ALUMNI REFLECTIONS

What Belongs in the Letter This
Time?

Perhaps you remember the first letter. You had already looked at the
relationship. Created the timeline. Identified what you wished had been different,
better, or more. Recognized appreciations. Apologies. Things left unsaid. Then
came the letter. Perhaps writing it was emotional. Perhaps surprisingly difficult.
Perhaps surprisingly straightforward. Maybe reading it aloud changed something.
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Now you are returning to the Grief Recovery Method with another relationship - or perhaps returning to a
relationship you worked on before from a different place in your life. And this time, you know the letter is
coming. That familiarity can be helpful. It can also create an unexpected problem. You may begin trying to
write the letter before you have discovered what belongs in it.

Perhaps this time the invitation is simpler:

Let this relationship be this relationship.

You Do Not Need to Recreate the First Experience

Perhaps your first letter was powerful. You cried. A lot. Something shifted immediately. You remember
exactly where you were when you read it. Naturally, you may expect the next letter to feel similar. But this is
another relationship. Another history. Another loss. And you are another version of yourself. This letter does
not need to produce the same experience in order to matter.

Emotional Intensity Is Not the Measure of the Work

Perhaps this letter does not make you cry. That can feel suspicious.

Am I doing this right?

Maybe. Perhaps the relationship simply carries different emotions. Maybe there is tenderness. Relief.
Sadness. Affection. Anger. Gratitude. Perhaps what you feel most strongly is nothing dramatic at all.
A quiet:

Yes. That's what I needed to say.
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There is no emotional performance standard.

You Already Know the Structure

That can be useful. The mechanics require less attention. You know the process. But familiarity can also
tempt you to move too quickly. You recognize the categories. You know approximately where everything
goes. Perhaps you begin filling in the blanks. But this is not a form to complete efficiently. The structure
exists to help you attend to the relationship.

The relationship does not exist to fill the structure.

Begin With the Relationship, Not the Letter

Perhaps the most useful question is not:

What should I write?

But:
What happened between us?

What do you remember? What mattered? What changed? What do you appreciate? What hurt? What do you
wish had been different? What did you need? What did you receive? What did you not receive? What remains
unfinished?

The letter comes later. First, there is the relationship.

The Timeline May Surprise You Again

Perhaps you think you already know what this letter will be about. Then you create the timeline. Something
appears that you had forgotten. A period of closeness. A recurring disappointment. A kindness. An
argument. A role you occupied. A hope you carried for years. Something that seemed insignificant at the
time. Suddenly the relationship becomes larger than the story you had been telling about it. Let it.

You May Find Things You Appreciate

Even in a difficult relationship. This can sometimes feel uncomfortable. Perhaps the person hurt you.
Disappointed you. Betrayed you. Or the relationship ended badly.

And still:

They taught you something. Helped you once. Made you laugh. Shared years of your life. Loved you in some
ways. You do not need to erase harm in order to acknowledge appreciation.

Appreciation is not acquittal.

You May Find Things You Wish Had Been Different

Perhaps something happened once. Perhaps repeatedly. You wish they had listened. Been present.
Protected you. Told the truth. Chosen differently. Understood. Stayed. Left sooner. Asked. Answered.

You are allowed to acknowledge what you wanted without first determining whether it was reasonable for
the other person to provide it. The wish belongs to your experience.

You May Find Things You Wish Had Been Better

Perhaps something existed, but not in the way you needed. Communication. Affection. Trust. Time together.
Support. Honesty. Understanding. You are not required to prove that the relationship was terrible in order
to wish some part of it had been better. Even good relationships contain disappointments.
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You May Find Things You Wish There Had Been More Of

More time. More conversations. More ordinary days. More affection. More curiosity about each other. More
laughter. More honesty. More chances. Sometimes more is especially painful after death because there
simply cannot be more. That deserves somewhere to go.
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You May Have an Apology to Make

Perhaps you recognize something you did. Something you said. A way you behaved. Something you failed to
do. You may wish you had known better. Perhaps you genuinely should have done better. You can
acknowledge responsibility without turning the letter into a prosecution of yourself. An apology can be
specific without becoming self-condemnation.

