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This book is dedicated to the memory of my dear mother, Eva May, who died too young to see her three daughters grow up.

She will always be remembered with love.



When It’s Time to Say Goodbye

“I am impressed by Angela’s approach to this delicate subject. She has a solid grasp of the many different aspects to be considered and discussed with owners who need support when losing their companion.”

— DR . SHANNON GAFFANEY, BVetMed, member of the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons (MRCVS)

“In her beautiful book, When It’s Time to Say Goodbye: Preparing for the Transition of Your Beloved Pet, Angela Garner gives a very comprehensive and thorough guide to pet loss. She gently and caringly holds the reader’s hand through all the difficult aspects while offering simple and practical advice. Angela’s holistic approach focuses on the well-being of both people and their pets prior to bereavement, and she offers a unique understanding of how grief affects us and how to cope with the distress it brings. She validates pet loss and treats it with the same significance as the loss of a human loved one. I will definitely recommend this book to any of my clients who face the loss of their pet.”

— DEIRDRE CHITWOOD, Tellington TTouch practitioner for companion animals, Level 2 (Guild certified)

“Most pet owners know how painful it is to lose a much-loved animal companion, and I am pleased that all those who suffer this unique loss can now benefit from the compassion and support that runs throughout When It’s Time to Say Goodbye: Preparing for the Transition of Your Beloved Pet by Angela Garner. Every aspect of loss is touched on, all with Angela’s special blend of understanding, practicality, and empathy. I recommend it for all pet owners to help them through the inevitable sad loss of their beloved pet.”

— MELINDA HILL, founder and project manager of Environmental Animal Sanctuary and Education (EASE)

“Humans are meant to outlive their pets, but what do we do when the death of our companion looms? Angela Garner’s advice on how to support ourselves, our children, and other family pets through the grieving process is wise and compassionate.”

— JESSE STERNBERG, mindfulness teacher, master dog trainer, and founder of the Peaceful Alpha Project

“A conversation about our pets passing on is uncomfortable for most of us. It is one we tend to avoid even the thought of until the time might be upon us. When It’s Time to Say Goodbye empowers and guides people at a very emotional time, before and after an animal has passed. Saving the guardian unnecessary toil and emotional trauma, the information and activities in this book prepare and steer you step by step with sensitivity. Long overdue, this guide will be an immense help and support for many at a difficult time. A MUST read for every pet owner.”

— DIANE BUDD, animal communicator, healer, and author of Energy Medicine for Animals: The Bioenergetics of Animal Healing
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FOREWORD

I am delighted to write the foreword to this very special book, both as a veterinarian and as an owner who has experienced the challenges of pet bereavement.

The loss of an animal, regardless of the attachment, is something we have to deal with as veterinary surgeons on a regular basis. Most vets have a practical approach to death: some become emotionally detached, some wear their hearts on their sleeves, but all of us will be affected at some level.

Supporting owners through these sometimes difficult times can be equally daunting. Many of us will never have received bereavement counselling as undergraduate students, although fortunately that has changed within the veterinary school curriculum of today. However, it can be challenging to really “understand” bereavement until we are forced to the other side of the consulting table. Unfortunately, the loss of an animal, whether from euthanasia, illness, or accident, is both inevitable and harrowing for all involved.

When I said goodbye to my constant companion for 12 years (my faithful running partner, on-call late-night protection unit, giver of unconditional love and keeper of secrets), I finally understood the term “heartbroken”. His name was Frisby, and to me he was the best dog in the world. When I had to say goodbye for the first time as an owner rather than as a vet, as a client rather than employee, as a distraught mum rather than detached professional, I did so from the other side of the consulting table. Frisby left this world with his head on my knee in the sunshine, surrounded by people who loved him. From the other side of the consulting table I was proud to be a vet.

Death leaves a heartache no one can heal; love leaves a memory no one can steal.

— Anon

In her book, Angela embraces some difficult areas that are often not spoken about but will be familiar to many. The section on how to help children through pet bereavement is particularly poignant. This book is a vital companion to anyone who cares for or works with animals and provides an armoury of skills to guide and support you through testing times. There are a number of activities to help people through specific areas of difficulty, and this book will be indispensable to those who find themselves facing loss—before, during, and after bereavement.

