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When the Leash is Empty... 

 

 

…it isn’t truly gone. 

It becomes the wind that rustles their favorite tree, 

The sunbeam where they used to nap, 

The soft nudge of a memory you weren’t expecting. 

They are still with you. 

Not in leash or paw — but in love. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

You’re Not Crazy—You’re Grieving a Soulmate 

 Heart Mantra: “Love doesn’t leave. It transforms.” 

 

 

They didn’t just greet you at the door. They met you in the soul. 

Maybe they were the one steady thing when the world spun sideways. Maybe they 

were there during the divorce, the diagnosis, the move, the rebuilding. Maybe they 

were the chapter you didn’t know you needed until they walked into it. And now—it 

feels like the whole book closed. 

Pet loss can be disorienting in ways we don’t talk about enough. You may forget how 

to do ordinary things. You might find yourself reaching for their leash, their food bowl, 

or the bed they used to claim as their own. You may hear them at night. You may still 

talk to them out loud. 

That doesn’t make you broken. It makes you grieving. 

We form patterns around the presence of a soul we love. When that soul is gone, the 

brain continues to expect them. To anticipate the sound of their nails on the floor. The 

weight beside your legs. The thump of their tail or the song of their meow. When that 

presence disappears, the absence is felt in every part of your body. 

Grief can feel like walking through your own home with the lights off. You know 

where everything is, but somehow, you bump into the edges of everything that 

mattered. There are days when simply making it out of bed feels like an 

accomplishment. There are moments when brushing your teeth or answering a text 

feels like lifting a mountain. 
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For me, it was Rembrandt. 

She was my first heart dog. The one that saw me through the wreckage and the 

rebuilding. She didn’t just follow me—she watched over me. Her eyes always knew 

what was coming before I did. She had this way of curling next to me like she was 

trying to hold my ribs together. And when she left, it felt like the bottom fell out of the 

world. 

I remember sitting on the floor with her collar in my hands, unable to breathe. The 

silence in the room was louder than any sound I'd ever heard. That kind of loss 

doesn't echo—it consumes. 

You are not weak.  

You are not overreacting.  

You are not alone.  

You are grieving. 
 

And grief—real, soul-deep grief—isn’t reserved for humans alone. If someone tells 

you it was just a pet, remember this: they don’t understand the language of the heart 

you shared. But you do. 

You knew their moods, their needs, their breath. They were your rhythm. Your 

heartbeat. Your home. 

And love like that? It deserves to be honored. 

So let the tears come. Let the quiet stretch out. Let yourself feel what you feel, 

however it comes. There is no wrong way to mourn someone who gave you 

everything.  
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 Reflection Prompt:  

What’s one ordinary moment with them that now feels extraordinary? 
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CHAPTER TWO 

What Grief Looks Like (Spoiler: Everything and Nothing 

Makes Sense) 

Heart Mantra: “This storm has no map—but it will not last forever.” 

 

 

Grief isn’t tidy. It doesn’t walk in through the front door, wipe its feet, and sit quietly in 

the corner. It barges in. It ransacks your routines. One moment you’re fine, the next 

you’re sobbing in the canned food aisle because the brand they liked is still on the 

shelf. 

You might sleep too much. Or not at all. You might feel guilty for laughing. Or for not 

crying. You might crave silence, then ache from the loneliness it brings. You might 

feel oddly disconnected from everything, like the whole world became a different 

frequency you can no longer tune into. 

 

Grief in the Body 

Grief changes your body. It fogs your brain, tightens your chest, and saps your 

energy. You forget where you put your keys. Your stomach flips when you pass a 

park or a sunny spot where they used to nap. You wake up in the middle of the night, 

heart racing, thinking for one suspended moment that they are still there. 

You may feel like you're underwater. Moving through your days with a weighted suit 

on, trying to smile, to respond, to function—while inside, everything feels like it's 

cracking apart in slow motion.  
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The Guilt of Good Days 

There will be moments when you laugh again. When something feels light, or funny, 

or okay for a stretch of time. And then guilt seeps in. You wonder how you can be fine 

when they are gone. It doesn’t mean you’ve forgotten them. It means love is making 

space for breath again. 

 

Anniversary Landmines 

The body remembers even when the mind forgets. You may find yourself weepy or 

anxious without knowing why—until you check the calendar. The day they passed. 

The day you brought them home. Their birthday. Seasons have shadows when 

you’ve lost someone who gave them meaning. 

 

Grief is Irrational—but Not Wrong 

You may find yourself snapping at people who mean well. Or avoiding the ones who 

don’t. The world keeps spinning, asking you to respond to emails, wash dishes, show 

up for work—and every bit of you just wants time to stop. Because it should have. 

Because for you, it did. 

Grief is unpredictable. And for pet loss, it’s especially complex. Because the world 

doesn’t always make space for it. No one brings you casseroles. There’s no official 

bereavement leave. Just the hollow, aching truth that someone who mattered deeply 

is gone, and somehow, you’re expected to keep going. 
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Routine Ghosts 

It shows up in your routines, like landmines. You make two plates of breakfast 

without thinking. You pause to grab the leash before remembering there is no walk to 

take. You open the back door and still glance for them at the gate. 

It shows up in sounds. Phantom scratches at the door. A bark you swear you heard. 

The jingle of a collar that isn't there. 

 

Numbness and the Long Pause 

It can also show up as numbness. A strange sense that nothing is real. You might feel 

like you're moving through water, hearing people talk but unable to really engage. 

Laughter may sound hollow. Time may lose meaning. 

And for many, grief brings anger. Anger at the unfairness of it all. At the vet, at the 

disease, at yourself. At life for taking something so innocent and good. It's okay to feel 

that too. Anger is grief's fierce twin—it comes to guard the wound. 

 

Seeing Joy and Feeling Pain 

Sometimes grief makes you retreat from joy. You see another dog running in the park 

and your heart hardens. You hear someone joke about “spoiling the dog” and you 

have to bite your tongue. It’s not bitterness—it’s protection. It’s your heart guarding 

what’s still raw. 
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Losing Your Role 

You weren’t just their person. You were their caretaker, their routine, their comfort. 

And now the bowl sits empty. The medicine goes untaken. You may feel unmoored, 

like you’ve lost a role you didn’t even realize had defined so much of your identity. 

That is its own kind of grief. 

But grief isn’t linear. It’s messy and cyclical and sneaky. You might feel okay for three 

days, then fall apart watching an old video of them stretching in the sun. You might 

feel strong at the vet's office and break down while folding laundry because a single 

hair from their coat clung to your shirt. 

That doesn’t mean you’re not healing. It means grief is working its way through you—

as it should. 

You might wonder: “Why is this hitting me so hard?” 

Because they were your safe place. Because you loved them without condition or 

explanation. Because their presence softened the edges of life in ways most people 

didn’t see. 

And because love doesn’t understand categories. It doesn’t grieve less deeply just 

because the soul we miss had fur or feathers instead of words. 

So let it hit. Let it rise. Let it crash and roll and wash over you. 

You won’t drown. 

You’re just being reshaped by something that mattered. 
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        Reflection Prompt:  

What surprised you about how grief has shown up in your body or mind since 

they passed? 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Tears at the Grocery Store and Other Unexpected Gut-

Punches 

 Heart Mantra: “Grief hides in the corners. Let it catch you gently.” 

 

 

Grief doesn’t just visit when you’re ready. It ambushes. In parking lots. In laundry 

baskets. In the exact moment you feel like maybe, just maybe, you’re getting your 

footing again. 

One of the cruelest things about losing a pet is that they are tied into the most 

mundane rituals of your life. So grief doesn’t always hit during the big, dramatic 

moments. It shows up when you least expect it. 

You’re at the grocery store and find yourself standing in front of their favorite treats. 

Or you pause automatically in the pet aisle, hand reaching for a toy, before your brain 

catches up to your body. 

You open the front door and still expect a head to peek around the corner. You hear 

the Amazon truck and your heart leaps because they used to bark at the sound. You 

go to vacuum and pause, remembering how they hated it. You fold laundry and find 

a hair woven into your favorite sweatshirt. You open your phone and their name auto-

fills in a password field. These are the echoes that catch you off guard. 

There are dozens of small moments, invisible to the rest of the world, where grief 

sinks its teeth in. 
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You catch a glimpse of your reflection and realize you haven’t smiled in days. You 

look down at the couch and instinctively move to make room before remembering 

there's no one there to share it anymore. 

This kind of grief doesn’t announce itself. It hums beneath the surface, then swells 

when touched by memory. It’s the grief of habit. Of muscle memory. Of love woven 

into everyday life. 

