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Author’s Work Teaches Children

The Wisdom of Pet Ownership


Giving and Taking, Good Care and Comfort

SEATTLE, WA – Author and leadership consultant Anne Fontaine helps children, and adults, learn the great lessons that pet ownership can teach: relationship, communication, compassion, and letting go. 

Fontaine’s life work is to give children, especially girls, tools to master their emotional lives and develop confidence in their ability to deal with challenges. Her work includes writing a series of books that teach leadership skills. The first in the series focuses on the loss of a beloved cat. 

“Pets teach children about giving and taking care of others, about relationship, about love and, sometimes, about death,” she says. “Through the depth of relationship with a pet, a child can develop compassion, responsibility and an understanding of death that will help them live fearlessly.”
 

Fontaine has a Master’s degree in Social Work and spent many years working in the juvenile justice system with kids whose lives were fraught with difficulty and who had no emotional coping skills. The work was heartbreaking; eventually she left the field to do consulting. But she never forgot the children.

Then, eight years ago, when a coach challenged her to write a story in which she killed off a monster that had been present throughout her life, she found the key to her future.  “I realized that our monster stories prevent us from being the person we want to be,” Fontaine said. “Then I moved into the idea that if as children we learn that challenges are normal and that we have the capacity to move through them and overcome them, we become happier and more effective adults.” 

In the book, Ocho Loved Flowers, a little girl is devastated when her cat Ocho becomes ill. The story describes the depth of relationship that the girl has with the cat – from the way she cares for him to how the cat communicates so the child understands what he needs as he is dying. 

Publishers Weekly writes, “Girl and mom attentively care for Ocho, grieve when he dies and learn to cherish his memory.”

Fontaine guides adults in how to help shape the child’s experience and draw wisdom from it. “When a pet dies, a child needs to know that they’re not alone and that death is a natural process,” she says. “The adults in the book – the vet, the little girl’s mother – help her feel emotionally held while helping her understand and grieve.”

Fontaine points out four basic approaches to helping children cope with the illness and death of a pet:

1. Show the child how to care for the pet and make it comfortable.

2. Encourage her to ask questions and talk about feelings. In the book, after Ocho dies, the little girl and her mother have a cup of cocoa and drink a toast to his memory, telling stories about what they loved so much about him. 

3. Allow the child to feel grief and express it: sadness and anger are normal feelings for anyone who loses someone or something dear. It’s okay to feel angry or sad.

4. Explain death in a way that does not frighten the child. “We make a mistake when we say things like ‘they’re going to sleep and will never wake up’,” says Fontaine. “That can make a child afraid of going to sleep. Another way of saying it might be that the body of the one who’s died has stopped and the pet or person won’t be with them anymore.”

The rest of the Annie Series will take the same character, Annie, through new challenges which she faces with the help of a furry or feathered friend -- challenges that help her develop strength and confidence.
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