Grieving a pet

By Christy Doherty, as published in laJoie, Summer 2023
Life – such a rich tapestry of joy, sorrow, experience and growth and… occasionally a one-two punch that puts you on the ropes. 
I’m remembering the pain of losing beloved greyhound Mabel to cancer, shortly after losing my Mom to the same cruel disease.


Profound loss brings me to a surreal place. Brokenhearted, you wonder how the world continues to spin, undisturbed. Logically, you realize the bulk of society didn’t know your loved one, but there’s a chasm in your soul looking for that collective nod. 


Losing a beloved pet while grieving another loss? Well, it’s kind of like back-to-back Rocky movies – like having just gone a full 12 rounds, and being invited immediately back into the boxing ring for more punishment. And this punch is below the belt.

“Oh no, not that too – not NOW!”


I’ve felt it, I’ve said it.


But maybe, on some vulnerable, inexplicable plane, the timing is perfect. Not to add sorrow upon sorrow, but by adding this one exquisitely pure sorrow, you find you’ve opened those heretofore “frozen shut” valves of pent up suffering….

What do I mean by frozen shut valves? Well, have you ever spoken with someone who feels profound guilt because they didn’t have tears – visible weeping – at the times they felt they should have? 


I’ve been that person. It doesn’t mean you aren’t broken into shards; it just means those fractures haven’t found a voice yet.


They will.


And as wrenching as it sounds – and I certainly wouldn’t ever want to experience it again – losing a beloved pet can give you an unexpected path to the grief you’ve yet to process. 


You give grief a voice in those new tears, grief that may be months, years, even decades old.

It’s not uncommon to back-burner grief, push it down under the banner of being the strong one, of simply trying to hold life together – all valid reasons. But it’s still there, waiting.


Maybe, what seems like the worst possibly timed pain can actually set your feet on the path to deeper healing.

There is a gentle purity, a sweet innocence, in the unconditional love of our companion animals.  They see us at our worst, at our most vulnerable, and love us without question or judgment.

To lose that, to feel that depth of sorrow, that sudden emotional void, can open a flood of emotion that can help heal our old wounds.


The salve of those salty tears can seep into the complex terrain of other losses, where maybe you haven’t been able to cry yet. The terrain may still be too tender to even visit in memory.

Maybe you’ve judged yourself because you didn’t.


It happened to my first husband Herb and I.


When osteosarcoma in both front legs became too advanced for our greyhound, Mabel, we called for gentle help crossing her over, at home.


Everything was about Mabel’s comfort, including all her favorite treats. We were doing our best to ease her passage from what had become a very painful life (in spite of every possible medication cocktail) to the freedom of the Rainbow Bridge. 

Once she was finally free, Herb helped carry her out to the vet’s car, for her journey on to cremation. That’s when the reality of loss hit hard and square.

When he walked back in, sounds came out of him I hadn’t heard in 28 plus years of marriage.  He wept such bitter, anguished tears, as did I, and then sobbed out his deeply held guilt for not shedding those same tears when his Mother passed.


I just held him and said, “Hon, these ARE her tears, along with Mabel’s. Mabel just opened the tenderness in us, so we could weep them.”


Maybe that’s the reason our four-footed angels have shorter life spans.


Perhaps their passing releases all our other saved-up grief – to save us from being imprisoned with our long-harbored sorrows.


It’s yet another gift from our loving companion animals, one I hadn’t been able to see before, looking through my tears, but now I recognize the blessing it can be.  
Taste your tears…


Walk in their watery terrain…

Let the sorrow wash your feet…

For in the river that you weep…


There is hope


And healing for the pain…

By Christy Doherty
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