I wish I had done this differently.

That is enough to begin.

You May Need to Acknowledge Something You Never Received an
Apology For

The letter does not require pretending responsibility was evenly distributed. Perhaps the other person
harmed you. Never acknowledged it. Never apologized. Maybe they denied it. You cannot manufacture their

apology.
But you can acknowledge:

This happened. It affected me. I wish it had been different. But it was not different and
it was not better.

You do not need their agreement before those sentences become true enough to say.

You May Want to Say Thank You

Perhaps you did not understand something until years later. A sacrifice. A kindness. A way someone
protected you. A door they opened. Something they taught you. Perhaps you thanked them then. Perhaps
you did not. You can acknowledge appreciation now without requiring yourself to feel only appreciative
about the relationship.

You May Need to Say I Love You

Perhaps you said it constantly. Say it again if it belongs. Perhaps you rarely said it. Perhaps the relationship
was complicated and the love itself feels complicated. Love does not need to make everything else
disappear. You can love someone and wish many things had been different. Human relationships are
capable of holding both.

You May Need to Say I Miss You

Missing someone does not necessarily mean unfinished grief. But perhaps it belongs in this letter because it
is part of what is true. You miss their voice. Their presence. Their terrible jokes. The ordinary routine of
knowing they were somewhere in the world. You do not need to turn missing into a problem. Perhaps you
simply need somewhere to say it.

You May Need to Say I Was Angry

Perhaps you still are. Anger does not disqualify you from completion. It may tell you something mattered. A
boundary was crossed. A promise was broken. Something was unfair. You do not have to make the anger
prettier before acknowledging it. Nor does acknowledging it require you to preserve it forever.
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You May Need to Say I Was Relieved

This can be harder. Perhaps the person died after a long illness. The caregiving ended. Their suffering
ended. Your vigilance ended. Perhaps a difficult relationship ended and part of you could finally exhale.
Relief does not automatically cancel love. It does not prove you wanted the person to die. It does not mean
the relationship did not matter. Sometimes relief is simply one of the truths in the room.

You May Need to Say I Understand Something Now

Perhaps this is one of the particular gifts of returning to the work later. You know something now. About
them. About yourself. About the circumstances. About what happened.

Perhaps:

I understand why vou were so frightened.

Or:

I understand now that what happened was not my responsibility.

Perhaps:

I finally understand what you were trying to tell me.

Or even:

I understand more now, and I still wish you had chosen differently. But you did not. You
were not different and you were not better than what I might have wanted then.

Understanding does not require exoneration.

You May Need to Say I Don't Know

Not every question gets solved before the letter. Perhaps you still do not know: Why they did something.
What they meant. Whether they understood. What really happened. How they felt. You do not need to fill
uncertainty with an explanation just to make the letter coherent.

I don't know can be an honest part of completion.

You May Need to Say I Wish You Had Known Me Differently

Perhaps someone held a version of you that never felt accurate. The irresponsible one. The difficult one. The
sensitive one. The strong one who needed nothing. The child. The caretaker. Maybe you spent years trying
to correct their understanding. Perhaps they never changed it. There can be grief in accepting that someone
important may never have fully known you.

You May Need to Say I Wish I Had Known You Differently

Perhaps you understood someone primarily through their role. Mother. Father. Spouse. Teacher. Sibling.
Years later, you wonder who they were beyond it. Perhaps there were questions you never asked. Parts of
them you never saw. That does not mean the relationship was inadequate. Sometimes we discover the
questions only after the person who could answer them is gone.
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You May Need to Say Something That Does Not Fit a Clean Category

Good. Human relationships frequently refuse to cooperate with our organizational systems. Perhaps there is
one sentence you have carried for years. It is not quite an apology. Not quite appreciation. Not quite
forgiveness. Not quite anything you can label. But when you think about the relationship, there it is. Perhaps
that sentence belongs.

You Do Not Need the Perfect Words

This can become another form of avoidance. You want to say it exactly right. Beautifully. Completely.
Perhaps the person deserves eloquence. Perhaps the relationship deserves something profound. But the
purpose is not to produce literature. Nobody is awarding points for sentence construction. The letter needs
to be honest enough. That is different from perfect.

