When Your Pet Dies

N MY BOYHOOD, | loved a Toy

Manchester named Chico. He was an

affectionate dog that slept with me
every night and had a habit of resting
his black and brown head on my leg,
ears cocked, letting me know he was
ready and waiting to play whenever |
was. When | was 12, he darted out our
back door and was immediately struck
and killed by a car.

| was devastated. | was angry. | was
sad. | was bereaved. Chico’s death was
my first introduction to loss, and what
a hard introduction it seemed to me at
the time.

The Six Needs of Mourning

After Chico died, I owned a number of other dogs. When each
one died, I grieved. Like me, you may feel profound grief after
the death of a pet. You may feel overwhelmed by the depth

of your sadness. All pet owners experience the following six
needs after a beloved pet dies. Finding ways to help yourself
meet these needs will help you reconcile your grief and move
toward healing.

Need 1. Acknowledge the reality of your pet’s death.
Whether the death of your pet was sudden or anticipated,
acknowledging the full reality of the loss may take weeks or
months. You may come home still expecting your pet to greet
you at the door. You may wake up still expecting your pet to
be there, as always, at your bedside. You may reach down to
stroke your pet only to find he is no longer there.

Getting used to the idea that your pet is gone will take some
time. You may move back and forth between protesting and
embracing the reality of the death. You may also find that while
your head fully understands the death, your heart needs more
time and compassion in acknowledging the reality.
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SN WHEN YOUR PET DIES

To heal, you must be willing to
learn about the mystery of the

grief journey. It cannot be fixed
or “resolved;” it can only be
soothed and reconciled through
actively expressing your many
thoughts and feelings.

Need 2. Move toward the pain of the loss.
Experiencing your thoughts and feelings about the
death of your pet, with all of their intensity, is a difficult
but important need. You may find that you are trying
to distract yourself from your pain by keeping busy or
avoiding the places that most remind you of your pet.

While you cannot—and should not try to—confront
all of your pain at once, neither should you try to avoid
it. “Dose” yourself with your painful feelings of grief.
Let them in, a little bit at a time. Allow yourself to cry.
Be sad when you feel the need to be sad.

Need 3. Continue the relationship with the pet
that died through memory.

Do we still have a relationship with a pet that has
died? Our memories allow our pets to live on in us.
We can revisit those memories whenever we want,
simply by opening our hearts and turning our mind’s
eye to the past.

Embracing your memories—both happy and sad—
can be a very slow and, at times, painful process that
occurs in small steps. But remembering the past makes
hoping for the future possible.

Need 4. Adjust your self-identity.

Part of your self-identity comes from being a pet owner.
You probably think of yourself as your pet’s caretaker.
You may also consider your pet a big part of what
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makes your life complete. Others may also think of you
in relation to your pet.

You may be the guy who always walked the big black
dog around the neighborhood or the friend whose cat
always jumped on laps. Now that your pet has died, the
way you define yourself and the way others define you
has changed. Adjusting to this change is a central need
of mourning.

Need 5. Search for meaning.

When a pet dies, we naturally question the meaning
and purpose of pets in our lives. Coming to terms
with these questions is another need we must meet
if we are to progress in our grief journeys. Why did
God give us pets? Why do many of them only live
such a brief time? What happens to pets after they
die? Will I ever be ready to love another pet? Move
at your own pace as you allow yourself to think and
feel through these kinds of questions; know that it is
the asking, not the finding, of concrete answers that
is important.

Need 6. Continue to receive support from others.
You will never stop needing the love and support of
others because you never “get over” your grief. As you
learn to reconcile your grief over the death of your
pet, you will need help less intensely and less often,
but you will always need your friends and family
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Intention is defined as being conscious of what you want to
experience. A close cousin to “affirmation,” it is using the power of
positive thought to produce a desired result.

members to listen and support you in your continuing
grief journey. Talking to other pet owners who have
experienced the death of a pet can be one important
way to meet this need.

Setting Your Intention to Heal

To meet these six needs, you must actively mourn the
death of your special pet. You must find ways—ways
that really work for you—to express your grief outside
yourself. Mourning is indeed work, and it is work that
requires your time and effort. Yes, you are wounded,
but with commitment and intention you can and will
become whole again.

You see, I believe that you must “set your intention”
to heal. Intention is defined as being conscious of what
you want to experience. A close cousin to “affirmation,’
it is using the power of positive thought to produce a
desired result.

When you set your intention to heal in grief, you
make a true commitment to positively influence the

course of your journey. You choose between being what
I call a “passive witness” or an “active participant” in
your grief. You tell yourself that you can and will reach
out for support in your grief, and that you will learn to
live and love wholly again.

I'm sure you have heard the tired cliché: Time heals
all wounds. Yet, time alone has little to do with healing.
To heal, you must be willing to learn about the mystery
of the grief journey. It cannot be fixed or “resolved;” it
can only be soothed and reconciled through actively
expressing your many thoughts and feelings. @

Dr. Alan Wolfelt is an author, educator, and grief counselor

who serves as director of the Center for Loss and Life Transition
in Fort Collins, CO. Past recipient of the Association of Death
Education and Counseling’s Death Educator Award, he is

an educational consultant to hospices, hospitals, schools,
universities, funeral homes, and a variety of community agencies
across North America. This article is excerpted from his book,
When Your Pet Dies: A Guide to Mourning, Remembering, and
Healing —available at www.centerforloss.com.
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