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Dedication

For Richie, who gets it.





Epigraph

Absence makes the heart grow fonder, but it sure makes the rest of you lonely.

— CHARLES M. SCHULZ
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Introduction

THE GRAVE I was looking for was in a quiet back corner of the cemetery, surrounded by trees. I was grateful for the shade—it was August in Westchester County, and the place was hot. Asphalt pathways crisscrossed rows of blinding granite headstones; my black dress clung to the sweat on my back. I’d spent the afternoon walking up and down the paths of this four-acre cemetery. Bright spots of metallic pinwheels, Mylar balloons, and neon stuffed animals decorated the headstones. Flowers wilted in the summer sun.

Under the trees, weaving through the graves, I found the marker: pink granite, engraved with hearts. CLARENCE, it read. MY ETERNAL FRIEND AND GUARDIAN ANGEL. YOU’LL ALWAYS BE A PART OF ME FOREVER. And underneath, obscured by flowers: LOVE, M.

I had read about Clarence. I knew he was a loyal friend, kind, affectionate, sweet. Even though he ran with a famous crowd, he didn’t seem to care about money or celebrity or power. He valued the simple things in life. I studied the dates under Clarence’s name: 1979–1997. Clarence was eighteen when he died—by most cemeteries’ standards, painfully young. But in this cemetery, in Hartsdale, New York, eighteen is a good, long life.

I was looking at the grave of Mariah Carey’s cat.

This was not my first celebrity pet memorial. I’ve sat at the grave of Donald Stuart, Royal Nelson, and Laddie Miller—Lizzie Borden’s Boston terriers—their headstone engraved with the phrase SLEEPING AWHILE. I visited Pet Memorial Park, in Calabasas, California, where Hopalong Cassidy’s horse, Rudolph Valentino’s and Humphrey Bogart’s dogs, Charlie Chaplin’s cat, and one of the MGM lions are buried. I traveled to the outskirts of Paris to see Rin Tin Tin’s grave in the Cimetière des Chiens et Autres Animaux Domestiques. I’ve said a prayer standing over the final resting place of America’s hero racehorse Secretariat, in Lexington, Kentucky. But every time, what impressed me more than the celebrity pet graves was all the headstones that surrounded them. Celebrities are not alone in burying their dead pets. To the left and right of Clarence’s pink granite tombstone were hundreds of graves for other animals belonging to regular people. These memorials were no more or less lavish than the headstone Mariah had engraved for Clarence. If I hadn’t known about the telltale LOVE, M on Clarence’s stone, I wouldn’t have been able to distinguish his grave from any of the others. Celebrities, I thought, studying the two hearts flanking Clarence’s name. They’re just like us.

By the time I visited Hartsdale, I’d already had a long personal history with pet cemeteries; in fact, I went to high school next to one. My school was of the New England prep variety, with facilities better than those at many colleges, on a gorgeous green campus in Dedham, a suburb southwest of Boston. This was the sort of school that carefully curated its image, boasting of athletic alumni competing in the Olympics, generations of legacy students, high SAT scores, and extremely competitive Ivy League acceptance rates. Less present in its marketing materials: that the school is located next to several thousand dead animals, buried in the Animal Rescue League of Boston’s Pine Ridge Pet Cemetery. Pine Ridge was the first official pet cemetery I knew of, but there are more than seven hundred of them scattered throughout the country.

By the time I was fourteen and first saw Pine Ridge, I’d already loved and lost many companion animals. I also loved to read, and, frankly, young adult literature is full of dead pets. “I remember that awful dread as the number of pages shrank in each new animal book I read,” writes Helen Macdonald in her memoir H Is for Hawk. “I knew what would happen. And it happened every time.” What happens in Old Yeller? The dog dies. In Where the Red Fern Grows? Two dogs die. The Red Pony? The pony dies. Tales of a Fourth Grade Nothing? The turtle dies.

I could go on.

