
THE BRIGHTER PATH CHAPTER 10  |  PAGE 1

ESTRANGEMENT & FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS

When Estrangement Changes Other
Relationships, Too

A new relationship does not fill the empty place. It creates another place.

Estrangement may begin between two people. It rarely stays there. Families are systems of relationships. Parents,
children, siblings, spouses, grandchildren, grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, family friends. When one
important relationship changes, others often shift around it. Some changes are obvious.

Perhaps you no longer see grandchildren because access to them came through your adult child. Perhaps another
child has become distant. Perhaps extended family members have taken sides. Other changes happen so
gradually that you may not recognize them as losses at first. A sibling stops mentioning your child. A friend
becomes uncomfortable whenever the subject comes up. Family gatherings become complicated. Someone you
once trusted begins reporting things you said to someone else.

Or everyone becomes so careful about avoiding the subject that an entire part of family life seems to disappear
from conversation. Eventually, you may realize that you aren't grieving one relationship anymore. You are grieving
a whole set of changes that happened around it.

Secondary Losses Are Still Losses
One loss often creates others. If you are estranged from your daughter and she has children, you may lose regular
contact with your grandchildren. If your son no longer attends family gatherings, holidays may change. If siblings
disagree about what happened, their relationships may become strained. Perhaps you lose traditions. Shared
friends. A relationship with an in-law. Your place in a family routine. Access to photographs, stories, celebrations,
and ordinary information. These losses may receive even less recognition than the estrangement itself.

After all, no one formally announced that you would no longer be invited to the annual picnic. You simply stopped
being invited. No one said you would miss your grandson's first day of school. You simply weren't there.

Grief accumulates quietly this way. It can help to recognize that the pain you are carrying may not come from one
absence. There may be many.

Families Can Feel Pressure to Choose Sides
When relationships rupture, people often become uncomfortable with complexity. They want to know what
happened. Then they want to know who was right. Sometimes people genuinely need to make decisions about
their own relationships. But sometimes a family begins reorganizing itself into sides.

Who believes whom? Who still talks to whom? Who gets invited? Who knows what? Who told you that?

Before long, every relationship seems to contain a loyalty test.
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If you love me, you won't talk to her. If you believe me, you won't invite him. If you're still
close to them, you must think I'm wrong.

That can multiply the original loss very quickly. You may have legitimate reasons to change some relationships.
But another person's relationship with your child does not have to become a referendum on their relationship
with you. Whenever possible, people deserve the freedom to have relationships that are their own.

Including you.

When Someone You Love Still Has Contact
This can be especially difficult. Perhaps your spouse still speaks with your estranged child. Perhaps your other
children do. Perhaps your sister sees your daughter regularly. Perhaps friends you have known for years remain
connected to both of you. Their continued relationship may hurt. It can feel unfair that someone else has access to
the person you miss. You may want information.

Did she ask about me? How did he seem? Did they say why they aren't coming?
Sometimes information helps. Sometimes it keeps you attached to the relationship through a side door. You begin
waiting for reports. Reading meaning into small details. Asking questions the other person feels increasingly
uncomfortable answering. There is no single rule about how much information is healthy or appropriate.

But it may be worth asking:

Does knowing this help me live my life, or does it return me to waiting?
The answer may be different at different times.

Other People Don't Have to Become Messengers
When direct communication is unavailable, the people in the middle can easily become carriers of information.

“Tell her I said...” “Did he mention...” “Would you ask whether...”

Sometimes there may be practical reasons for this. But over time, a third person can become responsible for
managing a relationship that belongs primarily to two other adults. That is a heavy role. It can also make every
interaction with that person partly about the estrangement. Your daughter calls, and within five minutes you're
asking about her brother. Your sister visits, and eventually the conversation turns toward your son. Your friend
has lunch with your child, and you spend your own lunch wondering what they discussed. Without intending to,
the relationship that is unavailable begins occupying the relationships that are available. That is worth noticing.

Some Relationships May Not Survive
There is no promise that every surrounding relationship can or should remain unchanged. Estrangement may
reveal things you need to know. Someone may repeatedly violate your confidence. Someone may use access to
your child to manipulate you. Someone may insist that maintaining a relationship with them requires you to
accept treatment you cannot accept. Someone may simply withdraw.

