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INTRO 

At 8:42 on a Thursday evening, you're sitting in a 
restaurant opposite an empty chair. There's a small candle 
on the table, two menus, and a waiter who has now asked 
three times whether you're ready to order. You were 
supposed to be celebrating something important. Someone 
close to you promised to be there, knew how much the 
evening mattered, and even suggested the restaurant. At 
8:47, your phone finally lights up. "I'm so sorry. Things got 
complicated. Can we do another night?" That's it. No phone 
call, no proper explanation, just fourteen words and a 
cheerful-looking punctuation mark that suddenly seems 
personally offensive. You stare at the message while the 
waiter approaches for a fourth time. At this point, he 
probably deserves to be included in your emotional support 
network. 

By the time you get home, you've considered at least 
seven explanations. Perhaps something genuinely urgent 
happened. Perhaps the person forgot. Perhaps they 
remembered perfectly well but decided something else was 
more interesting. By midnight, you're revisiting every 
previous disappointment, including an incident from three 
years ago involving a missed birthday call and an unusually 
suspicious excuse about a broken phone charger. At 1:30 
a.m., you're no longer deciding whether to accept an 
apology. You're wondering whether the entire relationship 
has been built on a misunderstanding about how much you 
matter. Your brain has assembled a prosecution team, 
appointed itself chief investigator, and scheduled the verdict 
before breakfast. 
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Welcome to one of the most uncomfortable questions in 
human relationships: did someone make a mistake, or have 
you finally recognized a pattern? 

It's a deceptively difficult question because both 
possibilities are real. Decent, caring people sometimes 
behave terribly. They forget commitments, misunderstand 
expectations, make selfish choices, or fail to appreciate the 
consequences of their actions. Other people repeatedly 
disappoint those around them while offering explanations 
convincing enough to make each incident look exceptional. 
A perfectly reasonable explanation for one failure can 
become considerably less reassuring when you've heard its 
cousins twelve times. The difficulty is deciding what the 
available evidence actually supports, without turning 
compassion into endless excuse-making or turning one 
painful evening into a complete assessment of someone's 
character. 

When trust is shaken, uncertainty often hurts almost as 
much as the original event. Yesterday, you thought you 
understood this person. Today, their behavior seems 
inconsistent with everything you believed. You want to know 
what it means, preferably immediately. Unfortunately, the 
people you ask may offer dramatically different answers. 
One friend insists that everyone deserves another chance. 
Another announces that you've discovered a major red flag 
and should leave without forwarding your mail. A third 
explains that something similar happened to their cousin's 
former roommate, whose eventual divorce apparently 
provides definitive evidence for your situation. They may all 
care about you. They may also be working with incomplete 
information and very different ideas about what a 
relationship should tolerate. 
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Your own judgment can become unreliable in either 
direction. If you're frightened of losing someone, you may 
explain away behavior that deserves serious attention. You 
remember their kindness, their difficult circumstances, and 
the wonderful things they've done. These memories matter, 
but they don't automatically cancel the present problem. If 
you're frightened of being hurt again, you may take an 
equally extreme approach, interpreting every uncomfortable 
detail as evidence of deliberate betrayal. The danger is not 
having feelings. Anger, sadness, embarrassment, and 
disappointment tell you that something important has been 
affected. The danger comes when you assume those 
feelings also provide complete access to another person's 
motives. 

Consider the difference between "They didn't show up 
when they promised" and "They didn't show up because 
they don't care about me." The first statement describes an 
event. The second offers an explanation. It might eventually 
prove accurate, but it isn't established simply because it fits 
the pain you're feeling. Equally, discovering that the person 
was overwhelmed at work doesn't automatically make their 
failure acceptable. An explanation can provide context 
without removing responsibility. You can understand why 
something happened and still conclude that it caused a 
problem requiring attention. This distinction becomes 
especially important when someone offers a heartfelt 
apology that explains everything except what they're going 
to do differently. 

