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A NOTE TO READERS



I’ve always wondered how memoirists manage to reproduce conversations from ten or twenty or thirty years earlier with such precision. How can they remember whole paragraphs of dialogue, not to mention those perfectly telling details? So if you’re wondering how I have accurately reproduced conversations from ten, twenty, thirty years ago with such perfect recall, the answer is that I have kept a detailed journal since I was a teenager. Any scene I’ve reproduced here is accurate to the best of my knowledge and according to my journals. The other people involved in those interactions might have different memories and perspectives, of course. My mother’s perspective would certainly differ from mine. This narrative, though, reflects my memories and perspectives and interpretations. I’ve been as fair as possible, and any factual errors are mine alone.


As a journalist I’m used to using people’s full names and biographical details in an article or book. Given the intensely personal and sometimes excruciatingly sensitive nature of this subject, though, I’ve chosen to use first names only, and in some cases I’ve used pseudonyms and/or altered specifics to protect people’s anonymity. Every quote is verbatim (I taped all interviews), and even when identifying details were changed I presented the emotional content of these narratives as accurately as I could.















PROLOGUE: FIRST AND LAST



I did not attend my mother’s funeral. I went instead to the island of Maui, five thousand miles away. On the day her mortal remains slid into a drawer in a mausoleum in southern Florida, I was hiking the Lahaina Pali Trail with my husband and daughters, following the five-mile-long path that hugs the cliffs over the Honoapiilani Highway, with views of the Pacific below and fields of lava and igneous rocks above.


Over the years I’d imagined her death a thousand times—imagined killing her myself, in fact—and in every one of those scenarios I saw myself weeping and devastated at her funeral. Even after years of estrangement I believed her death might miraculously heal something inside me. And I thought I still wanted to be healed, though it had been years since I’d cut off contact with her or thought about her daily, years since she’d appeared in my dreams.


I’d often joked that my mother would outlive me out of sheer spite. I made my husband promise he’d keep her away from my deathbed, just as I’d made him promise years earlier to keep her out of the delivery room. In a weak moment, disorganized with pain and panic, I thought I might succumb to the longing for a mother and let her in. And then, in a mash-up of the dramatic scenes we’d played out over the years, she would swoop into the room where I lay hooked up to tubes and machines, unable to speak but conscious, thereby giving her the opportunity to cry and kiss me and loudly and repeatedly proclaim her love and her overwhelming grief. She would make even my dying about her.


Much later I saw that was both the defiant joke of a child who can’t imagine a parent’s disappearance and a talisman against that very possibility.


As it turned out I was the one who stood at her hospital bedside, watching the mechanical rise and fall of her chest keep time with the ventilator’s hiss. Her dyed blond hair slid across the pillow; her beautiful straight nose was bent to one side by the adhesive holding the tube in her mouth. Deep in septic shock, with her organs failing, she resembled a large doll, her skin swollen and smooth and rubbery. Liquid pearled along her arms and the backs of her hands, forced out through her skin as her kidneys failed and her cells wept. The shape of her hands, their curving thumbs slack now against the hospital sheet, was deeply familiar. I could picture those hands in motion, scrubbing a kitchen counter, bringing a cigarette to her red-slicked lips, slapping my face.


I’d flown to Florida from my home in upstate New York for my sister and father, to be there with them while whatever was happening to my mother played itself out. That’s what I told myself, anyway. I loved my father despite his willingness to give me up because my mother said so. I loved my sister despite her closeness with our mother; she and I had worked hard over the years to stay connected, and we held a deep affection for each other that bridged the family schism.


A nurse glided through the glass doors, adjusting tubes and dials, checking vitals. She called my mother by name, asked her to open her eyes, and I backed away from the bed, my heart pounding. I did not want my mother to look at me. She couldn’t speak, she was as close to death as a living person can get, but still I did not want to see what she thought of me, what she’d always thought of me, reflected in her deep-set blue eyes.


I put myself in the far corner, in the only bit of shadow in that too-bright hospital room, and listened to my sister talk and cry and sing, trying to coax our mother back from wherever she had been carried. I knew my mother was dying, though no one said the word. I knew she was helpless and vulnerable and still I felt afraid. My sister begged her for a sign, an acknowledgment that she was still fighting, even as I dreaded it. In life our mother had been quick to judge, to criticize, to punish with her words; what terrible pronouncement might she deliver, what barbed look might she send my way now that she had nothing else to lose? Even if I’d known for sure that she would say nothing I would still have backed into the shadowy corner where she couldn’t see me. I would still have felt my stomach drop and my heart stutter.


I flew home the next morning. I wasn’t there a few days later when my sister and father took her off life support and she died, or rather was finally allowed to be dead. By the time my sister sobbed her goodbyes I was thousands of miles away. My husband and I had planned a family trip to Hawaii long before my mother complained of a pain in her belly and asked my father to drive her to the emergency room, before the curtains opened and then closed on this particular act of our family tragedy. I thought about canceling our trip and flying back to Florida for the funeral, but the truth was I didn’t want to be there, and no one else wanted me there either. I thought I should want to be at the funeral, to say goodbye on all sorts of levels to my mother, who had after all been such a defining force in my life. But I didn’t.


