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The Power of the Dog

There is sorrow enough in the natural way

From men and women to fill our day;

And when we are certain of sorrow in store,

Why do we always arrange for more?

Brothers and Sisters, I bid you beware

Of giving your heart to a dog to tear.

Buy a pup and your money will buy

Love unflinching that cannot lie –

Perfect passion and worship fed

By a kick in the ribs or a pat on the head.

Nevertheless, it is hardly fair

To risk your heart for a dog to tear.

When the fourteen years which Nature permits

Are closing in asthma, or tumour, or fits,

And the vet’s unspoken prescription runs

To lethal chambers or loaded guns,

Then you will find – it’s your own affair –

But … you’ve given your heart to a dog to tear.

When the body that lived at your single will,

With its whimper of welcome, is stilled (how still!),

When the spirit that answered your every mood

Is gone – wherever it goes – for good,

You will discover how much you care,

And will give your heart to a dog to tear.

We’ve sorrow enough in the natural way,

When it comes to burying Christian clay.

Our loves are not given, but only lent,

At compound interest of cent per cent.

Though it is not always the case, I believe,

That the longer we’ve kept ’em, the more do we grieve:

For, when debts are payable, right or wrong,

A short-time loan is as bad as a long –

So why in – Heaven (before we are there)

Should we give our hearts to a dog to tear?

Rudyard Kipling



Introduction

[image: image]

I imagine that you will be picking up this book because you have lost a beloved pet, and my heart goes out to you. Let me begin by saying I don’t think anyone should write a book like this unless they have lost a pet themselves, and know that heartbreaking grief. I can share that I have lost many pets over the years, and each one broke me.

My love of animals started as a child. I don’t remember when we didn’t have a dog in the family, and they were considered family members; yes, they had four legs, but they were valued, loved and cherished.

The first dog I remember was called Lassie. My parents had found her abandoned on the motorway. We then had a dog named Kerry-Gold. We had Kerry as a puppy, and we didn’t say goodbye to her until I was an adult. Along with Kerry, we then got another rescue dog named Ross, and he and Kerry lived happily together for over 10 years.

When I got married, having a dog seemed an obvious thing to do, but we knew it was utterly impractical due to us travelling so much with work, so we put it off. One day we were driving somewhere and we came across a stray dog who was starving to death. We got him into our car and took him to the local rescue kennels. The following day, my mum spoke to a vet and told her that we had found a dog and where we had taken it. The vet said to her that those kennels had a terrible reputation and we should go and ask for the dog back. The moment I was told, I leapt into my car, drove to the kennels and asked for him back. I saw the cage they had put him in, and there was hardly room for him to even turn around. I filled out all the necessary paperwork and took his lead.

Within days, Jake ruled our home. He ignored every rule we tried to enforce – not getting on the sofa etc. – and while we knew having a dog was going to be hard work, our house suddenly felt like home.

Jake was like a human in the body of a dog: he had a sense of humour, he was wild, took risks (for instance, if he saw an open window, he would leap out of it and take himself for a walk), but he also showed us such love. We had him for 12 years, and the day he died still haunts me.

Jake had a couple of strokes and a chronic bout of pancreatitis. Each of these illnesses made him even more dependent on us, and I guess us on him. We changed our work hours; we even stopped travelling internationally, as we didn’t want to leave his side. Life really did revolve around Jake’s needs. We never resented these changes, because we loved him so much and were happy to work around his requirements. But as he became the main focus of our world, it shook our existence when he died.



The Day We Said Goodbye
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Jake had another stroke while we were staying at my parents’ house in the South West. We found a vet near to their house, and she told us that Jake could make a full recovery. A week later he was so much better and we felt he was ready for us to travel home. We made an appointment with our own vet, as we had a great relationship with him, and he had known Jake since we homed him. After examining him and taking blood, the vet said he looked fine and, hopefully, the blood tests would confirm that all was now well. We went home very relieved. A few hours later, though, we took Jake into the garden, and it was clear something wasn’t right. He partly collapsed and needed assistance to get in the house. We called the vet and begged him to do a house call, but he said he would need to see him at the surgery in case he needed to operate, so we should get him there as fast as possible. We carried him into the car and I sat in the back with him; he laid his head on my knee. I could see the pain in his eyes. That 20-minute car ride felt like hours.

