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			To anyone who has ever tried to find closure with another human: those who were successful, those who were not, and those who accepted when it was time to walk away. In the pages of this book, it is my hope to provide you with guidance, encouragement, and some comfort for the road ahead.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			“If I could just get some closure…”

			Have you heard someone say these words lately? Or maybe even said them yourself? I suspect so. That’s probably why you picked up this book.

			Well, me too. In my more than twenty years as a mental health professional, this is one of the sentences I’ve heard most often. Whether my clients are in therapy to deal with grief, the loss of a job, the end of a relationship, family dysfunction, a devastating medical diagnosis, or a whole host of other problems, they often raise the same question: How do I find closure?

			When you think of closure, what comes to mind? Perhaps it’s the end of a romantic relationship. After a breakup, it’s only human to want to have a few final words, to express how you feel, to try to understand what happened, to end things “once and for all” (or to see if the relationship still has a chance). Or perhaps it’s the death of a loved one. When someone dies, no matter how healthy or unhealthy your relationship with them was, there will almost certainly be things left unsaid that can now never be expressed, or other loose ends that can never be tied up. Of course we wish we could find closure, even if—especially if—it’s impossible.

			Here is the basic truth about closure, as I have experienced it in my own life and in the lives of my clients: Sometimes we find the closure we want. Sometimes we have to walk away. Walking away from the closure you thought you needed and realize you can’t have can be an act of empowerment! That’s the power of closure: it makes an impact on you when you find it and when you don’t.

			That is why I wrote this book. After many accumulated years of conversations around this topic, I realized it’s something nearly everyone becomes fixated on at some point yet few people truly understand. In these pages, I’ll explain what closure really is, why we want it, how to get it, and what to do when we can’t get it. (Spoiler alert: More often than not, we don’t get it.)

			I suspect you didn’t pick up my book because you were looking for an easy summer read. You probably chose it because you’re struggling to achieve closure somewhere in your life. If so, I have a lot of compassion for you, and I am deeply honored that you picked up my book. It is my desire, my goal, that after reading the chapters ahead, you’ll come away with something of personal value: a thought, an example, some insight that you can apply to your own life and, as a result, confidently seek the closure you need—or, on the other hand, recognize that it’s time to walk away. Life doesn’t always give us what we want, but if we’re open to learning the lesson, life frequently gives us what we need.

			My conversations around closure have been both heartwarming and heartbreaking, accompanied by emotions like sadness, frustration, anger, and fear, but also relief, happiness, sheer joy, and hope. I hope that in the pages ahead, you will find a combination of practical advice and support that will help you to navigate closure—or the lack thereof—in your own life. Knowing that you might benefit from reading my words is the realization of a lifelong dream. Maybe someday you’ll let me know. Maybe it will give me closure of my own.

		

	
		
			Part I

			Closure Defined

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			What Closure Is

			When you work in the mental health field, like I do, you find yourself having certain conversations over and over. Each of my therapy clients is an individual with their own life experiences, perspectives, and goals, but certain topics have a way of emerging and reemerging. One of these topics is closure. And while each of my clients is unique, sometimes the same words come out of their mouths.

			“If I could just get some closure…”

			“He really owes me closure on this.”

			“Why is she running away from giving me closure?”

			And all too often: “I demand closure!”

			But what is closure, and why do we always seem to want it so badly? Despite how often we talk about it, it can be surprisingly hard to define.

			In a literal sense, the word closure indicates something drawing to a close, such as the end of a romantic relationship, the end of a professional relationship, or most heartbreaking of all, the end of a life. But closure is more complex than that. In fact, sometimes closure is not about an end at all, but rather about bringing some kind of a resolution to an issue that seems to come up all the time.

			How do you know if you’re suffering from lack of closure? Here are some of the signs. You might find yourself…

			
					
					Reaching out to someone to request a conversation about what happened between the two of you.

				

					
					Rehearsing what you want to say to someone to make them understand how you’re feeling. (And having lots of uncomfortable feelings as you rehearse how you think they’ll respond—or how you want them to respond.)

				

					
					Holding a vision of what your relationship with someone will look like after you have the “big talk.”

				

					
					Fantasizing about how someone might feel when you “get back” at them for what they did to you.

