
When Fluffy Dies: Dealing with a Pet's Death

It's a sad time for families when a pet dies. It can be an especially confusing and scary time for children. Often the death of a pet is a child's first encounter with death. It raises questions that often have no real answers. In particular, the child may be frightened that others, including parents, may go away just as suddenly.

Talking about death is never easy. However, this is a good opportunity to help your child understand it's OK to feel sad and talk about feelings. You can also use the occasion to talk about the importance of relationships and care for others. Here's how: 

· Use the "D" word. Don't avoid the words "died" and "death." Telling your child that Fluffy or Spot "went to sleep" or "passed away" can confuse her. She may wonder if her pet will come back or eventually wake up. Your child may also worry about going to sleep herself and not waking up. Tell her that Fluffy died, and her body has stopped working. She won't ever be able to move, eat, or feel pain again. 
· Explain what happened. If your pet was hit by a car or was in a fight with another animal, let your child know the pet was hurt so much that his body stopped working. If your pet died from a disease, explain the condition made the body stop working. If you had the pet euthanized, you can let your child know the vet helped the pet die so he wouldn't be in pain anymore. In the case of a small pet, such as a guinea pig or fish, be sure to explain that small animals grow up and die faster than people. 

· Share feelings. There are many ways to express feelings about the loss. Your child can write a poem about the pet, draw a picture or just talk. Ask open-ended questions to draw your child out, not questions that can be answered with a simple yes or no. And don't forget to let your child know how you feel, too. 

· Find time to remember. You may want to plan a memorial service, in which you take turns remembering a good time with the pet. You could create a scrapbook or memory box with photos and the pet's favorite toys and store it in a special place to look at periodically. 

· Don't rush to replace. Give yourself and child time to grieve the pet. Quickly replacing a pet won't stop the pain. 
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