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RELATIONSHIP LOSS

CHAPTER 7

When the Loss Changes Other
Relationships Too

Who is actually in relationship with me?

You may think you are losing one relationship. Then other things begin to move. Friends become distant. Family
gatherings change. Someone stops inviting you. Someone else suddenly calls more often. People ask questions.
Take sides. Refuse to take sides. Offer opinions. Carry information between people. Perhaps someone you
expected to remain close disappears. Perhaps someone you barely knew becomes unexpectedly important.
The relationship that ended was connected to other relationships. When it changes, the surrounding landscape
may change too. Sometimes that becomes another part of the grief.

Relationships Live Inside Other Relationships
We tend to think of relationships as pairs. You and your spouse. You and your friend. You and your child. You and
your sibling.
But relationships rarely exist alone. There are mutual friends. Extended family. Neighbors. Coworkers. Children.
Grandchildren. Social groups. Traditions. Places you regularly went together. Perhaps an entire community.
One relationship may have been the bridge connecting you to several others. When the bridge disappears, you
may discover that some of those connections were less independent than you thought.

Sometimes People Choose Sides
This happens after divorce. Friendship ruptures. Family estrangement. Betrayal. People align themselves.
Sometimes openly. Sometimes quietly. Perhaps someone believes the other person's account. Perhaps they knew
them first. Perhaps maintaining that relationship matters more to them. Perhaps they simply feel more
comfortable there.
It hurts.
Especially when you thought the relationship with you existed independently. You may find yourself grieving not
only the person you expected to lose, but people you never imagined losing with them.

Sometimes People Become Switzerland
They tell you:
“I don't want to take sides.”
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Perhaps they genuinely mean it. And sometimes neutrality is appropriate. Not every disagreement requires
everyone else to join a team. But neutrality can become more complicated when something significant has
happened.
A person may say they are remaining neutral while continuing invitations, holidays, conversations, and ordinary
friendship with one person while becoming increasingly distant from the other. They may not think they chose.
But relationships are made of behavior, not declarations.
Sometimes what people call neutrality has consequences that are not neutral at all. You are allowed to notice that
without demanding that everyone choose you.

You May Feel Pressure to Make Things Easier for Everyone Else
Don't make the children uncomfortable. Don't mention what happened. Don't make people choose. Be cordial.
Come to the gathering. Don't come to the gathering. Forgive. Move on. Keep the peace.
Other people may desperately want the relational system to return to normal. Unfortunately, normal may have
depended upon you tolerating something you no longer can. You are not required to maintain everyone else's
comfort by pretending nothing important changed. That does not mean creating unnecessary conflict.
It means recognizing that peace and the appearance of peace are not always the same thing.

People May Want a Simpler Story
Complicated relationship endings make people uncomfortable.
They would like to know:
Who was right? Who was wrong? Who left? Who caused it? Who should apologize? When will this be over?
Reality may not cooperate. Perhaps there was harm. Perhaps responsibility was unequal. Perhaps both people
made mistakes. Perhaps something is known only to the people involved. Perhaps you still don't understand
everything yourself.
You do not owe everyone a simplified version of your relationship so they can feel oriented around it.

Some People Will Offer Solutions
They mean well.
Usually.
“Have you tried calling?” “You should forgive.” “You need to start dating.” “Maybe you two just need to sit down
together.” “Life is too short.” “You'll make new friends.” “You need closure.” “Just focus on the good memories.”
Solutions can be especially exhausting when what you actually needed was recognition. Sometimes there is
nothing for the person listening to solve. The relationship changed. You are living with the consequences.
A person who can sit with that reality without immediately reaching for the repair kit may become very precious.

Some People Cannot Tolerate Your Changed Relationship With the
Person
Perhaps you have accepted something they have not. You no longer want reconciliation. You have stopped waiting
for an apology. You have decided contact is not healthy. You no longer want to discuss the person every time you
meet. Or perhaps you still love someone others think you should hate. Your relationship to the loss belongs to
you.
Other people may have opinions. But they do not get to determine what completion should look like.