The contents are based on Angela’s own professional experience as a pet bereavement specialist, and have been developed over years of supporting people through loss, with the addition of very personal stories where appropriate.

Victoria M. Nicholls, veterinary surgeon, BSc (Hons), BVetMed, Cert AVP (EM), Cert AVP (ED), BAEDT, MRCVS



INTRODUCTION

What This Book Is About, and Who It Is For

As I begin to write this book, my heart feels heavy, not for myself but for a dear friend who today faces the loss of her beautiful golden retriever. She is a wonderful advocate of all animals, and because she cares she is offering her beloved canine friend one final act of kindness—to have him “put to sleep” before he starts to suffer.

At over 15 years old, he’s reached a grand age for a retriever. He has been with my friend through the shock and grief of the sudden and unexpected loss of her husband, offering companionship and warmth during dark and lonely times. I look at my little dog lying beside me as I write, and hope, like all other loving canine guardians, that we have a good few years together ahead of us. But I know that one day it will most likely be me who needs to find the courage to make one of the hardest decisions that guardians of companion animals face.

Maybe you are in a similar situation to my friend, or perhaps you have already lost a beloved pet. If so, this book is for you. Whether the loss is recent, or even some time ago, this book will gently help to guide you through the process of grief from the loss of a cherished pet. Together, we’ll look at what it means to love and ultimately lose a pet, how to work through it, and importantly, how to come out the other side to reconnect with your own life. There is no way around the grief; we can’t avoid it. We grieve because we care, and we need to find our way through the many twists and turns that our individual journey creates. This book is written so that you don’t have to go through the process alone. That’s important, because grief itself can bring a significant sense of loneliness, even when surrounded by other people, perhaps making you feel as though no one truly understands.

Together, we’ll approach the fears and concerns that so often arise leading up to the death of a pet. We’ll look at ways to face the worries and unknown factors of anticipated pet loss to help you to understand what is happening and what can be done, and to work out the best way forward. The idea is to leave “no stone unturned” so that all the knotty areas concerning the death of a beloved animal have at least some coverage.

This book offers support—not with a multitude of placatory messages but to say it as it is: it’s okay to feel what you feel, whatever that may be, to reassure you that although the grief at times may seem insurmountable you can, and will, get through it.

The intention of this book is to help you recognize and remember the essence of your pet’s life. To value the love you had for them and the loyalty and affection you received in return—most special gifts. To understand that such love is never wasted, and what you had together meant something: it was real, remains real, and will do so for a very long time.

Finally, know that there is hope beyond the pain and distress you may be feeling. Your beloved companion animal will always be part of your life—just now in a different way, held within the warm and priceless memories echoing through the times you shared.


How the Book Works

People often say “time is a great healer”, but this does not really help you cope when you are deep inside the raw grief that pet loss can bring. This book contains activities that will gently guide you through the different “seasons” of grief, with simple suggestions and ideas to help you approach and work through each part of the process.

You can read through the book from beginning to end or dip in and out as needed. Initially, you may need the Preparing for Pet Loss section, or maybe you’ve already been bereaved so feel drawn to the ‘Coping with Grief’ section. Take whichever parts work for you at the time, and maybe visit other sections later on, if and when they become more relevant to your particular grief journey.

Different activities are offered throughout the book, and again, I advise that you work with those to which you are drawn. There’s no pressure to do anything other than what feels right for you, which, of course, only you will know.

When looking at end-of-life issues it is important to look at all aspects, including the practicalities, particularly when preparing for the loss of a much-loved companion animal. So you will find that I address such things in detail in some areas. Anything that isn’t relevant to your particular situation can be ignored. You may notice in the Preparing for Pet Loss section that there is a strong emphasis on the welfare of the animals as well as support for the people who care for them. The practical sections aren’t “fluffy”; they are designed to get right to the point, address current needs, and make things clearer during what is potentially a confusing time.

