DEATH & BEREAVEMENT

The Fear That Living Means Leaving
Them Behind

*There is no betrayal in being alive.*

There can be a strange moment in grief when something good happens. You laugh. Really laugh. You become
absorbed in a project. Enjoy dinner with friends. Take a trip. Change something in the house. Make plans. Wake up
one morning and realize the person who died was not your first thought.

And instead of simply enjoying the moment, something inside you hesitates.
Am I leaving them behind?

Grief Can Begin to Feel Like Connection

At first, grief may be everywhere. The person is constantly on your mind. Their absence occupies the room.
Memories arrive without invitation. You cry. Talk about them. Think about what happened. Think about what
should have happened. Think about what you wish could still happen.

The grief hurts.

But it also keeps the relationship close. Then the intensity begins to change. Not necessarily because you decided
it should. You simply notice that you went several hours without thinking about the person.

Then perhaps an entire afternoon.

And something about that feels wrong.

Pain Can Become Evidence That They Still Matter
You miss them. That hurts.

The logic can quietly become:

If it hurts, I still love them.
Then another conclusion follows:

If it hurts less, perhaps I love them less.

That is an understandable equation. It is also a painful one. Because it requires suffering to remain constant in
order for love to remain trustworthy. But love existed before grief. Before the hospital. Before the funeral. Before
the empty chair. Before the death. Pain came because the relationship mattered. Pain is not what made the
relationship matter.

You Do Not Have to Keep Hurting to Keep Loving
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This can take time to believe. Perhaps the sharpest grief begins to soften. You can look at a photograph without
crying. Tell a story and laugh. Hear their name without feeling your whole body change. That does not mean the
relationship is fading. It means your experience of the loss is changing.

You do not owe someone continued suffering as evidence that you loved them well.

You can love someone deeply and have a good day. Then another. Perhaps eventually many of them.
Happiness Can Produce Guilt

This sometimes surprises people. Sadness makes sense after death. Guilt about happiness seems stranger.
Perhaps you are sitting somewhere beautiful and suddenly think:

He should be here.

Perhaps you travel somewhere you always planned to visit together. Eat at a restaurant she would have loved.
Celebrate something important. The pleasure immediately encounters the absence.

How can I enjoy this when they can't?

There may be no logical answer that makes the feeling disappear.

But perhaps this matters:

Your suffering does not restore their opportunity to experience life.

Refusing joy does not give joy back to them. It only removes it from the person who is still here.
Changing the House Can Feel Like Changing the Relationship

Sometimes participation looks surprisingly practical. You move the chair. Paint the bedroom. Donate the clothes.
Buy a different car. Remove something you never liked. Sleep on the other side of the bed. These decisions can
feel disproportionately important.

The physical environment may be one of the last places where life still looks the way it did when the person was
alive.

Changing it can feel like admitting:
This is my house now.
That sentence may carry grief. It may also carry relief. Perhaps both. Changing a room does not change the history
that happened inside it. You are allowed to make your surroundings serve the life being lived in them now.
New Experiences Can Feel Like Distance

There is a particular sadness in experiencing something the person will never know about. A grandchild is born.
You move. Start a business. Make a new friend. Learn something. Travel somewhere. Accomplish something you
wish you could tell them.

The more life you accumulate after the death, the more there is that was never shared. That can feel like distance.
You are becoming someone they never knew. But continuing to have experiences is not an act of separation. It is
the unavoidable consequence of remaining alive.

You are not creating the distance. Death created the distance.
You are living on your side of it.
Other Relationships Can Feel Disloyal

Sometimes new connection raises similar fears. This can be especially complicated after the death of a spouse.
Perhaps you make a new friend. Enjoy someone's company. Date. Fall in love. Or perhaps you never want another
romantic relationship at all. There is no required next step.

But if a new relationship does enter your life, it does not have to compete with the old one. Human beings are not
replacement parts. A new friend does not replace the friend who died. Another child does not replace a child. A
new partner does not erase a spouse. Relationships occupy their own places in our lives.

Love is not a room with only one chair.
Sometimes Other People Feel the Loyalty Conflict Too

Family members may react when someone begins living differently. A widow dates. A parent changes a tradition.
Someone sells the family home. Clothes are donated. A holiday changes. One person may be ready before
another.

Someone may say:
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“Dad wouldn't have wanted that.”

Or:

“Mom would be devastated.”

Sometimes those statements reflect genuine concern. Sometimes they express the speaker's own grief.
You can listen. And still remember that continuing life requires decisions among the living.

You are allowed to make them.

You May Be Afraid of Forgetting

Perhaps suffering feels protective because it keeps attention on the person.

If you stop thinking about them constantly, what happens? Will the memories fade? Will you forget the voice? The
laugh? The way they walked into a room?

Some details probably will fade. Human memory does that. But love is not dependent on constant conscious
attention. You do not think about every living person you love every hour either.

They still matter.

The person who died does not disappear from your life because your attention sometimes belongs completely to
something else.

Attention can move without allegiance disappearing.
There Is No Betrayal in Being Alive

Perhaps this is the permission underneath all the others. You did not choose to remain alive instead of them. You
did not create the unequal future in which you continue and they do not. But here you are. Still having mornings.
Still inhabiting a body. Still encountering people. Still making decisions. Still capable of interest. Pleasure. Curiosity.
Contribution. Love.

The fact that your life continues is not an offense against the person whose life ended.
There is no betrayal in being alive.

You Can Carry Them Without Carrying the Pain in the Same Way

Perhaps the relationship eventually becomes less dominated by the death. You think about the person's life. Their
humor. Things they taught you. Ways they irritated you. Stories. Ordinary memories. Perhaps you hear yourself
saying something they always said. Cook something they taught you. Recognize their influence in a decision you
make. The relationship has not vanished. It has changed form.

You can carry what mattered without requiring the sharpest pain to remain the container. Love is larger than grief.
It existed before grief did.

You Do Not Have to Choose

This may be the deepest fear. That eventually life will ask you to choose. Them. Or the future. Memory. Or
participation. Love. Or happiness. But perhaps that is a false choice. You can miss someone and become
interested in life.

Remember and make new memories. Honor traditions and change them. Keep some things and release others.
Love someone who died and love people who are living. Wish desperately that they were here and still be glad that
you are.

There is room for both.
The Door to Life Does Not Close the Door to Love

There may come a day when you notice that life has become larger. Not because the person became less
important. Not because the loss disappeared. There are simply more things in the room now. People. Work. Plans.
Interests. Ordinary responsibilities. Pleasure. Questions. Possibilities. A future.

Perhaps you once worried that every step toward that future was a step away from the person you loved. It isn't.
You are not walking away from them. You are walking forward with a life that includes
having loved them.

The relationship belongs to your history. Its influence belongs to you. Its love may remain part of you for the rest
of your life. You do not have to stand beside the moment of loss forever in order to remain faithful to what came
before it. You can turn toward what is here. Not because they mattered less.
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Because you are still here.
And there is no betrayal in being alive.

CONTINUE THE SERIES

Next: You Don't Have to Let Go of Love

If moving toward life does not require leaving someone behind, what does
happen to the relationship? Next, we'll look at the difference between
releasing what remains painful or unfinished and believing that grief
recovery requires letting go of the person - or the love - you still carry.
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