Family Systems May Try to Put You Back in Your Old Place
This becomes especially visible after family rupture. You stop mediating. Stop organizing every holiday. Stop
calling everyone. Stop absorbing someone's anger. Stop being the reliable one. Stop keeping a difficult
relationship functioning.
And suddenly other people become uncomfortable. Not necessarily because your decision is wrong. Sometimes
because the system was organized around your old behavior.
When one person changes, everyone else has to adjust. They may prefer that you change back. You do not have to
resume a role merely because other people found your performance of it convenient.
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Sometimes Divorce Changes Friendships You Thought Were Yours
Couples often build social lives together. Then the marriage ends and the friendship map becomes strangely
complicated.
Who invites whom? Who knew whom first? Can everyone still attend the same dinner? Will someone feel disloyal?
Some friendships survive beautifully. Others quietly migrate toward one former spouse. Some disappear because
people simply do not know what to do.
The secondary loss can be painful precisely because you did not know it was at risk. You thought you were losing a
marriage. You did not realize you might also lose Thursday dinner.

Death Changes Relationships Too
After someone dies, family relationships may reorganize. The person who kept everyone connected is gone.
Siblings who rarely communicated directly now have to. Friends who were attentive during the first months
gradually return to their lives. Some people avoid you because they do not know what to say. Others become
closer.
Perhaps you discover that a relationship you thought belonged to you actually traveled through the person who
died. Death can reveal the architecture of a family or social system just as surely as divorce or estrangement can.

Estrangement Can Spread
One estranged relationship can affect several others. Family members may feel forced to choose. Grandchildren
may become inaccessible. Siblings may withdraw. People may become afraid that speaking to you will be
interpreted as disloyalty to someone else. Information travels through the family. Stories develop. You may find
yourself excluded from relationships you never chose to end.
That is another loss.
And it deserves to be recognized separately from the original estrangement.

Friendship Loss Can Divide a Community Too
This receives even less attention. Two close friends separate. Suddenly mutual friends feel awkward. The book
club feels different. Someone stops attending. Invitations become complicated. People begin carefully avoiding
certain subjects. Perhaps you discover that some people understood themselves primarily as her friend rather
than yours. A friendship can create a social world.
Its ending can dismantle parts of that world. Again, no funeral. No announcement. Just fewer chairs around the
table.

Sometimes the Loss Reveals a Relationship
This is painful. Someone you believed was your friend disappears when things become difficult. A family member
believes something about you without asking. Someone shares private information. A person you trusted turns
out to have been primarily connected to you because of the relationship that ended.
You may think:

So that wasn't what I thought it was either.
That realization can create another layer of grief. But it also gives you information. Sometimes divorce does not
destroy a friendship. Estrangement does not destroy a family relationship.
Death does not destroy a connection. A crisis may simply reveal how much relationship was actually there.

And Sometimes People Surprise You Beautifully
This deserves equal attention. Someone stays. No drama. No grand declaration. They call. Remember. Invite you.
Listen. They do not require you to explain yourself every time. They do not use your pain as entertainment. They
do not carry information between camps. They allow the relationship to develop independently of the one you
lost.
Perhaps someone you thought was merely an acquaintance becomes a friend. Perhaps a distant relative becomes
important. Perhaps an old friendship deepens.
Loss reveals things.
Not all of them are bad.
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Some New Relationships May Feel Like Substitutes
This can be surprisingly difficult. Someone begins occupying a place that resembles the place another person once
held. A new friend. A mentor. A neighbor. Another motherly figure. Someone who becomes like family. Perhaps
part of you resists.

I already had that person.
Or:

If I let this relationship matter, am I replacing them?
No. Human relationships are not positions on an organizational chart. There is not one authorized opening for
“important friend,” “person who feels like family,” or “someone who understands me.” A new relationship does not
retroactively remove the old one.
It becomes another relationship.