When we open our hearts to animals, death is the inevitable price. Jake Maynard, in his essay “Rattled: The Recklessness of Loving a Dog,” writes that loving an animal is “mortgaging future heartbreak against a decade or so of camaraderie.” Matthew Gilbert, in his memoir Off the Leash: A Year at the Dog Park, writes, “In the course of an average human lifetime, pots and pans and couches and lamps stay with us for longer stretches of time. Even beloved T-shirts survive the decades, the silk-screened album images and tour dates wrinkled and cracked but still holding on. With a dog, you’re on a fast train to heartache.”

Yet people keep getting pets. As of the writing of this, 67 percent of American households, 84.9 million homes, own “some sort of pet,” according to the American Pet Products Association. And yet, despite those millions of pet owners all over the globe, and despite the inevitable loss that comes with that relationship, the ways people grieve a dead pet aren’t always taken very seriously.

Imagine Mariah canceling a world tour due to “a death in the family.” If her mother died, of course people would understand, without question. She would get cards and flowers; fans would send encouraging, sympathetic messages. But if Mariah put off a tour to mourn for her cat Clarence? Some fans would get it, I’m sure, but she would also certainly become the butt of thousands of jokes on social media. Fiona Apple actually did postpone her South American tour in 2012 to spend more time with her dying pit bull, Janet, publishing a handwritten note explaining her reasoning to fans on her Facebook page.* Thousands of fans wrote supportive messages—it seems on brand that Fiona Apple fans would get it—but there were also ugly comments the moderators had to delete. Pets don’t live very long. They’re going to die. What were you expecting? Taking time off from work to grieve for your pet as you would for a human—some say that’s too much.

In this way, grieving pets is a disenfranchised grief, which can make it hard to know how to process and honor it; but there’s freedom in that, too. With social acceptance come social standards and expectations. The human funerals I’ve been to run together in my mind. I grew up in an Italian Irish Catholic household in Massachusetts, so to me the death of a person meant the same open casket, the same Bible verses, the same laminated prayer cards and stiff black clothes, the same taste of funeral home Life Savers, the overpowering scent of day lilies, the post-funeral deli sandwiches. Different cultures have different traditions, but every culture typically does have its own set of mourning rituals—for humans. The rituals may feel tedious and repetitive at times, but they also offer stability and closure. There is comfort in the expectedness. Even in the “spiritual not religious” memorial services I’ve been to, I see patterns: the same large-format photos of the deceased, the same Dylan Thomas poem, the same covers of “Make You Feel My Love.”

There’s no guidebook for mourning your animal. Some people keep urns with their animals’ ashes on their mantels for decades; others bury their pets (sometimes illegally) in their yards. Some knit scarves out of their cats’ fur; others have their dogs taxidermied. Some immediately go out and get a new puppy or kitten; others vow never to love again.

When your pet dies, it’s possible you’ve never seen anyone else grieve for a pet. There’s a good chance you won’t have a model to follow. My family cremated one of our dogs and spread his ashes by a lighthouse; another I carried home from the vet wrapped in towels, and we buried her in our yard. I made a small cemetery behind my childhood home to entomb my birds and fish; we never acknowledged the inevitable death of the tortoise that went missing. For every pet that’s died, the one thing they’ve had in common has been my feeling of not knowing what to do with my grief—I could do everything, anything, nothing. I often wished for an encyclopedia of options, a guidebook to help me figure out how best to honor my departed animal friends, to both grieve for and celebrate their lives. I want this book to be that guide.

That August day in Hartsdale, it struck me that every animal was buried there intentionally. No pet is buried in a cemetery because the law requires it; pets are buried in a cemetery because a human wanted them to be there. It doesn’t matter if it is the Jindaiji Pet Cemetery, in Tokyo, or Pet Heaven Memorial Park, in Miami—worldwide, throughout history, the love is the same, and the people who honor their pets in this way understand one another. As I sat by Clarence’s memorial, I watched a woman visit her pet’s grave. She borrowed scissors from the cemetery office to trim back the grass around the stone. A few rows over, a man carried a bouquet of flowers. He approached the woman to borrow the scissors; she gave them to him with a nod. No judgment in the exchange, just one pet person to another. When you get it, you get it.

