ALUMNI REFLECTIONS

Why a Different Relationship May
Need Different Attention

Perhaps you have already completed grief recovery work around an important
relationship. You chose someone. Created the relationship timeline. Looked at
what you wished had been different, better, or more. Recognized things you
wanted to acknowledge. Wrote the letter. Completed something that had
remained emotionally unfinished. And perhaps the experience affected other
relationships too. You began seeing patterns. Remembered people. Understood
something about your family differently. Recognized losses you had never called
losses.

That can create an understandable question:
Didn't I already do this?

Yes. You did. But you did not complete grief recovery work around relationships in general. You
completed it around a particular relationship. And relationships are not interchangeable.

Every Relationship Has Its Own History

Think about the people who have mattered in your life. A mother. Father. Spouse. Sibling. Child. Friend.
Grandparent. Colleague. Teacher. Partner. Each relationship contains a different history. Different
beginnings. Different expectations. Different disappointments. Different moments of tenderness.
Different conflicts. Different things you wish you had said. Different things you wish you had heard.

Working on one relationship can teach you a process. It cannot contain every other relationship you have
lived.
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The Loss May Look Similar While the Relationship Was Completely
Different

Perhaps two people died. From the outside, the losses appear similar. You lost your mother. Years later,
you lost your father. Two parental deaths. But perhaps one relationship was warm and uncomplicated.
The other was difficult. Perhaps one parent understood you. The other rarely did. Perhaps you cared for
one through a long iliness and lived hundreds of miles from the other. The category of loss may be the
same.
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The relationship is not.

Even Two Loving Relationships Can Leave Different Things
Unfinished

Unfinished does not always mean conflict. Perhaps you had a wonderful relationship with your
grandmother. There may still be things you wish had been more. More time. More conversations. More
questions. You wish she had known your children. You wish you had understood how little time
remained. Another loving relationship may carry entirely different wishes. There does not need to have
been something wrong with the relationship for something about its ending to remain unfinished.

A Difficult Relationship May Need a Different Kind of Honesty

Perhaps your first grief recovery work centered on someone you loved easily. Another relationship may
contain anger. Disappointment. Betrayal. Fear. Relief. Love mixed with resentment. Things you have
rarely said aloud because the relationship is supposed to be remembered differently. A parent is
supposed to be honored. A sibling is supposed to remain family. A former spouse is supposed to be
either villain or lost love, depending on who is telling the story. But the actual relationship may resist
those simple categories. Different relationships may require different truths.

You May Have Been a Different Person in Each Relationship

This matters too. You were someone's daughter. Someone else's spouse. Someone's mother. Someone's
friend. Someone's employee. Someone's caregiver. Someone's student. Different relationships called
forward different parts of you. Perhaps you were confident in one. Careful in another. Funny.
Responsible. Dependent. Protective. Quiet. Needed. Overlooked. Known. You may not only be grieving
the person.

You may be grieving who you were with them.

Some Relationships Contain Roles That Disappear With Them

Perhaps you were the caregiver. The older sister. The person your father called when something broke.
The friend who always knew the whole story. The one who organized the holidays. When the relationship
changes or ends, the role may disappear too. That can create a loss that would not have existed in
another relationship. The person mattered. And so did the place you occupied with them.
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One Relationship May Have Shaped Your Identity More Than Another

Some relationships become woven deeply into how we understand ourselves. Someone knew you from
childhood. Someone witnessed an important period of your life. Someone depended on you. Someone
believed in you. Someone repeatedly told you who you were - and perhaps you believed them. When that
relationship ends, you may find yourself asking questions that did not arise with another loss. Who am |
without this relationship?

N

That deserves its own attention.

Different Relationships Carry Different Expectations

We do not expect the same things from everyone. Perhaps you expected your mother to protect you.
Your spouse to be faithful. Your friend to keep confidence. Your sibling to remain connected. Your
business partner to honor an agreement. Your adult child to remain in your life. When those
expectations are disappointed, the grief is partly shaped by what the relationship meant to you. The
same behavior can carry very different emotional weight depending on who did it.

You May Have Things You Wish You Had Said to One Person but Not
Another

Perhaps you told your father you loved him constantly. There is no unfinishedness there. But perhaps
you never told your sister how much something she did hurt you. Or never thanked a teacher. Never
apologized to a friend. Never told someone how important they were.

Never said:
That was not okay.

Every relationship contains its own unsaid sentences.

You May Have Things You Wish They Had Said

This can be just as important. Perhaps you waited for: I'm proud of you. I'm sorry. | believe you. |
understand. Thank you. | was wrong. You mattered to me. Maybe the person died without saying it.
Maybe they are alive and still will not say it. The unfinishedness may not be about what you failed to
express. It may involve what you spent years hoping to receive.

You May Never Receive It

This is where returning to grief recovery work can become important. Because sometimes we remain
emotionally oriented toward a conversation that cannot happen. The person died. The relationship
ended. Contact is unsafe or inappropriate. The person refuses. Or perhaps experience has shown that
another conversation will simply produce another version of the same conversation. Completion does
not require you to keep pursuing the person.

