ALUMNI REFLECTIONS

What You Notice Now That You
Couldn't See Then

Time changes the view. Not always because time itself heals something. Not
because distance automatically produces wisdom. But because while time was
passing, **you were living**. You had experiences you had not yet had. Learned
things you did not yet know. Encountered other relationships. Became older.
Perhaps became a parent. Lost someone else. Ended a relationship. Began
another. Learned something about your family. Learned something about
yourself. And then you look back at a relationship you thought you understood
and suddenly see something differently.

Oh.

Perhaps you recognize something loving that you did not appreciate then. Something painful you had
minimized. A pattern. A sacrifice. A misunderstanding. Something you wish you had asked. Something
you now understand about the other person. Something you now understand about yourself. And
almost immediately, another thought may arrive:

How did I not see that?

Perhaps because you couldn’'t see then from where you are standing now.

Your Earlier Self Had a Different View

Imagine looking at a landscape from two different places. Nothing about the landscape needs to change
for the view to change. You were standing somewhere else then. Inside the relationship. At a particular
age. With particular responsibilities. With the information available to you. Perhaps trying to get through
an ordinary Tuesday rather than conducting a comprehensive analysis of the relationship. Now you are
standing somewhere else. Of course you can see different things.
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You May Understand Your Parents Differently

This happens frequently as people age. Perhaps you reach the age your mother was when something
happened. Suddenly you understand something you could not understand as her child. How young she
was. How tired. How frightened. How much responsibility she carried. Perhaps you recognize sacrifices
you never noticed. Or limitations you once interpreted differently. Sometimes this creates tenderness.
Sometimes it creates the opposite.

You may realize:
I am her age now, and I understand even less why she did that.

New perspective does not always produce forgiveness. Sometimes it produces clarity.

Understanding More Does Not Require Excusing More

This distinction matters. Perhaps you now understand why someone behaved as they did. Their
childhood. Fear. lliness. Financial circumstances. Family expectations. Limited emotional skills.
Understanding context may soften something. Or it may not.

You are allowed to understand:
why
without changing your judgment about:

what happened.

Context can make a relationship more comprehensible without making every behavior acceptable.

You May Notice Love You Couldn't Recognize Then

Perhaps someone loved you in ways you did not understand at the time. They showed up. Fixed things.
Called. Cooked. Worked. Remembered something small. Sat quietly nearby. Maybe they were not good
with words.

Perhaps you once thought:
Why couldn’t you just say it?

And now you recognize some of what they were saying without words. You may wish you had
understood then. But perhaps the ability to recognize that form of love came partly from living long
enough to learn its language.

You May Also Notice Harm You Couldn't Name

The reverse can happen. Something always felt uncomfortable. Confusing. Unfair. But you did not have
language for it. Perhaps nobody around you named it either. Years later, you encounter a concept. A
different relationship. A conversation. Suddenly something becomes clear.

That's what was happening.

Finding language later does not mean you secretly possessed the understanding earlier and failed to use
it. Sometimes the vocabulary itself had not yet arrived.
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You May Realize Something Was Not Normal

Families are particularly good at establishing their own definitions of normal. Perhaps everyone behaved
a certain way. Nobody questioned it. You assumed other families worked similarly. Years later, you
encounter something different. A friend responds differently. A partner treats you differently. You watch
another family interact. And something clicks.

Oh.

Perhaps what you accepted as ordinary was simply familiar. That can change how you understand an
earlier relationship.

You May Notice What Someone Was Carrying

Perhaps you knew your father worked hard. Now you understand what it meant to support a household.
You knew your mother cared for everyone. Now you understand the invisible coordination involved. You
knew a friend was going through something difficult. Now you have lived through something similar.
Suddenly a memory changes. Not because the event changed. Because you now understand something
about its weight. That realization may bring gratitude. And perhaps grief that you could not tell them:

I understand now.

You May Notice What You Were Carrying

This can be just as important. Perhaps you look back and think:

Why didn't I handle that better?

Then you remember the rest of the life surrounding it. You were working. Raising children. Caregiving.
Grieving. Financially strained. Exhausted. Trying to manage another difficult relationship. Perhaps you
were young. Perhaps you were frightened. Maybe you simply did not have the emotional capacity you
have now. The relationship did not occur in isolation. Neither did your behavior inside it.

Your Current Self Has Resources Your Earlier Self Did Not

You have vocabulary. Experience. Perspective. Perhaps financial independence. Boundaries. Knowledge
about relationships. More confidence. Different people around you. A better understanding of grief.

You may now be able to say:
I would handle that very differently.

Good. That is useful information about who you are now. It is not automatically evidence against who you
were then.

Be Careful About Sending Today's File Folder Backward

Your current self arrives at the past carrying quite a collection. Everything that happened afterward.
Everything you learned. Every book. Every conversation. Every later relationship. Every consequence.
Every revelation.

Then she hands the file to your earlier self and asks:

How could you possibly not have known?
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Because she did not have the file.

You are evaluating her with resources she acquired partly by living through what she
had not yet lived through.

That is not a fair examination.

You May See Choices You Wish You Had Made Differently

Perhaps you would have:

Asked another question. Said no. Said yes. Left. Stayed longer. Called. Apologized. Set a boundary. Paid
more attention. Spent more time. Taken the photograph. Asked for the recipe. You can wish you had
done those things. Regret does not need to be eliminated. But regret becomes more honest when it
includes the conditions under which the original decision was made.

Perhaps You Did the Best You Could - and Could Have Done Better

These ideas are often treated as opposites. They aren't necessarily. Perhaps you genuinely did the best

you could with the awareness and capacity you had. And perhaps, knowing what you know now, you can
see ways you wish you had behaved differently. Both can be true. Compassion does not require declaring
your earlier self flawless. It simply refuses to require her to have been someone she had not yet become.