This book is written by someone who gets it but who wants to understand it all better. I knew I felt sad every time one of my animals left me, and I suspected I wasn’t alone in this. But I couldn’t help but wonder: Is mourning our pets a new thing? Why do we care so much about our pets, and why do we feel like failures when they die? Why do we like to make and have tangible things to hold on to after a pet dies? How and why do we have ceremonies to honor our dead pets? How do we mourn for animals we’ve loved that don’t belong to us? How do pets cope with the deaths of their fellow pets, or of their people? Who can help us with the death of a pet? Who do you turn to? And, most importantly, why do we keep on opening our hearts to animals, knowing they always die in the end? What makes this unique bond so worthwhile? What’s the point of all this heartache?

Mariah Carey described Clarence as her eternal friend. She was nine when the cat came into her life, and he saw her through her rise to pop stardom. One imagines that a celebrity of Mariah’s stature must always question her relationships: Who wants to be her friend because she is Internationally Acclaimed Pop Star Mariah Carey, and who just wants to hang out with good old Mimi? But for Clarence, his beloved Mariah was just the lovely human who fed and cared for him. He made the perfect friend—Mariah never had to question her cat’s intentions—and his loss was palpable.

I have a mental image of Mariah researching (or having her assistant research) local pet cemeteries, deciding on Hartsdale because it was most convenient to her New York home, looking at the available plots and choosing the tree-lined back corner. On the day of Clarence’s burial, I picture her in a short black dress and stilettos, maybe a black veil, big sunglasses to hide her celebrity and her tears. As the small casket is lowered into the ground, I imagine her having a flashback to some night after a sold-out show at Madison Square Garden, coming home sticky with sweat and glitter, plopping down on the couch, and having Clarence jump onto her lap. Mariah would have pet his fur; he would have calmed her down from the adrenaline rush of the concert as she quietly sang to him: Ooh, darling, ’cause you’ll always be my baby.

Until, of course, Clarence died.

Then what?
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Fish & Fossils

EVEN BEFORE I had pets of my own, I loved animals. A sort-of-only child, with three half siblings a decade my senior, in a mostly childless neighborhood, I spent a lot of time by myself. I sculpted dragons out of Fimo clay, worked on my novel about an elf named Norman, and practiced Irish folk songs on the violin. I read a lot of books. I had imaginary friends. I spent hours wandering in the woods surrounding my house in Lexington, Massachusetts. I never got chicken pox. And, while I grew to enjoy and cherish being alone, I still got lonely. So I turned to animals for companionship.

My first pets were classroom pets at the Montessori school I attended from preschool through third grade. There were hamsters, rabbits, parakeets, fish, two turtles named Sam and Ella (a pun that went over my head until I learned more about bacteria), a tarantula, and a pair of giant iguanas whose habitat spanned a quarter of one of the classrooms.

“Where are we sending her to school?” my mom asked my dad after seeing the iguanas. “The jungle?”

Dad shrugged. He thought the iguanas were cool. My dad has always loved animals—as a kid, he had been a regular visitor to the nature center in his New Jersey hometown, where he requested to hold and pet the tarantulas.

Mom, however, was a different story. I was born to a woman violently allergic to dust, mold, pollen, and anything with fur, feathers, or hair. She could be charmed by someone else’s puppy, but only if she’d taken ten to twenty Sudafed beforehand. Whenever I would return home from playing with one of my aunt’s dogs, Mom would either order me to remove my dog-haired clothes in the front hallway and sprint to my room to put on clean garments or make me stand very still with my arms in a T while she’d pat me down with long strips of Scotch tape. (Her first sticky lint roller was a game changer). I was annoyed by the process, but if this was the price I had to pay to roll around in the yard with my aunt’s golden retriever, Jelly Bean, it was worth it.