				

			

			Or you might find yourself wanting to…

			
					
					Return to where you think the relationship needs to be, with each of you giving and receiving in an equitable manner.

				

					
					Finally get what you deserve that the other person has been consciously or unconsciously withholding.

				

					
					Have a burden of guilt lifted when the other person finally forgives you and lets you off the hook for something you did to them—or conversely, you might want them to ask you for your forgiveness (which you may or may not grant).

				

					
					Receive acknowledgment and respect for what you contribute.

				

			

			If any of the statements on these lists struck a chord with you, then you may be feeling the need for closure.

			Examples of Wanting Closure

			Sometimes the best way to define something is to give examples, so here are a few composite examples of clients in my practice who talked with me about their own reasons for wanting closure.

			Allie and her boyfriend broke up after being together for over two years. Things had been getting rocky between them for the last couple of months—she’s still not sure why. The breakup itself happened suddenly, during an argument that led to them both deciding to walk away from the relationship. Allie and her now ex have texted a few times since that night, just checking on each other. She has asked him to get together and talk about what happened, but he refuses to do so. “I have to have some kind of closure,” she says. “Why won’t he give that to me?” Allie feels emotional pain and the desire for forgiveness, plus some real anger…

			Tommy was recently laid off from his job of five years. He and his boss didn’t always see eye to eye, and his boss jumped on him more than once when he wasn’t happy with Tommy’s performance. But overall, Tommy thought they were getting along fine. Then Tommy was called into HR and given his layoff notice. His boss wasn’t in the office that day, so Tommy packed up his belongings and left. He has repeatedly emailed his boss to ask if they can talk about what happened, and his boss hasn’t responded. “He at least owes me some answers as to what happened with my job,” Tommy says. “Can’t I get some closure?” Tommy feels frustration, fear of the future, and a sense of gross unfairness…

			Amanda is living with a chronic condition and has been working with the same physician for years. When Amanda says she loves her doctor, she means it. They have been through some rough times together. Amanda has especially appreciated being able to open up to her doctor and tell her what’s on her mind. Last week, Amanda received a letter informing her that her physician had left the practice and providing her with the name of the doctor her case has been transferred to. Amanda is devastated. “I’m embarrassed to admit this,” she tells me, “but I thought she would say goodbye and tell me how to stay in touch. It wouldn’t have made her leaving any less sad, but at least I would have had closure.” Amanda feels sadness and disappointment, along with the potential problems of adjusting to a new provider…

			I have many other stories to tell about closure, some from the lives of my clients and some from my own life. Some of these stories end well, some don’t, but all illustrate our fundamental need for closure.

			Big life events—breakups, job loss, death—are most likely to press that psychological button that seeks closure. But I also want to note that our innate need for closure is so strong that it comes up in every part of our lives, even in relatively insignificant situations.

			Here are a few examples.

			You’re in a rush, and you dive into a drugstore to pick up a prescription. You wait your turn, pay for your purchase, and dash out the door. Suddenly you realize that you didn’t take the time to respond to the pharmacy tech who smiled and thanked you. You worry you came off as rude. You think about how the next time you’re in that particular pharmacy, you hope you encounter the same pharmacy tech so you can be extra polite. You even consider going back in to apologize for being in such a rush. What you’re looking for is closure.

			Or say you’re in a meeting with a group of coworkers, discussing a project. As you describe an issue you’re trying to solve, another coworker cuts you off midsentence and offers a solution identical to the one you were just outlining. You don’t say anything, because in the grand scheme of things it’s not a huge deal, but you’re left with a feeling of being wronged. Should you have confronted this person in the meeting? Talked to them later? Gone to your boss? What you do know is that you just can’t let go of this without somehow closing the loop. All those questions mean you want closure.

			Toward a Definition of Closure

			As I’ve said, it’s hard to pin down a precise definition of closure, but I’ll do my best. As I see it, closure is an emotional state defined by a sense of finality and clarity. It means you feel little to no lingering ambiguity about a situation. Your questions have largely been answered, even if you don’t necessarily like all the answers. When you don’t have closure about a situation, you think about it often, even obsessively, trying to figure out why things happened the way they did or imagining how things might have gone if you had acted differently. When you do have closure, you may or may not be happy with how a situation turned out, but you understand it relatively well, and you no longer feel compelled to spend a huge amount of time and mental energy on it; you can move on and focus on other things.

