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RELATIONSHIP LOSS

CHAPTER 2

The Loss Other People May Not
Understand

Your loss does not become real when other people finally understand it.

Some losses announce themselves. Someone dies. A marriage ends. A person moves out. There is a funeral. A
legal document. A change everyone can see. People understand that something happened.
Other losses are quieter. A friendship changes. A sibling stops calling. Someone you trusted betrays you. A
relationship gradually becomes distant. A person is still physically present but no longer emotionally available. A
relationship continues, but something fundamental inside it has changed. There may be no event to point to. No
ceremony. No announcement. Sometimes you are not even sure what to call what happened.
You only know:

This relationship is not what it was.
And that can be a loss too.

Not Every Difficult Relationship Experience Is Grief
Sometimes you are angry. Disappointed. Confused. Embarrassed. Fed up. Sometimes someone behaved badly
and you need a conversation, a boundary, or perhaps simply a little distance.
We do not need to turn every unpleasant human interaction into a grief experience. But sometimes something
more significant has changed. Trust is gone. A relationship you believed would continue has ended. Someone no
longer occupies the place in your life they once did. A future you assumed you shared is no longer available.
Something you relied upon in the relationship has disappeared. That is when the language of loss may begin to fit.
Not as a diagnosis. As recognition.

Friendship Loss Can Be Enormous
We don't always give friendship the relational status it deserves. A close friend may have known you for decades.
She may know your history. Your family. Your children. Your terrible first job. The thing that happened when you
were twenty-seven. The version of you that existed before your current life. Perhaps she is the person you call
first.
The person who knows what you mean when you say:
“You know how she is.”
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Then something happens. A betrayal. A conflict. A gradual withdrawal. A change neither of you knows how to
repair. And suddenly someone who occupied enormous emotional space in your life is gone. There is usually no
formal recognition of that loss.
People may say:
“You'll make other friends.”
Perhaps. But another friendship does not make this friendship meaningless.

Some Relationships End Without Ending
This can be especially confusing. The person is technically still in your life. You see them at family gatherings.
Exchange birthday messages. Talk occasionally. Remain connected online. Perhaps you even live in the same
house. From the outside, the relationship still exists. But you know something is gone. Trust. Intimacy. Safety.
Reciprocity. The ability to tell the truth. The expectation that this person will be there when you need them.
Sometimes we grieve not because the person disappeared, but because the relationship we had with them did.
That can be difficult to explain to anyone who sees only that the person is still there.

Betrayal Can Create a Loss Nobody Else Can See
Perhaps someone did something that changed how you understand them. You learned something. Caught them
lying. Discovered what they had been saying. Realized something you believed about the relationship was not
shared by the other person. The relationship may not even end. But something has happened. You may find
yourself looking backward.

Was that real? Did she mean what I thought she meant? How long has this been
happening? What else don't I know?

You are trying to reconcile the person you believed you knew with information you have now. That confusion is
not necessarily an overreaction.
Sometimes you are adjusting to the loss of an understanding that once made the relationship feel coherent.

Estrangement Creates Its Own Kind of Invisible Loss
When someone is alive but no longer in your life, other people may struggle to understand the grief. They may
immediately move toward solutions.
“Just call.” “Give it time.” “Someone has to be the bigger person.” “Families fight.”
Or they may assume that if the estrangement continues, you must want it that way. But a relationship can be
unavailable even when one person desperately wishes it were different. And sometimes contact itself is not
healthy or safe. The person remains alive. The relationship remains absent.
Both realities have to be carried.

Some Losses Are Difficult to Explain Because the Relationship Was
Complicated
Perhaps you are grieving someone you were also relieved to leave. Someone you loved who repeatedly hurt you. A
parent who was never the parent you needed. A sibling with whom you had years of conflict. A former partner you
would never take back. A friend whose behavior finally made the friendship impossible.
Other people may think:

If the relationship was that difficult, why are you upset that it's over?
Because difficult relationships can matter. You can grieve what happened. What did not happen. What you hoped
might eventually happen. Who you thought the person was. Who you wanted to be together.
And sometimes the painful ending of a difficult relationship includes grief for the realization:

It really isn't going to become what I kept hoping it could be.

Relief Can Make the Loss Even Harder to Explain
Perhaps you are relieved. You no longer have to manage the conflict. Wait for the call. Monitor someone's mood.
Wonder what they will do next. Try one more time. Relief can make you question your own grief.
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If I miss her, why am I relieved?
Because human relationships are capable of producing more than one truth. You may miss the person and be
relieved the relationship ended. Love them and not want them back. Grieve the relationship and recognize that
continuing it would have cost too much. Relief does not prove the loss was insignificant.
Sometimes it tells us how difficult the relationship had become.

