ESTRANGEMENT & FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS

You Are More Than This Relationship

You did not disappear when the relationship did.
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When someone asks who you are, you probably don't begin by listing your relationships. And yet relationships
become part of how we understand ourselves. Daughter. Sister. Friend. Wife. Mother. For many women, becoming
a mother was not simply something that happened in their lives. It changed who they understood themselves to
be.

Years became organized around caring for children. Meals. School. Doctors. Homework. Sports. Music lessons.
College applications. Emergencies. Celebrations. Worry. Ordinary Tuesday mornings when everyone needed to be
somewhere at the same time and someone couldn't find a shoe.

Eventually, children grow up. The work changes. But the identity remains.
I am her mother.

Estrangement does not change that fact. But it can change almost everything about what being her mother looks
like. And when an important relationship changes that dramatically, it can leave behind a surprisingly difficult
question:

Who am I now?

When a Role Remains but the Relationship Changes

Death, divorce, retirement, caregiving, an empty nest - many major life changes require us to reconsider roles that
once structured our lives.

Estrangement has an unusual complication. You are still a mother. Your child is still living. But you may no longer
be permitted to participate in the relationship in ways you associate with being a mother. You may not know when
your child is ill. You may not be included in important decisions. You may not celebrate birthdays together. You
may not know what is happening in their daily life. You may have advice you cannot offer, affection you cannot
express, help you cannot give.

The role remains inside you while many of its familiar expressions disappear. That can create enormous
confusion. Where does all that love go? Where does the concern go? What do you do with the instinct to care for
someone who does not want your care?

There may be no satisfying answer. But perhaps one beginning is recognizing that motherhood is part of who you
are.

It is not all of who you are.

This Is Not About Making Motherhood Smaller

Sometimes attempts to help women after loss sound like this:
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Now you can focus on yourself.

As though caring deeply about another person had been an unfortunate distraction.
Or:

You need to find out who you are besides being a mother.

As though motherhood somehow prevented you from being a whole person. That isn't what | mean. If
motherhood has been one of the most important parts of your life, you don't need to diminish it in order to move
forward. You don't need to convince yourself that the relationship mattered less than you thought. You don't have
to become grateful for the estrangement because it gave you an opportunity to "find yourself." Some losses are
simply losses.

But even when one important part of life changes, the rest of the person does not disappear. The task is not to
make motherhood smaller.

It is to remember how large you have always been.

Before This Became the Thing You Thought About

Estrangement can consume attention. At first, perhaps that is unavoidable. You are trying to understand what
happened. Trying to decide what to do. Trying to manage the grief. Trying to navigate family relationships. Trying
to get through holidays. Eventually, without realizing it, the estrangement may become the first thing you think
about in the morning and the last thing you think about at night.

It becomes the subject you read about. The problem you research. The story you tell. The question running quietly
in the background while you do everything else. And because attention shapes experience, the relationship can
gradually begin taking up more of your identity than the relationship itself ever did.

You become, in your own mind:
The mother whose child doesn't speak to her.

That is something that happened to you. It is not a complete description of you.

Remember the Woman Who Was Already There

Who were you before estrangement became so consuming? Not before motherhood. Before this became the
organizing concern of your life. What interested you? What made you laugh? What did you know how to do? What
did other people come to you for? What could absorb your attention for an afternoon?

Perhaps you taught. Built things. Gardened. Managed organizations. Made quilts. Ran races. Read history.
Volunteered. Traveled. Cooked. Studied theology. Started businesses. Knew the names of every bird that
appeared in the backyard.

Perhaps you were very good at something you haven't done for years. Perhaps there were parts of yourself you
set aside during demanding seasons of family life. Perhaps there are parts you haven't met yet. You don't need to
turn this into a project. You are not an abandoned house requiring renovation. You are simply remembering the
rooms.

When Someone Else Seems to Have Taken Your Place

There can be another painful part of estrangement that is difficult to talk about. Your adult child may become
close to someone else. A mother-in-law. A friend's mother. A mentor. A partner's family.

Perhaps you see photographs of someone else doing things you once did. Celebrating holidays. Holding the
grandchild. Receiving the Mother's Day flowers. Being called for advice. Being included. It can feel like
replacement. And replacement carries its own particular pain.