You May See the Other Person More Completely Too

Memory can flatten people. The wonderful mother. The difficult father. The selfish spouse. The loyal
friend. The estranged sibling. But perhaps years later you begin noticing contradictions. Someone could
be generous and difficult. Loving and unreliable. Funny and cruel. Protective in one situation and absent
in another. Human beings rarely remain tidy once we look closely. Perhaps revisiting the relationship
allows the person to become more human again. Not better. Not worse. More complete.

You May Notice That One Event Has Been Explaining Too Much

Perhaps the relationship ended badly. The final year was terrible. The betrayal was enormous. The death
was difficult. Over time, that ending may have begun coloring everything that came before it. Now
perhaps another memory appears. Something funny. Tender. Ordinary. Real.

You do not need to erase the ending.

But the ending is part of the relationship. It does not automatically become the meaning of the
entire relationship.

Or You May Realize You Romanticized the Past

Memory can soften edges too. Perhaps you miss someone and begin remembering primarily what was
good. That is human. Then another memory surfaces.

Oh, yes. That happened too.

You do not need to destroy the good memories to make room for the difficult ones. The relationship is
allowed to remain complicated.
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Something You Barely Noticed Then May Matter Now

A sentence. A gesture. A habit. The way someone always called on Sunday. A question they asked. The
fact that they showed up. Something you dismissed as ordinary while it was happening may become
precious later. Ordinary things often reveal their significance only after they stop happening. You could
not necessarily have known.

You May Finally Understand Something They Told You
Perhaps someone said something years ago that made little sense. Now it does. You wish you could call
them.

I finally understand what you meant.

There can be grief in arriving at understanding after the conversation is no longer possible. Perhaps that
belongs in the work too.

You May Have Questions You Didn't Know to Ask
This happens especially after death.

You want to know:

What was your childhood really like? Why did you make that decision? What happened between you and
your sister? Were you happy? What did you want before you had us? What were you afraid of?

Perhaps at twenty-five you could not imagine wanting those answers. At sixty-five, they seem enormously
important. You did not fail to conduct the interview. You had not yet become the person who would ask
those questions.

You May Wish You Had Listened Differently

Perhaps they told the same story repeatedly. You barely listened. You knew how it ended. Now you
would give quite a lot to hear it one more time. That can hurt. But perhaps you can resist turning that
tenderness into an accusation against yourself. We rarely know which ordinary moments will later
become sacred. If we did, ordinary life would be almost impossible to live.

You May Discover That Something You Thought Was About You
Wasn't

Perhaps someone was distant. Critical. Unavailable. Preoccupied. You interpreted it personally. Years
later, you learn something about what was happening in their life. Maybe their behavior makes more

sense. That can release something. Or perhaps you discover that it really was about you. New
information can move in either direction. The point is not to produce the most comforting interpretation.

The point is to allow the relationship to become more accurate.
You May Discover That Something You Thought Was Your
Responsibility Wasn't

Perhaps you spent years believing:

I should have fixed that. I should have made them happier. I should have prevented the
conflict. I should have known what they needed.
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Now you understand the limits of what one person can do inside a relationship. That realization may be
enormously relieving. It may also bring grief for the years you carried responsibility that never belonged
entirely to you.

New Understanding Does Not Require a New Verdict

This may be one of the most useful freedoms. You notice something new. You do not immediately need
to decide: Was the relationship good or bad? Was the person good or bad? Was | right or wrong? Have |
forgiven enough? Was the relationship worth it?

Perhaps you can simply say:
I see this differently now.

That may be enough.

What You Notice Now May Belong in the Work

Perhaps something repeatedly returns. A memory. A realization. A wish. Something you now appreciate.
Something you now resent. Something you finally understand. Something you wish you could say. That
may be worth giving attention. Not because you need to reopen the entire relationship. Because there is
something here now that was not available to you then.

You Are Not Correcting the First Version of Your Grief

This matters in alumni work. You are not returning because you grieved incorrectly. You are not
producing the revised edition. You are bringing your current understanding to a relationship that
continues to belong to your history. Perhaps the earlier work was exactly what you could do then.

This is what you can see now.

Time Did Not Give You a Better Past

Nothing changed back there. What happened happened. The conversations occurred. The choices were
made. The person lived. Perhaps the person died. The relationship ended or changed. You cannot revise
any of that. But perhaps time gave you another vantage point. And from here, something looks
different.

What You Notice Now That You Couldn't See Then

Perhaps you see:

Love you did not recognize. Harm you could not name. Context you did not understand. Responsibilities
that were never yours. Things you wish you had said. Things you finally understand. Ways you wish you
had behaved differently. Ways you were doing much better than you realized. A person who was more
complicated than the version you have been carrying. You do not need to turn any of this into an
indictment of your earlier self.

Perhaps you can say:

I know something now that I did not know then.
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That is not failure. That is what happens when a human being continues living. You were there then with
the information, capacity, experience, language, and options you had. You are here now with more. Both

versions belong to you.

And perhaps the gift of returning to familiar grief work is not the opportunity to correct the woman you
were.

It is the opportunity to let the woman you are now say what she can finally see.

Next: When an Old Loss Begins Feeling
Different

Sometimes nothing new has happened to the original relationship, and yet
the grief changes. A new loss, a birthday, retirement, becoming a parent or
grandparent, reaching a particular age, or an ordinary change in life can
make an old loss feel unexpectedly close.

Next, we'll look at why an old loss can feel different without meaning you
have gone backward - and how the life you are living now can change the
way you experience what happened then.

THE BRIGHTER PATH





