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ALUMNI REFLECTIONS

The Things You Remember
Differently Now

Memory can be surprising. Something you barely noticed when it happened
becomes precious years later. Something you once remembered vividly becomes
harder to retrieve. A story you told one way for decades suddenly looks different.

A moment you thought you understood acquires another meaning after you
learn something new. Perhaps you remember someone more tenderly now. Or
less tenderly. You recognize something that hurt more than you admitted at the

time. Something you once resented now makes sense. A memory you had
organized around anger becomes sad. Something you had organized around

sadness becomes funny.

And sometimes you wonder:

Which version is true?

Perhaps more than one. Because memory is not simply a storage system preserving your life exactly as it
happened.

You are remembering from somewhere.

And where you are standing now is not where you were standing then.

Memory Is Not a Permanent Recording
We sometimes talk about memory as though somewhere inside us there is an original file. If only we could
retrieve it accurately enough, we would know exactly what happened. But human memory does not work
like that. We remember pieces. Images. Feelings. Words. Stories. Associations. Things other people told us.
Things we later learned. And every time we return to an experience, we bring the person we are now with
us. That does not make memory useless. It makes memory human.
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You May Remember the Ordinary Things More Clearly Now
Perhaps when someone first died, you remembered the ending. The hospital. The funeral. The last
conversation. The phone call. Years later, something else comes forward. How they drank their coffee. The
sound of their laugh from another room. The way they folded towels. The ridiculous expression they used
constantly. The chair where they sat. Perhaps those details once seemed too ordinary to deserve attention.
Now they are some of the things you would most like to experience again.

Ordinary life often becomes visible after it is no longer ordinary.

Something You Barely Noticed May Become Important
Perhaps someone did something small. Called every Sunday. Filled your gas tank when they borrowed the
car. Always remembered what kind of pie you liked. Sat with you when something went wrong. You did not
record the moment as significant.

Why would you?

It happened all the time.

Years later, you recognize:

That was one of the ways they loved me.

You did not fail to appreciate your life because you did not understand every ordinary gesture while it was
happening. You were busy living it.

You May Remember Someone More Tenderly
Time may soften some things. The argument that once seemed enormous becomes less important. A habit
that irritated you becomes almost endearing. Something you could not forgive yourself for saying no longer
seems quite as catastrophic. Perhaps you understand the other person differently. Tenderness does not
necessarily mean you have forgotten what was difficult. It may simply mean the difficult parts no longer
require the entire frame.

You May Remember Someone Less Tenderly Too
This deserves equal room. Perhaps immediately after a death, you could not tolerate difficult memories. Or
after a relationship ended, you needed a particular explanation in order to function. Years later, you can
look more directly.

That really hurt. That was unfair. I spent years making excuses for that.

Perhaps your clearer memory is not becoming kinder. It is becoming more honest. That is allowed.

Memory Does Not Have to Improve the Person
There can be an odd expectation after loss that time should gradually polish everyone involved. Eventually
we are supposed to understand. Forgive. Smile wistfully. Remember the good times. Perhaps you do.
Perhaps you also become more certain that something was unacceptable. Time does not owe anyone a
favorable historical review.
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You May Remember Yourself Differently Too
Perhaps this is where things become especially interesting. You once remembered yourself as: Difficult.
Weak. Naive. Unappreciative. Angry. Too sensitive. The problem. Now you look again. You notice what you
were carrying. How young you were. What you did not know. How hard you were trying. Perhaps you still
wish you had done some things differently. But the person in the memory becomes more
three-dimensional. She was not merely the role you assigned her afterward.

You May Realize You Were Happier Than You Remembered
Sometimes a painful ending reaches backward and colors everything. Years later, a photograph catches you
off guard. You remember the day. You really were happy. Not pretending. Not secretly aware of everything
that would happen later. Happy. Perhaps that creates dissonance. But you do not need to erase that
happiness to remain honest about the ending.

Later information does not retroactively prohibit an earlier experience from having
been real.

