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ALUMNI REFLECTIONS

The Relationship Was More Than the
Ending

Endings have enormous narrative power. A death. A divorce. An estrangement. A
betrayal. A final argument. A long illness. A phone call. A decision. Sometimes an

ending becomes so emotionally significant that it begins reaching backward.
Everything that happened before it starts being interpreted through what

happened at the end. Perhaps a marriage that ended badly begins to feel as
though it was always bad. A friendship that ended in betrayal begins to feel

entirely false. A difficult death begins overshadowing decades of ordinary life. An
estrangement becomes the defining fact of a family relationship. The ending

matters. Sometimes enormously. But there may come a time when you can look
at the relationship again and recognize:

The ending was part of the relationship.

It was not the entire relationship.

Endings Can Become Very Loud
Perhaps the final months were terrible. Someone was ill. There was conflict. You were caregiving.
Everyone was exhausted. Or perhaps something happened suddenly. A betrayal was discovered.
Someone left. Someone stopped speaking to you. Someone died unexpectedly. The emotional intensity
of the ending can make everything else seem quieter by comparison. But volume is not the same as
importance. The loudest part of a relationship is not necessarily the most representative part.

Sometimes the Ending Becomes the Explanation for Everything
This can happen especially when something is discovered near the end. A secret. A lie. A betrayal.
Information you did not have before. Suddenly you begin reviewing the entire relationship.

Was that true? Did they mean that? What about that trip? What about that conversation?
Was any of it what I thought it was?
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Those questions may be understandable. Some may never have answers. But perhaps eventually you
can allow the ending to provide new information without requiring it to become the explanation for
every moment that preceded it.

Something Can Have Been Real Even If It Did Not Last
This can be difficult after a relationship ends painfully. Perhaps you loved someone. Were happy. Built
something together. Shared years. Laughed. Raised children. Worked. Traveled. Sat on the porch. Argued
about things that now seem wonderfully unimportant.

Then the relationship ended. The ending does not necessarily prove those earlier experiences were false.
Something does not have to last forever in order to have been real while it was happening.

A Betrayal Does Not Automatically Make Every Earlier Moment a Lie
It may change how you understand some of them. Perhaps substantially. There may be things you can no
longer interpret as you once did. But there may also be experiences whose reality does not depend
entirely on what the other person was thinking.

You were there too.

You loved. You hoped. You participated. You experienced joy. You believed something. Your experience
does not become imaginary because someone else later behaved in a way you did not expect.

You May Never Know Exactly Which Parts Were True for Them
This can be one of the most difficult realities. Perhaps you cannot know. You can ask. Investigate. Replay.
Compare. But another person's interior life is never fully available to you.

Sometimes the desire to determine whether every earlier moment was authentic becomes another
unsolvable problem. Perhaps eventually you can say:

I know what was true for me.

That may not answer every question. But it gives you somewhere reliable to stand.

Death Can Become the Meaning of a Life Too
Perhaps someone died after a long illness. The illness consumed years. Appointments. Treatments.
Caregiving. Fear. Hospital rooms. Eventually the story of the person can begin sounding like the story of
the disease.

But there was a person before the diagnosis. Someone who had opinions. Made terrible jokes. Cooked
something everyone liked. Had friends. Worked. Annoyed you. Loved things. Had peculiar habits.

Perhaps remembering the whole relationship allows illness and death to return to their proper size.
Important. Perhaps enormous. But not everything.

A Difficult Death Does Not Need to Become the Meaning of the
Relationship
Perhaps the final days were traumatic. You wish something had happened differently. You were not
there. You were there and wish you had not seen something. There were medical decisions. Family
conflict. Words said under enormous strain. Those memories may deserve attention.
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But the final days do not automatically deserve more authority than the years that came before them. A
life cannot always be fairly summarized by its last chapter. Neither can a relationship.

Estrangement Can Rewrite the Family History
When someone has not spoken to you for years, it can become difficult to remember that there was once
another relationship. Perhaps you were close. Perhaps never especially close. Maybe you shared
childhood. Holidays. Private jokes. Family crises. Ordinary phone calls. Then something changed. The
estrangement is real. So was what came before it. You do not have to decide which version cancels the
other.

You May Have Been More Than One Thing to Each Other
Perhaps someone was:

A loving mother and a difficult person to please. A wonderful friend and unreliable during crisis. A spouse
who supported your career and later betrayed you. A sibling who protected you in childhood and
became impossible in adulthood. A father who failed you in important ways and taught you things you
still value. Human relationships resist tidy summaries.

Sometimes grief becomes easier to carry when we stop requiring the relationship to become emotionally
consistent.

You Do Not Need to Make the Good Cancel the Harm
This matters. Looking at the whole relationship is not an invitation to minimize what happened.

But there were good times.

That sentence has sometimes been used to keep people inside harmful relationships or to dismiss
legitimate anger afterward. That is not what we are doing. The existence of love does not make harm
acceptable. The existence of good memories does not erase betrayal. The fact that someone once cared
for you does not excuse what they later did.

The whole relationship includes the harm too.

And the Harm Does Not Necessarily Need to Cancel Everything Good
Perhaps this is harder to admit. Especially when you have needed clarity about what happened.
Sometimes recognizing what was harmful required you to stop romanticizing the relationship. That may
have been necessary. But perhaps eventually you can remember something good without immediately
adding a disclaimer. You laughed. You loved something about them. They helped you once. There were
years you would not describe as miserable. You do not have to defend those memories. They happened
too.