My husband carried him into the surgery and the vet led us through to a consulting room. He listened to Jake’s chest and then said to us, ‘This is the end. We need to put him to sleep immediately; if we don’t, he will have a heart attack in front of you.’ We told him to give Jake the injection, as we didn’t want him to have an ounce more pain. We lay with him as the injection was administered, and we felt his heart stop beating. The vet asked if we’d like him to arrange for Jake’s cremation and we agreed.

The next few hours are vague and torturous to remember. We walked out of the surgery numb, dazed, in shock and devastated. We didn’t want to go straight home, so we went to my grandparents to tell them what had happened … but we knew at some point we would need to return to our house. As we walked in, we saw Jake’s bed, his toys … his presence was everywhere, and the pain was beyond horrific.

We went to bed sobbing, and the next day decided we couldn’t stay in the house any longer. We packed a bag, got in the car and started to drive. We ended up going from England all the way to the top of Scotland … crying all the way.

To this day, I don’t know if Jake dying was the straw that broke the camel’s back or whether I would still have responded in this way even if I hadn’t already encountered such extreme loss in the past, of both people and pets, but it definitely broke me. Life felt pointless, hopeless and devoid of light.

After days and days of driving, we decided that we needed to go back, as we knew we would need to collect Jake’s ashes from the vet. Walking back through our front door was horrendous: his bed was still there, his toys were still there, but the house was still silent. No little dog footsteps. No barks. Our house no longer felt like a home, it felt like just a house, and we hated being in it.

That raw, dark pain lasted a few months, and we decided the only way for us even to like our house again was to find another dog that needed rescuing. Not a replacement dog, as that would never be possible, but another dog we could love and take care of. We eventually found a beautiful spaniel who was in a foster home, having been found at a puppy farm. It took me a few weeks to love her, as I was so worried anyone might think we were ‘replacing’ Jake, but after a little time I realised I could love them both; and by rescuing this little dog, it felt like we were doing something in Jake’s honour.

‘How it is that animals understand things I do not know, but it is certain that they do understand. Perhaps there is a language which is not made of words and everything in the world understands it. Perhaps there is a soul hidden in everything and it can always speak, without even making a sound, to another soul.’

Frances Hodgson Burnett

This book is laid out in four chapters: the grief journey; advice for dealing with practical issues; advice for how to support someone who is grieving for a pet; and a final brief chapter on healing and happiness. Then there are two sections at the back of the book, the first dealing with questions I’m often asked, and the second a guide to how to handle the first month of bereavement. There’s space there to write down your feelings, or why not start keeping a journal and adding to that daily? It’s a very effective way of processing your grief, and I would urge you to keep one.

Grief can make you feel so alone, but the feelings you are currently encountering will be being felt by so many others. I asked people to share their stories of pet loss with me, so I could include them in this book. I hope their stories will show you that the grief from losing a pet can be as real and profound as when losing a person, and that no one should be ashamed of the feelings they encounter when navigating the loss of their beloved companion.



Tinker

[image: image]

I suppose it’s not uncommon, as a young adult, to be called home to say goodbye to a childhood pet, perhaps to attend a euthanasia or a backyard burial, sharing stories and shedding tears. This is a sobering experience, but it’s one that comes to pass much like a rite of passage. Aside from their longevity that typically spans three decades, most horse–human relationships are complex and intricate. They are thousand-pound beasts that we trust to carry us safely, perform when asked, to move forward with light touches. They trust us to feed them, to care for them. To ride upon their backs. They are, most often, docile, obedient creatures. They are friends; they are partners.

So, when I found myself on the receiving end of the call that announced the grim news – ‘We’re euthanising Tinker tomorrow’ – I wasn’t expecting the enormity of emotions and memories that would come flooding back. After all, I was in my thirties, married with children, and Tinker had (for all intents and purposes) been my parents’ horse for the second half of her life. She had been ailing for quite some time, and the news was not unexpected. ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I’ll be there.’