  

Why It Hurts So Much 

Because they were part of everything. You didn’t just share the big moments—you 

shared the boring ones. The morning stretches, the keys jangling, the late-night 

routines. They were embedded into your life in tiny, sacred ways. When they go, it 

feels like the whole world rearranges itself without asking you first. 

Grief shows up in the pause between routines. In the places your body still expects 

them to be. It lingers in the doorway, in the sound of rain they used to curl up beside, 

in the space where you used to step carefully so you wouldn’t disturb them. 

 

When Grief Hits Mid-Step 

Sometimes it’s a sound. Sometimes a smell. Sometimes a memory that doesn’t even 

fully form before it cracks you open. Grief works like trauma in that way—stored in the 

senses. You may feel it like a flash flood: heart racing, breath gone, the sudden sting 

of tears in your eyes before you know what triggered them. 

And you might find yourself trying to explain it to someone who’s never felt this kind 

of loss—and they won’t understand. They might look at you sideways when you cry 

because the wind made a door creak just like their bark. You don’t need them to 

understand. You just need to let the grief move through you.  
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What to Do When It Hits 

You can whisper their name.  

Step outside and let the sky hold you. Hold their collar for a moment. Put your hand 

on your chest and just breathe. Grief wants movement—not to be erased, but to be 

witnessed. 

You might want to write them a note. Say thank you. Say I miss you. Say I hope you’re 

okay. Create a small ritual: light a candle, put their photo on a shelf, tuck their tag into 

your wallet. These gestures matter. They give form to the formless ache. 

It’s okay to pause. To let a wave knock you sideways. To not have words for what’s 

happening inside you. You’re not falling apart—you’re loving them still, in a new way. 

 

No Shame in the Small Things 

There is no shame in breaking down over a food bowl. Or a squeaky toy. Or the spot 

on the rug where the sun hits just right. There is no shame in talking to them out loud 

when you’re alone. Or in saving that last photo on your phone, even if it hurts to see. 

Because when you loved someone that much, the evidence of that love lingers 

everywhere. 

You might find yourself avoiding certain places at first. That trail you always walked. 

That chair they used to curl up in. And eventually, maybe—when the ache softens—

you’ll go there again. And it won’t be pain. It’ll be memory. It’ll be love, standing still. 

These moments don’t mean you’re stuck. They mean you loved deeply—and that 

love still lives in the ordinary spaces. You don’t have to avoid them. Let them soften 

you. 
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       Reflection Prompt:  

When was the last time grief surprised you? What were you doing, and what 

do you think it was trying to remind you of? 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Day It Happens: Making the Hardest Decision 

Heart Mantra: “Mercy is love in its hardest form. 

Choosing to replace their pain with your own is the greatest love of all.” 

 

 

There is a moment—and if you’re here, you may already know it—when love and pain 

collide. 

It might start as a question: “Are they eating?” “Are they still happy?” “Am I keeping 

them here for me, or for them?” 

Sometimes it creeps in slowly, over weeks. Other times it blindsides you in a single 

afternoon. One minute they’re fine, and the next you’re holding them in a sterile room 

with fluorescent lights and a vet explaining options. 

No one prepares you for the weight of that moment. Not really. 

And yet, there you are. Trying to decipher a look in their eyes. Counting the good 

days and the bad ones. Weighing your hope against their suffering. 

It is the cruelest kindness we are asked to give. 

 

When You Know—Even If You Don’t Want To 

Some part of you already knows. You feel it in your stomach, in your throat, in the 

way your hands start to shake when they stop getting up for breakfast. You begin to 

anticipate absence before it's arrived. And you hate yourself for it. 
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But here is something no one says often enough: Wanting them to stay isn’t selfish. 

It’s human. It’s love. And letting them go isn’t giving up. It’s love too. The hardest kind. 

You may find yourself asking friends, Googling for signs, praying for a message in a 

dream. But when you know, you know. It settles in like fog before a storm. The heart 

knows, even before the mind is ready. 

 

What Vets Wish You Knew 

Many veterinarians will tell you: “Better a week too early than a day too late.” That 

saying isn’t meant to rush you. It’s meant to spare them. Animals don’t fear death the 

way we do. They fear pain. They fear confusion. They feel your calm or your panic, 

your peace or your dread. 

Some vets carry the weight of hundreds of goodbyes. And what they wish you knew 

is that choosing peace is never the wrong choice. That most pets pass more gently 

than we expect. That what they feel most in that final moment is you. 

Being with them at the end is a gift. Even when it shatters you. Especially then. 

 

What That Day Might Look Like 

Some people choose at-home euthanasia, surrounded by blankets and candlelight. 

Others walk into the clinic holding their heartbeat in their arms. There is no right way. 

There is only the way that feels right for you—and kindest for them. 

You may find yourself whispering old nicknames. Telling stories between sobs. You 

may bring their favorite toy, their blanket, or that one treat they were never allowed 

to have. You may hold their paw. Or their face. Or nothing at all because the grief is 

too much. 
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They may eat a cheeseburger, lick your tears, fall asleep in your lap. They may look 

into your eyes as they go—or not. They may seem already halfway to wherever 

they're going. And you might wonder if they knew. They did. 

 

The Afterwards 

You might feel relief. You might feel rage. You might feel nothing for days, then break 

down over a pile of folded laundry. Grief doesn’t follow rules. It doesn’t move in 

straight lines. 

Some people hear phantom sounds—the click of claws on tile, the jingle of tags, the 

thud of a tail against the wall. Some people keep the bowls in place for weeks. Others 

pack everything up that same night. Both are normal. 

You may second-guess yourself. Go over every detail. Revisit the moment again and 

again, wondering if you missed something. That is grief doing what it does—looking 

for a way to make sense of what feels senseless. 

What matters is this: You gave them peace. You kept the pain. That is mercy. That is 

love. 

 

Rituals for Letting Go 

It can help to mark the moment. To light a candle. To write them a letter. To plant 

something. To pour their ashes into the roots of a tree or place their collar in a 

memory box. These small acts become anchors in the storm. 

You can hold a goodbye ceremony alone or with friends. Say their name. Share a 

story. Create something beautiful to honor what was. 
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You did not fail them. You walked them home. 

And that goodbye? 

That wasn’t the end of your bond. It was a transition. 

 

 

And if your heart still aches, remember this: 

You chose to replace their pain with your own. 

There is no greater act of love. 

You gave them peace, even when it cost you everything. 

And they knew it. They felt it. And they carried your love with them all the 

way home. 

 

 

 

       Reflection Prompt:  

What helped you know it was time? Or what might help you recognize it, if 

you aren’t there yet? 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

The Myth of “Just a Pet” 

Heart Mantra: “Grief is proof you loved — deeply and unconditionally. 

 

 

There’s a phrase that lands like a slap to the heart: 

“It was just a pet.” 

It’s said carelessly by co-workers. 

Muttered awkwardly by strangers. 

Offered as hollow comfort by those trying to pull you out of your pain too quickly. 

But what they don’t understand is this: 

This wasn’t “just an animal.” 

This was a relationship. 

A soul you knew. 

A rhythm woven into the quiet patterns of your days. 

For some, it was the only creature they came home to. 

The only heartbeat in the house. 

The one who greeted them at the door, stayed up through the long nights, and stood 

silently beside them through heartbreak, illness, or trauma. 

And when that presence disappears, it’s not a “pet” that’s missing. 

It’s family. 

Grief after the loss of an animal can be deeper than some human grief. 

And that’s not a betrayal of our humanity — 

it’s a confirmation of how expansive love can be. 
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Pets love without condition. 

They don’t ask us to change, to perform, to explain. 

They love us through depression, divorce, bad days, and broken dreams. 

And in return, we let them into our softest spaces — the ones not even other people 

are allowed to see. 

So when they go, that absence isn’t small. 

It’s vast. 

It’s sacred. 

 

When the World Minimizes What You Feel 

You may have returned to work without a single condolence. No sympathy card. No 

casseroles. Just a hollow ache and the expectation to move on. You may have heard 

things like: 

   “You can always get another one.” 

   “At least it wasn’t a child.” 

   “I didn’t think you’d take it this hard.” 

And maybe, in those moments, you started to doubt yourself. Wondering if you were 

overreacting. If you should “toughen up.” But grief doesn’t respond to logic. It 

responds to love. And what you’re feeling? It’s valid. It’s real. It’s yours. 

 

What to Say When Someone Says 'It Was Just a Pet' 

First: you don’t owe anyone an explanation. But if you want something to say, you 

could try: 

   “They were more than a pet. They were my family.” 
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   “I know you may not understand, but I’m grieving someone I loved deeply.” 

   “That may be how it seems to you. But they were with me through some of 

the hardest moments of my life.” 