			The most satisfying and sought-after forms of closure often involve honest communication between people and peaceful resolution of conflict, resulting in an outcome you are overall happy with. But that’s not the only form of closure that exists. Closure can be sad or painful. It can leave you regretting—but hopefully understanding—the actions of the other person (or your own actions). You may not always like the answers to your questions, but if they are answered satisfactorily and you feel able to put the past behind you, congratulations, that’s closure.

			Let’s say someone you had been dating for a couple of years recently broke up with you. And let’s say you were totally shocked, not having seen this coming. Things seemed fine to you, when all of a sudden: bam! You’d probably want some kind of closure, right?

			Here’s one way that might happen: You and your ex meet up. You talk about what each of you brought to the relationship, in ways that both contributed to and detracted from your success as a couple. You both feel like you learn a lot about yourselves from this discussion—what you do well in relationships and what you need to work on, as well as what you should be seeking in a future partner. After you talk, you hug and walk away, maybe tearful, maybe smiling, maybe feeling some regret that things didn’t go better in the relationship, but now with clarity on why they didn’t.

			I think of this as a prime example of the closure we would all like to experience when a relationship ends. Hollywood couldn’t have scripted it any better. When I have a client in this situation and we’re discussing closure, this kind of scenario is what they’re most hoping for. And while it may not be super common, it does happen—or at least some version of it does.

			But here is an alternate scenario: Your ex arrives at your meeting place visibly agitated. Before you can speak, they launch into a verbal attack, blaming you for everything that went wrong in your relationship and telling you what an awful person they think you are. You can’t get a word in edgewise. Finally, you get up from the table and walk away, leaving your ex sitting alone with their anger.

			You probably feel sad, angry, and frustrated at not having a chance to tell your own side of the story, but maybe this unpleasant experience did answer some questions for you. If you were wondering whether the relationship had another chance, you can now be sure that it doesn’t. Or maybe you come to the realization that your ex was not a reasonable or kind person, and that you’re better off without them. These may not be the Hollywood endings we all want, but if they bring you to a place of understanding and let you move on with your life, they can be their own form of closure.

			Closure comes in many different forms, and one of the keys to gaining closure, as I will discuss in future chapters, is opening your mind to the possibility that not getting closure in the form that you expected doesn’t necessarily mean you don’t have it. The closure we want, need, or think we deserve doesn’t always happen the way we hoped, but even less-than-ideal closure can resolve our ambiguities and leave us feeling liberated.

			The Human Need for Closure

			What’s closure got to do with it? For my clients, the answer to this question is often: Everything! Or at least their mental health, their happiness, and their self-esteem, to name just a few of the things they believe are at stake for them. Our desire for closure comes from a need to express our feelings, to fully understand why an event occurred, to find a way forward. We may seek closure for other reasons as well: to forgive or be forgiven, to clarify things after a misunderstanding, to heal our own feelings.

			Why is our need for closure so strong? Human beings are hardwired to avoid uncertainty. We fight it. We deny it. We run from it. And as a result, we suffer. We have a natural discomfort with loose ends, unspoken words, unshared feelings, obligations we fear we haven’t fulfilled. Humans want to know. We don’t like to be left hanging, not knowing why an event occurred, not knowing why another person chose to behave as they did. And depending on our own level of defensiveness, we also want to know what we ourselves may have done to contribute to the situation.

			This very human desire to know can lead us to find the understanding we seek. But it can also lead to obsession, causing us to place ourselves in disempowering situations that lead nowhere. And in the absence of real information, our minds are all too willing to step in and create stories for us that can lead to more pain and suffering.

			When we imagine getting closure, it seems so simple. Two adults sit down and work things out. Describe their individual perspectives. Listen and understand. Come to an agreement of some kind in terms of how to move on, with or without each other. But as we know, humans are pretty complicated. Sorting out emotions and egos is not easy work, as any therapist will tell you. It requires being able to express how you feel, to give words to thoughts and feelings. It requires being able to listen without being defensive. It requires some give-and-take. In my experience, when you seek closure from another person, you’re asking them to be open, to be vulnerable, to be willing to step up to the plate and have an honest discussion with you. That can be a lot to ask for when you and the other person are both trapped in your own humanity, with all its gifts, flaws, and contradictions.