What remains unfinished within you can receive attention even when the relationship
itself cannot receive another conversation.
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Another Relationship May Become Visible Only After the First

Sometimes completing one relationship changes what you can see. Not because the first process was
incomplete. Because your attention was occupied. Perhaps one loss was so immediate that another
remained in the background. You worked on the death of your spouse. Later you realized how much
unfinished grief you carry around your father. You worked on a divorce. Later a friendship loss begins
making more sense. You worked on your mother's death. Then you recognize how much caregiving
changed your relationship with your sister. One relationship can illuminate another without becoming
responsible for it.

You May Recognize a Pattern

Perhaps several relationships contain something similar. You were always the responsible one. The
peacemaker. The person who did not ask for much. The one who kept everyone connected. Seeing that
pattern can be useful. But be careful not to flatten every relationship into evidence for the pattern. Your
mother was still your mother. Your spouse was still your spouse. Your friend was still your friend.
Patterns matter.

So do particulars.

You Do Not Need to Turn Your Entire History Into a Project

Once you know how to look at relationships this way, the temptation may appear. Well. Apparently we
need to process everybody. We do not. There is no requirement to create a waiting room full of former
relationships patiently holding numbered tickets. Some relationships feel complete enough. Some
memories hurt because they matter, not because they require work. Some people belong peacefully in
your history. You do not need to excavate them.

How Do You Know Whether Another Relationship Deserves Attention?
Perhaps not by asking:

Was this relationship important enough?
Instead, you might notice:

Does something about this relationship continue feeling unfinished? Are there things | repeatedly wish

had been different, better, or more? Are there things | still need to acknowledge? Does the relationship
continue occupying emotional attention in a way | would like to understand? Do | keep having the same
imaginary conversation?

There is no score. No qualifying threshold. Only curiosity.

Sometimes a Seemingly Small Relationship Carries Surprising
Weight

Perhaps it was not a parent or spouse. It was a friend. A coworker. A mentor. Someone you knew for only
a few years. Perhaps other people barely remember the relationship. But something about it mattered.
Length does not determine significance. Neither does title.

Some people occupy enormous places in our lives without fitting into the categories other people
recognize as important.
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A Friendship May Need Its Own Attention

Friendship loss is often minimized. Especially when nobody died. People drift apart. Someone moves. A
conflict happens. One person stops calling. A friendship changes after divorce, retirement, iliness, or
another life transition. There may be no ceremony. No formal ending. No socially recognized period of
grief. And yet you may have lost someone who knew a particular version of you that nobody else did.
That relationship counts.

A Relationship With Someone Still Living May Need Attention

This is important too. Grief is not limited to death. Perhaps someone is alive but no longer part of your
life. Or the relationship exists but has changed substantially. You may be grieving what the relationship
was. What you hoped it would become. What it could not provide. What happened. Working on the
relationship does not necessarily mean ending it. Nor does it mean reconciling it. It means giving
attention to what remains emotionally unfinished for you.

You May Choose the Same Person Again

Perhaps years later you return to the same relationship. That does not automatically mean the first work
failed. Life happened. You changed. New information appeared. Something else occurred in the
relationship. Or you now understand something differently. You do not need to manufacture new
unfinishedness. But neither do you need to forbid yourself from noticing it because you already
completed a letter once.

Familiar Tools Can Produce Different Work

The timeline is familiar. The recovery components are familiar. The letter is familiar.
But you are not standing in the same place.

Perhaps the first time, learning the process required some of your attention. Now the structure is known.
You may notice different things. That is not repetition for repetition's sake. It is using a familiar process
with a different relationship - or from a different place in your own life.

You Do Not Need to Compare the Experience With the First Time

Perhaps the first course was powerful. You cried. Something shifted dramatically. You felt immediate
relief. Now you expect the next relationship to produce the same experience. Maybe it won't. Perhaps
this one is quieter. More complicated. Less emotional. More surprising. You do not need to recreate your
first grief recovery experience in order for another one to matter.

There Is No Best Relationship to Work On

You do not need to identify the most traumatic. Most important. Most painful. Most unfinished. You are
not choosing the winner of your personal grief competition. Perhaps one relationship simply comes to
mind. That may be enough to become curious about it.

You Already Know More About the Process

This time you may enter differently. You know that honesty does not require cruelty. That love and anger
can coexist. That relief does not cancel grief. That another person does not need to participate. That
completion does not require reconciliation. That remembering someone does not mean the work failed.

And perhaps most importantly:
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You know where the process is going.

Not toward forgetting the relationship.

Toward becoming less burdened by what remains unfinished around it.

Why a Different Relationship May Need Different
Attention

Because people are not interchangeable. Neither are relationships. Each has its own history. Its own
expectations. Its own roles. Its own language. Its own tenderness. Its own disappointments. Its own
unfinished sentences. You completed grief recovery work around one relationship. That work can remain
complete. And another relationship may still deserve attention. Not because you failed to grieve correctly
the first time. Not because grief recovery has become a permanent assignment.

Simply because:

This was another person. This was another relationship. And something different
happened here.

You already know the process. Perhaps now there is another relationship you would like to understand
more fully. You can bring what you learned. Bring who you are now. Look honestly at this relationship.
Give attention to what belongs there. And when the work is complete enough, return again to the larger
purpose:

participating in the life that is here.

Next: What You Notice Now That You
Couldn't See Then

Time does not automatically provide wisdom, but living gives us
information we did not have before. Next, we'll look at what happens when
you revisit a relationship with years of additional experience - and why
seeing something now does not mean you should have been capable of
seeing it then.
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