Or, sometimes, silence is enough. A steady look. A hand on your heart. You don’t 

have to defend your grief to anyone. 

 

The Science of Bonds We Can’t Explain 

There’s research now that confirms what you already knew in your heart: the bond 

between humans and animals is neurologically real. Sharing space with an animal 

can lower stress hormones, regulate heart rate, and reduce depression. When they’re 

gone, it’s not just emotional pain—it’s physical. 

Grief after pet loss activates the same parts of the brain as grief after human loss. It is 

loss. Deep, cellular, disorienting loss. 

You Are Not Overreacting 

You’re reacting exactly the way someone would when their best friend disappears. 

When their bedtime companion is no longer there. When the soul that never judged, 

only loved, is gone. 

It doesn’t matter if they had fur, scales, feathers, or fins. What matters is what they 

meant to you. 

Your grief is a mirror of your love. 
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How to Support Someone Who’s Grieving a Pet 

If you're reading this to help someone else, here’s what they need most: 

Presence, not platitudes. 

“I’m so sorry. I know how much you loved them.” 

Space to cry without fixing it. 

Gentle invitations to share stories. 

And most of all: the same respect you’d offer anyone grieving someone they loved. 

 

 

 

 

Quote from the Heart   

“They were never ‘just a pet.’ They were your shadow, your heartbeat, 

your safe place. And your grief isn’t an overreaction—it’s a measure of 

the love that made you family. At Rescued by Rembrandt and Forever 

Pets, we’ve seen just how deep that bond goes. You don’t have to 

explain it to anyone. We—and anyone who has experienced this kind of 

love—already understand.” 

—Christine Kelly, Founder, Rescued by Rembrandt 
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This Grief Is Allowed 

You don’t need permission to mourn. Not from your boss. Not from your friends. Not 

even from yourself. 

This love was real. This grief is real. And just because they didn’t walk on two legs 

doesn’t make their absence any less profound. 

Let the grief be big. Let the love be loud. Let the world learn, slowly, how deep the 

bond truly goes. 

You are not broken for feeling this loss so deeply. You are simply proof of how 

deeply love can live inside a heart. 

 

       Reflection Prompt:  

Have you ever felt the need to minimize your grief because others didn’t 

understand it?  

What would you say to someone else who felt that way? 
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CHAPTER SIX 

How to Talk About It When No One Gets It 

 Heart Mantra: “You don’t need everyone to understand—just someone.” 

 

 

One of the hardest parts of grieving a pet is that it can feel invisible. 

You carry a heavy ache, but the world doesn’t stop for you. You may try to bring it up 

gently with a friend, and they change the subject. You may get brave enough to say, 

“I had to say goodbye to my dog,” and the response is an awkward nod, a distracted 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” or worse—“You’ll get another one.” 

And it chips away at your voice. Makes you wonder if you should just keep it all 

inside. 

But grief held in silence becomes loneliness. And you deserve better than that. 

 

Why It’s Hard to Talk About Pet Loss 

Grief is hard to talk about even in the best of times. But pet loss is especially complex. 

It’s misunderstood, minimized, and rarely modeled well in the people around us. 

We’re not taught how to say: 

“I miss the sound of their paws on the floor.” 

“I woke up crying because they weren’t next to me.” 

“I still say goodnight to their picture.” 
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So instead, we say nothing. Or we laugh it off. Or we cry in private and pretend we’re 

fine. 

  

You Deserve a Safe Space 

Talking about your grief doesn’t mean you’re stuck in it. It means you’re honoring it. 

If someone responds with discomfort or dismissal, that’s not a reflection of your 

pain—it’s a reflection of their limitations. You don’t need to shrink your grief to make 

others more comfortable. 

 

What You Can Say 

If you want to share, but aren’t sure how, try this: 

   “I’m going through something really hard. I lost my pet, and I still feel it every 

day.” 

   “They were more than a pet. They were a part of me.” 

   “I know not everyone understands this kind of loss, but I’d love someone to 

talk to.” 

These small sentences are soft openings. Invitations. They give others a chance to 

meet you where you are. 
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What Not to Say to Someone Who’s Grieving 

If you're on the other side of the conversation, here are things that may sound 

harmless—but hurt: 

“You can get another one.” 

“At least it wasn’t a person.” 

“They had a good life. Time to move on.” 

“You’re still upset about that?” 

Instead, try: 

“Tell me what you miss about them.” 

“I know this must be so hard.” 

“I’m here. Say as much or as little as you want.” 

 

Finding the Right Listeners 

Not everyone will get it. But someone will. And sometimes that someone is a stranger 

in a pet loss forum, a rescue volunteer, a coworker who tears up when you mention 

your dog’s name. Sometimes it’s a story shared in a waiting room, or a friend of a 

friend who lost a dog ten years ago and still talks about her. 

Let those people in. Let those people love you. 

If you haven’t found someone in your day-to-day life who gets it, there are 

communities that do: 

   Facebook Groups like “Pet Loss Grief Support,” “I Miss My Dog/Cat,” or 

“The Rainbow Bridge Pet Loss Group” 
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   Instagram pages with daily affirmations and memorial spaces (like 

@petlossquotes or @thepetlosslady) 

   Pet grief hotlines from some veterinary colleges or local rescues 

 

And soon, organizations like Rescued by Rembrandt, along with their partners 

Forever Pets and Remember Well, will be offering gentle online spaces where you 

can remember, grieve, and honor the ones you loved. 

You can also visit emerging spaces like the Promise Me You'll Never Forget Me 

Facebook community — a place quietly growing for those who need to be seen, 

remembered, and understood. 

You are not alone.  

You never were. 

 

Write It If You Can’t Say It 

Sometimes speaking it feels too hard. If so, write it. Start with their name. “Dear Max.” 

“Hey Mabel.” “To the one who saved me while I thought I was saving them.” 

Write what hurts. Write what made you laugh. Write what you wish others 

understood. These letters can live in a journal, on your phone, or whispered aloud. 

They’re yours. 

 

Your Grief Is Not a Burden 

You are not too much. You are not “being dramatic.” You are not weak for needing to 

talk. 
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You are someone who loved deeply. And who is still learning how to speak in the 

space that love once filled. 

 

       Reflection Prompt:  

Who in your life might be a safe space to talk about your grief? And if you 

haven’t found that person yet, what kind of support do you wish existed? 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Kids and Pet Loss: Helping Little Hearts Understand 

Heart Mantra: “Every goodbye becomes part of how they love.” 

 

 

Children grieve differently than adults. They may ask questions that seem strange. 

They may seem fine one minute and burst into tears the next. They may go quiet, act 

out, or ask again and again, “Where did they go?” 

Pet loss is often a child’s first experience with death. And how we guide them through 

it can shape the way they process love, loss, and empathy for the rest of their lives. 

 

What Kids Need Most 

They need honesty. Gentle, age-appropriate, but truthful. They need to know that it's 

okay to be sad, and that grownups cry too. They need to be included—not shielded. 

Letting them say goodbye, draw pictures, light a candle, or choose a special place to 

bury or honor their pet helps them feel connected rather than confused. 

 

What to Say When They Ask 

Children often ask hard questions in simple ways: 

   “Are they coming back?” 

   “Did it hurt?” 
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   “Where are they now?” 

You don’t need perfect answers. You just need honest ones wrapped in love. 

Try: 

   “Their body stopped working, and that means they died. But our love for          

them is still here.” 

   “We were with them, and we made sure they felt safe and loved.” 

   “Some people believe pets go to a place called the Rainbow Bridge. You can 

believe whatever feels right to you.” 

Avoid saying “they went to sleep,” which can confuse and even frighten young 

children about bedtime. 

 

Let Them Grieve Their Way 

Some kids want to talk. Some want to draw. Some seem to bounce back quickly, and 

then bring it up months later out of nowhere. This is normal. Let them lead. Let them 

ask again. Let them process in the ways that feel safest to them. 

 Children may express grief as: 

   Sudden tantrums or clinginess 

   Regressing (bedwetting, needing help with tasks they’d mastered) 

   Asking the same question over and over 

   Making up stories where the pet is “just lost” or hiding 

Give them grace. These are their ways of trying to understand something their hearts 

weren’t built for yet.  
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A Story to Share 

There’s a story often shared by vets, passed between animal lovers. A family was 

saying goodbye to their old dog, and the child, just six years old, sat quietly through 

the tears. When the vet asked if he understood why dogs don’t live as long as 

people, the boy said, “I know. People need to learn how to be kind and love 

everybody all the time. Dogs already know how, so they don’t have to stay as long.” 

Sometimes, it’s the children who say the truest things of all. 