			Closing Thought: 
My Own Story about Closure

			My mom always used to say, “If I had a nickel every time somebody said…” I often feel that way about the word closure. As a therapist, I’m sure I’m not unique in that regard. But I have to say that closure has been a recurring theme in my own life, and I often wonder if I attract clients who are also trying to figure out how to deal with it. As I began writing this book, my heart was heavy with my most recent struggle with closure. Here is my story (or one of them, at least).

			My close friend David owns property in the country where he grew up, and on a friend’s recommendation, he hired a friendly and motivated young man named Victor to help with maintenance work. Both David and I thought Victor had a lot of potential. David decided to mentor him and began providing regular financial support for basic expenses, tuition for education, and other assistance to him and his family. I also befriended Victor, and I helped out occasionally with a bit of money, as well as a new computer.

			But after a couple of years, David made some greatly disappointing discoveries. He learned that Victor had not been using the money he’d accepted in the manner he said he was, and that he had invented stories to make sure the financial support continued. David had given Victor a significant amount of money and was now injured both emotionally and financially. It was painful for me to see how deeply betrayed he felt.

			After everything fell apart and David ended his relationship with Victor, I was visiting this country again. Victor, whom I hadn’t spoken with since this all happened, asked if we could have dinner together. I decided to go because, yes, I wanted some kind of closure. Unfortunately, I didn’t get it. Throughout the meal, Victor told me about things going on in his life that I knew were not at all the truth. I felt somewhat betrayed, but more than that, I was worried about him, the decisions he was making, and where his life was going.

			Victor continued to text me after I returned to the US, and I hesitated to respond because I felt like I needed to take David’s side. But David left it up to me, so after a few days I briefly responded with a few words: I hope you are okay. Soon after this, Victor blocked me.

			After I lost contact with Victor, my desire for closure gradually grew, and in my mind, I conjured up a very specific image of how I thought it should happen. I wanted Victor to own up to his lies and apologize to me. I wanted to accept his apology. I told myself that this would be a growth opportunity for him, but yes, I knew my own ego was also involved. (Our egos are always involved.) I wanted to be in touch with him—and to help him as needed, if I could do that in a way that would not leave my friend David feeling further betrayed.

			Two years passed. During that time, I had no idea what Victor was doing with his life, how he was living, if he was okay or not.

			One day, David called me at work. I could hear that he was crying as he spoke. He told me that Victor had died of cancer, which we’d had no idea he had. I thought back to the frequent illnesses that he seemed to have, the help that he periodically needed in paying hospital bills. I thought about the last time I saw him and how emaciated he’d felt when I hugged him goodbye. Answers to previously unanswered questions clicked into place. I realized that he had probably been sick the whole time we had known him but had never told us of his illness. What demons had this young man been walking with, including possibly the specter of his own death? Why didn’t he tell us? Why, why, why? Things could have gone so differently. We could have helped in the ways he and his family needed the most. I demanded answers. My rational mind told me getting answers was not going to be possible, but I demanded them anyway!

			For a few days, I found myself sitting in my office and crying between clients. I told everyone that the red eyes were the result of allergies. And as I sat with my tears, I again thought about closure. I fantasized about flying with David to his country, bringing food to Victor and his family, making sure he was receiving good care. I envisioned sitting by Victor’s bed, telling him that he was appreciated and forgiven and loved, asking his forgiveness for not trying harder to stay in touch. Most of all, I wanted to hug him.

			I wanted closure. I wanted a second chance to get this closure. Really bang-up, fantastic closure that would leave us all feeling like the end of a Hallmark movie.

			Yet again, closure eluded me.

			I felt sadness for myself and for my friend David and for this young man Victor. I felt sadness for all the other times in my life when I’ve needed closure that I couldn’t get. I felt sadness for my clients who are struggling to live their lives without the closure they need to move on. I was reminded of the many, many times when clients sat on my couch and talked about their own lack of closure. Breakups. Divorces. Layoffs. Relocations. Medical diagnoses. Deaths. Clients who wept into their hands as they described wanting to know! Needing to know! Deserving to know! And yet…not knowing.