You May Realize You Were Less Happy Than You Remembered
The opposite can happen. Perhaps nostalgia had softened the past. Then you remember the tension. How
careful you were. How tired. How often you were disappointed. How much energy the relationship required.
You do not need to accuse yourself of rewriting history. Perhaps another part of the history simply became
visible.

A Photograph Can Change a Memory
You see an old picture. There is the kitchen. The vacation. The Christmas tree. The person. You. Suddenly
you remember something you had completely forgotten. Perhaps the photograph confirms the story you
have been carrying. Perhaps it complicates it. You may notice your face. Someone standing slightly apart. A
detail.

Or perhaps you simply think:

Oh my goodness, that wallpaper.

Not every recovered memory needs to become psychologically significant. Sometimes wallpaper really was
just unfortunate.

Other People May Remember It Differently
This can be unsettling.

You tell a sibling:

Remember when...

They say:

That's not how I remember it.

Perhaps their version is substantially different. That does not automatically mean one of you is lying. You
occupied different positions. Noticed different things. Experienced the same family differently. The event
may have belonged to both of you. The experience of it did not have to be identical.

Someone Else's Memory Does Not Automatically Override Yours
Perhaps another person is very certain.
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That's not what happened.

Certainty can be persuasive. But confidence is not the same as accuracy. You can listen. Consider new
information. Revise your understanding if warranted. And still retain your own experience. You do not need
to surrender your memory merely because someone else presents theirs more forcefully.

Nor Does Your Memory Automatically Override Theirs
The same principle works in both directions. You may be absolutely certain. And another person may
genuinely remember something differently. Perhaps there is enough evidence to determine what happened.
Perhaps there isn't. Not every family disagreement about the past can be solved.

Sometimes the most accurate conclusion is:

We remember this differently.

You May Have Been Told a Story So Often That It Became Part of Your
Memory
Families do this. Remember when you...

You were always...

Your father never...

Your mother always...

Eventually the family story can become almost inseparable from your own recollection.

Returning to the relationship may allow you to ask:

What do I actually remember?

Perhaps you discover that the story is accurate. Perhaps partly. Perhaps you have no independent memory
at all. You do not need to manufacture certainty where none exists.

New Information Can Change an Old Memory
Perhaps you learn something years later. A family secret. A diagnosis. A financial problem. A relationship
someone concealed. Something happening at work. Now an old event looks different.

Oh. That may explain it.

Perhaps it does. But be careful. New information can provide context without giving us perfect access to
another person's motives. Sometimes we know more. We still do not know everything.

You May Finally Understand a Joke
Or a warning. A comment. A look between two people. Something someone said that made no sense when
you were twelve.

Then one day:

Oh.

Some realizations are profound. Some make you wonder how every adult in the room kept a straight face.
Both belong to family history.

You May Remember What You Wish You Had Done
Perhaps the memory now comes with regret.
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You wish you had:

Stayed longer. Called more. Asked the question. Listened to the story. Apologized. Said thank you. Said no.
Said I love you. You can acknowledge that wish.

But perhaps remember this too:

The importance of the moment may be visible now precisely because you know what
happened afterward.

Your earlier self did not.

You May Remember What You Wish They Had Done
Perhaps something becomes clearer with time. You needed protection. Encouragement. An apology.
Affection. Honesty. Interest. You may have spent years minimizing that absence.

Now you can say:

I wish you had done that.

You do not have to stop loving someone in order to acknowledge what you did not receive from them.

Some Memories May Lose Their Emotional Charge
Perhaps there was an incident you thought about constantly. Now you can remember it without much
reaction. This can almost feel strange.

Shouldn't I still be angry?

Not necessarily. You do not owe an old memory a particular emotional response forever. Something
mattered. You dealt with it. Time passed. Your attention moved elsewhere.

Reduced pain does not retroactively reduce the significance of what happened.