As a vet tech and a girl who grew up on a horse farm, euthanasia was nothing new to me. It was something I viewed as a kindness, as a way to end suffering before dignity was lost. I packed up my three-year-old, figuring she really wouldn’t know what was happening, and headed home the next day.

It was when I arrived that it really hit me. My dad had told me that ‘everyone’ would be there, but I wasn’t prepared for the small crowd that was milling about in the driveway, smiling and chatting despite the solemn air. Our barn friends, we’d called them, the women who’d taught me how to ride and the men who’d purchased pick-up trucks and trailers for their wives to drive us to horse shows. The vet was already there, and in the distance I saw the yellow flash of the backhoe that had prepared a grave. This was really happening.

Someone took my daughter, and I went to the paddock to say goodbye. My mom was there, and she looked as shaken and pale as one might expect … after all, this was her first horse. This was the one who’d actualised her childhood dreams of owning horses. This was the one whom our farm was named after, the one I’d been ‘forced’ to ride because this is the horse we have. The one I had learned on, who received compliments on her beauty everywhere we went. The one who had put up with my nonsense as a young, inexperienced rider and who had unequivocally been a part of my life for as long as I could remember. She was easily equated with home.

My goodbyes were surreal, over and done within moments … everyone was waiting. This wasn’t a simple administration of drugs to a vein, and I found myself feeling foolish that I thought it would be so. It was a leading of Tinker away from our other horse, her daughter Annie, who had not been separated from her in 15 years. It was the death march, the plank walk, the last turnout as my mother led her to the giant hole in the ground. It was the other bodies standing around her, ready to make the fall as gentle as they could. It was the end of the road, and when the sedative hit and she went down, part of us went down with her.

I burst into tears, my daughter’s stroller turned away from the field to shield her, and the woman who’d first lifted me up onto a pony when I was just seven years old held me. I wanted to watch, to keep my eyes on my mother, but I couldn’t. I was overcome with sobs, the embarrassing, wracking kind, completely dumbfounded as to how this part of my childhood – of my whole life – was already over. I snuck glances at my daughter, who was happily playing with her toys, and felt the sorrowful knowledge that she would never really know Tinker.

If it sounds gut-wrenching, it got worse. The soundtrack to this moment, to this colossal death, was the frantic whinnying of Annie, Tinker’s daughter. The consensus, once the vet confirmed that Tinker had passed, was to let Annie out to see her before the grisly work of burial began.

Annie, a carbon copy of her mother, a shining bay with a big white star, galloped out into the field. She did several laps around the body, the backhoe, the hole and the people that were intruding on her pasture. She eventually wound her concentric circles down and spent a few moments sniffing Tinker and then – just like that – she was done. In the way that animals do, a way that we humans can never quite master, Annie accepted the death for what it was.

We eventually made our way back to the kitchen, save for those who remained to do the final duties. The familiar and distinct laughs of the women began to fill the air as we all talked, caught up, broke bread and shared stories and memories. There was a nostalgia that rose heavy on that day, like smoke lingering long after the fire had burnt out.

A horse is a friend who trusts you more than it should. A willing servant, often a gentle giant and, just as there is a massive presence in life, there is a massive presence in death as well. The immenseness of the mourning and the subsequent quiet acceptance teaches us that there is beauty even in the most sorrowful of times.

And my daughter? The three-year-old I regretted bringing along, not realising the gravity of the situation? The one that I lamented would never know Tinker? She remembers all of that day, astonishingly. But her descriptions are different from ours. I think of anguish, I think of how I sobbed, how heartbroken my parents were. My daughter?

‘It’s the day Tinker went to heaven,’ she became fond of saying, ‘in the pasture so she is always with Annie.’
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The Grief Journey
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The animals we share our lives with are not ‘just pets’. They are friends, life companions, even soul mates. It feels as if they ‘know’ things about us, they sense our moods, they wordlessly seem to know what we need. We build our routines, our work and our lives around them. They give us joy, love, often purpose. They also teach us about devotion and loyalty. These precious souls give us so much, and when they die it can feel like a part of us also dies.

What I would love this book to do for you is to help you see the value of grief in all of our lives, wherever the grief may be born from, and for the words within its pages to teach you to accept its place rather than fight it. If we give grief a chair around our table, it stops it constantly knocking on our door without invitation. We need to see that grief doesn’t have to be a monster living under the bed; it can be a companion we don’t need to run from. When we can see pain and grief like this, it lessens the grip it has on our lives.