Because I felt comforted around pets. I felt calmer. I didn’t worry about being awkward or saying something weird like I did around other kids. Animals just accepted me as I was. With pets, I could be alone without being lonely. And so of course I wanted animals around me at all times. I became desperate to have a pet of my own. I was determined to find a way around Mom’s allergies. I read every pet care book in the school library, wrote persuasive letters, casually left the D volume of our encyclopedia open on the kitchen table to the page with all the dog breeds.

But here’s the thing: Mom actually wasn’t resistant to getting a pet because of her allergies. There are plenty of animals out there that don’t make her sneeze (fish, reptiles)—her allergies were a convenient excuse. Years later she would tell me that she stalled and evaded my pleas for an animal because she was worried about what would come next: as happy as having an alive pet would make me, she feared how sad I’d be when that pet, inevitably, died. Of course, as a kid I didn’t know that, and wouldn’t have understood even if I had. I just thought my mother was standing between me and the one thing that would make my life complete.

When my mother finally realized she wasn’t going to dissuade me, we started small. She said I could get a fish, and within seconds, Dad and I were driving to the pet store in Burlington. One fish eventually became two, soon there were red fish and blue, and in no time at all, a very large aquarium occupied significant real estate on our kitchen counter, complete with gaudy plastic plants and hot pink gravel.

I spent hours sitting on a stool at the kitchen counter, gazing into the tank. I pressed my nose against the glass; sometimes I sat on the counter itself so I could be right next to the aquarium. Watching the fish eat and dive and dig and swim was better than any television I’d ever seen. I’ve since read studies that prove that watching fish swim actually lowers blood pressure and stress levels—in humans and in animals. One octopus at the New England Aquarium has her own pet fish in a mini aquarium next to her habitat. Octopuses are supremely intelligent creatures and need intellectual enrichment: puzzle boxes to unlock, glass jars to unscrew, and, apparently, fish to watch. Not so different from Little E.B.

There are also any number of stories about people suffering from depression or considering suicide finding a renewed sense of purpose and happiness when given a pet to care for. Heart attack patients who own dogs are more likely to be alive a year into recovery than those who don’t; children who grow up in households with pets suffer less from allergies and asthma; dogs can even detect cancer cells through scent alone. Many therapists, too, have found that the presence of an animal in an office can help patients feel more relaxed and encourage them to open up more in sessions, especially when the patients are children.

This is why so many people are instinctively drawn to pets—they make us feel good. So it could be that in my hypnotized state, watching my aquatic friends swirl back and forth, I was self-medicating. Being near these animals—observing their behavior and personality traits, assigning them names, writing stories about them in my head, imagining conversations with them—was more exhilarating to me than participating in a T-ball game or any other “normal” activity. “Pets give us innocent dependence, companionship, and love,” writes Wallace Sife in his book The Loss of a Pet. “Above all, a pet is totally accepting and nonjudgmental . . . Our pets become whatever we want them to in our lives and never seem to fail us. We judge ourselves by them. Their companionship gives us added stability and purpose and a sense of personal enrichment that defies description.” My fish gave me all that—that is, they did while they were alive.

But there was trouble in (fish) paradise. My parents had let me and my three older siblings each pick out a couple of fish to add to the tank, and the result was a disastrous mix of neon tetras, classic goldfish, territorial cichlids, and an aggressive betta. As much research as I’d done on proper fish care, I either had missed the chapter on species compatibility or just didn’t care—I was too excited to finally have pets.

Every few days, one of the smaller fish would mysteriously disappear as the biggest fish, one of the cichlids, seemed to become larger and larger. I called him Fatso.* “Fatso keeps getting bigger,” I’d observe in amazement to my parents as I checked on the tank in the morning before heading to Montessori, where my classroom pets awaited. “But I can’t find that small guy again. He must be hiding.” Mom and Dad exchanged looks as I went on my merry way to school.