Patterns, meanwhile, don't always involve identical 
events. One week somebody cancels an important plan. 
Another week they promise to help but leave you handling 
everything. Later, they avoid an uncomfortable conversation 
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until you've solved the problem yourself. The circumstances 
differ, yet the underlying issue may be the same: 
commitments are made easily, responsibility disappears 
when things become inconvenient, and you repeatedly 
absorb the consequences. Recognizing that possibility 
requires more than counting incidents. You'll need to 
consider their seriousness, the opportunities for the behavior 
to occur, the circumstances involved, and what the person 
does after learning that they've let you down. A single 
serious violation may justify decisive action; several minor 
misunderstandings may call for a completely different 
response. 

This book will help you make those distinctions without 
becoming a full-time detective in your own relationships. 
You'll learn to separate observable behavior from 
assumptions, identify recurring mechanisms beneath 
apparently unrelated incidents, and notice when your own 
desire for reassurance is preventing you from asking useful 
questions. You'll also explore what meaningful repair looks 
like. An apology can be sincere without being sufficient. 
Someone may genuinely regret hurting you yet remain 
unwilling to change the circumstances that caused the harm. 
Conversely, a person who struggles to express remorse 
elegantly may demonstrate considerable responsibility 
through consistent, thoughtful actions. Beautiful words have 
their place. They simply shouldn't be permitted to do the 
work of actual behavior. 

There are also practical questions that emotional certainty 
cannot answer for you. What can you reasonably ask 
someone to change? What happens when they agree but fail 
again? How do you protect your interests without trying to 
control every detail of another person's life? And what if you 
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can't simply walk away because you share responsibilities, 
work together, or have ongoing family commitments? Real 
relationships operate amid limited time, financial pressures, 
exhaustion, conflicting needs, and other people's imperfect 
cooperation. A solution that requires everyone to become 
patient, emotionally articulate, and flawlessly organized by 
Monday morning is not much of a solution. It's a fantasy with 
an extremely optimistic implementation schedule. 

None of this means you must repeatedly expose yourself 
to harm while collecting evidence. Violence, intimidation, 
coercion, and serious threats to safety are not ordinary 
relationship puzzles that require another trial period. 
Protecting yourself and seeking appropriate professional or 
emergency support can take priority over discussion or 
reconciliation. Nor does a relationship have to involve abuse 
before you're allowed to leave it. You can decide that an 
arrangement no longer works for you without proving that 
the other person is fundamentally bad. Understanding 
someone's difficulties does not obligate you to keep paying 
the emotional, practical, or financial price of their behavior. 

Perhaps the most important skill you'll develop is making 
decisions that are proportionate to what you know. 
Sometimes that means asking a direct question instead of 
conducting an imaginary cross-examination. Sometimes it 
means accepting an apology while limiting what you're 
prepared to entrust to someone. You might offer another 
opportunity under clearer conditions, recognize genuine 
improvement despite an occasional setback, or 
acknowledge that enough information is already available to 
make a difficult choice. There won't always be an answer 
that feels entirely comfortable. There can, however, be an 
answer that respects both the facts and your own needs. 
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So if you're reading this while wondering whether to 
forgive, confront, wait, or walk away, you don't need to 
become an expert in human psychology overnight. You don't 
have to decide whether another person deserves a 
permanent place in your life before you've even had 
breakfast. Start with what happened, what it cost you, and 
what would genuinely need to change. You are allowed to 
care deeply about someone while taking their behavior 
seriously. You are allowed to remain uncertain without 
surrendering your judgment. And you are allowed to make a 
decision without obtaining a unanimous verdict from 
everyone who has ever heard your side of the story. 

The next time your phone lights up with an explanation 
that doesn't quite settle your doubts, you may still feel hurt. 
You may still want answers immediately. But you won't have 
to confuse the urgency of the feeling with the urgency of the 
decision. Some situations require immediate protection. 
Others deserve a clearer look before you decide what they 
mean. 

And if the question can safely wait until morning, there's 
no special prize for settling it at 2:17 a.m., when your 
judgment is exhausted and the only person still offering 
advice is a search engine that thinks you're investigating a 
crime. 
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Chapter 1 - What Actually Happened 
Before Your Imagination Took Over? 