We can’t talk about pet bereavement without thinking about the human–animal relationship. Anyone who has ever cared for and loved an animal, however large or small, will know that a deep and significant connection or bond can develop. This can apply to working and service animals, too.

As a testament to this, I’ll mention a documentary I saw years ago about the American soldiers who, on returning home from the long conflict in Vietnam, had to leave their beloved canine partners behind. The intensity of working in that war zone had caused such a deep and abiding bond with their dogs, whose senses and heightened awareness had saved their lives on many occasions, they still mourned these brave canines more than 20 years later. Personally, I feel that the special relationship we have with other species needs to be honoured and celebrated, and it is because we care and love that we feel their loss so keenly.

Finally, you’ll notice that I use the word “guardian” rather than “owner” in an attempt to find a more fitting description for the role of caring and protecting beloved companion animals. “Pet carer” or “pet parent” are other options, but to be consistent we will stay with “guardian”.
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PART ONE

• • • • • • •

Preparing for Pet Loss




1

Preparing Your Heart and Mind for Loss

My own experience of caring for an elderly dog is that I find myself watching him more closely, and there is an underlying anxiety that was not there before. “Why hasn’t he finished his breakfast?” I hear myself saying to my husband, as our little dog has always had such a good appetite. Or “Is he limping? Does he need more joint supplements?” Any small issues are promptly checked by the vet.

On a recent follow-up visit after he had some skin lumps removed, I asked our lovely vet if she could keep him going for many more years. She smiled knowingly and said, “I know, you want him to live forever.” That is what it is like for many of us.

Of course, beneath the longing for much more happy and healthy time together is the knowing that there will be a decline and our cherished pet will die—either suddenly, as happened with our previous dog, or by being put to sleep, perhaps after a gradual deterioration in health and mobility. I want to be well prepared in myself so that when it is time to say goodbye I can ensure that the closing moments of his life are as peaceful as possible.

How do we prepare ourselves for such a loss? To start with, by thinking about it, knowing it, admitting it, and ultimately accepting that is what will happen at some point.

My husband and I talk about it openly. We prefix many discussions about points we need to think about with “When Rufus’s time comes . . . ”. We’re preparing our minds, knowing that our hearts will take a lot longer to catch up.

But on the positive side, I make more time for Rufus, I slow down so that I can notice and appreciate his little ways, which I will miss so much when he is no longer here. I let him choose the route on our walks, and if he really doesn’t want to go out in the rain, he doesn’t have to. It’s all part of the process of gratitude for his life—his wonderful character and independent spirit—and preparing for his time of transition. We each need to find our own way through this.

Before going into the many practicalities of preparing for pet loss, here is another person’s story illustrating her struggle to accept the inevitable loss of the family pet.

Our little family dog Ares, named after the Greek God of Mars, came to live with us when I was a teenager. I’m now 37 years of age and living in England, but it’s difficult to imagine life without Ares as she has been such a constant in our family in Italy where I come from. I see Ares like a sister, always there. We spent most of our time together when I was young, as she came everywhere with me, even riding on my Vespa! She’s always been a very affectionate and loving dog. She’s like a piece of my soul.

Now the little dog is 19 years old, blind and unsteady following an attack by a Rottweiler earlier in life. Three years ago Ares developed dementia. She continues to live at home with my parents, where she is never left alone; my parents don’t see caring for her as a duty, because to us she is family. We think Ares copes with her ailments because she knows the house perfectly and can find her way around. But while in 2016 she recognized and greeted me when I went home to Italy, the dementia has worsened, and last time I visited she didn’t recognize me. I think seeing the gradual decline helps me to get used to the fact that she is not immortal.

However, last August she was really ill, and the thought of losing her was just too much. Dealing with death is difficult for me at any time, and I still struggle with the death of my grandmother last year. Although I only see Ares about five times a year, when I visit my family in Italy, I feel desperate about the prospect of losing her.

I can see that Ares was a huge changing factor in our lives; we grew and changed as a family after she joined us. We’d had dogs in the past, but Ares’s arrival coincided with me needing to grow up. Through the difficult teenage years I sometimes got annoyed with her, and now this makes me feel guilty. I wish I’d been more tolerant.