 

Ways to Keep the Bond Alive 

Let them: 

   Create a memory box with drawings or photos 

   Say their pet’s name in bedtime prayers 

   Write stories or poems about their favorite moments 

   Plant a flower or tree in their pet’s memory 

   Light a candle on their birthday or “gotcha day” 

These acts help them turn grief into something tangible—something that tells them: 

love doesn’t end. 

 

       Reflection Prompt:  

What’s one way you can help a child remember a pet they’ve lost?  

A memory box, a drawing, a story, a letter, or a bedtime prayer?  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

When Paws Are Left Behind: Helping Surviving Pets 
Grieve 

 Heart Mantra: “Grief lives in many hearts, not just ours.” 

 
 

When we lose a beloved pet, we aren't the only ones mourning.  Surviving pets feel 

the absence, too. They notice when a friend doesn't come back through the door. 

They notice when the house falls silent. They feel the shift in routine, the change in 

energy, the missing heartbeat. 

They grieve — even if they can't put it into words. 

 

Let Them Say Goodbye 

If it’s possible and appropriate, let surviving pets see and smell the body of the pet 

who has passed. Dogs, cats, and even small animals like rabbits can benefit from 

understanding the change. 

Sometimes they will sniff. Pause. Walk away quietly. Sometimes they will sit vigil for a 

few moments. 

This moment allows their minds and hearts to register the loss, instead of spending 

days searching or waiting by the door. 
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Keep Their Routine Steady 

In a world that suddenly feels unfamiliar, routine becomes an anchor. 

Feed them at the same times. Walk the familiar routes. Keep bedtime rituals intact. 

While you may crave isolation, they crave continuity. And in offering it to them, you 

may find a little steadiness for yourself, too. 

 

Include Them in Rituals 

Grief rituals are not just for humans. 

Let them sniff the memory box. Bring them along to scatter ashes beneath a favorite 

tree. Allow them to curl beside the shelf where photos and candles are kept. 

Their mourning may look different — quieter, closer to the earth — but it is real. And 

honoring their grief alongside your own deepens the bond you still share. 

 

Signs of Grief in Pets 

Grieving pets may: 

   Eat less 

   Sleep more 

   Pace, whine, or meow searchingly 

   Withdraw or become clingy 

   Vocalize more than usual 

Some may even pick up behaviors from the pet who passed, as if trying to carry their 

memory forward. 
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Patience is key. 

Their world has shifted, too. 

 

How to Support Them 

   Spend gentle time together, even if it's just sitting quietly side by side. 

   Speak softly to them, using the routines they recognize. 

   Offer favorite toys, scents, or blankets for comfort. 

   Keep new introductions (new pets, new homes) slow and mindful. 

   Allow them to grieve at their own pace, just as you are allowed to. 

 

When to Seek Extra Help 

If your surviving pet shows extreme signs of depression (refusing all food, hiding for 

long periods, major behavior changes), reach out to your veterinarian. 

Grief counseling for pets exists in some areas. So do holistic treatments like calming 

pheromones, soft music therapy, and grief-focused training support. 

It's a kindness to notice their grief — and even kinder to respond. 

 

You Are Healing Together 

You and the pets who remain are walking a new path now. 

Each small ritual, each steady routine, each quiet hour spent simply being together — 

these are stitches in the fabric of healing. 

Your love didn’t end with the one you lost. 
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It expanded. It wrapped itself around the ones who are still here. It became a bridge 

— between memory and today. 

Be patient with yourself. Be patient with them. 

You are learning to live again. Together. 

 

       Reflection Prompt: 

How is your surviving pet showing their grief?  

What small rituals or comforts might help you both heal together? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

When The Leash is Empty                                                                       P a g e  38 | 92 

 

CHAPTER NINE 

Creating Rituals: Burials, Boxes, and Saying Their 

Name 

 Heart Mantra: “Rituals are how the heart stays  

tethered to what matters.” 

 

 

Grief is love that no longer has a place to go. Rituals give it a home. 

Whether it’s a quiet backyard burial, a sunset ceremony, or the soft lighting of a 

candle on special days, rituals offer shape to the formless ache of pet loss. 

There’s no one right way to say goodbye—only the way that feels right for you. And 

sometimes, that means doing something small, over and over. Or something big, just 

once. 

 

Why Rituals Matter 

Rituals give your grief a rhythm. They anchor the chaos. They say, “This mattered. 

They mattered.” 

You might feel silly at first. Talking to a photo. Whispering their name. Carrying their 

collar in your pocket. But every time you do, you are reminding your soul that the 

bond is not broken—only changed. 
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Ideas for Saying Goodbye 

   A backyard burial with handwritten notes tucked into the earth 

   A biodegradable urn and a tree planted above 

   A memorial shelf with their photo, collar, or toy 

   A candle lit on their birthday or adoption day 

   A sunrise walk in their favorite park 

Some people write letters and bury them. Some play their pet’s favorite song. Some 

release flower petals into a lake. Others keep it quiet—just a hand over their heart and 

a whispered “thank you.” 

 

Making Aftercare Decisions 

One of the most emotional decisions comes after your pet has passed: what to do 

with their physical remains. There are several options, and none of them are wrong. 

The right choice is the one that brings you peace. 

Cremation (individual or communal): A traditional and widely available option. 

Individual cremation ensures you receive only your pet’s ashes back. 

Aquamation (alkaline hydrolysis): A gentler, water-based alternative that is 

becoming more widely offered by veterinary clinics. It’s considered more 

environmentally friendly and yields a similar result to cremation—ashes you can keep 

or scatter. 

Home Burial (where allowed by law): This can be incredibly meaningful. Be sure to 

check local regulations and choose a biodegradable casket or wrap them in a 

favorite blanket. 
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Cemetery Burial: Some communities have pet cemeteries that offer formal burial 

plots and engraved markers. 

 

What to Do With the Ashes 

Ashes can be: 

Scattered in a meaningful place 

Buried beneath a newly planted tree or flowers 

Kept in a decorative urn, box, or memorial statue 

Pressed into a custom jewelry piece (pendants, bracelets, rings) 

Incorporated into art pieces, such as: 

Blown glass sculptures 

Resin-infused paperweights or suncatchers 

Memorial paintings, with ashes mixed into the paint 

Many artists specialize in memorial creations. Choosing something tangible can help 

you carry a piece of your pet forward in beauty. 

 

Creating a Memory Box 

Gather small treasures: 

   Their tag 

   A tuft of fur 

   A favorite toy 
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   A framed photo 

   A note from you 

Place them in a box that feels special. You can decorate it. Label it. Visit it when you 

need to remember that the love didn’t vanish—it just changed shape. 

 

Saying Their Name 

Don’t stop saying their name. Say it when you light a candle. Say it in your prayers. 

Say it when you see a dog that looks like them, or when something funny reminds 

you of their quirks. 

Saying their name keeps their presence alive. It tells your heart they’re still part of 

your story. 

 

Including Children in Rituals 

Let them draw a picture to place in the memory box. Have them help choose where 

to scatter ashes or plant flowers. Allow them to say something at the ceremony—

even if it’s just “I love you.” These small acts help children feel included, seen, and 

steady. 

 

What About Other Pets? 

Surviving pets feel loss too. Let them see the body, if appropriate, so they aren’t left 

wondering. Keep their routine consistent. Include them in rituals if possible—let them 

sniff the memory box, walk to the scattering spot, or curl up near the photo shelf. 

Rituals help them, too. 
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       Reflection Prompt:  

What kind of ritual might help you honor the pet you’ve lost? Big or small, 

quiet or shared—what would feel like love to them, and to you? 
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CHAPTER TEN 

When You Feel Guilty (Especially If You Helped Them 

Cross) 

Heart Mantra: “Grace belongs to you, too.” 

 

 

Guilt is one of grief’s cruelest companions. 

It whispers: “You should have known.” “You should have waited.” “You should have 

done more.” 

It creeps in through the cracks—especially for those who had to make the impossible 

choice to help their pet pass. 

You might replay the final moments on a loop. Wonder if they were scared. Question 

if you waited too long, or not long enough. You may even second-guess a lifetime of 

love over one hard goodbye. 

That’s what guilt does. It distorts. It tries to make grief make sense by giving it 

someone to blame. And too often, that someone is you. 

 

You Did What Love Asked 

Helping them cross was not abandonment. It was protection. It was mercy. It was the 

hardest form of love. 

Your pet didn’t need you to be perfect. They needed you to be there. And you were. 
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You held them. Or you cried for them. You chose peace for them when your own 

heart was breaking. That is not guilt-worthy. That is grace. 

 

What Guilt Sounds Like 

“I should have tried harder.” 

“I should’ve gotten a second opinion.” 

“I missed something. It’s my fault.” 

“I waited too long.” 

“I rushed it.” 

