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RELATIONSHIP LOSS

CHAPTER 3

Grieving the Relationship You
Actually Had

Something does not have to have been false simply because it did not remain
true forever.

After an important relationship changes or ends, something curious can happen. The story starts getting simpler.
Perhaps the person who died becomes wonderful in every memory. The former spouse becomes terrible in all of
them. The friendship becomes either the best friendship you ever had or twenty years you now believe were
completely false. The estrangement becomes evidence that everything before it must have been leading here.
We begin sorting. Good. Bad. Real. False. Love. Harm.
But most important relationships do not fit neatly into one column. And sometimes grieving honestly means
allowing the relationship to become complicated again.

You Do Not Have to Turn Someone Into a Saint Because They Died
Death can make honesty feel disrespectful. We speak tenderly. Remember the good things. Tell the funny stories.
And there is something beautiful about that.
But perhaps the person was also difficult. Stubborn. Critical. Emotionally unavailable. Irresponsible. Maybe you
were angry with them when they died.
Perhaps there were problems that never got resolved. You do not dishonor someone by remembering that they
were human. You can miss your mother and still acknowledge that she could wound you. Love your husband and
remember the years that were hard. Grieve a friend and admit there were things about the friendship you never
liked.
Death does not require revision.

You Do Not Have to Turn Someone Into a Villain Because They Hurt
You
The opposite happens too. Someone betrays you. Leaves. Ends the friendship. Refuses contact. Behaves in a way
that changes your understanding of them. Suddenly the mind begins reviewing the entire relationship.

Was any of it real?
Perhaps some things need to be reexamined. You may discover patterns you genuinely did not see. But you do
not necessarily have to erase everything that was good in order to acknowledge what was harmful.
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Maybe you laughed. Loved. Trusted. Built something. Raised children. Shared years. Helped one another. Perhaps
the relationship later became unsafe, unhealthy, dishonest, or unavailable.
Both can be true.

Something does not have to have been false simply because it did not remain true
forever.

The Ending Can Try to Explain Everything That Came Before It
This is particularly powerful after betrayal. Once you know the ending, earlier memories can begin looking like
clues.

That's why he said that. Now I understand why she did that. Maybe this was happening
even then.

Sometimes those realizations are accurate. New information can genuinely change our understanding of the past.
But hindsight can also become hungry. It wants every memory to fit the ending. Human relationships are rarely
that tidy. The ending is part of the story.
It does not automatically become the explanation for every page that preceded it.

There Were Things You Loved
Perhaps this is painful to admit now. There was something you valued. Otherwise the loss would probably not hurt
in quite the same way. Maybe she made you laugh. He knew you better than anyone. Your sibling shared your
childhood. Your friend was there during an extraordinarily difficult year. Your adult child brought enormous joy
into your life. Your spouse once made you feel deeply loved.
Those things can remain true even if other things became true later. Acknowledging what was good does not
obligate you to return to the relationship. It simply allows your own history to remain intact.

There Were Things That Hurt
These belong too. Perhaps you spent years minimizing them. Explaining. Accommodating. Forgiving. Trying
harder. Perhaps you did not recognize something as harmful until much later. Or perhaps everyone knew it was
difficult and simply learned to live around it.
Grief does not require you to preserve only the pleasant memories.
You are allowed to say:

I loved you.
And:

That hurt me.
Those sentences do not cancel one another.

There May Have Been Things You Never Received
Some grief belongs not to what happened but to what never did. The apology. The affection. The protection. The
honesty. The reciprocity. The conversation. The acceptance.
The relationship you kept believing might someday become possible. Perhaps you spent years waiting. Trying.
Hoping. Adjusting.
Then the relationship ends - or reality finally becomes clear - and you realize:

This may never become what I hoped it would be.
That realization can be its own loss.

You May Be Grieving the Relationship You Needed
This can be especially painful in family relationships. You needed a mother. A father. A sibling. A partner. A child
who remained connected. Perhaps the person occupied the role but could not provide what you needed from it.
You may grieve both the person who was there and the relationship that wasn't. These are different losses.
Sometimes what feels like disproportionate grief is actually several losses occupying the same place.
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You May Also Be Grieving Who You Were in the Relationship
Perhaps you liked yourself with this person. Or perhaps you did not. Maybe you were playful. Confident.
Generous. Relaxed. Perhaps you became cautious. Smaller. Hyperaware. Responsible for keeping everything calm.
Maybe you were always the helper. The peacemaker. The competent one. The difficult one. The one who
apologized.
Relationships create patterns between people. When the relationship ends, those patterns become visible in ways
they may not have been while you were living inside them. You may grieve a version of yourself.
Or feel relieved that you no longer have to be her.