At 6:18 on Saturday morning, Grace discovers that she's 
apparently volunteered to accommodate her cousin for two 
weeks. She learns this from a message in the family group 
chat, where her aunt enthusiastically announces that 
everything has been arranged. "Such a relief! Thanks to 
Grace for offering her spare bedroom. Martin can move in 
on Tuesday." Beneath the announcement are three heart 
emojis, two grateful responses, and a photograph of Martin's 
enormous suitcase. Grace is still in bed, wearing an ancient 
T-shirt, and trying to remember whether she has somehow 
agreed to this arrangement during a period of temporary 
unconsciousness. 

She hasn't. At least, she doesn't remember agreeing. Her 
brother, Leo, mentioned a few days earlier that Martin was 
having trouble finding somewhere to stay while his 
apartment was being renovated. Grace sympathized. She 
may even have said that the situation sounded difficult. But 
sympathy and providing accommodation are different 
things, especially when the accommodation in question is 
your home and the proposed guest appears to own enough 
luggage to establish a small diplomatic mission. Grace 
immediately calls Leo. He doesn't answer. She sends a 
message asking why he offered her room without 
permission. While waiting, she begins revisiting several 
earlier occasions when Leo assumed she would help with 
family arrangements. Within fifteen minutes, she's 
convinced that her brother considers her time, money, and 
personal space to be communal family property. 
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Notice what has happened. Grace has received a 
message announcing an arrangement she never agreed to. 
That is a genuine problem. Someone has apparently made 
an assumption about her availability, and she now faces an 
uncomfortable conversation with relatives who believe she's 
already offered to help. Her irritation makes sense. What she 
doesn't yet know is who made that assumption, exactly what 
Leo said, or whether he actually claimed she had agreed. 
Those gaps matter because they affect whom she needs to 
speak to and what needs to change. Unfortunately, the gaps 
are also where her imagination has begun constructing an 
elaborate account of Leo's motives, complete with 
supporting evidence from the previous decade. 

When someone disappoints us, this is often the first 
difficult task: understanding what happened without 
automatically treating our first explanation as established 
fact. 

The Difference Between Evidence and a Convincing Story 

Our minds are excellent at creating coherent accounts of 
incomplete events. We connect new information with 
memories, expectations, and emotional reactions. Much of 
the time, this helps us navigate life efficiently. Without that 
ability, every ordinary interaction would require the 
investigative resources of a major crime drama. But when 
trust feels threatened, a plausible explanation can rapidly 
become the only explanation we consider. Once Grace 
decides Leo has deliberately volunteered her home, his 
unanswered phone becomes further evidence of guilt. 
Perhaps he's busy shopping. Perhaps he's asleep. Perhaps 
he's avoiding her. The unanswered call itself doesn't tell her 
which explanation is correct. 
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This doesn't mean she should distrust every conclusion 
she reaches. It means she should distinguish between what 
she witnessed, what someone reported, and what she 
inferred. Those categories carry different kinds of certainty. 
Grace directly knows that she didn't agree to host Martin. 
She has written evidence that her aunt believes an 
arrangement exists. She has the aunt's reference to Leo. 
She doesn't have Leo's account of the conversation. If she 
labels all four pieces of information as equally certain, she 
may begin accusing him of actions he hasn't performed 
while overlooking the person who actually made the 
assumption. 

The distinction becomes easier when you pay attention to 
your verbs. "He said" is different from "he implied." "She 
didn't reply" is different from "she deliberately ignored me." 
"They changed the plan" is different from "they never 
intended to include me." Sometimes the second statement 
will be supported by further evidence, including a person's 
own admission. But it shouldn't acquire the status of fact 
merely because the first statement made you angry. A 
feeling can be completely legitimate without every 
explanation attached to it being accurate. 