One of the things I have learned on my journey is that the way we view grief and loss depends on our personal views of death and life. If we value every living creature, whether their life be short or long, that changes how we grieve and – importantly – how we live. If we want to embrace life, we also need to accept death; the two go hand in hand, and if we can lose the fear surrounding this often-taboo subject, we become more able to deal with the emotions that grief and loss bring.

The grief from losing an animal is not a different type or form of grief – grief is grief! So, whether you lose a person, a home, financial security, a job, relationship or your beloved pet, you are dealing with the same emotions and have to process the loss to enable you to move forwards healthily.



Nitro
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‘Nitro, domestic short hair, white and grey, male’, the little white piece of paper on the side of the cage read. A 40-minute drive in early November 2001 with my mother to the humane society in our neighbouring town led me to the outside of this little kitten’s cage. Two white and grey paws reached through the bars, grasping, begging for some attention. A little white face with a dirty grey nose and eyes that looked as if they contained the galaxy cried out to us.

The little 10-year-old girl staring back at him could never imagine this little kitten would become her best friend and confidant for nearly 19 years.

This cat was made different, and I mean different. A white cat with large grey spots, a permanent butt-waddle since his hind end was comically higher than his front, and a tail that was always curled over his back in a circle. He was built different. And he didn’t meow like any other cat. His vocalisations were more squeaks, grunts and his signature chortle, ‘Ureeeee!’

Nitro was there for me every day after elementary school. We would play in the backyard, go for walks around the block and make our way to his favourite park a block from our house where he would seek out his special tree that grew catnip around the base. After eating and enjoying his fill we would walk back home, where I would sit cross-legged on the couch as he would curl up and purr on my lap when I worked on my homework or watched TV with my mother after supper.

Nitro was always there, he just became a part of my everyday life. The first thing I did each day was go inside our house and say hi to Nitro. He was there for all the high school adjustments, drama and difficult study sessions. There for college courses, projects, late nights and early mornings.

After graduating college, I moved about an hour away, but would still come home every chance I could to visit my mother, her cats, and especially Nitro. Each time, without fail, I was treated with a familiar ‘Ureeeee!’

Through the years I switched jobs, switched apartments, and my boyfriend became my husband. Our apartment living turned into home ownership, our joys and celebrations of becoming pregnant led to sorrow as our first baby was suddenly gone at the end of the first trimester. 

Through joy and success, trauma and sorrow, Nitro was my steady ground. A constant in an ever-changing world, I could always count on him being there every time I walked into my mother’s home. 

In October 2020, knowing Nitro hadn’t got much time left, I made the hour drive to my mother’s home, hoping and wishing that Nitro would still be alive when I got there. As I walked into my childhood home I was treated by a familiar chortle: ‘Ureee.’ A little quieter and raspy this time.

Nitro was curled up in his little bed, basking in the autumn sun in his favourite window. His coat was thin and sparse, his muscles stiff, his galaxy eyes sunken in but still so full of happiness. 

We did everything that day. He ate his favourite foods, lay in the grass, and tried so hard to get to the park for his favourite treat, fresh-grown catnip. As we came to the end of the block he stopped and looked back at me, beckoning me to carry him across the road. I scooped up his frail little body and we made our way to his tree, the one with catnip at the base.

I spent the rest of the evening sleeping on the floor with Nitro’s bed right beside my pillow. As the evening turned into night Nitro’s life began to fade. His responses were slower, his mind was drifting, and his breathing began to change. Throughout the night I checked his responses, administered medication and talked with him about all the good years we’d had together. 

By early morning he was in a coma-like state. This was it. My lifeline was leaving me. For a few hours I watched his chest rise and fall as he took fewer and fewer breaths; I told him I loved him and that it was okay to go. I told him to cross that rainbow bridge, start his new chapter.

In his last moment his frail little paw clenched tightly around my fingers. He took a ragged breath and as the air left his lungs I felt each of his claws retract from my hand and his paw relax. 

