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Step by Step…

Jim Rummel, VMD
"Intense sorrow caused by the loss of a loved one (especially by death)." "Something that causes great unhappiness."  "Bereavement."  "The intense and painful emotions experienced when someone or something a person cares about either dies or is lost."  "The emotional pain from losing a loved one, whether it is a spouse, child, parent or pet."  Whether from Webster's, Wordnet, Compton's, Jim's, Charlotte's, Barb's or Tom's dictionaries there are many definitions of the word grief. And every time someone loses a loved one, person or pet, a new definition is created.  The one I have found that rings a chord for me is that "grief is a multi-faceted response to loss. Although conventionally focused on the emotional loss, it also has physical, cognitive, behavioral, social and philosophical dimensions."  It is impossible to fully define because it is so different for each of us but there are some things that are universal.  It can dominate every part of our lives.  It is the inevitable result of sharing our love. It is a roller coaster ride of emotions that takes us from the beginning with denial and numbness to anxiety and the bends and curves of extreme mode swings.  Clink, clink, clink, slowly trying to move up and out of the despair and when seemingly we reach the top, the bottom seems to fall out, hurling us down with unbelievable speed once again into depression. We pay dearly for this ride but we all must take it and we must realize that it is not only normal but essential!

 

There have been individuals that have tried to stage the grieving process.  Anywhere from three to seven stages have been described and I'd like to share some of my experiences with some of these. Please remember that each of these stages are very different for each one of us. Take the first stage, denial (shock and denial). For everyone of us that runs his dog to the veterinarian for what some might think is "just" a tiny lump, there are those who may watch something grow from a pea to a baseball and won't bring the dog in because "my friend's dog had something like that and they said it was just one of those fatty things."  Most of the time this is not neglect. It is not wanting to deal with the fact that it might be something serious.  The veterinarian, who moments ago, was on the same team now becomes the enemy.  On many second opinions it's the medication the other veterinarian gave Buffy that made him sick, not the large abdominal mass that is clearly evident. The accusatory, "You mean to tell me!" or the disbelief, "You've got to be kidding!" and the flat out, "I don't care what you say." are things we hear frequently. We deny toavoid the pain.  Shock prevents us from being emotionally overwhelmed.

 

As soon as we start to accept what is going to or what has happened we begin to punish ourselves.  What did we do to cause this?  What could we have done to prevent it?  Every veterinarian has answered the phone call of a grieving owner a few days after the passing of their pet and been confronted with, "Could it have been…?"  Our mind is chaotic at this time and we are looking for answers that are often not there.  We become frustrated and look for someone to blame.

 

We usually find them and often it is the caregiver.  The "anger" phase of grief is one of the most difficult in my opinion.  It is a normal phase of the grieving process but unfortunately many times people never get through this and are not only angry but that anger ferments into hate because it is not dealt with properly.  It is OK and necessary to express these feelings but it is often used to lash out and lay unwarranted blame.  I'm not sure whether it was my mom or my dentist that said, "Words are like toothpaste, once out of the tube you can never put them back!"  Many times during this phase permanent damage is done to relationships.  I am still amazed and distressed at how visceral an owner's feeling of anger can be when a pet is lost that I was "supposed" to have made well.  There have been nights of sleep lost over those comments.  But to truly heal we must pass through this stage.   We begin to reflect, we are lonely and we become depressed.

 

This is when we just what to be alone.  We are depressed.  We're supposed to be depressed!  This is a normal part of grieving so don't let people, however well intentioned, rob you of this time to be alone with your memories.  People will be telling you that you need to move on.  There is no timetable for grief.  It is known that if you do not go through these stages you will never fully recover.  So, take time to look at the pictures and try to remember all of those “special" moments!  Those are the moments that you can almost feel when you close your eyes.  You may spend a lot of time crying.  Heck a crazy little laugh may even slip out as you recall something funny that "Boots" did that summer day a few years ago.  This is when we start to realize just how empty we feel.  Spend that time alone because now reality is beginning to settle in.  And that's good.  Painful but it’s necessary!
 

As we travel through our memory banks an odd thing begins to happen.  Other people and pets begin to enter into those memories.  We begin to realize that there are other realities in our life.  Our mind starts to work again and we begin to deal with other situations and constructing solutions for everyday problems. We are on an upturn.  We are reconstructing our world, our new reality, the one without our beloved pet.  It's called the future.  We finally begin to accept the facts and deal with them. It’s doesn’t mean we won’t on occasion slip back into the doldrums.   We do not become instantly happy.  We do start to become hopeful again.  We never forget.  We will never be fully over it.  We can move forward however.  
 

There are constructive things that you can do to help the process along.  Write a grief journal and be honest about your feelings, post pictures on the internet (My Space), write a poem (or an article it certainly helped me!)  Listen to comforting music. Make a scrapbook or keep a memory box.  If you are artistically inclined paint a picture.  Have a personalized object made from a photo of your pet or make a donation to a charitable cause in your pet's name.
 

Remember, there isn’t a timetable for grief.  Your personality, the relationship you had with your pet and the circumstances of its death create a unique definition of what grieving is for you.  It is a painful, lengthy process of downs and ups.  Do not avoid it, try to delay it or suppress it.  It is essential.  “The Process” enables us to integrate the memory of our pet into a more manageable place in our heart and mind so that we can resume our new life.  It is the only way that enables us to truly open our hearts to love again.  So let’s go, step by step… 
 

 

 

 

http://www.helpguide.org/mental/grief_loss.htm
 

 

free happiness tips at: i-choose-happiness.com.
 

http://www.recover-from-grief.com/kubler-ross-stages-of-grief.html>