You May Be Afraid That Remembering the Good Will Pull You
Backward
Perhaps the person is still living. The relationship is over for good reason. You have boundaries now.
Remembering tenderness can feel dangerous.

What if this means I should contact them?
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It doesn't. A memory is not an instruction. You can remember someone warmly without reopening a
relationship. You can acknowledge love without changing a boundary. You can miss someone and still
know that contact would not be good for you.

You May Be Afraid That Remembering the Difficult Parts Is Disloyal
This happens particularly after death. People begin speaking about the person in polished sentences.
Wonderful mother. Devoted husband. Beloved friend. Perhaps you loved them. And perhaps they could
also be astonishingly difficult. You do not have to edit the relationship into something suitable for a
memorial program.

Love does not require historical dishonesty.

The person was human. So were you. The relationship is allowed to be true.

Ordinary Life Belongs to the Relationship Too
Perhaps this is what endings most easily obscure. Most relationships are not composed primarily of
dramatic scenes. They are built from repetition. Coffee. Phone calls. Errands. Meals. Driving somewhere.
Watching television. Working in the yard. Holidays that went well enough. Holidays that absolutely did
not. The same story told again. A particular chair. A phrase everyone knew they would say. The
relationship happened there too. Sometimes the ordinary pieces are what we eventually miss most.

You May Remember Something That Has Nothing to Do With the
Ending
A smell. A song. A recipe. A ridiculous story. Something they always wore. A place you went together.
Perhaps for a moment you remember the person without remembering how the relationship ended.
That is allowed. You have not forgotten what happened. You simply remembered something else.

The Timeline Can Help Restore Proportion
Perhaps this is one reason returning to the relationship timeline can be so useful. It asks you to look
across the relationship. Not only at the ending. There may be: Beginnings. Transitions. Ordinary years.
Wonderful periods. Difficult periods. Things you appreciated. Things you wish had been different.
Moments you barely remembered until you saw where they belonged. The timeline does not require a
verdict. It gives the relationship back its dimensions.

You May Discover That the Ending Was Not the Only Unfinished Part
Perhaps you assumed your grief was entirely about how the relationship ended. Then you look across
the history. Something else appears. A conversation twenty years earlier. Something you never thanked
them for. A recurring disappointment. A period when you felt especially close. Something you wish you
had apologized for. A hope that was never fulfilled. The ending may have been loud enough to conceal
quieter unfinished things.

You May Also Discover That Something You Thought Was Unfinished
No Longer Is
This can happen too. You revisit something you once carried heavily.

And realize:
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That doesn't have the same hold on me anymore.

Good. You do not need to resurrect it because it appears on the timeline. The purpose is not to
accumulate material. It is to notice honestly what is here now.

You Do Not Need to Decide Whether the Relationship Was Worth It
This question can become another courtroom.

Were the good years worth the ending? Was the marriage worth the divorce? Was loving someone worth
losing them? Would you do it again? Perhaps you know. Perhaps you don't. Perhaps the question is
impossible because the person answering it now knows how the story ends.

You are not required to issue a final ruling. The relationship happened. It mattered. That may be enough.

You Do Not Have to Rewrite the Entire Story
Perhaps new understanding has changed some things. Let it. But there is no requirement to produce a
perfectly coherent revised narrative in which every event now makes sense. Some parts may remain
contradictory. Some questions unanswered. Some memories uncertain. Human relationships are not
always solvable. They can still be grieved.

The Ending Is Allowed to Matter Enormously
We do not need to diminish it. Perhaps it changed your life. Perhaps the death divided time into before
and after. Perhaps the betrayal altered how you understood decades. Perhaps the estrangement
changed your family. Perhaps the divorce affected everything from finances to friendships to where you
lived. You can give the ending its full weight.

Full weight does not require total weight.

There were other things too.

Perhaps You Can Let the Relationship Become Larger Than Its
Ending
Not prettier. Not redeemed. Not transformed into a lesson. Larger. Large enough to contain: What you
loved. What you did not. What you received. What you needed and did not receive. What you gave. What
you regret. What made you laugh. What hurt. Who you were then. Who they were. What changed. And
how it ended. Nothing has to cancel anything else.

The Relationship Was More Than the Ending
Perhaps you can eventually say:

This happened between us. The ending happened too.

Both belong to the history. You do not need to return to mythology. You do not need to turn a
complicated person into a saint because they died. You do not need to turn someone into a villain
because the relationship ended badly. And you do not need to soften genuine harm in order to preserve
good memories.

Perhaps you can allow the relationship to become what it actually was:



ALUMNI REFLECTIONS THE BRIGHTER PATH

THE BRIGHTER PATH CHAPTER 5  |  PAGE 6

Complicated. Ordinary. Consequential. Imperfect. Sometimes beautiful. Perhaps sometimes terrible.
Human. The ending gets to remain part of the story. It may always be one of its most important parts.

But the ending does not have to explain everything that came before it.

And perhaps returning to the whole relationship gives you something an ending alone cannot provide:

Not a better story. Not a happier one. A truer one.

CONTINUE THE SERIES

Next: The Things You Remember
Differently Now
Memory is not a permanent recording. As you live, some moments become
more significant, others lose their emotional charge, and experiences you
once understood one way may look different from where you stand today.

Next, we'll look at what it means to let memory change without believing
you are rewriting history - and how you can honor what you remember now
without requiring it to become the final version of the relationship.