There can be grief in recognizing that another relationship is no longer what you believed it was. You do not have
to preserve every connection at any cost simply because you have already lost one. Sometimes moving forward
includes recognizing where trust has genuinely been damaged. But discernment is different from automatically
withdrawing from everyone connected to the loss.

One asks, What is actually happening in this relationship?

The other assumes that every relationship will eventually hurt in the same way.

Notice Who Stayed
Grief naturally directs our attention toward absence.

Who left? Who stopped calling? Who chose the other side? Who wasn't there when we needed them?

Those questions matter. But there is another question that can be easy to overlook:

Who stayed? Who continued calling? Who invited you even when family circumstances became awkward? Who
listened without turning the conversation into an investigation? Who refused to carry messages but continued
loving you? Who could care about your child and care about you without requiring either relationship to cancel the
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other? Who remembered your birthday? Who showed up when something completely unrelated to estrangement
went wrong?

Some relationships become clearer during loss. Not because people say perfect things. Usually they don't. But
because they remain. It is worth noticing them.

Let Available Relationships Be About More Than Estrangement
There may be people in your life who genuinely want to support you. Let them. And sometimes, let them talk
about something else. Ask about their work. Go to the movie. Help with the garden. Take the trip. Argue about
which restaurant to choose. Listen to the story you've already heard three times. Allow a friendship to contain
grief without turning the friendship into grief support. This matters because relationships need room to remain
alive.

If every conversation with someone we love eventually circles back to the person who is absent, the absence can
begin occupying both relationships. You are allowed to have an afternoon in which your estranged child is not the
subject. You are allowed to enjoy someone without discussing the person you miss. You are allowed to build
memories that have nothing to do with the loss. That does not make the lost relationship less important. It makes
the available relationship more fully itself.

New Relationships Are Not Replacements
You may also find yourself forming new connections. A friendship deepens. You join a group. A neighbor becomes
important. Someone enters your life who never knew your family before the estrangement. That can feel strangely
freeing. They know you as you are now. Not as someone's mother. Not as one side of a family conflict.

Just as you.

Sometimes people resist these relationships because they feel like substitutes.

No friend can replace my daughter.
Of course not. She isn't supposed to. People are not interchangeable. A grandchild cannot be replaced by another
child. A son cannot be replaced by a friend. A family cannot be reconstructed by filling empty positions with new
people. But connection is not a limited resource.

Loving someone new does not redistribute a fixed amount of love away from someone else. A new relationship
does not fill the empty place. It creates another place.

Your World Can Become Larger Again
Estrangement can make the social world very small. At first, that may be necessary. You protect yourself. You
avoid difficult situations. You stay close to the few people who understand. But eventually you may notice that the
boundaries built around the wound have become boundaries around your life.

Perhaps there are relationships worth returning to. Perhaps there are invitations worth accepting. Perhaps
someone you've kept at a distance is more trustworthy than you assumed. Perhaps there are people you haven't
met yet. The goal is not to surround yourself with people so you never feel the absence of your child. You probably
will.

The goal is to allow connection to remain possible.



ESTRANGEMENT & FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS THE BRIGHTER PATH

THE BRIGHTER PATH CHAPTER 10  |  PAGE 4

Turn Around and See Who Is There
You can leave the door open without standing in the doorway. And when you turn around, you may discover that
you are not standing in an empty house. Some people may have left. Some relationships may have changed
permanently. Some losses deserve to be grieved in their own right. But there may also be people sitting at the
table.

People calling from the other room. People knocking at a different door. People you have known for decades.
People you have only begun to know. They cannot resolve the estrangement. They cannot replace your child. They
do not need to. They are relationships with their own value, their own histories, and their own possibilities.

Estrangement may always be part of the landscape of your relationships. It does not have to become the
organizing center of all of them. There are people still available to know. To love. To be annoyed by. To laugh with.
To disappoint and forgive. To help. To allow to help you. To share ordinary life with. Turn around occasionally. See
who is there.

CONTINUE THE SERIES

Next: You Are More Than This Relationship
When an important relationship changes, it can begin changing the way we
understand ourselves. Next, we'll look beyond the identity of “estranged
parent” toward the relationships, interests, capacities, values, and
possibilities that have always made a life larger than any single role.