Relief Belongs in the Story
This can be difficult to admit. You miss someone. And life is easier without some part of the relationship. You
grieve your husband and do not miss caregiving. You miss your friend and do not miss the tension that had
developed between you. You love your adult child and notice that your nervous system is calmer when you are not
waiting for the next difficult interaction. You grieve the marriage and sleep better alone.
Relief does not invalidate love. Sometimes relief simply tells the truth about what the relationship required from
you.

Anger Belongs Too
Anger is often edited out of grief. Especially when the person has died. Or when everyone wants a divorce to
remain “amicable.” Or when family members insist that reconciliation should be the goal.
But perhaps you are angry. Something happened. Someone failed you. Someone died after refusing to take care
of themselves. Someone left you with consequences you now have to manage. Someone betrayed your trust.
Someone chose not to repair something that might have been repairable.
Anger may be part of the relationship you actually had. You do not have to make it permanent.
But you also do not have to remove it from the story because it makes other people uncomfortable.

Your Own Mistakes Belong in the Story Too
Honest grieving is not only an inventory of what the other person did. You were in the relationship too. Perhaps
there are things you regret. Times you were unkind. Things you did not understand. Conversations you avoided.
Ways you protected yourself that also caused harm. Decisions you would make differently now.
Acknowledging those things is not the same as accepting responsibility for everything that happened. There is an
important difference between responsibility and blame. You can identify what belongs to you without picking up
what belongs to someone else.
That is part of telling the truth too.

You May Never Agree About What Happened
When the other person is alive, there can be a strong desire for a shared version of the relationship.

Surely if we could just talk honestly, we could agree about what happened.
Perhaps. Sometimes people do reach greater understanding. Sometimes they do not. Two people can leave the
same relationship with profoundly different accounts. You may never receive confirmation that your experience
was real. That can be painful.
But your ability to understand your own experience cannot remain permanently dependent on someone else's
agreement with it.
Eventually, you may have to let your story be yours.

Other People Knew a Different Relationship
Your sister had a different mother. Your friend knew a different version of your spouse. Your children had a
different relationship with their father. Another friend may never have seen the side of someone that you
experienced. That does not necessarily mean anyone is lying.
Human beings exist differently in different relationships. Someone can have been wonderful to another person
and harmful to you. Someone can have disappointed another person and loved you beautifully. You do not have
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to persuade everyone else to adopt your version in order for your experience to remain true. Nor do you need to
adopt theirs.

Complexity Does Not Mean Confusion
Sometimes we think clarity should produce a simple verdict.

Now I finally understand. He was terrible.
Or:

She did the best she could, so I shouldn't be upset.
But genuine clarity may sound more like:

I loved her, and there were things she could not give me. He hurt me, and there were years
when we were happy. That friendship mattered enormously, and it could not continue. I
made mistakes, and I was also harmed. I miss them, and I do not want the relationship
back as it was.

That is not confusion. That is complexity. And complexity may be much closer to reality.

You Do Not Have to Decide Whether It Was Worth It
This question can appear after loss.
Were the years worth it? Was the marriage worth it? Was the friendship worth it? Was loving someone worth the
pain of losing them?
Perhaps that question has meaning for you. But perhaps it asks too much.
A relationship is not an investment account requiring a final return calculation. It happened. It affected you. There
were things you received. Things it cost. Things you learned. Things you wish had been different. You do not
necessarily need to convert an entire human relationship into a verdict.
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The Relationship Can Be Whole
Perhaps this is one of the gifts of honest grieving. The relationship becomes larger than its ending. Larger than the
betrayal. Larger than the death. Larger than the best memory. Larger than the worst year.
You can gradually hold more of it at once. What was beautiful. What was painful. What you gave. What you
received. What you wish you had done differently. What you wish they had done differently. What happened. What
never happened. What mattered. What remains unfinished.
You do not need to make the relationship better than it was. You do not need to make it worse. You can let it
become real.

An Honest Story Gives You Somewhere to Stand
Idealizing a relationship can keep you reaching backward toward something that never fully existed. Condemning
the entire relationship can require you to disown parts of your own history. Neither gives you very solid ground.
Reality does.
This was the relationship I actually had. Not the relationship other people saw. Not the relationship I wish it had
been. Not merely the relationship it became at the end. The whole thing.
From there, a different question becomes possible.
Not:

Was it all good or all bad?
But:

What remains unfinished for me?
That question does not require a verdict. It requires honesty.

You can honor what was good without denying what hurt. You can acknowledge what
hurt without erasing what was good. And you can grieve the relationship you actually
had - not the simplified version you have had to tell yourself or everyone else.

CONTINUE THE SERIES

Next: The Things That Remain Unfinished
Once we allow the relationship to become whole again, we can begin
noticing what still asks for our attention. Words you wish you had said.
Apologies. Anger. Gratitude. Questions. Things you wish had been different,
better, or more. Next, we'll look at the difference between changing a
relationship's history - which we cannot do - and addressing what remains
emotionally unfinished within us.



