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To Grieve, or Not to Grieve…

 

“To be, or not to be, that is the question: Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune or to take arms against a sea of troubles and by opposing end them."  I must admit I was never a very good English literature student but this quote from William Shakespeare's Hamlet really says a lot to me about the ways many of us tend to handle stresses in our lives including the loss of a pet.  Some of us think it is best to internalize negative emotions such as grief.  Depression usually follows and we are often unable to move past a terrible event or loss.  Others think it best to "just move on."  We tell ourselves to "get over it!" and move on without seeming to look back or grieve at all.  Neither is good.  Neither is healthy, especially if we want to be able to truly "feel" again or commit our emotions to another person or pet.  We must permit ourselves to properly grieve so closure or resolution can occur.  But first, we have another difficult decision to make.

 

 "To stay or not to stay, that is the question!  Whether 'tis proper in one’s mind to suffer the unfortunate event without witness or hold in arms of mine the loved one upon death."  I just made that up, but it captures the spirit of the second most difficult decision we have to make surrounding the euthanasia of our pet. Should I stay with my pet when the euthanasia is performed or not?  Many times an owner is stressed out believing he or she must be present.  They really do not want to be in the room but feel the need to support and comfort their pet.  They feel if they do not go through this together that they will have abandoned a loved one.  Others desperately want to be present to witness that the process is genuinely painless and that their pet passed peacefully.  Being physically present can actually provide a sense of relief and closure, especially when dealing with the emotions surrounding a long illness.  Occasionally an owner will not want to be present during the procedure but wants to spend time with the pet after the euthanasia.  Seeing the body enables them to accept that their pet is really gone.  It is important to honestly discuss all of these feelings with your veterinarian prior to scheduling the euthanasia.  Most veterinary hospitals are very open to this type of discussion and will try to conform to your wishes if at all possible.  However, it is important to understand that there is nothing wrong with not wanting to be or not being present.  Uncontrolled emotions will be very upsetting to your pet rather than comforting.  I always offer the counsel, “You are more than welcomed to be present but remember that this will be the last memory you will have of your pet."   So please discuss all of your concerns and desires with your veterinarian.
 Will Rogers said, "If there are no dogs in heaven, then when I die I want to go where they went."  He got that right!  And don’t let anyone tell you that it’s silly or stupid to hurt or cry or feel depressed after losing your pet.  Hey, where else do you get that kind of unconditional love and devotion?  Who else never gets tired of listening to you?  Who else was willing to try to play Frisbee with you even when she could hardly get up just to make you feel good?  He was your buddy and he always understood!  She was anxious to ride with you on every emergency farm call that you made no matter what time of night it was.  It’s very difficult for someone that has never felt that bond to understand the depth to which that feeling penetrates into our very soul.  So it’s OK, as Dr. Phil would say!  

Those feelings may be very painful but they are real and remember that many others have gone through similar situations.  You’re not crazy although sometimes the intensity of our feelings can make it seem like we are lost.  But there is a trail through the darkness that most of are able to find.  It is actually called the Grieving Process. It is not a process that makes us forget.  It’s actually a path to helps us remember, the goods things, in a good way.  There are only about seven steps on this entire path but they can be the biggest steps in one’s life.  And it’s easy to get lost or to be misled and become mired in the grief! That’s why it’s important to be honest with yourself, to talk and share your feelings with your veterinarian, a sympathetic friend or even a grief counselor.  This keeps you heading in the right direction.  Next time we will talk about those few giant steps we all must make to deal appropriately with our pain.  So… “To grieve or not to grieve? There is no question!”  And I didn’t just make that up!