Despite my apparent oblivion, I did have a sense that something wasn’t right. A child can recognize death, even before she might have the words to articulate what’s happened. According to Dr. Allan Peterkin, professor of psychiatry and family medicine at the University of Toronto, toddlers can sense stress and tension in family dynamics after a death has occurred, but they don’t understand its permanence. Children between the ages of four and six, when faced with a dead pet, often imagine that the pet is still alive somewhere else and maybe, just maybe, if they wish hard enough, it will return. But according to John W. James, Russell Friedman, and Leslie Matthews, authors of the book When Children Grieve, once kids hit age seven, they start to grasp the permanence of death and get hung up wondering what happens to the body and soul of the pet once it has passed. Up until that point, there’s a whole lot of magical thinking and willful denial. As author Karen Russell wrote in the New York Times about the death of her childhood pet hermit crab: “I did not want to know what I knew.”

I, too, didn’t want to know what I knew: my earliest dead pets were victims of cannibalism. And so long as there was no overt evidence, I could continue on in ignorant bliss.

But then there was a floater.

The little dead goldfish drifted along the surface of the tank, mingling with flakes of uneaten food, eventually being suctioned against the aquarium tank filter. Such a small, still creature—gray eyes, wilted fins, limp thinness. I could see through the skin to the tiny organs and skeleton. I scooped his body out, and the fish lay motionless on a paper towel in my palm. There it was: cold death, staring me in the face.

I was upset, yes, but during those early pet deaths, my confusion outweighed my sorrow. The idea of forever was still hard to digest. I couldn’t believe that the fish was actually, completely, 100 percent dead, even though I held his body in my hand.

Dad was in Japan, traveling for business, so Mom had to figure out how to talk to me about mortality on her own. She hadn’t even wanted these fish, her biggest fear was how I would react to their demise, and now she had to be the one to explain what happened to dead fish souls. Many experts suggest having conversations with children about pet death long before the pet actually dies so everyone’s more prepared when the day comes. We did not do this. I sat on the kitchen counter next to the aquarium, cradling the dead fish in my kindergarten-sized hand, as Mom stumbled through a short speech about how fish have spirits and go to heaven just like humans do. I don’t remember her exact words, but I do remember feeling like my grief was validated. Mom wasn’t an animal person herself, but she understood what it was like to love and lose a friend.

According to psychologists, the most common losses in a child’s life, in the sequence they are most likely to occur, are: death of a pet; death of a grandparent; major move; divorce of parents; death of a parent; death of a playmate, friend, or relative; and debilitating injury to the child or someone important in the child’s life. (This is, of course, assuming the child comes from generally stable circumstances.) For me, the typical trajectory bore out, beginning with fish death at age five.

The deaths of my fish hit me hard. And flushing that first one only made it worse. There was a gentle splash as his body broke the surface of the water and drifted down, settling at the bottom of the toilet bowl. I said a few words—thanking the fish for his friendship, his service to the aquarium community. As I pressed the handle to flush, the water in the bowl swirled and flipped the dead fish. It seemed at that moment my friend had returned. I stood paralyzed. Had I miraculously revived the fish, only to send him to his death in some underground maze of pipes? As he disappeared down the drain, I breathed fast and shallow, tears soaking my face.

The flushing/reanimation trauma was acute enough that for all future fish deaths, I switched to burial. As a kindergartener, I’d joined the pet aftercare industry; with each new floater I found, I added to a cemetery that I built on the small hill by the side of our house in Lexington. I chipped away at the rocky New England dirt—sometimes for quite a while when the ground was frozen—and created a shallow hole. Then I’d wrap the fish in a piece of paper towel and place the small rolled package into the ground and refill the hole with dirt. I became such a professional at pet burial that I even assisted with animal funerals at school. Other kids’ diaries contain notes about crushes, memories from summer camp; mine brags about my role in a memorial service at school for the class hamster.* I enjoyed hanging out in my pet cemetery—arranging and rearranging rocks, pulling weeds, smoothing the dirt. In a way, in their small fishy graves, my little guys were still with me.

