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ESTRANGEMENT & FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS

When Your Child Is Still Living but
No Longer in Your Life

A relationship can be absent from daily life and still remain deeply present in the
heart.

There are losses we know how to recognize.

Someone dies. A marriage ends. A job is lost. A house is sold. Something that was part of our lives is no
longer there, and even when the loss is devastating, we have words for what happened.

Estrangement from an adult child can be different.

Your child is still living. You may know where they live. You may hear about them from other people or see
evidence of their life from a distance. You may know that they are working, raising children, celebrating
birthdays, taking vacations, having ordinary Tuesday afternoons.

They are still in the world. But they are no longer - or are only partially - in your life.

That is a loss.

When There Is No Clear Ending
One of the difficulties of estrangement is that there may be no moment when the relationship clearly ended.
Sometimes there is. There may have been a final conversation, an argument, a letter, or a message saying
that contact is no longer wanted.

But often the ending is less distinct.

Phone calls become less frequent. Invitations stop coming. Messages go unanswered. Visits become difficult
or disappear altogether. You realize that you haven't spoken in months. Perhaps you don't know exactly
what happened, or you and your child understand what happened very differently.

There may not be a single event you can point to and say, That was when I lost my child. And yet your daily life
tells you that something important has changed.

The absence is real even when the ending is unclear.
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A Loss Other People May Not See
Estrangement can also be difficult because the loss isn't always visible to other people. If someone you love
dies, there are rituals that acknowledge what happened. People send cards. They bring food. They attend
funerals. They understand why holidays may be painful.

There are few rituals for the parent whose adult child stops calling. There may not even be agreement that
you are grieving. Someone may tell you to give it time. Someone else may tell you what you should have
done differently. Friends may try to reassure you that your child will eventually come around. Others may
immediately begin trying to determine who was responsible.

Even loving people can move quickly toward explanations and solutions when what you are experiencing
first needs to be recognized as loss.

You may find yourself wondering whether you are even entitled to grieve.

You are.

Something does not have to be permanent before its absence can hurt.

You May Be Grieving More Than One Thing
Estrangement rarely creates only one loss. You may miss the child you knew. You may grieve the
relationship you once had. You may grieve the relationship you hoped you would have as your child became
an adult.

There may be grandchildren you rarely or never see. Family gatherings may have changed. Relationships
with siblings, relatives, or mutual friends may become complicated.

You may find yourself grieving a future you assumed would be there: holidays together, ordinary phone
calls, watching grandchildren grow, helping one another through illness, growing older while remaining part
of each other's lives.

Some of those things may still happen.

Some may not.

Not knowing can itself become part of the grief.

Love Doesn't Disappear Because Contact Does
Estrangement creates an uncomfortable reality: a relationship can change dramatically while love remains.
You may be angry. You may be confused. You may believe your child has misunderstood you. You may also
recognize things you wish you had done differently. You may move between certainty and doubt depending
on the day. And underneath all of it, you may still love your child.

That can make grief especially complicated.

We sometimes imagine that moving forward after a loss requires us to stop caring about what was lost. But
love and grief don't work quite that neatly.

You don't have to decide today what the relationship will become. You don't have to decide whether
reconciliation will happen. You don't have to stop hoping.

And you don't have to stop loving your child in order to begin caring for the life you are living now.

Naming What Has Happened
There can be something important about simply saying:

This is a loss.
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Not a verdict about who caused it. Not a declaration that the relationship is permanently over. Not proof
that you were a bad parent - or that your child is a bad person. Just recognition that a relationship that
mattered deeply to you is not available to you in the way it once was, and that its absence has affected you.

Naming grief does not solve it. But it gives us somewhere honest to begin. And honesty matters because
when we cannot name a loss, we can spend enormous amounts of energy trying not to feel its effects.

We replay conversations. We search for the explanation that will finally make everything make sense. We
imagine the conversation that might repair everything. We revisit decisions and wonder whether changing
one moment in the past could have changed everything that followed.

Some reflection can be useful. But eventually we may discover that there are questions only another person
can answer - and another person's answers are outside our control.

Our own life is not.

Your Life Is Happening, Too
This may be one of the hardest truths of estrangement. While you wait, wonder, remember, hope, and
grieve, your life continues. There are mornings. Meals. Dogs that need walking. Gardens that need tending.
Friends who call. Work that matters. Books you haven't read yet. Places you haven't been. People you
haven't met. Ordinary pleasures you may barely notice because part of your attention remains fixed on the
empty place where your child should be.

Participating in those things is not a betrayal. Laughing does not mean you have forgotten. Enjoying a
holiday does not mean the missing person no longer matters. Building a meaningful life does not close the
door to reconciliation.

It simply acknowledges another truth alongside the loss:

You Are Still Here
Your relationship with your child is an important part of your story. It does not have to become the whole
story. For now, perhaps that is enough.

You don't have to figure out how to move forward. You don't have to know how this ends. You can begin
simply by recognizing what has happened: You have experienced a real loss. It deserves to be
acknowledged.

And so does the life that is still yours.

CONTINUE THE SERIES

Next: The Grief of an Ending Without an
Ending
Estrangement can leave us waiting for a conclusion that never quite arrives.
Next, we'll look at why losses without clear endings can be especially
difficult - and what it means to live when part of the story remains
unfinished.