One useful exercise is to describe the incident as though 
you were preparing a brief account for someone who knows 
none of the people involved. Include what was said or done, 
any previous agreement, and the practical effect on you. 
Leave out claims about motives unless they have been 
explicitly established. For Grace, that might be: "My aunt 
announced in the family chat that Martin would stay in my 
spare room for two weeks. She thanked me for offering. I 
haven't offered, and I don't know what my brother told her." 
That description doesn't make the situation trivial. It 
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identifies the problem precisely enough to determine the 
next question. 

Precision matters because vague accusations are 
surprisingly difficult to resolve. Suppose you tell someone, 
"You never respect me." They might respond with twenty 
examples of occasions when they behaved respectfully. You 
could both spend the afternoon reviewing your entire 
relationship without addressing the particular incident that 
started the argument. If instead you say, "You told other 
people I had agreed to something without checking with 
me," the conversation has a recognizable subject. The 
person may disagree with your account, but at least there is 
something specific to establish. 

What You Feel Is Real, but It Isn't a Witness 

Emotional reactions are meaningful information about our 
experience. If Grace feels furious, it may be because 
personal autonomy is important to her, because family 
expectations have created problems before, or because she 
is exhausted and cannot imagine two weeks with a guest. 
Those are all legitimate considerations. But anger doesn't tell 
her exactly what Leo said to their aunt. Similarly, 
embarrassment doesn't prove someone intended to 
humiliate you, and disappointment doesn't establish that the 
person who let you down never cared about you. 

This distinction can sound unsympathetic when you're 
already hurting. Nobody particularly enjoys hearing that their 
interpretation might be incomplete while someone else is 
behaving badly. Yet taking your feelings seriously doesn't 
require treating them as supernatural access to another 
person's mind. You can say, "I'm angry because this 
announcement put pressure on me," without adding, "And 
therefore Leo deliberately planned to take advantage of me." 
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The first statement deserves attention regardless of whether 
the second is eventually proven. 

The intensity of a reaction can also reflect the 
significance of earlier experiences. If Grace has repeatedly 
been expected to organize family gatherings or 
accommodate last-minute requests, the announcement may 
feel like confirmation of a familiar problem. That history is 
relevant. But it is still worth checking whether the present 
event happened in the way she assumes. Otherwise, a 
legitimate concern about recurring family expectations can 
become entangled with an inaccurate accusation about one 
particular conversation. The underlying problem may survive 
even after the misunderstanding is corrected. 

There are circumstances where uncertainty should not 
delay protective action. If someone's behavior creates an 
immediate danger, involves violence or threats, or seriously 
compromises your safety, you don't need a complete 
explanation of their motives before protecting yourself or 
seeking appropriate support. The approach here concerns 
making clearer judgments, not demanding impossible 
standards of proof from someone facing harm. In ordinary 
but painful misunderstandings, however, spending a little 
time distinguishing evidence from interpretation can prevent 
a second injury: the damage caused by accusations that turn 
out to be unsupported. 

The next question is not simply whether your 
interpretation is correct. It is what information would 
meaningfully change your understanding. This matters 
because the search for certainty can become endless. You 
could revisit messages, ask five relatives what they heard, 
and analyze someone's tone for hours without getting closer 
to the central issue. Useful investigation has a destination. In 
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Grace's case, asking Leo what he actually said and asking 
her aunt what she understood would provide information 
directly relevant to the problem. Establishing whether Leo 
deliberately exploited her generosity by conducting an 
unofficial psychological examination of every family holiday 
since childhood probably would not. 

Ask Questions That Can Actually Be Answered 

When Leo eventually calls back, Grace is ready with a 
speech. She wants to explain how inconsiderate he is, how 
often she's expected to rescue family plans, and why she 
refuses to be treated like an unpaid accommodation service. 
Some of those concerns may deserve discussion. But she 
begins with the immediate question: "Did you tell Aunt Helen 
that Martin could stay at my place?" Leo says no. He 
explains that Helen asked whether anyone might have room, 
and he replied that Grace had a spare bedroom but would 
need to be asked directly. Helen apparently heard the first 
half of that sentence with considerably more enthusiasm 
than the second. 