He was gone. I scooped up his frail body and cradled him, memorising his every marking, not believing that I would never hear his chortle again.

After an hour or so I cleaned him up and laid him out, curled up in his favourite bed, ready for his burial later that evening.

I dug his grave at the base of a large elm tree in the backyard. As I lowered his blanket-wrapped body into that hole it felt as if my heart was being sucked out of my chest. I kept saying over and over that I didn’t want to let go. I didn’t want to stop touching him, I couldn’t comprehend this little kitten that had come into my life nearly 19 years earlier, this cat who would greet me every time I went home, this good old boy who I could always tell my excitements, troubles, and traumas to was gone.

The dirt felt cold as it ran through my fingers. Every scoop that covered Nitro drew a ragged painful breath from my throat. As I smoothed out the dirt I sat back and wept. I felt so empty, so alone. Like a piece of myself was under that black dirt. 

The deaths of all my previous pets had left me with a heart-wrenching grief, and unexplainable pain. But losing Nitro caused a very unique pain; it felt as if each fibre in my body was being unravelled. I was left holding all the loose threads from what was left of my heart. 

I still imitate his chortle from time to time, and each time now it brings a smile to my face and puts back a stitch in my heart. The pain of losing him has transformed into precious memories. I still cry for him. I still miss him terribly. Visiting his grave always brings me back down to my knees and steals tears from my eyes. But I thank him each time I think of him. I thank him for being my constant non-judging companion and an open ear for my troubles, and thank him for his soft tear-absorbent fur.

I believe that pets and people are predestined to meet each other on certain parts of their timeline to learn from and love one another. I came into Nitro’s life when he was frightened and alone and gave him a home; he in return stayed with me through all the important life changes and became the stable portion of my life when everything else was changing rapidly. 

Because of him I look at life differently. I try and find joy in the little things, like going for a walk, enjoying the sunshine, the comfort of a soft bed, and the happiness of finding wild catnip. 



Seeking Help
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Let me start by looking at a key question that I get asked regularly: ‘When should someone seek face-to-face professional support when grieving?’

For some, professional help is needed immediately; others may need it after a period of time has passed, and yet others never need it at all. Only you (and possibly your doctor) know when and if you require some additional support. There is an exception to this, and that is if you are suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). If you are suffering with this often-overlooked condition, you do need professional medical help. All the books in the world won’t help you navigate this clinical condition, so if you have any PTSD symptoms, please talk to your GP immediately. Symptoms of PTSD, in case you aren’t familiar, may include flashbacks, nightmares and insomnia, difficulty focusing or concentrating, excessive worry about yourself or others, and a sense of feeling on high alert. The quicker you get help, the better and more effective treatment can be, so delaying treatment is detrimental. Once PTSD is being treated, you will be able to effectively process your grief.

If at any point you feel hopeless or suicidal, please seek professional help without delay. It is not weak to admit to needing help; in fact, it takes a special kind of strength.

This is my general checklist to gauge whether people need professional face-to-face support, and if you answer ‘yes’ to any of these questions I would encourage you to seek help (from a doctor, nurse, grief counsellor or clinical therapist):

⋆ Do you feel stuck in grief and unable to move forwards?

⋆ Do you feel the waves of grief are getting worse over time?

⋆ Are you reliving the trauma on a regular basis?

⋆ Are you feeling desperate?

⋆ Do you feel vacant and removed from the world?

⋆ Are you struggling to return to work?

⋆ Are you unable to socialise or mix with friends or family (feeling this initially is normal, but after some time a person should be happy to re-engage with the outside world)?

⋆ Are you avoiding things and feeling unable to face them?

⋆ Are you struggling to eat or sleep?

⋆ Are you relying on alcohol or other substances to help you survive?

⋆ Are you suffering from panic attacks or anxiety that you are finding difficult or impossible to control?

Should I ask my doctor for medication?

I am not a GP and so won’t even attempt to tackle this subject in my book. Some people need tablets to stabilise their
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The Early Days After Loss
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What to expect































What is normal?
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When Will the Grief and the ‘Missing Them’ Feelings End?
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Issues Around Euthanasia
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The Shame Connected to Pet Loss Grief
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Layers of Grief
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When Fear Is Controlling Your Joy
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