“They were doing okay that day—I should’ve waited.” 

Guilt shows up in thousands of forms. It attaches itself to timelines, to decisions, to 

vet visits made or missed. And it lingers longest in the “what ifs.” 

But here’s the truth: you acted with the information and strength you had in that 

moment. You showed up in the best way you knew how. And that’s what they felt. 

They didn’t tally your decisions. They felt your hand, your tears, your voice. They 

knew they were loved. 

 

When Others Make It Worse 

Sometimes guilt doesn’t just come from within—it’s whispered by others who don’t 

understand. A careless comment like, “You gave up too soon,” or “I wouldn’t have 

done it that way.” 
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If that happened to you, let this be the place where you release it. No one else 

walked in your shoes. No one else knew what you knew in that moment. Your 

decision was made in love. Full stop. 

 

Be Gentle With Yourself 

It’s easy to offer compassion to others. Harder to offer it to ourselves. But your heart—

bruised, tender, trying—deserves your own gentleness most of all. 

Try speaking to yourself the way your pet would. Not with judgment, but with eyes 

that saw your best, even on your worst day. 

 

Some Ways to Be Gentle With Yourself: 

   Wrap yourself in a blanket and just breathe 

   Make their favorite walk your quiet thinking space 

   Say to yourself, “They would forgive me. I can learn to, too.” 

   Wear something of theirs (a tag on your keychain, a charm on your bracelet) 

Take one action a day that honors them without hurting you Treat yourself with the 

tenderness they gave you. Would your pet have judged you for doing your best in a 

moment of heartbreak? Of course not. They would have licked your tears. Pressed 

into your side. Stood with you through it all. 

Let that be your model for how you care for yourself now. 
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What Grace Might Look Like 

   Speaking their name with love instead of sorrow 

   Letting go of one self-blaming thought at a time 

   Creating a simple ritual of forgiveness 

   Looking at photos and remembering the full story—not just the ending 

   Talking to a trusted friend who reminds you of your heart 

 

A Practice to Release the Weight 

Write them a letter. Say all the things you wish you’d said—or wish they could say 

back. Then read it out loud, light a candle, and say: 

“I did the best I could with a heart full of love. I forgive myself. And I believe they 

would, too.” 

Repeat it if you need to. Again and again. 

Because you deserve to be held in kindness. 

 

 

       Reflection Prompt:  

What do you wish your pet could say to you about the choices you made? 

What would you say to them, if guilt wasn’t in the way? 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

How to Honor Them—Daily, Quietly, or Loudly 

 Heart Mantra: “Love doesn’t end. It echoes.” 

 

 

Grief asks us to let go. But love asks us to carry forward. 

Honoring your pet isn’t about moving on—it’s about weaving them into your life in 

new, enduring ways. Whether your remembrance is big or small, public or private, it 

becomes a thread that ties their story to yours, forever. 

 

Quiet Ways to Honor Them 

 Light a candle at the same time each week and whisper their name 

 Keep their photo near your workspace or bedside 

 Carry something of theirs—a tag, a charm, a favorite toy 

 Create a small altar with their collar, a treat tin, or a note 

 Visit the place they loved most and sit there in stillness 

These are gentle acts of devotion. They remind you—and the world around you—that 

love remains. 
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Louder Ways to Celebrate Their Life 

 Host a small memorial gathering with friends who knew them 

 Donate to a rescue or shelter in their name 

 Share their story online and invite others to do the same 

 Adopt or foster another animal when (and if) it feels right 

 Create a tradition on their birthday: plant something, bake a treat, take a 

memory walk 

Honor doesn’t have to look like sorrow. It can look like joy. Like living the way they 

made you feel—playful, present, loving. 

 

Creative Tributes That Keep Them Close 

 Commission a portrait or painting 

 Turn their pawprint into a piece of art 

 Make a scrapbook of photos, notes, and funny memories 

 Print a favorite quote alongside their name and frame it 

 Record a voice memo or video telling their story in your words 

 Turn their ashes into a blown-glass keepsake or gemstone 

 Write and illustrate a children’s book in their memory 
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Real-Life Ways Others Are Honoring Their Pets 

One woman turned her dog’s favorite hiking trail into an annual clean-up event, 

inviting others to “Leave It Better for Bailey.” 

A young girl wrote a letter to her cat every week for a year and saved them all in a 

pink notebook labeled “Forever Purrs.” 

A family painted a mural in their backyard that includes their dog’s pawprints and 

favorite toys hidden like a treasure hunt. 

A retired couple started volunteering at a shelter every Saturday in memory of the 

rescue who saved them. 

 

Legacy Ideas That Keep Giving 

Set up a small donation fund to help other pets in need 

Start a scholarship or grant in your pet’s name (for vet techs, animal welfare students, 

or rescue efforts) 

Host a storytime event at a library or school about what pets can teach us about 

loyalty, friendship, and love 

Volunteer as a grief companion for others going through loss 

 

Invite Others to Honor With You 

Grief can feel isolating. But remembrance can be shared. You might: 

   Ask friends to send their favorite memory or photo of your pet 

   Invite kids to draw pictures or write poems for a shared tribute wall 
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   Create a digital guestbook where people can leave messages 

   Light candles together over Zoom if you’re apart 

 

Honor Without Pressure 

You don’t have to rush into honoring them. Some people find comfort in creating 

rituals right away. Others take weeks—or even years—to find a way that feels right. 

There is no timeline for remembrance. 

You might do something every day for a while, then pause. That’s okay. You can 

always begin again. A whisper counts. A pause counts. A thought in the middle of 

your commute counts. 

 

Honor Through the Senses 

Some memories live best through touch, scent, and sound. You might: 

   Keep their favorite blanket on the couch 

   Spray the shampoo you used on bath days 

   Keep the clink of their tag as your phone background sound 

   Let their name stay in your passwords, your morning greeting, your dreams 

   Let the senses remember for you, when words are too heavy. 
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Everyday Reminders 

What hurts today may comfort you in time. The food bowl in the corner. The fur you 

find months later in a jacket. These everyday moments soften and stretch into 

memory—they don’t disappear, they evolve. 

You might find that honoring them happens without planning. You pause at the place 

their bowl used to sit. You smile when you see a cloud shaped just like their ears. 

These are echoes. And they’re yours to cherish. 

 

Move Forward Without Guilt 

Living well isn’t leaving them behind. It’s walking forward with their love inside you. 

You’re allowed to laugh again. To rescue again. To fall in love with life again. And 

none of that diminishes the bond you had. 

They would want you whole. They would want you joyful. 

Let your love for them ripple outward. Let it bless the world. 

 

 

       Reflection Prompt:  

What are three ways—quiet or bold—you’d like to honor your pet’s memory in 

the weeks ahead? 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

You Don’t Move On—You Move With 

 Heart Mantra: “Grief walks beside love. Always.” 

 

 

There’s a myth that healing means leaving grief behind. That “moving on” means the 

love fades, the memories quiet, the sadness gets boxed up and stored away. 

But if you’ve ever loved deeply—especially a pet—you know that’s not how it works. 

You don’t move on. You move forward with them. 

Grief becomes part of your landscape. Some days, it rises like a mountain. Other 

days, it’s just a pebble in your pocket. But it’s there—shaped by love, softened by 

time. 

 

What Moving With Grief Looks Like 

It looks like feeding the new dog from the old dog’s bowl. 

It looks like laughing at a memory that used to make you cry. 

It looks like feeling a pang on their birthday, and smiling anyway. 

It looks like talking to them when you’re alone—and hearing their voice in the quiet. 

It’s setting their picture in the new house. Bringing their blanket on your first road trip 

without them. Leaving a seat on the couch empty just a little longer than necessary. 

Moving with grief is not weakness. It’s wisdom. It means the love still matters. 
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How to Carry Them Forward 

 Share their story when someone asks why you love animals 

 Adopt their quirks: the morning stretch, the “hello” bark, the joy in small things 

 Say their name in prayers, in dreams, in moments of gratitude 

 Tell new pets about them—let their legacy be part of your new bond 

 Add their tag to your keychain, or a charm with their name to your necklace 

 Keep a ritual that was theirs—a treat at 5pm, a walk after dinner, a morning 

stretch 

They’re not in the way of healing. They are the healing. 

 

The World May Not Remember—But You Do 

Sometimes the people around you will stop asking. The photos come down. The 

calendar moves on. But your heart doesn’t forget. That quiet remembering? That’s 

your love speaking. And it’s allowed to last forever. 

You may find yourself still pausing at the doorway they used to sleep in. Still counting 

the days since. Still whispering their name when no one is listening. That doesn’t 

mean you’re stuck. It means they mattered. 

