopted patterns acceptable to our parents and never questioned whether or not these patterns were helpful to us.  It is likely that many of these learned patterns of grieving were not constructive.

Now may be a good time to learn some additional ways to express grief and sorrow that will help you be more at peace with hour loss.  Here are some suggestions for dealing with grief in healing ways:

1.  When possible be with your pet in its last moments of life.  

This can help in two ways:  Most important, by doing this you give yourself the opportunity to say goodbye to your pet and give her the comfort of your presence; secondly, it helps you realize that she truly has died.  Our minds persist in trying to deny what is very painful for us.

2.   Take time for recovery.

The death of a pet can be shattering.  You need to give yourself time to feel the hurt, the exhaustion, and the emptiness.  This healing is a very slow process and cannot be rushed.

3.  Pay attention to your emotions concerning your pet’s death for several weeks.  Allow emotions to flow freely.  Again, take time to feel.

4.  Talk about your pet and your memories of him with friends.

We often hesitate to talk about our sadness when a pet dies.  We fear it isn’t socially acceptable to feel such strong emotions for the death of an animal.  Keeping the pain inside makes it more intense and prolongs the grief.  Even if your friends don’t understand the intensity of your grief, hopefully, they will be able to recognize how distressed you are and be there for you. 
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5.  Explore and reflect about other losses that come to mind.

A current death may stir memories of other painful losses that still need to be grieved.  Feel this pain once again, more fully than ever before and let all the sorrow, anger, loneliness and whatever other emotions are there meld together from past and present.  Make time for reflection, for the memories, for the sadness.


6.  Wait until you are ready before getting another pet.  This might take three months or three years or somewhere in between.  Time is needed to emotionally detach from the pet who has died.


If you rush to get a replacement you deprive yourself of the opportunity to mourn the loss of the pet you had.  Also you will probably start comparing the new animal with the one who has died.  This usually results in being disappointed and resentful of the new animal, or overly attached to him.


There is no way a new pet can be to you what you lost.  That relationship was special and ended with the animal’s death.  Be fair to yourself, take time to heal fully before you start anew.

Go with the sorrow

Ride out the waves of sadness and loneliness, 

Letting go . . . flowing with . . .

Hurting and healing.

Sorrow to free you,

Memories to enrich you,

Grief to teach you,

Bridging the gap from endings to beginnings.
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Teach your children 

The gentle art of mourning.

It is the most valuable gift

You can give them, for

To live and love fully

We must know how to grieve fully.

Children seem to have a special secret world with their pets.  When the reality of death intrudes, the grief may be intense.

Helping Children with the Loss of a Pet

Encourage your children to grieve passionately.

Show them how to cry, how to stay with the hurt until it changes.

Show them how to let go . . . and begin again to 

Heal the hurt through goodbye.
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Helping Children Grieve


Children need to be shown how to grieve passionately, without reserve.  Dealing with the emotional, mental and physical stress of grief is not something instinctive; it is something we learn.


Unfortunately, most of us learn a variety of ways to mourn our losses that are not very helpful, that turn us in upon ourselves.  Most adults have learned to grieve in ways that emphasize the “stiff upper lip” or “if you must cry do it by yourself” approach.


Unconsciously we praise our children for being “a big girl” or “a strong boy” when they don’t show their feelings.  We need to learn better ways of showing our sorrow so we can pass this freedom and expressiveness on to our children.  Otherwise grief will become too heavy a burden to bear, making life very frightening.


As life is a compilation of beginnings and endings the most valuable gift you can give them is the gift of positive grief.  Teach them how to let go, how to cry, how to take time to remember the good time, and the bad times.  Teach them how to say goodbye with the belief in new beginnings.


A pet’s death offers a wonderful opportunity to teach children effective ways to grieve.  From this sadness your children can learn the gentle art of mourning within the protection of your love and the safety of the family.


A pet’s death is very significant in a child’s life but it is not so devastating that it has to be overwhelming for children.  By using this time to teach children how to grieve, they will learn about mourning from a loss that is manageable.  In this way they can “cut their teeth” in experiencing death without it being a death that overwhelms them or the entire family.


As with most things, “do as I say not as I do” won’t work.  Children will learn from your behavior, not your words.  Telling a child it is OK to cry is only half the lesson.  Sharing your tears is the other half.  It is so much better to cry in the arms of each other than to do so hidden in your room.  Let the grief become a family experience.


Often parents deal with your own emotions privately while telling children that they can be open with their feelings.  This gives confusing messages to children and also deprives the family an opportunity to grow stronger through this death.  Your children need to be able to ask questions like “Daddy, did you cry when your dog died?” or “Mommy, can Boots still love us?”  When you can express sorrow and show compassion at the same time it is a powerful and positive lesson about grief and love.
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Grief Work With Children

Give Children the chance to say goodbye to a pet if death is planned or expected.

Children who ask to see the body of the pet should be allowed to do so if the animal is not badly mutilated.

Encourage them to have a funeral service of some sort for the pet.  Be sure to take part in this service and try to make it a family event.

Answer questions about death factually.  Always use simple and clear language when talking about death, dying and causes of your pet’s death.