This changes part of Grace's understanding. Leo didn't 
formally offer her accommodation. But it doesn't necessarily 
mean his behavior was beyond criticism. Grace might 
reasonably wish he hadn't suggested her home without 
speaking to her first, particularly knowing the family's 
tendency to turn possibilities into announcements. Helen, 
meanwhile, needs to understand that no agreement exists. 
Responsibility may be distributed differently than Grace 
originally thought, without the original difficulty 
disappearing. 

A conversation becomes useful when it allows that kind of 
revision. If Grace had begun by insisting Leo deliberately 
arranged everything behind her back, his explanation might 
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have sounded like an excuse before she'd even heard it. She 
could have spent the entire call demanding that he admit to a 
motive he didn't recognize. By asking about his specific 
words and actions, she can assess the answer without 
surrendering her right to object to what happened. 

It is equally important not to confuse an explanation with a 
complete resolution. Leo might say, "I only mentioned your 
spare room." Helen might say, "I thought you would be 
happy to help." Both explanations could be sincere. Neither 
creates an obligation for Grace to host Martin. She can say 
plainly that she hasn't agreed and won't be available. She 
can also ask Leo not to suggest her home for future 
arrangements without her permission. Understanding how 
an assumption developed doesn't mean accepting its 
consequences. 

Sometimes the other person won't give a clear answer. 
They may genuinely remember events differently, refuse to 
discuss them, or keep returning to how offended they feel 
by the question. In those circumstances, you may have to 
act with incomplete information. Grace doesn't need to 
establish exactly which relative first misunderstood which 
sentence to decide who can stay in her home. Similarly, you 
may not need definitive proof of someone's intentions to 
decide that a particular arrangement no longer works for 
you. Facts are necessary for fair assessment, but practical 
decisions don't always require an exhaustive reconstruction 
of the past. 

What helps is knowing where uncertainty remains. "I don't 
know why this happened" is different from "I don't know 
what happened." "I can't prove the person's intentions" is 
different from "I have no grounds for concern." Keeping 
those distinctions visible allows you to remain cautious 
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without accusing yourself of overreacting simply because 
you lack access to another person's private thoughts. 

The Temptation to Rewrite the Entire Relationship 

Once an incident feels significant, there is a temptation to 
reconsider every previous interaction through its lens. Grace 
remembers Leo asking her to collect supplies for a birthday 
celebration, recommending her as someone who could help 
a visiting relative, and assuming she'd be available to 
organize a family meal. Perhaps those events reveal a larger 
pattern of taking her generosity for granted. But they 
shouldn't be automatically rewritten as deliberate 
exploitation without considering their individual 
circumstances. A person can have an unhelpful habit without 
secretly planning every inconvenience you experience. 

This is where fairness becomes more demanding than 
either instant forgiveness or instant condemnation. You may 
have to acknowledge that someone acted thoughtlessly 
while rejecting the claim that they intended serious harm. 
You may have to accept that a misunderstanding occurred 
while still addressing an unreasonable family expectation. 
You might even discover that your own communication 
contributed to the confusion. None of these possibilities 
requires you to abandon your needs. They ask you to 
choose a response that fits what you can reasonably 
establish. 

Grace writes to Helen that she cannot host Martin, 
clarifies that she never offered, and suggests that the family 
contact him directly about other arrangements. She doesn't 
apologize for declining something she never agreed to do. 
She later tells Leo that mentioning her available room without 
checking with her made an uncomfortable situation more 
likely, even if he didn't intend the outcome. Leo agrees to 
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ask before making similar suggestions. Helen is 
disappointed, but Martin eventually finds another place to 
stay. The family chat returns to its usual business of 
distributing photographs of pets and discussing an event 
nobody has confirmed attending. 

The incident has not answered every question Grace 
might have about the way her family treats her time. It has 
given her a clearer understanding of this particular event 
and an opportunity to address the relevant behavior. She 
doesn't have to pretend the announcement was harmless, 
and she doesn't need to maintain an accusation that the 
available facts no longer support. 