 

Letting the World Keep Turning 

At first, it feels wrong. The world moves on. People forget. And you’re still there—

staring at the leash, aching in your ribs. 

But slowly, life returns. Laughter feels real again. Sleep comes easier. Your hands 

stop reaching for what’s no longer there. 
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And one day, you realize: they are still with you. Not physically. But fully. 

In your habits. In your heartbeat. In your better, softer, forever-changed self. 

 

You’re Allowed to Begin Again 

Grief changes, but it doesn’t leave. And neither does love. 

You are allowed to love again. To open your heart to another animal. To start new 

routines and new memories without letting go of the old ones. 

You don’t have to wait for the grief to vanish. You can let joy and sorrow sit side by 

side. You can let your next pet carry pieces of the one who came before. 

They would want that. They would want more love in the world. 

A new pet is not a replacement—it’s a continuation of the love you gave and 

received. It’s another chapter, not a betrayal. You’re allowed to love again. You’re 

allowed to begin again. 

 

A Moment That Catches You 

Grief has its own clock. A rustle in the leaves, the smell of peanut butter, the sound of 

toenails on tile—and suddenly, you’re back in that kitchen, laughing or crying or both. 

These moments don’t mean you’re broken. They mean you remember. And 

remembering is its own kind of reverence. 
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What Evolving Grief Feels Like 

One day, the tears slow down. The sharp ache softens. You start telling stories with 

more laughter than pain. 

Grief begins to feel less like a storm—and more like a song. One that plays in the 

background of your life, forever part of your soundtrack. 

  

       Reflection Prompt:  

What’s something your pet taught you that you want to carry forward—for 

the rest of your life? 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

The Healing Tools: Grief Practices That Actually Help 

Heart Mantra: “Grief doesn’t need fixing—but it does need tending.” 

 

 

Grief is not a problem to solve. It’s a presence to honor. But sometimes, especially in 

the silence that follows a deep loss, we need gentle ways to keep from unraveling. 

Healing tools don’t erase grief—they hold it. Shape it. Help it move. 

This chapter offers a collection of practices you can try. Some might feel right 

immediately. Others may become meaningful later. Let them meet you wherever 

you are. 

 

 1. Journaling for Healing Writing gives grief a voice.  

Try: 

A letter to your pet. Say what you miss, what you loved most, what you hope they 

knew. 

A daily grief journal: one sentence a day about how you’re doing, what you 

remember, what hurts. 

Use prompts like: 

   “Today, I missed you most when…” 

   “If you could talk to me right now, I think you’d say…” 
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   “One thing I’m grateful for about our time together is…” 

☐ Journal Space: (Leave blank or write directly here) 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Grounding in the Body  

Grief is stored physically. It can feel like tight shoulders, a sore chest, or exhaustion. 

Honor your body as part of your grief process. Try: 

   Taking slow walks, especially in places your pet loved 

   Breathing deeply, hand over heart, and repeating: “I am safe. I am healing. I 

am held.” 

   Gentle stretches, yoga, or resting with weighted blankets 

☐ Body Check-in:  

Where in your body are you holding grief today? What does that part of you need? 

 

3. Creating with the Hands  

Art helps us express what words cannot. Even simple acts of creation can comfort 

the heart. 

   Make something: a drawing, a clay pawprint, a painted rock 
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   Bake a treat they loved 

   Plant something in their memory: a tree, herbs, flowers they once sniffed 

   Let your hands speak where your voice may tremble. 

 

4. Honoring with Ritual  

Ritual is repetition with meaning. It creates touchpoints for your heart. 

   Light a candle each evening 

   Keep their photo in a sacred space 

   Create a small altar or memory shelf with their collar, tag, toy 

   Say their name during sunrise or bedtime 

   Rituals don’t have to be big. They just have to be honest. 

☐ My Ritual Idea:  

What is something small you could do to remember them on a hard day? 

 

 

 

 

5. Connection  

When You Need It Grief can feel isolating—but it doesn’t have to be. You are not 

alone. 

   Join a pet loss support group online or in person 
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   Reach out to a grief counselor who understands animal loss 

   Write to someone else who’s grieving. Sometimes giving comfort returns it to 

you tenfold. 

   There are Facebook groups, rescue forums, veterinary support lines, and local 

meetups. Look for ones with gentle energy and shared understanding. 

☐ Who could I reach out to?  

Name one person, group, or organization you could contact if the grief gets too 

heavy. 

 

 

6. Permission to Pause  

Sometimes, healing means doing nothing. Sitting in the sun. Crying in the shower. 

Listening to a song on repeat. 

You don’t have to be “doing” all the time to be healing. Let yourself rest. Let yourself 

be messy. Let the waves come and go. 

 

7. Remembering Their Legacy  

Think of something your pet loved. Then do it in their honor. 

   Donate to a shelter 

   Help a neighbor with their dog 

   Volunteer with a rescue 

   Tell a story about them to someone new 

   Let their joy ripple outward. Let their legacy lift you. 
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☐ Legacy Action Prompt:  

What is one small way you could share your pet’s spirit with someone else? 

 

 

 

8. For the Days You Can’t Do Anything  

Some days the tools feel too far away. That’s okay. Your only job is to breathe. Sit in 

the sun. Cry in the shower. Stare out the window. 

Presence is enough. Some days, surviving is the most sacred thing you can do. 

 

9. Small Wins That Count  

Healing isn’t always a grand gesture. Often, it’s a quiet defiance. A soft yes. 

   You got out of bed 

   You drank water 

   You answered a text 

   You smiled at a memory 

   You lit a candle 

   You read this page 

These are not small. These are sacred. 
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 Your Grief Journal 

Use the space after this chapter, at the end of this book—or a journal of your own—to 

write your way through. One sentence, one scribble, one name at a time. 

Grief doesn’t go away—but it softens when held. You deserve comfort. You deserve 

company. You deserve space to mourn, remember, and keep going. 

 

       Reflection Prompt:  

Which of these practices speaks to you most right now—and which would you 

like to try later? 
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A Quiet Place to Remember 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Faith, Spirit, and the Rainbow Bridge 

 Heart Mantra: “What we love is never truly lost.” 

 

 

There comes a moment in grief when your heart asks the question your mind cannot 

answer: Where did they go? 

Not just their body. But their energy. Their spark. Their soul. 

For many, the idea of the Rainbow Bridge brings comfort—a vision of a lush green 

field where pets wait, whole and healthy again, tails wagging, wings spread, paws 

light. A place where they run free, until we meet again. 

Whether you believe in heaven, energy, reincarnation, or simply the deep magic of 

connection, what matters most is what brings you peace. 

 

The Rainbow Bridge as a Comforting Image 

This poem wasn’t written as scripture, but for many of us, it feels like it. A way to 

picture the reunion. A way to soften the ache. A way to believe that maybe—just 

maybe—our love created something eternal. 

They are not gone. They are just somewhere your eyes can’t follow. 
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Spiritual Grief Needs a Place Too 

You might feel a strange guilt for questioning your beliefs. Or worry that your sadness 

is a lack of faith. But grief isn’t doubt. Grief is love with nowhere to land. 

You’re allowed to feel angry at God, at the universe, at the unfairness of it all. You’re 

allowed to cry out. You’re allowed to wonder. And you’re allowed to still believe in 

something beautiful—something beyond this. 

 

Signs, Dreams, and Little Miracles 

Many people feel visited by their pets. In dreams. In sudden smells or familiar sounds. 

In a butterfly landing on their shoulder or a song on the radio that always made their 

tail wag. These aren’t coincidences. They’re collisions—between memory and 

meaning. 

If you’ve felt one, believe it. If you haven’t, ask. They’re listening. They always are. 

 

They’re Still With You 

You may not feel them every day. And you may worry that means they’re gone. But 

they’re still with you—in your thoughts, in your routines, in the way you hold other 

living things a little softer now. 

They’re with you in the sunrise they used to watch. In the treat drawer that still makes 

you pause. In the breath you take before a hard day. Love doesn’t vanish. It changes 

form. 
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Different Ways of Believing 

Some people believe pets go to heaven, romping in fields of light, waiting by the 

gate with wagging tails. Others feel that their energy returns to the earth—woven into 

the wind, the soil, the sea. 

Some see signs and symbols as messages from beyond. Some believe in 

reincarnation, that their soul will return in another form. Others—without naming a 

belief at all—just know deep down: that bond wasn’t ordinary. That love was real. 

There is no wrong way to grieve. No wrong way to believe. Only what brings your 

heart the most peace. 

 

Signs, Dreams, and Little Miracles (Real Stories) 

A woman saw a cardinal tapping on the window each morning the week after her 

dog passed—he had always barked at birds on the sill. 