Because I missed them. Sure, my pet fish hadn’t curled up and snuggled with me on the sofa every night, but I loved them all the same, and their absence made me sad. Even after I’d gotten replacement fish, I still thought about the originals. They were part of me, in a way. I was sure that no one else had ever felt so deeply connected to their pets before, that I was alone in my sorrow. What I didn’t know then: mourning pets isn’t a kid thing or an adult thing, an old thing or a new thing—it’s a forever thing.

“I am fascinated by how people haven’t changed in five thousand years. Being so close to a particular animal, not just as a totem but as a friend and companion,” Salima Ikram, distinguished professor of Egyptology at the American University in Cairo, told me over the phone. Ikram is the world expert on ancient Egyptian animal mummies. If you’ve read anything about animal mummies, you’ve seen her name. Originally from Pakistan, she has helped with the animal mummy collections at the Museo Egizio, in Turin, Italy, and the Plymouth City Museum and Art Gallery, in Plymouth, England. She has also collaborated with curators at the British Museum, in London, and the Metropolitan Museum of Art, in New York. In summary: Ikram is a global animal-mummy superstar.

When I spoke with her, Ikram told me her interest in animal mummies began when she was a child and first visited the (as it was called then) Room of Flora and Fauna at the Egyptian Museum in Cairo. “I was absolutely riveted by it,” she said. She’d always been interested in animals and had pets herself while growing up—a snake, a turtle. “I also had a hamster, but it died,” Ikram added briskly. “We didn’t bond very well.” Even so, Ikram buried the hamster with “great pomp and splendor,” wrapping the rodent up, burying her, adding a tombstone, sprinkling the grave with rose water, even laying out offerings of “that ghastly prepared hamster food.”

And as it turns out, laying out offerings, creating tombstones, and burying a pet with pomp and splendor wasn’t just something that Professor Ikram and I did as children—people have been doing this since at least 3000 BCE. Ancient Egyptians treasured intimate relationships with their pets; it wasn’t uncommon for an entire household to go into mourning when a pet cat died, even shaving their eyebrows out of respect. Cats and dogs were the most common pets, just as they are today. Wealthier, elite families often also kept exotic animals, like baboons, hippos, antelopes, wild cows, and well-bred hunting dogs.

“Animals inhabit a liminal space metaphysically between the world of humans and the world of the divines,” Ikram explained. “Animals can communicate with both worlds, and it gives them special powers. It doesn’t mean you won’t eat them, but it gives them a multifaceted and multilayered status in our world.” Ikram put into words something I’d always felt in my gut but had never been able to articulate, something I’d sensed since I was a kid: to interact with an animal is divine.

And so, just as I wrapped my dead childhood fish in paper towels, the ancient Egyptians wrapped their dead pets in cloth, mummifying them the same way they did with human bodies. The practice of mummification stemmed from the idea that a person’s spirit needed the body as a home, even after death. If the body was destroyed, the spirit would wander, aimless and lost. And the better preserved the body, the better shot the spirit had to make it into the underworld successfully. The ancient Egyptians saw the spirit as made up of three parts: the ka, which remained in the tomb, in the mummified body; the ba, which would fly out of the tomb but always return to it; and the akh, which had to travel to the underworld. And it seems that this belief applied to the spirits of much-loved pets as well. Lady Isetemkheb buried her pet gazelle in her own gazelle-shaped sycamore coffin. Prince Djhutmose commissioned a limestone sarcophagus and offering table for his cat, Tamyt. Abutiu, a guard dog of the pharaoh, was buried in his own tomb, with his own coffin, linen, and incense.