That is the practical value of separating events from the 
stories we attach to them. You're not required to become 
emotionless, endlessly forgiving, or suspicious of your own 
perceptions. You're giving yourself a more accurate 
foundation for whatever comes next. Sometimes the facts 
will reveal a misunderstanding. Sometimes they'll reveal a 
genuine breach of trust. Sometimes you'll remain uncertain 
about intentions but perfectly clear about what you will or 
won't accept. 

The aim isn't to eliminate every assumption from human 
relationships. We'd need another lifetime and a very large 
administrative department. It's to notice when an assumption 
has become so convincing that you've stopped checking 
whether it is true. You can take an event seriously without 
making it stand as evidence for every conclusion your 
imagination produces. 

After all, discovering that someone has volunteered your 
spare bedroom is quite enough trouble for one Saturday. 
You don't need to establish their lifelong commitment to 
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destroying your personal autonomy before you've even had 
breakfast. 
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Chapter 2 - A Bad Day or the Same 
Problem Wearing a Different Hat? 

Celia is wonderful company until something goes wrong 
in your life. Then she becomes a one-woman emergency 
entertainment service, apparently convinced that all difficult 
feelings can be defeated with funny stories, baked goods, 
and an aggressive change of subject. Her friend Ava has 
known this for years, although she's never quite put it into 
words. When Ava's long-term relationship ended, Celia 
arrived with cupcakes and spent the evening describing 
disastrous dates she'd been on. When Ava was worried 
about her mother's medical appointment, Celia sent a series 
of ridiculous animal videos. And when Ava recently learned 
that her position at work might be eliminated, Celia listened 
for approximately forty seconds before launching into a 
detailed complaint about her own manager's habit of 
scheduling meetings during lunch. 

None of these responses was necessarily cruel. Celia may 
have been trying to cheer Ava up. She has certainly shown 
affection in other ways: helping with errands, celebrating 
birthdays, and turning ordinary afternoons into memorable 
adventures. Yet Ava has begun noticing that whenever she 
needs someone to take a difficult feeling seriously, the 
conversation slides away from it. Sometimes Celia makes a 
joke. Sometimes she compares the situation to her own 
experiences. Occasionally she announces that everything 
will work out and suggests getting ice cream. The details 
change, but the result is strangely consistent. Ava leaves 
feeling that she has spent an enjoyable hour with her friend 
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while the thing she actually needed to discuss remains 
untouched. 

After the latest conversation, Ava wonders whether she's 
being unfair. People aren't professional counselors, and 
friendship doesn't mean somebody must always know the 
perfect thing to say. Celia has been loyal in many important 
ways. Perhaps Ava is expecting too much. But perhaps she 
has also been excusing the same difficulty for years 
because each individual incident seems too small to justify a 
serious conversation. 

That is the challenge of recognizing a pattern. Repeated 
behavior doesn't always arrive as an identical sequence of 
events. Sometimes it appears in different circumstances, 
with different explanations and different consequences, 
while preserving the same underlying mechanism. The 
question is how to recognize that mechanism without 
treating every imperfection as evidence of someone's 
permanent character. 

A Pattern Is More Than a Collection of Unpleasant 
Memories 

When people suspect a recurring problem, they often 
begin by counting incidents. How many times has somebody 
disappointed me? Twice? Five times? Every other Tuesday 
since the invention of the calendar? Counting can help 
establish frequency, but the number alone rarely explains 
enough. Five awkward jokes might reveal an insensitive 
habit, or they might have occurred during hundreds of 
otherwise thoughtful conversations. One serious betrayal 
might carry more weight than a dozen minor 
misunderstandings. The significance of an incident depends 
on what happened, how serious it was, the circumstances, 
and the consequences involved. 
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Ava's experience illustrates another complication. Celia 
hasn't repeated exactly the same sentence or committed an 
identical mistake. She responded with cupcakes on one 
occasion, videos on another, and a lengthy account of 
workplace frustrations on the third. If Ava assessed only the 
surface details, she might regard these as unrelated 
awkward moments. But when she considers what she 
needed in each situation, a common feature emerges: Celia 
repeatedly redirects difficult conversations before Ava feels 
heard. That's a more useful description than simply 
declaring that Celia is selfish, emotionally unavailable, or 
incapable of friendship. 