People Often Rank Losses
At least he didn't die. At least you can still see your child. It was only a friendship. You weren't married. You hadn't
known each other that long. You can always find someone else. Other people may intend these statements as
perspective. But grief does not become easier simply because someone can imagine something worse. Pain is not
a tournament. You do not need to establish that your loss outranks someone else's before you are allowed to
acknowledge it.
Different losses are different.
They do not need to be made equivalent in order to be taken seriously.

You May Minimize the Loss Yourself
Sometimes nobody else has to dismiss it. You do it first.

This is ridiculous. Why am I so upset? We're both adults. It was just a friendship. I should
be over this.

Perhaps your reaction surprises you. That can be useful information.
Instead of asking:

Why am I making such a big deal about this?
you might ask:

What did this relationship actually hold in my life?
Companionship? Identity? Trust? Shared history? Belonging? A sense of family? A future expectation? Someone
who witnessed an important part of your life?
Understanding what was present may help you understand why its loss matters.

Recognition Is Not the Same as Catastrophizing
Acknowledging a loss does not require making it larger than it is. You do not need to decide that the friendship
ending ruined your life. That you will never trust again. That every good memory was false. That no one else will
ever understand you. Recognition can be quieter than that.

This mattered. Something changed. It hurts.
Those statements may be enough.
Sometimes accurate naming makes an experience less overwhelming because you no longer have to keep
wondering why you are reacting to it.

Other People May Never Understand
This can be disappointing. Someone may continue believing you are overreacting. Another person may think you
should reconcile. Someone may take the other person's side. Someone else may not understand why the
relationship mattered so much in the first place.
You can explain. But there may come a point when explaining becomes another way of staying entangled with the
loss. You do not need unanimous agreement before your experience becomes legitimate.

Your loss does not become real when other people finally understand it.
It was real because something meaningful to you changed.

You Can Be Selective About Who Gets the Story
Not everyone needs the full explanation. Some people have earned access to complicated stories. Others have
not.
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You may have one person who can hear:
“I miss her, and I also know I cannot be in that friendship anymore.”
without immediately telling you what to do.
That person is valuable. Someone who can tolerate complexity without trying to solve it. Someone who does not
require a villain and a hero.
Someone who can simply say:
“That sounds painful.”
Sometimes being witnessed accurately is enough.

You Can Learn to Witness Your Own Experience Too
Eventually, something important may happen. You stop presenting the case. You stop assembling evidence. Stop
rehearsing the explanation that will finally make everyone understand. You know what happened. Not every
detail. Not every motive. Not everything the other person thinks. But enough.
This relationship mattered to me. Something significant changed. I experienced a loss. And I am allowed to
respond to what actually happened.
There is a particular kind of steadiness in no longer requiring the jury to return a verdict.

The Loss Can Be Real Without Becoming the Center
This matters too. Recognizing grief does not mean building an identity around it. You can honor the friendship
without spending the next decade analyzing why it ended. Acknowledge betrayal without allowing betrayal to
determine every future relationship. Grieve estrangement without making every morning begin with the person
who is absent. Recognition is not an invitation to move into the loss permanently.
It is often the beginning of being able to move through it.

You Do Not Need a Ceremony for Something to Have Ended
Perhaps no one brought flowers. There was no funeral. No announcement. No document. No socially recognized
period when people knew to treat you gently. Perhaps nobody except you even noticed the day the relationship
became something different.
It still happened. And perhaps you can begin by giving yourself what the outside world did not provide:
Recognition. Not drama. Not judgment. Not a verdict about who was right. Simply recognition.

Something mattered. Something changed. And I am allowed to acknowledge what I
lost.

You do not need everyone else to call it grief. You do not even have to use that word if it doesn't fit. But you are
allowed to tell the truth about the place the relationship occupied in your life.
Because once you can recognize what was lost, you can begin asking a different question:

What, exactly, am I still carrying from it?

CONTINUE THE SERIES

Next: Grieving the Relationship You
Actually Had
Once we recognize that a relationship mattered, another temptation can
appear: simplifying it. Perhaps we remember only what was wonderful - or
only what went wrong. Next, we'll make room for the relationship as it
actually was: love and disappointment, tenderness and anger, gratitude
and betrayal, what happened and what you kept hoping might happen.
Because recovery does not require a better story. It requires an honest one.