Over the course of three millennia, the Egyptians mummified more animals than any other group of people on earth ever have, and archaeologists have found several million more animal mummies than human ones. Mummies have been found of cats, dogs, birds, crocodiles, lizards, snakes, monkeys, cows, and hippos. But not all of those mummies were pets.

There are four types of animal mummies. The first, victual mummies, are animals intended as food for people in the afterlife. Usually these mummies didn’t contain the entire animal, just the part a pharaoh would want to eat for eternity. Votive mummies are animals that carried messages to the gods on behalf of humans. The animals chosen for this service tended to resemble the gods themselves: cats for Bastet, ibises for Thoth, crocodiles for Sobek. Sacred mummies—bulls, cats, crocodiles, ibises, baboons—were thought to be reincarnations of the gods because of their distinctive markings; they were worshipped and cared for in life as if they were the gods themselves. I’ve seen one sacred animal mummy, a bull, at the Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History in Washington, DC. The bull was positioned as if lying down, his legs and hooves tucked under him, but he was wrapped in layers and layers of cloth, mimicking the wrapping of a sprained ankle. The strips of fabric clung tightly to his shape, and I could make out the bumps of his jowls, his ears, his horns. A black-and-white artificial eye, seemingly carved from stone, peered out at me through the glass of the display case. I swear I felt the presence of the bull staring back at me.

The fourth and final type of animal mummy is the one that Ikram calls the “most charming”: the pet mummy.

I asked her how many pet mummies she’d come across in her archaeological career—just four total. She and her crew may have encountered more pets, but so many of the tombs they’ve uncovered had previously been ransacked and robbed, it can be hard to determine exactly what type of animal mummy they’re looking at, because they are missing clues. Though if the creature has its own carved coffin and sarcophagus, and offerings of favorite foods and beloved belongings like collars and saddles, Ikram said, they usually figure that it was a pet. The artwork in tombs can help, too: if the name of the animal is written on the walls, or a drawing depicts the person and the animal together, those clues also suggest a pet. Ikram has seen a tomb painting of a cat sitting on a human’s lap, batting a toy. “It’s quite cute,” she reassured me.

Pets often were buried alongside their humans in the same sarcophagus. Ikram hypothesizes that if pet and person snuggled together in bed at night, this was their chance to continue the practice for eternity. A man named Hapymin was discovered in his coffin with his pet dog curled up at his feet—mimicking a pose they probably spent a lot of time in during their lives. If a pet died before its person, it would be mummified and placed in the tomb, waiting for the person to join them. If a pet outlived a person, the animal usually was allowed to live out its natural life and then was mummified and added to the person’s tomb later. (Some theorize that pets would be killed so they could join their person in the afterlife right away, but Ikram thinks that perhaps some pets died soon after their people from heartbreak.)

Burying people and their pets together is a practice that many pet people would like to continue today. However, the burial of animals with humans was illegal for a long time in the United States and Europe—stemming from Christian ideas that humans are the only creatures that have souls and therefore the only ones entitled to be buried in cemeteries. Some have protested, to no avail—Lord Byron wanted to be buried with his dog upon his own death, in 1824, but he was denied that wish.

There are more cemeteries now that allow all beings—human and nonhuman—to be buried on their grounds. Eric Greene, the founder and president of Green Pet-Burial Society, is an advocate for what he calls “whole family” cemeteries. He first became interested in the idea of pets and humans being buried together when he learned about a Natufian burial site in northern Israel, dating back to 10,000 BCE, in which the skeletons of a woman and a puppy were buried in the same grave, the woman’s hand resting on top of the dog’s head.

Ever since, Greene has been petitioning legislators in his home state of California to change their laws, and many states have already revised their rules: since September 2016 it has been legal for residents of New York State to be buried with the cremated remains of their pets in nonprofit human cemeteries, and other states are following suit. Ellen Macdonald owns the Eloise Woods Natural Burial Park, in Cedar Creek, Texas, which has a section exclusively for pets, as well as
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