That was my place.

Perhaps it was. But another person's relationship with your child does not erase the relationship you had. No one
else raised your child through the years you did. No one else has your exact history. No one else occupies your
memories.
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Relationships are not positions on an organizational chart where one person is removed and another takes the
job. Someone else can become important to your child. That may hurt terribly. It does not make you less real. And
you do not have to respond by refusing other relationships in your own life.

If someone new cares about you, you are not replacing your child. If another younger person becomes important
to you, you are not assigning them the role of substitute son or daughter. They get to be themselves. And you get
to love them for who they are.

New love does not rewrite old love.

The People Who Know You Differently

One gift of having different relationships is that different people know different parts of us. Your child knows one
version of you. Your oldest friend knows another. A colleague knows another. Your sister remembers things no
one else does. A neighbor may know the version of you who appears at the door holding too much zucchini. A new
friend may know almost nothing about your family history but know exactly which books you love.

None of these relationships contains all of you. Neither did the relationship with your child. That doesn't make it
less important. It places it inside a larger life. Sometimes being with people who know us differently helps us
remember parts of ourselves that grief has pushed into the background. Not because they distract us from who
we are. Because they remind us.

What Still Belongs to You?

Estrangement changes many things. But it does not take everything. Your values still belong to you. Your
knowledge. Your humor. Your curiosity. Your capacity to learn. Your capacity to care. Your work. Your friendships.
Your faith, if faith is part of your life. Your creativity. Your ability to notice beauty. Your experience. Your morning.
Your attention. Your choices.

Perhaps some of these have been neglected. Perhaps some have changed. Perhaps you are discovering that
things you once valued no longer fit. That is part of living, too. Identity is not something we establish at thirty and
defend for the rest of our lives.

We continue becoming.

You Are Allowed to Become Someone Your Child Does Not Know

This can be a strange realization. If estrangement lasts for years, you will change. So will your child. You may
develop interests they know nothing about. Meet people they have never heard of. Travel somewhere they have
never seen. Become stronger in some ways. Softer in others. Change your mind. Learn things. Heal things. Make
mistakes.

Start over.

There may eventually be an entire part of your life your child did not witness. That can feel deeply sad. And it can
still be a life worth living. You do not have to remain exactly where your child last knew you in order to preserve
the possibility of reconciliation. If you meet again someday, you will meet as the people you have both become.
You are allowed to keep becoming in the meantime.

Let Your Life Introduce You Again

Perhaps you do not need to answer the question Who am | now? all at once. Identity is not usually rebuilt through
declarations. It emerges through participation. You call the friend. Take the class. Plant the garden. Return to work
that matters. Try something you're terrible at. Read something that changes your mind. Help someone. Let
someone help you. Go somewhere. Make something. Rest. Pay attention to what draws your interest.

Then one day you may notice that you have been talking for an hour and never mentioned the estrangement. Or
that you became absorbed in something and lost track of time. Or that someone described you in a way you had
forgotten was true.

These moments are not evidence that you are leaving your child behind. They are evidence that more of you is
returning.
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You Were Always More

You are a mother. Nothing here asks you to stop being one. You may always carry love, grief, memories, hope, and
unanswered questions connected to your child. But you are also the person who existed within and around that
relationship all along. The person with ideas. Preferences. Abilities. Contradictions. Relationships. Work. Curiosity.
Stories. A sense of humor. A body occupying this particular moment in time. A life that is still changing.

Estrangement may have altered one of the relationships through which you knew yourself. It does not get to
define the boundaries of who you can become. You do not have to replace your child. You do not have to replace
motherhood. You do not even have to replace the future you once imagined. You can simply begin participating in
the life that is here. And as you do, you may discover something that grief made difficult to remember:

You did not disappear when the relationship did.

You are still here. And there is still more of you to know.

Next: Your Life Is Still Here

We have spent this series making room for grief, uncertainty, memory,
hope, changed relationships, and the parts of ourselves that can become
difficult to see after estrangement. In the final piece, we'll bring those
threads together and ask what it might mean to participate fully in your
own life without pretending the loss didn't matter, requiring the pain to
disappear, or knowing whether reconciliation will ever come.
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