ESTRANGEMENT & FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS

Birthdays, Holidays, and the Empty
Places in Family Life

The empty place can remain empty. The rest of the table does not have to be.
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Some days are harder than others. You may be moving through ordinary life reasonably well when a date on
the calendar suddenly changes everything.

Your child's birthday. Your birthday. Mother's Day. Thanksgiving. Christmas. A grandchild's birthday. A wedding.
An anniversary.

Perhaps it is not even a formal occasion. Maybe it is the weekend your family always went to the lake or the
first warm Saturday when everyone used to gather in the backyard.

The day arrives carrying its own history.

And suddenly the absence that has been quietly living beside you takes up much more room.

When the Calendar Remembers

Dates have a way of remembering for us. You don't have to deliberately think, My daughter's birthday is three
weeks from Thursday.

Some part of you already knows.

As the day approaches, you may find yourself thinking about the estrangement more often. You may feel sad
or irritable without immediately realizing why. You may begin imagining what your child will be doing or
wondering whether you should reach out.

Perhaps you buy a card. Perhaps you stand in the card aisle and leave without one. Perhaps you send a
message and spend the rest of the day checking your phone. Perhaps you have learned not to send anything.

Whatever you do, the date remains. Once, you knew your place in this day. Now you may not know what your
place is at all.

The Empty Chair Is Not Always a Chair

We often use the image of an empty chair when we talk about grief. Sometimes there really is one. But absence
takes many forms.

It may be the missing name on a Christmas gift. The family photograph that cannot be taken. The recipe you
always made because your child loved it. The grandchild whose Halloween costume you see only in a
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photograph someone else posts. The phone that does not ring on Mother's Day. The extra bedroom no one
uses anymore. The story everyone avoids telling because it includes someone who is not there.

Family traditions are built from repetition. We do the same things with many of the same people until those
things begin to feel permanent.

Then something changes. The tradition remains, but the relationship that gave part of it meaning does not.
That can make even familiar celebrations feel strangely unfamiliar.

Other People's Happiness Can Make the Absence Louder

Holidays and celebrations also tend to put families on display. Social media fills with photographs. Restaurants
fill with families taking mothers to brunch. People ask, “Are your kids coming home for Christmas?” Friends talk
about grandchildren arriving for the weekend.

You may be happy for them. And still want to go home.

There is nothing unusual about that contradiction. Another person's happiness does not cause your grief. It
simply brings you close to something you miss.

You do not have to resent someone else's joy in order to find it painful. And you do not have to force yourself
into situations that exceed your capacity simply to prove that you're doing well.

There may be years when Mother's Day brunch is not where you need to be.
That is okay.

But there is a difference between choosing not to participate in something because it is too painful today and
gradually deciding that every place where families gather is no longer available to you.

One protects you for a time. The other can begin shrinking your world.

The Question of Reaching Out
Special occasions can bring another difficult question:
Should I contact my child?
There is no universal answer. The circumstances of estrangement differ too much for anyone outside the
relationship to prescribe one.

There may be clear requests for no contact that need to be respected. There may be limited forms of contact
that remain open. There may be uncertainty. There may be a long history behind whatever decision you make.

But it can be helpful to notice what happens around the decision.

Do you spend weeks anticipating the date? Do you compose and rewrite the message repeatedly? Does
sending it bring peace, or does it begin another period of waiting? If there is no response, what happens next?
If there is a response, what happens then?

The purpose of these questions is not to tell you whether to reach out. It is to help you notice how much of
your life becomes organized around what happens afterward.

You cannot control whether someone responds. You can decide how you will care for yourself once you put
down the phone.

You Are Allowed to Change the Tradition

Sometimes the most painful part of a holiday is trying to recreate a day that no longer exists. We set the same
table. Cook the same food. Play the same music. Follow the same schedule. And every familiar detail points
toward the person who is missing.

Traditions matter because they connect us to our history. But traditions are not obligations.

You are allowed to change one. Not because the old tradition was wrong. Not because you are erasing anyone.
Because the people who are present matter, too.

Including you.
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Maybe Thanksgiving happens somewhere else this year. Maybe Christmas morning begins with a walk. Maybe
you stop making the dish nobody actually likes now that the one person who loved it isn't coming. Maybe you
invite someone new. Maybe you travel. Maybe you spend the day quietly. Maybe you keep almost everything

exactly the same and change one small thing.

There is no correct way to redesign a family occasion after loss.
The question is not, How do | make this day stop hurting?

Perhaps the better question is:
How Do I Want to Live This Day as It Actually Exists?

When Joy Feels Like Betrayal

Something unexpected may happen. You may enjoy yourself. You may laugh at dinner. You may become
absorbed in a conversation. You may realize at nine o'clock that you went several hours without thinking about
the estrangement.

And then guilt arrives.

How could I enjoy Christmas when my child isn't here?
But grief is not measured by how continuously we suffer. You do not prove that someone matters by remaining
miserable in their absence.

Joy does not revise the family history. Laughter does not close the door. Enjoying the people who are present
does not diminish the person who is absent.

It means that, for a while, you were participating in your own life.
That is not betrayal.

That is life continuing to include you.

Some Days May Simply Be Hard

Not every difficult occasion needs to become a lesson in personal growth. Sometimes your child's birthday will
hurt. Sometimes Mother's Day will be miserable. Sometimes you may do everything you know to do and still be
relieved when the day is over.

That is allowed.

We can become so determined to “handle” grief well that we create another standard we can fail. You don't
have to transform every painful day. You can simply live through it.

Eat something. Go outside. Call someone safe. Cry if you need to. Go to bed early. Tomorrow is another day.

Sometimes stewardship of a difficult day means asking very little of yourself.

The People Who Are Still at the Table

Loss naturally directs attention toward what is missing. That is part of grief. But over time, it can be worth
gently noticing what remains.

Who is at the table? Who called? Who sent the ridiculous birthday card? Who wants to spend the afternoon with
you? What traditions still bring pleasure? What new ones might eventually grow? And what part of you is still
capable of noticing any of this?

Turning toward what remains does not mean turning away from your child. It means allowing reality to be
larger than the absence.

There may always be an empty place in certain celebrations. You do not have to fill it. Some places cannot be
filled. But you can allow life to grow around them.
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Let the Day Belong to the Living

There may never be a Christmas when you do not think about your child. You may always notice the birthday.
Mother's Day may always contain a complicated mixture of gratitude, memory, love, anger, hope, and grief.

The goal is not to make these days emotionally neutral.

They matter because the relationship matters. But the calendar will keep moving. Another birthday will come.
Another holiday. Another summer. Another ordinary Saturday.

And gradually, perhaps, the question can change.
Instead of:
How am I going to get through this day without my child?
You might begin asking:
How Do I Want to Participate in the Day That Is Here?
Your answer may include grief. It may include remembering. It may include hope. It may include an empty

place.

And it may also include good food, people you love, an afternoon outside, something unexpectedly funny, or a
moment when you realize you are glad to be where you are.

You do not have to choose between honoring the absence and inhabiting your life. There is room for both.

The empty place can remain empty. The rest of the table does not have to be.

Next: When Other People Ask About Your
Children

A simple question - “How are your kids?” - can suddenly require a decision
about privacy, truth, vulnerability, and how much of your story you want to
tell. Next, we'll look at how to participate in ordinary conversations without
denying your experience or allowing estrangement to take over every
encounter.

THE BRIGHTER PATH