A child swore she heard her cat’s purr one night as she drifted to sleep, and woke up 

smiling through tears. 

One man found his late dog’s collar had fallen from the shelf just as he whispered, “I 

miss you.” 

Another pet in the household began sleeping in the spot the lost one loved most—as 

if to say, “We remember, too.” 

These aren’t coincidences. They’re collisions—between memory and meaning. 

If you’ve felt one, believe it. If you haven’t, ask. They’re listening. They always are. 
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For Those Who Don’t Believe in an Afterlife 

Even if you don’t believe in heaven, the soul, or anything beyond this life—your grief 

still matters. And your love still lasts. 

What we love shapes who we are. Their impact didn’t end when their heartbeat did. 

It’s in your routines, your memories, your heart. And that’s enough. 

 

Creating a Sacred Goodbye 

Ritual is where grief meets spirit. Whether you pray, meditate, cry, or simply 

remember—they all count. 

   Light a candle and say a prayer, affirmation, or blessing 

   Write a letter to their soul and bury it in a place they loved 

   Create a small altar with flowers, feathers, or anything that feels holy 

 

Optional Practice 

Tonight, light a candle. Say their name aloud. And in the silence that follows, listen—

not for a sound, but for the memory that rises. That’s them. Still with you. 

 

       Reflection Prompt:  

What do you believe happens to our pets after they pass? How does that 

belief shape your grief—or your healing? 
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 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

For Seniors and Solo Grievers 

 Heart Mantra: “You were their whole world—and they were yours.” 

 

When a beloved pet passes, the silence they leave behind can feel deafening. For 

seniors, empty nesters, or those who live alone, that absence can be more than 

emotional—it can feel physical. Their footsteps were your rhythm. Their presence, 

your company. 

You may not have a partner to cry with. You may not have a family checking in. You 

may be the one who always cared for others—and now you’re grieving in quiet. 

This chapter is for you. 

 

Grief When They Were Your Daily Companion 

Maybe they were your reason to get up in the morning. Maybe you still look for them 

as you set your tea. You talked to them. Laughed with them. You built your days 

around them—and now the shape of your day has changed. 

That grief is real. And it deserves tenderness. 

 

Loneliness and the Loss of Routine 

The hardest part might not just be the loss—it’s the silence. The missing rituals. The 

leash you no longer grab. The dinner you no longer share. It’s not just grief. It’s 

disorientation. And it’s okay to say, “I don’t know how to do this without them.” 



 

When The Leash is Empty                                                                       P a g e  68 | 92 

 

You may find yourself forgetting things more easily. Losing interest in activities you 

once enjoyed. That’s not failure—it’s fatigue. Emotional exhaustion. Be gentle with 

yourself. 

 

Composite Moments From Quiet Grievers 

 A widower leaves the porch light on for his cat, even now. Just in case. 

 A woman still walks the same loop every morning, leash in hand, because it's 

the only time the world feels steady. 

 A man keeps the food bowl out, filled with flowers. It reminds him of the joy 

that used to sit in that corner. 

Your rituals may seem invisible to others, but they are sacred. Keep them. 

 

Finding Support When It Feels Like There’s No One 

You don’t need a big circle. You just need one safe person—or one safe place. 

Online pet loss support groups (especially helpful if you’re homebound) 

Local senior centers or libraries (some host grief groups) 

Animal shelters or rescues—many have community spaces or volunteer roles 

You may feel like others expect you to “be strong” or “move on.” But healing isn’t 

about speed. It’s about space. And this is yours. 
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If You’re Wondering Whether to Get Another Pet 

You’re not replacing them. You’re continuing love. That decision is yours—and yours 

alone. Some people feel ready quickly. Others never do. Some foster. Some 

volunteer. Some simply remember. 

You may also be afraid—of the responsibility, of leaving another pet behind, of 

opening your heart again. Those are valid fears. You don’t have to rush them. But if 

you find yourself smiling at a shelter photo, or looking at bowls in the pet aisle—know 

that it’s okay to hope again. 

 

Legacy Without Pressure 

If adopting again feels too hard, there are still ways to honor your pet and carry their 

love forward: 

 Donate a bag of their favorite food to a shelter 

 Volunteer to read to animals at rescues (many offer low-movement roles) 

 Share your pet’s story in a letter, blog, or local newsletter 

 Plant something in their memory and watch it grow 

Legacy doesn’t need to be loud. It just needs to be love. 

 

Rebuilding a Gentle Routine 

When your days feel shapeless, you can slowly start weaving new threads: 

 Keep a “sunrise moment”—open the blinds, sip something warm, and speak 

their name 
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 Play soft music when the house feels too quiet 

 Find a reason to leave the house once a day, even if just to check the mailbox 

 Place a photo where your eyes will land on it without effort 

Let your new routine become a quiet companion. One day, it will feel familiar again. 

 

       Reflection Prompt:  

What has been hardest about this loss for you? What is one thing your pet 

brought to your life that you want to keep carrying? 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

If You’re Still Carrying Regret 

 Heart Mantra: “You did the best you could with what you  

had in that moment.” 
 

There’s a kind of grief that doesn’t cry—it repeats. 

It replays the last day. The last vet visit. The signs you might’ve missed. The things 

you wish you’d done differently. This is the grief of regret. And it is brutal. 

You may find yourself saying: 

“I should’ve been home more.” 

“I missed the signs.” 

“I yelled once. What if they remembered that?” 

“I waited too long.” 

“I didn’t wait long enough.” 

If that’s where you are—this chapter is for you. 

 

Regret Is a Form of Love in Disguise 

Regret doesn’t mean you failed. It means you cared so much that your memory is 

now trying to rewrite the ending. But you only ever had what you had in that moment. 

And you did your best inside the swirl of love, fear, and time. 
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The mind tries to solve grief by searching for a better version of the story. But love 

doesn’t live in perfection. It lives in presence. You were there. You cared. That is 

enough. 

 

Composite Regrets (You Are Not Alone) 

 A woman cancelled a weekend trip to stay home, but now wonders if she 

missed the chance for one last adventure. 

 A man brought his cat to the vet too late. He blames himself every time he 

sees the carrier. 

 One woman regrets the tone in her voice the day her dog got sick. It wasn’t 

anger—it was panic. But she can’t forget it. 

These stories are common. What’s less common is giving ourselves the grace we 

would give anyone else. 

 

What They Remember Most 

Your pet didn’t keep score. They weren’t counting vet visits or good days versus bad 

days. They lived in your tone. In your touch. In the way you looked at them when they 

stretched out in the sun. 

If you’re remembering the one time you yelled, they were remembering the 

thousand times you whispered, “Good girl.” 

They forgave in real time. They loved without conditions. They would never hold over 

you what you continue to hold against yourself. 
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What to Do With Regret 

Speak it. Name it aloud. Give it breath so it doesn’t fester. 

Write it down, then write a reply from them. What would they say back? 

Create a ritual to forgive yourself—light a candle, say the words, burn the regret on 

paper. 

Talk to someone who won’t rush you but will remind you of your love. 

Replace each regret with a memory of love. Train your memory to hold balance, not 

only pain. 

 

A Forgiveness Mantra 

“I didn’t do everything perfectly. I did everything with love. And that is what they 

remember.” 

Say it when the loop starts. Say it when the silence gets heavy. Say it until your heart 

can believe it. 

 

Regret Is a Tide, Not a Home 

It will rise some days, crash in waves, pull you under. But you don’t have to live there. 

You can feel it without drowning in it. 

Grief is the tide. Regret is the undertow. But love—love is your anchor. 
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You Deserve Closure Too 

So often, we offer peace to our pets—but not to ourselves. But you deserve it, too. 

If they could speak, they’d say: 

“You were enough.” 

“You didn’t fail me.” 

“Please don’t carry what I already let go.” 

Let that be the final chapter—not the what-ifs, but the love. 

 

       Reflection Prompt:  

What do you regret—and what do you think your pet would say to that 

regret if they could speak? 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

Gone But Not Gone: Loving a Pet Through Separation 

 Heart Mantra: "Even when paths part, the love you gave 
was real. It still is." 

 

 

Sometimes grief doesn’t come dressed in black. 

Sometimes it doesn’t come with a ceremony or a final breath. Sometimes it just... slips 

into your life, quietly, devastatingly, when a beloved pet is no longer by your side — 

not because they died, but because life separated you. 

Divorce. A move. Financial hardship. Rescue or rehoming. An open door never closed 

again. Circumstances out of your control. 

The world might not see it as "real" grief. But your heart knows better. 

 

You’re Not Imagining This: This is Real Grief 

You didn’t lose them to death, but you lost them. And loss, no matter how it happens, 

hurts. 