Other Memories May Become More Emotional
Perhaps something that once seemed minor suddenly brings tears. That does not automatically mean the
grief is worsening. The memory may connect differently to the life you have now. Perhaps you understand
its significance. Perhaps you finally have room for it. Perhaps you simply miss someone today. Curiosity may
be more useful than diagnosis.

You Do Not Have to Keep the Original Emotional Reaction
You were furious then. Now you are sad. You were devastated then. Now you feel relief. You were relieved
then. Now you recognize grief. You were ashamed. Now you feel compassion for yourself. Emotions are
allowed to change when understanding changes. You are not being inconsistent. You are alive.

You Do Not Have to Choose the Most Painful Version as the Most True
Pain can feel authoritative. The memory that hurts most can begin to seem like the most important memory.
But emotional intensity is not the only measure of truth. The quiet memories count. The ordinary ones. The
funny ones. The ones that no longer hurt. The relationship existed there too.

You Don't Have to Choose the Happiest Version Either
Sometimes we want a reassuring conclusion.

We really did love each other. She did the best she could. There were so many good years.
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Perhaps all true. But they do not need to be used to close the file on everything difficult. A truer relationship
history may contain more contradiction than a comforting one.

The Timeline Is Not a Court Exhibit
When you return to the relationship timeline, you are not assembling evidence for the prosecution or
defense.

You do not need to prove:

The relationship was good. The relationship was bad. You were right. They were wrong. You should forgive.
You should remain angry.

Perhaps the timeline can simply hold:

This happened. And this. And this too.

Some Things May Remain Uncertain
You may never remember exactly what was said. Which year something happened. Why someone made a
choice. Whether your interpretation was correct. You may have conflicting memories. There is no
requirement to resolve every historical detail before you can work with what the relationship meant to you.

Sometimes:

I don't know exactly what happened there

is the most honest sentence available.

You Can Work With What You Know Without Pretending to Know
What You Don't
This is a useful place to stand. You know some things. You remember some things. You understand some
things differently now. Other things remain uncertain.

You do not need perfect historical reconstruction in order to acknowledge:

What hurt. What mattered. What you appreciated. What you wish had been different. What remains
unfinished for you.

You Are Allowed to Update Your Understanding
Perhaps you once believed:

She never loved me.

Now you see evidence of love you could not recognize then.

Or perhaps you once believed:

He did everything because he loved me.

Now you understand that some behavior was controlling. Changing your interpretation does not necessarily
mean one version was dishonest. You are responding to the information and understanding available to you
now.
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You Do Not Need a Final Version
This may be the most liberating part. You do not have to produce the definitive biography of the
relationship. There may be no final interpretation. Five years from now, you may remember something else.
Understand something differently. Feel differently about something you remember today. That does not
make today's work pointless.

You can work honestly with what is true for you now without requiring it to remain
your final understanding forever.

The Things You Remember Differently Now
Perhaps returning to a relationship means encountering memories that no longer sit exactly where you left
them. Some have softened. Some sharpened. Some became funny. Some became sad. Some acquired
meaning. Some lost it. You understand the other person differently. You understand yourself differently.
And perhaps the objective is not to decide which version of the relationship was the correct one all along.

Perhaps it is simply to allow what you can see now to join what you already knew. You do not need to
rewrite history. You do not need to defend the old story. You do not need to manufacture certainty.

You can say:

This is how I remembered it then. This is what I notice now. Both tell me something
about the relationship - and about the person I was standing in it.

Memory may continue changing as you do. The relationship does not need to become fixed in order to
matter. Perhaps it only needs enough room to become more complete. Not perfectly remembered. Not
perfectly understood.

Simply more honestly held.

CONTINUE THE SERIES

Next: What Still Feels Unfinished?
Sometimes returning to a relationship reveals memories that have
changed. Other times, it reveals something that has remained remarkably
consistent: a sentence you still wish you had said, an apology you still wish
you had received, appreciation you never expressed, or a hope for the
relationship that never became real.

Next, we'll look at unfinishedness without assuming it requires another
conversation - and at how to recognize what may still be asking for your
attention.