			It is only human to want closure. Seeking closure can lead to resolution and growth, or it can lead to frustration and more pain. But even the pain of not finding closure can lead to personal growth in the end. Seeking closure has been a painful but also rewarding process in my own life and in the lives of my clients. For you too? I invite you to join me on the closure journey.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			What Closure Is Not

			One way to better understand what closure is, is to look at what it is not. If closure is a state of finality, clarity, and peace, then the opposite of closure might be defined as something like disturbance, distraction, or unhealthy, obsessive rumination. But once again, it’s more complicated than that, because when we seek closure, we generally have an outcome in mind. And whether the actual outcome is ultimately positive or negative, it’s often very different from what we expected.

			So for this chapter, let’s focus on three things that are commonly mistaken for closure but which are not, in fact, closure: Closure is not revenge. Closure is not control. And, though they’re related, closure is not acceptance.

			Closure Is Not Revenge

			When was the last time the idea of getting revenge crossed your mind? Last month? Last week? About an hour ago? If you answered yes to any of these questions, let me assure you that you are normal. Actually, if you said you’d never felt the urge for revenge, I would be surprised. When we feel we have been wronged or intentionally harmed in some way, we want to “get back at” the person responsible (or the person we perceive as being responsible), in a way that causes them to also feel pain.

			That’s human nature. But it’s not closure.

			A question to ask yourself if you’re contemplating finding closure: Do I want to gain healthy closure with this person, or do I just want to make them hurt the same way I hurt? Revenge is frequently a motivator for closure at some level. It may not be all-out, in-your-face revenge that leaves the other person a whimpering pile of emotions. But the need for just a drop or two of revenge—making someone feel sad or guilty, for example—may find its way into your plans for closure.

			Take James and Anna. They had what they thought was a pretty amazing relationship. They were both in their early thirties, settled in their careers, and attractive, with many friends. Calling them a perfect couple didn’t seem like an overstatement. Until it was.

			After they’d been living together for a few years, Anna’s company, a startup, finally reached critical mass and became successful. Anna had a leadership role in the company, so the demands on her increased exponentially, as did her work hours. This was Anna’s opportunity to make a big splash in her field, and she seized it. She left their apartment early each morning and returned late at night. Once a week or so, she ended up catching a few hours of sleep on the couch in her office and continued working through the next day and evening.

			Anna’s long hours at work included lengthy meetings with the CEO of the company, Jonathan. James had met him a few times at company events, and while Jonathan seemed like an affable guy, James decided he didn’t trust him once Anna’s hours away from home increased. He observed Jonathan and Anna together at a party, and he didn’t appreciate the way Jonathan put his hand on Anna’s shoulder while they talked.

			One evening, as James sat alone at home watching TV, ruminating about Anna’s long work hours and how he felt left behind, he decided to wait up for Anna. When she arrived, around midnight, James was primed. He told her he didn’t trust Jonathan and he didn’t like the extended hours she was working. He gave her an ultimatum: leave the job or leave the relationship.

			Anna was shocked that James would accuse her of being unfaithful. She was hurt and angry that he would attempt to control her life and rob her of a great career opportunity. She told him how she felt. She also told him that she didn’t see how they could go on as a couple if he distrusted her so much. James angrily agreed that if she couldn’t see his side of things, then she needed to leave. She packed a bag and moved into a hotel that night. A few days later, she came to the apartment while James was at work and removed the rest of her belongings.

			James was all over the place emotionally after what he was finally able to admit to himself was their breakup. He’d misjudged how Anna would react. He had thought that she would apologize for abandoning him. He’d assumed she would want to sit down and work things out. And yes, he’d predicted that she valued their relationship more than her job and might even quit the next day. But that wasn’t how things went.

			After she moved out, he and Anna had only brief conversations, mainly to tie up loose ends about owed money and forwarding addresses. He texted her a few times and received only short responses: Yes, I am okay. Hope you are too. He felt like he deserved some closure after the time they’d spent together, the home they’d built, the plans they’d made. So he asked if they could get together. He told her he thought it was important to talk about what had happened. He wanted her to know how he was feeling now that he was less overwhelmed by emotions. It would be good for both of them to have closure, he said.