Always tell the truth to children when a pet has died.  They need to know as soon as possible after the death.  

Read age-appropriate books about death and grief with your children.

Talk to your children about your own experiences with pets when you were young.

Use nature to explain life, death and rebirth.

Before getting a new pet, check with all family members to be sure they feel comfortable with the idea.


1.  Children should have the opportunity to say goodbye to the pet.


If the death is planned encourage your children to take the final trip to the vet and say goodbye as a family.  When an animal has died allow the children to see the body if they ask to do so.  This will help them believe the pet has died.  It is so hard for our minds to understand the ending of something we love.


Parents are inclined to protect their children from these experiences, but much of this “protection” reflects adult fears, not the child’s fear.  Children are usually more curious than afraid of death until they learn differently.
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2.  Encourage ritual around the death of your pet.


Help yourself and the family by encouraging some kind of a funeral service.  This gives a message that you have set aside a particular time for everyone to say goodbye formally and to remember the sill, sweet naughty things your pet did in his life.  It is a rite of passage that can teach children the importance of goodbye and use it as a channel of grief and remembrance.  


3.  Talk freely of your own sorrow.


Talk to them about the pets you had as a child and what it was like when they died.  Talk about good and bad times you and your family had with the pet who has just died.  Encourage your children to do the same.  Photographs are very helpful with this process.


Children need to know they can talk about the pet and death at any time.  Questions may seem to come out of the blue and surprise you.  Answer them as simply as possible letting your child set the pace.  More importantly, let death be something that can be talked about freely whenever needed.


4.  Use exact and precise language when talking about death in general or a particular death.


Use words like “dying” or “killed”.  Euphemisms such as “put to sleep” or “going away” are very confusing to children.  Describing death as sleep or a long trip can result in fears about travel or sleeping.  To say that God loved an animal so much as to take him to Heaven can also put kids in the dilemma of wondering whether or not God’s love is such a great thing if it leads to death and their own sorrow.


Softening the reality of death with vague inaccurate descriptions may offer parents some relief in giving hurtful news to children, but it is a temporary salve at best.  It often causes much confusions and long-term fear and resentment.


5.  Use your public library.  There are several books written to help children understand death. Your librarian can give you ideas on the most popular book.  Take the time to read them with you children and let it stimulate talk about the pet.


6.  Use Nature to explain life, death and rebirth.  


Change of seasons, growing plants, regeneration of a forest after a fire, life from a seed and any other natural phenomena can help make life and death more tangible for children.
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7.  Above all else be truthful and don’t delay telling children that a pet has died.


Don’t complicate grief unnecessarily.  Children have a right as well as a need to know what has happened.  Saying an animal has run away or was give away will only make matters worse.  Refusing to talk about the death will cause more harm than help.


Children need to hurt and suffer loss early in life.  They need to learn how to make grief manageable.  If you really think about it, protecting children from death protects them from life.


Teach them that with every experience of loss, no matter how painful, the loss can be survived and may help us be gentler, more compassionate people.


The paradoxical truth is that being able to experience grief and loss deeply makes it possible to love deeply.  If your children grow up afraid to feel the pain of loss or not knowing how to do so constructively, they will also grow up afraid to love.


8.  Consult the whole family before getting another pet.  


Surprise in this situation is not a good idea.  Several weeks should be spent in getting children ready for another pet.  Hopefully, when the day arrives, and the new pet enters the house for the first time, the whole family will feel good about her arrival.  For this to happen there needs to be agreement that it is time to have another pet.


Be prepared for renewed talk about the animal who has died.  At first comparisons will be painful and plentiful.  The arrival of a new pet will trigger old loyalties and ties.  Answer questions and talk freely about both pets.  Everyone will need time to get acquainted.

Our grieving is never fully finished,

Death is always with us,

When sorrow and loss dominate life

Allow it to do so.

It is a necessary part

Of the bitter sweet experience of

Living and loving fully.
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One final word on family concerns:


Animals also feel emotions.  If there are other pets in the household they will experience grief as well as the added stress generated by family members.  These animals may be asked to take on extra emotional burdens of the family and at the same time get less care.  It is so easy to ignore pets in a time of crisis.


Your surviving pets will need extra care and attention at this time.  Their health may falter; they may stop eating and may become behavior problems.  They need extra love, attention and playtime to be assured that their world is safe.

To be able to love fully

We must grieve our losses fully.

Unfinished goodbyes collect,

Weigh heavily through the years –

Unnecessary, heavy burdens carried

Into new relationships.

When the Hurting Doesn’t Stop


If you find that your grief doesn’t lessen within a reasonable amount of time, give serious thought to getting help from a competent therapist.  It is unnecessary to struggle for long periods of time without improvement.  Consulting a skilled therapist can quicken the grief process and ease the pain.


If your pet’s death has been a catalyst triggering grief for other unresolved 

losses it may be necessary to spend additional time in therapy. If you feel “stuck” in some kind of sorrow seek help as soon as possible.  The fatigue depression and isolation of grief is too painful to stay in any longer than necessary.  Therapy can unlock the tears and support you as you heal in your sorrow.