My grandfather hadn’t wanted a dog to come in the house, but when little Ares turned up she was treated like a grandchild, and he became a different person. I can see how she helped us face our issues as a family, and we all became closer and more tolerant.

I feel more prepared for her dying now than I did a year ago, but it will still be very hard when her time comes, and very hard for my parents and grandfather as they all dote on her. Meanwhile, family life continues around caring for Ares, as we face her impending end. We all hope she will pass away in her sleep, but I want to be there at home should she need to be put to sleep—to say goodbye to Ares but also to support my father who dreads her having to be euthanized.

Now, we’ll move on to the practical aspects of preparing for your loss.

[image: image]



2

Talking to Your Vet about Possible End of Life

This is an area that is difficult to consider but immensely important. A good starting place is to talk openly and honestly with the vet staff about end-of-life issues. This will allow you to ask about the things that worry you so that you can be best informed about your pet’s condition, what to expect, and what you can do to keep them comfortable during the time they have left.

Remember that the vet team have your pet’s best interests at heart and want to do what they can to prevent your animal suffering. They also want to make sure that when the time comes for you to say goodbye, it is an easy and kind death. But they are also there for you, the guardian, to offer guidance as you find your way through this distressing time.

Staff in a well-run veterinary practice will be sensitive and understand that this is a significant and incredibly difficult time for you, so try not to let worry about getting upset in front of them prevent you from talking freely about your pet’s condition and their anticipated death. Indeed, the vet team want you to be as settled as possible in your mind about any decisions you make.

Accepting that one’s cherished companion animal is nearing the close of their time is a journey in itself, with many twists and turns along the way. Although your mind may begin to see the reality, your heart may be pulling you in the opposite direction. You may feel that surely something can be done to save your pet. And expectations of what the veterinary profession can offer may be raised by the media showing animals undergoing extensive or pioneering surgery.

Part of this journey is being able to face the reality of the situation and accept mentally and emotionally what needs to happen. This first activity is to help you to prepare for the crucial initial discussion with your vet so that you can find out everything you need to know before deciding whether euthanasia is the kindest option for your beloved companion animal. Give yourself some time to think about and jot down what you need to ask your vet.

ACTIVITY: Consulting Your Vet



Here are some possible questions you can use, or you may prefer to write your own. Leave a space next to each question so that you can jot down what the vet says in response.

What I Need to Ask about My Pet’s Prognosis


	Can you do anything to help my pet to comfortably live longer, such as surgery or medical treatment?

	What would my pet go through, e.g. how would they feel during the treatment?

	How long do you think the treatment would give them?

	Without any treatment, how long do you think my pet will live before they need to be put to sleep?

	What would you do if this was your pet?



This activity is to help you to gather as much information as possible from the vet team so you can keep your heart and mind focused on what is best for your pet. It will also make it easier to sidestep the pressures sometimes exerted by well-meaning but less informed people telling you what you should and shouldn’t do.



When Loss Is Anticipated

Once you know that your pet is nearing the end of their time, free-floating worries and fears can surface because you don’t know what to expect as their condition gets worse. This next activity is to help you work out what is on your mind and what you now need to ask the vet team.
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ACTIVITY: Finding Out What to Expect as Time Progresses



Make a list of all the things you feel you need to find out. Even though it is painful to articulate your thoughts in this way, write everything down so that it’s in black and white and out in the open, ready to discuss with your vet. Don’t feel under pressure to list everything at once, as what you need to know may change as time progresses.

A few example questions are given to help get you started, but ignore any that don’t apply and add your own. Make sure you leave a space next to each question to jot down what the vet says.

What I Need to Ask


	What should I expect as time progresses?

	What changes may I see in how my pet behaves as they get weaker?

	How will I know if my pet is in pain?

	What can I do about it?

	Are there any side-effects from their medication?

	What will help keep my pet more comfortable?

		(e.g. softer bedding, greater warmth/shelter, special diet, less handling, a quieter environment, and so on)



To recap, this exercise is to work out what you need to ask your vet and to keep a note of what is said so you can refer to it later. Some of it will probably change over time.
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