			James gave this conversation a lot of thought. In fact, he started rehearsing it. He would speak from the heart, he told himself. He and Anna had never really talked things through. That’s what his friends and family recommended: Talk things out. Come to an understanding. Hug and wish each other great success.

			But in James’s mind, “talking things out” was about teaching Anna a lesson. He decided he would tell Anna how neglectful she was of their relationship, and how he would never believe she and Jonathan weren’t having an affair. He would also inform her that the sex was never that good and that he never felt as happy as he needed to feel in their relationship. Didn’t he deserve to have her know this? he asked himself. Of course. And wouldn’t it be beneficial for her to know? Of course. And shouldn’t Anna feel some of the hurt that he felt? Of course. That might finally give him the closure he needed.

			Revenge is sweet…until it isn’t. I’ve been in this business for a long time, and I can say with confidence that I have never heard anyone who took revenge on another person say that they were satisfied afterward. In the moment, it might work masterfully: the other person is damaged, humiliated, devastated. But afterward, do you feel peaceful and clear? More likely, you feel ashamed, embarrassed, and empty. Revenge is a temporary victory that all too often ends up feeling like a defeat. When revenge is masquerading as closure, it only leads to the need for more closure, to fix the damage done to yourself and the other person, as well as the need to ask for forgiveness.

			That’s what happened to James. When he delivered his speech, the satisfaction he received was only temporary. It lasted until Anna began to cry. Seeing how he hurt someone who had meant so much to him left James longing for more closure. Now he wanted to apologize, to let Anna know that he didn’t really feel that way about her. Not at all. He wanted to tell her that he was just angry and wanted to get back at her for how she had disappointed him.

			But after that, Anna cut off all communication with him. James’s need for closure remained just as intense as it had been leading up to that conversation, and he’s going to have to sit with it for a heck of a long time.

			If you’re not sure whether you’re looking for closure or revenge, take a step back, identify your emotions, and think about your reasons for wanting closure, as well as the potential consequences. Human motivation is seldom 100 percent pure, but are you trying to tie up loose ends and create mutual understanding, or are you hoping to cause pain? The first is closure. The second is not. Revenge-fueled closure is a trip to nowhere.

			Closure Is Not Control

			I can’t tell you how often someone asks me how they can make someone do something. “How do I make him give me credit for being a smart and competent person?” “How do I make her acknowledge all the things I do for her?” “How do I make this person understand how much I care about them?” “How can I make this person explain to me why they behaved that way?” And they launch into a story about trying to change someone’s thoughts, feelings, or behavior.

			As much as we might like to deny it, the simple truth is that we can’t control how other people think, feel, or behave. We just can’t. Accepting that fact can save us a whole lot of heartache, especially when it comes to closure.

			Most of the time when I talk with a client about closure, they have a very clear picture of what they want it to look like. Some visions are more realistic than others. They may be based on what the client thinks the other person is capable of, what they think would be best for themselves and for the other person, or what they feel they deserve. (Especially what they feel they deserve.) But the bottom line is that they have in mind a specific image of the closure they want to achieve.

			I often ask these clients to imagine various outcomes they might experience. I say to them, “Given what you know about the person you’re seeking closure from, what are the possible ways they might respond to your request?” This question is often met with some resistance. After all, it’s hard to let go of what you feel is your right to closure or what you feel is the appropriate response from the other person. Of course it is. As we know, human beings have an aversion to anything left hanging. Our minds have a way of presenting us with all kinds of scenarios to make sense of things we
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			Closing Thought: 
A Working Definition of Closure

			
			
		

	
OEBPS/images/TarcherPerigee_Logo_forCopyright.jpg
tarcher






OEBPS/images/9780593545379_title_page.jpg
THE
POWER
OF
CLOSURE

Why We Want It, How to Get It,
and When to Walk Away

Gary McClain, PhD














OEBPS/images/9780593545379_cover.jpg
[HE
POWIR

Why We

and
Want It, ancl
Get Ity to Walk
Get It,

CLOSURE

GARY McCLAIN, PiD