You Do Not Need to Include Everything You Remember

A relationship may span decades. The letter does not need to become the complete archive. You are not
writing a biography. The timeline helps you see the relationship. The recovery components help you notice
what remains emotionally unfinished. The letter gives those things expression.

Completion does not require documentation of every event.

You Do Not Need to Make the Relationship Coherent

Perhaps you still cannot reconcile certain things. They loved you. They hurt you. They showed up. They
disappeared. They were generous. They were selfish. They were wonderful in one role and terrible in
another. The letter does not need to resolve those contradictions. It can contain them.

You Do Not Need a Final Verdict

You do not need to decide:

Was this a good relationship? Was this a bad person? Did | forgive enough? Was it worth it? Did they really
love me? Did | waste those years?

Those questions may be larger than the work needs to answer. Perhaps the letter can say what needs saying
without issuing a ruling on the entire relationship.

You Do Not Need to Make the Ending Beautiful

This matters. There can be pressure to finish with wisdom. Gratitude. Forgiveness. A blessing. A beautifully
resolved understanding of what it all meant. Perhaps that genuinely belongs. Perhaps it doesn't. You do not
need to manufacture emotional resolution for aesthetic purposes.

Completion does not require a beautiful ending.

It requires honesty about what remains unfinished.

The Letter Does Not Need to Make the Loss Meaningful

Perhaps you learned something because of what happened. Fine. Perhaps you cannot identify a single
worthwhile lesson. Also fine. You do not need to explain why the relationship happened. Why it ended. Why
the person died. Why you experienced the loss. The letter is not responsible for producing meaning from
suffering.

The Letter Is Not for the Other Person's Reaction

Perhaps you already know this. It may still be worth remembering.
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You do not need to imagine:

How would they respond? Would this hurt them? Would they finally understand? Would they argue? Would
they approve of what | wrote? Their imagined reaction can quietly enter the room and begin editing the
letter. But the other person does not need to participate. The work belongs to you.

You Are Not Writing for a Response

No waiting. No checking. No wondering whether they read it. No decoding their silence. No second message
explaining the first. The letter is not opening another loop. It is part of completing one.

Perhaps This Letter Will Be Quieter

Maybe there is no dramatic revelation. You already know yourself better. Understand the process. Have
more language.

Perhaps you simply recognize:
There were some things I wanted to say.

You say them. And something settles. Quiet completion still counts.

Or Perhaps This Relationship Will Surprise You

Maybe you thought there was very little there. Then the timeline opens something. A memory. Arole. A
hope. A disappointment. An appreciation. You realize the relationship mattered in a way you had never
articulated. Let the surprise belong to this work. You do not need to compare it with what happened last
time.

What Belongs in the Letter This Time?

Not what belonged in the first one. Not what you think a grief recovery letter should contain. Not what
would make the most moving story. Not what would persuade the other person. Not what proves you have
forgiven. Not what demonstrates how well you have recovered. What belongs here. In this relationship.
From where you stand now.

Perhaps:

I loved you. | was angry. Thank you. I'm sorry. | wish you had been there. | wish | had understood. | needed
more. | wish there had been more time. | miss you. | was relieved. | don't know why you did that. |
understand something now. | wish you had known me. | wish | had known you. That hurt. That mattered.
You mattered. Perhaps something entirely different. You already know the process. This time, perhaps you
can trust it enough not to perform it. Look at the relationship. Notice what is there. Let what remains
unfinished become specific. And write what belongs.

You do not need to reproduce the first letter. You do not need to reproduce the woman
who wrote it.

She did the work that belonged to her then. This relationship belongs to you now. And perhaps the letter
can simply allow the woman you are today to say what is true from where she stands.
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CONTINUE THE SERIES

Next: Completion Doesn't Require an
Emotional Estate Sale

After writing the letter, you may wonder what completion means you are
supposed to leave behind.

Next, we'll look at why completion does not require clearing the
relationship out of your emotional life - discarding love, memories, anger,
gratitude, stories, photographs, or everything else associated with the
person - and why carrying something forward is different from remaining
burdened by what was unfinished.
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