You find yourself checking the places they used to nap. You catch yourself calling 

their name out of habit. You still hear the jingle of a collar that isn’t there anymore. 

And the worst part? There's no closure. No final goodbye. Just a life that’s gone from 

yours, while somewhere, theirs still continues without you. 
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Kinds of Separation Grief 

 Divorce or breakup, where one partner keeps the pet 

 Housing or financial situations forcing surrender 

 Moving to a place pets aren’t allowed 

 Health issues making care impossible 

 Pets placed with family, friends, or rescues 

 A pet running away, never found 

Each situation stitches its own complicated patchwork of grief. Each one deserves to 

be honored. 

 

Why It Hurts So Deeply 

   You wonder if they miss you too. 

   You question if they’re happy, safe, loved. 

   You replay what you could have done differently. 

   You feel guilt for letting them go. 

   You feel anger at the circumstances that forced your hand. 

This grief is layered, confusing. It doesn’t fit neatly into stages. It loops. It lingers. 

Because love didn’t end. Only presence did. 

 

You’re Allowed to Grieve Them 

You don’t need permission. You don’t need a death certificate. 

You’re allowed to: 

   Light a candle for them. 
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   Keep their collar, their photo, their toys. 

   Speak their name with tenderness. 

   Cry for the mornings they aren’t at your feet. 

Grief is love with no place to go. Give it a place. Give it this place. 

 

Creating a Memorial Without Goodbye 

 Write them a letter. 

 Plant flowers in their honor. 

 Create a memory box of their favorite things. 

 Donate to a rescue in their name. 

Memorials aren’t about death. They’re about love. And your love deserves to be 

witnessed. 

 

If You Feel Guilt 

Guilt is the heaviest stone to carry. But hear this: 

You made the best decision you could with the knowledge and strength you had at 

the time. You loved them. You still love them. And if they could speak, they would tell 

you: 

"Thank you for every day you gave me. Thank you for loving me, even from afar." 

Forgiveness is part of love too.  
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Love Didn’t Disappear 

Love doesn’t need proximity. Love doesn’t vanish because circumstances changed. 

Love doesn’t end just because life got cruel. 

If you loved them, you still do. If they loved you, they always will. 

 

A Practice for Healing 

Find a quiet place. Light a candle if you can. Close your eyes and speak to them, as if 

they were curled at your feet. Tell them what they meant to you. Tell them you hope 

they’re safe, loved, joyful. Tell them you miss them. Then, in your heart, hear them 

say: 

"I'm still with you. I'm still grateful for you. I'm still yours." 

You don't have to move on. You move forward — carrying them in your story, in your 

spirit, and in your love. 

 

       Reflection Prompt: 

If you could sit beside your pet one more time, what would you want to say to 
them?  

What would you want them to feel most from you, even across the distance? 

 
 

 

  



 

When The Leash is Empty                                                                       P a g e  79 | 92 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

Closing Words 

 Heart Mantra: “The leash may be empty, but your heart is full.” 

 

 

If you’ve made it this far, let me say this: Thank you. And I’m so sorry. 

I’m sorry for the quiet. For the ache. For the one you lost. And I’m thankful you gave 

them your love. Your time. Your care. Your heart. 

That kind of love doesn’t end. It transforms. It lingers in how you speak, how you 

soften, how you remember. 

Grief isn’t something to get over. It’s something to walk with. It grows quieter, maybe. 

Softer. But it never means the love has disappeared. Only that it has moved. 

 

You Did Right by Them 

In all the pages of this little book, if there’s one thing I want you to carry—it’s this: 

You did right by them. Even if it wasn’t perfect. Even if it was messy. Even if you’re still 

unsure. 

You loved them. You showed up. And that is the whole story. 
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Keep Carrying the Love 

Carry it into how you treat others. Carry it into how you forgive yourself. Carry it into 

your next walk, your next laugh, your next sunrise. 

Because their life wasn’t just a chapter. It was a blessing. And you—you were theirs. 

 

If You Ever Forget… 

If you ever forget how much they mattered—remember the way they looked at you. 

The way their body curled beside yours. The joy in their eyes when you walked into 

the room. That was real. That was forever. 

And if the world moves on too fast—if no one else asks, if no one else remembers—

you still can. That love is yours to keep. 

 

What You’ve Done Here 

By reading this, you’ve chosen love. You’ve chosen to mourn fully and remember 

deeply. You’ve done the brave, sacred work of walking with your grief. 

This was not easy. But it was real. And you did it. One page at a time. One heartbeat at 

a time. 

 

Optional Practice: A Letter of Goodbye 

Take a moment to write one final letter. Or maybe not final—just the next one. Let it 

be a love letter. A thank you. A promise. A pause. 

Start with: “Dear [Name], here’s what I want you to know…” 
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       Final Prompt:  

What did they teach you about life, about love, and about who you’ve become 

because they were here? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

When The Leash is Empty                                                                       P a g e  82 | 92 

 

 

 

 

 

A Simple Blessing 

May their memory be your compass. 

May your heart feel lighter with each step. 

And may love—yours, theirs—keep guiding you home. 

The leash may be empty. But your story—your love—is still walking forward. 
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A Quiet Place to Remember 

 No longer by my side, but forever in my heart. 
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Your Heart’s Reflections 

 Grief is the price we pay for love. 
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In Their Memory 

 "What we have once enjoyed, we can never lose. 
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Where Love Lives On 

Where paws were, love remains. 
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A Pause for Your Heart 

 Birds sing even after the storm. 
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The Rainbow Bridge  

(Reimagined by PRAI Storytelling™) 

 

Somewhere just beyond the noise of the world we know, there is a place where the sun is 

always warm, and the fields never end. 

It’s quiet there—but not lonely. 

They run, untethered. No pain, no age, no fear. Their paws are light. Their eyes are 

bright. Their spirit, whole. 

They remember your scent. 

They remember your voice. 

They remember the way you laughed when they were silly, the way you whispered 

when it was time to rest. 

And when the time is right—on a day not marked by calendars—they will pause mid-

run, lift their head, and know: 

You’re coming. 

They’ll race to greet you, full of joy, full of light. No leash, no barrier—just reunion. 

This place we call the Rainbow Bridge isn’t far. 

It’s where love waits. Where memory lives. 

Where the leash is never empty again. 
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Dedicated to Those Who Are Waiting 

 

At the Rainbow’s edge, where the fields stretch forever. 
This book is dedicated to the ones who walked beside me — 

through seasons, storms, and the quiet spaces in between. 

Socrates. Rembrandt. Zepplyne. Trea. DaVinci. Toulouse. Matisse. Rousseau. 

And to every soul who passed through my door — 

rescued, fostered, loved. 

Each one brought their own rhythm, their own wild joy, 

their own soft, unforgettable way of being. 

You changed me. 

You healed pieces I didn’t know were broken. 

You taught me what unconditional truly means. 

You are not forgotten. 

Not now. 

Not ever. 

Until the leash is full again… 
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Written for the Ones Who Understand 

 

 

This book was written by Christine Kelly 

for Rescued by Rembrandt — 

and for everyone carrying the ache of a leash that no longer jingles, 

a bed that stays too clean, 

a shadow that no longer follows them from room to room. 

For the quiet grief that doesn’t always get named. 

For the love that never needed words to be real. 

For the ones who know that losing a pet 

is losing a piece of home. 

May these pages remind you: 

You are not alone. 

Your grief is sacred. 

And your love — never gone, only transformed. 

 

  

https://rescuedbyrembrandt.org/
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Lavender Letters 

 

At Remember Well, we believe love continues to ripple outward, even after loss. 

We are exploring the creation of a gentle space — a way for children (and grown-up 

hearts, too) to write letters to the ones they miss, and receive a tender reply in return. 

It is not yet ready. 

But it is being nurtured, like a seed under soft earth. 

When the time comes, it will be offered with the same care, memory, and love that 

carried you through these pages. 

If you would like to be notified when it blooms, you are warmly invited to visit 

Lavender Letters  

Until then, know this: 

Your memories are already sacred. 

And your love is already enough. 

 

 

 

 

https://rescuedbyrembrandt.org/lavender-letters/
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Love never ends 

 

This book was made possible by those who believe every leash, every love, 
deserves to be remembered. 

If it helped you, please consider donating — or sharing it with a friend who’s 
grieving. 

 

 

 

Refer a Friend to “When the Leash is Empty” Free Download 

 

Support the Empty Leash Project 

 

https://rescuedbyrembrandt.org/empty-leash-project/
https://rescuedbyrembrandt.org/refer-a-friend-when-the-leash-is-empty/
https://obituaries.shop/pet-memorials/
https://obituaries.shop/
https://rescuedbyrembrandt.org/empty-leash-project/