You May Have Been Replaced Too
This is another painful reality. A former spouse has a new partner. An estranged child becomes close to someone
who seems to occupy a maternal role. A former friend develops the friendship with someone else that you
thought the two of you had. You see photographs. Hear stories. Notice traditions continuing without you. It can
feel as though someone simply inserted another person into your place.
That hurts.
But the existence of another relationship does not erase the one you had.

You are not made nonexistent because someone formed a relationship after - or apart
from - you.

Your history remains your history. Their present relationship does not get to rewrite it.

Not Every Relationship Is Safe or Reciprocal
Loss can make us hungry for connection. That can sometimes tempt us to preserve relationships simply because
we cannot bear another ending. But being in relationship is not automatically better than being without one. A
relationship may be one-sided. Unsafe. Chronically disrespectful. Dependent upon you becoming smaller.
Available only when you perform a particular role.
You are allowed to notice that.
Grief does not obligate you to keep every remaining relationship simply because you have already lost enough.

You Are Allowed to Reconsider Relationships
This does not mean conducting a dramatic purge. You do not need to emerge from loss with a clipboard and
announce that everyone is under review. But you can pay attention.
Who listens? Who respects your boundaries? Who seems interested in knowing you rather than managing you?
Who can tolerate complexity? Who celebrates your growth? Who requires you to remain in your old role? Who
disappears unless you do all the work?
Sometimes relationship loss changes your standards because you understand relationships differently now. That
is not necessarily bitterness. It may be learning.

Ask a Different Question
After loss, we can spend enormous energy asking:

Who agrees with me?
Perhaps a more useful question is:

Who is actually in relationship with me?
Not:
Who thinks I'm right? Who dislikes the other person? Who validates every decision?
But:
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Who participates? Who shows up? Who tells me the truth? Who listens? Who allows me to tell the truth? Who
respects a no? Who can disagree without withdrawing love? Who permits the relationship to be reciprocal?
Agreement and relationship are not the same thing.
That distinction matters.

You Do Not Need Everyone to Come With You
This may be one of the quieter losses of recovery. As you change, some relationships may not. Someone may
prefer the version of you who always accommodated. Always explained. Always drove. Always mediated. Always
came back. You may love them. And still discover that the relationship cannot travel with you in the same form.
That is sad.
It does not necessarily mean anyone is terrible. Sometimes people grow in different directions. Sometimes reality
reveals an incompatibility that affection cannot solve. Not every relationship is meant to survive every change
unchanged.

There Are People Here
After an important relationship ends, attention naturally goes toward the person who is missing. But gradually
another question becomes possible.
Who is here?
The friend who called. The neighbor who notices. The sister who stayed. The colleague who became unexpectedly
important. The person you have not known long but with whom something genuine is developing.
And you.
You are here too. The relational landscape changed. Perhaps painfully. But it is not necessarily empty.

Let Relationships Reveal Themselves
You do not need to decide immediately who belongs in the rest of your life. Watch. Listen. Participate. Notice.
Relationships reveal themselves through time and behavior.
Some people will leave. Some will remain. Some will become more important. Some relationships will need
different boundaries. Some will surprise you.
The goal is not to construct a perfect circle of people who never disappoint you. It is to become increasingly able to
recognize relationships as they actually are. Not as you desperately need them to be. Not as someone tells you
they are. As they are.
And perhaps relationship loss can eventually leave you with something you did not expect:
A clearer understanding of relationship itself.

Who is actually in relationship with me?
That question may change more than who sits at your table. It may change what you understand a relationship to
be.

CONTINUE THE SERIES

Next: What to Do With the Questions That
Don't Have Answers
Some questions are practical. Some can be investigated. Some deserve
answers. And some remain unanswered no matter how long we ask them.
Next, we'll explore one of the hardest movements after relationship loss:
putting down a question without pretending it didn't matter - and allowing
your life to continue without requiring an answer reality may never provide.