The distinction matters because broad labels tend to 
close down curiosity. Once Ava decides Celia is 
fundamentally selfish, every interruption may look like 
confirmation. If Celia asks about her weekend, Ava might 
hear superficiality. If she offers practical assistance, Ava 
might assume she's avoiding emotional involvement. The 
label begins interpreting new behavior before it has been 
examined. A precise description leaves room for information 
that could challenge the conclusion. Celia might prove 
capable of listening when Ava clearly explains what she 
needs. Alternatively, she might continue changing the 
subject despite repeated opportunities to understand the 
problem. 

Patterns are particularly revealing when the situation 
changes but the person's response remains similar. 
Someone may become dismissive whenever their behavior 
is questioned, whether the issue concerns shared expenses, 
a broken promise, or an inconsiderate remark. They may 
respond by joking, denying, attacking, or disappearing. 
Different subjects can expose one recurring difficulty: the 
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inability or unwillingness to remain engaged when a 
conversation becomes uncomfortable. Recognizing that 
common mechanism helps you address something more 
substantial than the most recent argument. 

It also prevents you from demanding the wrong solution. 
If Ava concludes that Celia's problem is making jokes, she 
might ask her to stop joking altogether. But humor isn't 
inherently the problem. Celia's jokes are often one of the 
reasons their friendship is enjoyable. The difficulty is that 
humor repeatedly replaces listening at moments when Ava 
needs emotional support. The appropriate change isn't a 
lifetime ban on comedy, which would probably destroy 
roughly eighty percent of Celia's personality. It's learning 
when a joke is welcome and when it prevents a conversation 
from happening. 

Frequency Needs a Meaningful Context 

Suppose a person has forgotten an important 
commitment three times. That sounds concerning, but its 
significance changes depending on how often similar 
commitments arise. Three failures out of four opportunities 
tell a different story from three failures out of several 
hundred. This doesn't excuse any particular incident. It helps 
establish whether the behavior is unusually frequent and 
how much confidence you can reasonably place in future 
commitments. 

The same principle applies to emotional availability. Ava 
and Celia might see each other twice a week, yet Ava may 
have needed serious support on only a handful of occasions. 
If Celia has redirected nearly every one of those 
conversations, the difficulty could be significant even 
though it has occurred only three or four times. Saying 
"She's been a great friend on most days" may be accurate 
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but incomplete. The relevant question is how she responds 
during the relatively rare moments when something difficult 
needs to be discussed. 

You also need to consider whether the incidents occurred 
under similar pressures. Perhaps Celia was overwhelmed 
during one conversation, dealing with a personal crisis 
during another, and genuinely unaware of Ava's 
expectations during the third. Those circumstances may 
help explain what happened. However, repeated 
explanations don't automatically eliminate the cumulative 
effect. Ava may understand that her friend has difficulties 
and still conclude that she cannot currently rely on her for a 
particular kind of support. 

Context becomes especially important when an apparent 
pattern emerges during an unusually demanding period. 
Someone caring for a sick relative may struggle with 
commitments they normally manage well. A person 
experiencing serious financial pressure may become less 
socially available. It would be unfair to treat every temporary 
limitation as evidence of a permanent personality defect. But 
acknowledging temporary circumstances doesn't require 
pretending the present consequences are insignificant. You 
may need to adjust what you rely on, even if you reasonably 
expect the person's circumstances to improve. 

Conversely, the fact that someone performs well in one 
setting can help refine your interpretation of difficulties 
elsewhere. If a friend consistently listens attentively when 
discussing their interests but interrupts whenever you 
describe your concerns, that contrast deserves attention. It 
doesn't prove deliberate disregard. It may show that the 
problem is more specific than a general inability to listen. 