I didn’t want to sit through the service, dry-eyed, as my sister grieved and our father asked everyone in bewilderment how this could have happened. I didn’t want to listen to the eulogies of praise and loss that would feel like they’d been written about someone else’s mother. I didn’t want to hear people talk about how happy-go-lucky and carefree and fun my mother was, the one who wasn’t afraid to wear a silly costume or lead the conga line or play a practical joke. I’d been puzzling over that reflected version of her my whole life, a version I did not recognize and had never personally experienced. If I went to her funeral all the old feelings would wash over me and I would become once more, in my own eyes and everyone else’s, the cold and withholding child who’d destroyed my mother’s life. Whose story broke the family narrative. Whose chest held a stone instead of a heart.


So I went to Hawaii with my husband and two daughters and set out on the trail that morning. I felt little about my mother’s death; after so many years of estrangement, maybe I was out of feelings.


Or maybe not. The Lahaina Pali Trail can be steep in spots, but that didn’t explain why I couldn’t catch my breath. And it didn’t explain why great purple bruises, exotic blood flowers, bloomed suddenly on my legs from thighs to knees. I had to stop every five minutes, waving my husband and daughters ahead, to lean over and look out at the placid Maalaea Harbor as my heart raced way too fast. Crouching beside the dirt trail, I felt my tongue and lips go numb. I started to choke, though there was nothing in my mouth. A sentence popped into my head: my mother was buried today.


I sat hugging my knees in the dirt, which had once poured red-hot and molten from the mouth of a volcano, sluiced across rock and moss and fern and hardened into landscape. The sun threw my shadow across the trail, where it looked much larger than I felt. I was small again, small enough to be my mother’s daughter, to feel the stomach-dropping mix of fear and longing and rage that had shaped my childhood. That had shaped the essence of me, the synapses and neurotransmitters, the habits and choices that had led me to this patch of volcanic dirt, this sense of being both erased and present. For so long I’d been that shadow daughter, the shape of me thrown without choice across a rocky trail, separate from the solid body of my family but still connected. A stiff unyielding thumb jutting out of a closed fist. I was used to feeling broken but this was different, this feeling of unwilling connection, as if the molecules of my body were coming together in a new way and there was nothing I could do about it. The only other time in my life I’d felt this was during labor, when a monstrous force pushed through me and my brain, with its thoughts and rationalizations and ideas, went dumb.


Slowly words swam up through the inner darkness. My mother was dead and I would never hear her say You’re a good person. My mother was dead and I would never, now, get her blessing. I’d spent so much of my adult life walling off my feelings for her. Now that she was dead the walls were coming down. I felt a thunderbolt, a pain in my chest. This was not hearts and flowers love, not happy family love. This was brutal love, the kind that brings on a cold sweat and makes it hard to breathe. For the first time in my adult life I was feeling it for my mother.


I sat in the dirt for a long time, until the sweat cooled on my neck and my heartbeat slowed. Only when my mother was dead could I let myself feel love for her. It was an irony she would not have appreciated.
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MY EXPERIENCE OF family estrangement, like everyone’s, is both simple and complicated. For nearly forty years my mother and I fought and reconciled and separated. I don’t remember a time when we got along. My sister, three years younger, was the one who hid behind our mother’s legs, who clung to her, who brought out her maternal instincts. I was the aloof child, the one who was always reading, the one who worried silently, who wrote poetry and could not sleep. From the start my mother did not seem to know what to do with me.


We looked good on paper: two parents and two daughters, a house in the suburbs, food and clothes and books, trips to the Jersey shore, dinner out once a week. No one whipped me or starved me, pimped me or burned me with cigarettes. I knew even then that lots of kids led much tougher lives than I did. I knew it in part because my mother explained it to me, then and much later, during some of our many attempts at reconciliation. “You have a pretty good life,” she’d say, wagging a finger. “You have nothing to complain about.” My words would evaporate and my brain would feel fuzzy. She was right, I believed. Not until much later would a thought swim up out of the blankness: if she was right, if I was loved and nurtured, why didn’t I feel it?


As a child I did not have the words to explain or even describe what happened behind our closed doors. All I knew was that our family dysfunction was somehow my fault, the way I believed in my twenties I’d caused a particular traffic accident. It was dark, it was raining, I’d started through the green light when—this is how it seemed to me—my car leaped forward, crossed the yellow line, and with a sickening crack hit a car coming the other way.


I thought I’d lost control of my car without realizing it. The randomness of it made perfect sense to me. One minute I was confident, competent, in control, and the next I’d done the unthinkable. I’d known forever that the evil inside me might leap out anytime and wreak havoc and now it had. And I would have gone on thinking the accident was my fault if not for a police officer standing at the corner. As I sat in the driver’s seat, shaking and confused, he ran into the street and thrust his head through my open window.


“Did you get the license plate?” he yelled through the rain. I stared. What license plate?


He told me what had caused the accident: a third car, one with no headlights on, had run the red light, whacked the back of my car, and kept going. That’s what made my car lurch forward and hit the other car. Not some essential destructiveness springing free from my soul. Not some random twist of the wheel I’d forgotten. The accident wasn’t my fault, though I would never have known it without the officer’s eyewitness account.


But in my parents’ house there were no eyewitnesses, no observers to untangle what happened and how and why. There were just the four of us ricocheting off one another, bruising and being bruised in a drama with no beginning and no curtain. Imagine Clotho, one of the three Fates in Greek mythology, whose holy task was to spin the thread of life. Now imagine that instead of a spinning wheel she holds a can of Silly String and lets fly. Imagine the chaos that follows.


I imagine because I don’t remember a lot about my childhood. Neither does my sister, actually. Maybe we share some neuro-lapse in our memory circuits, some synaptic kink that renders us forgetful. Maybe what happened drowned out the everyday, the uneventful. And of course memory is suspect anyway, infinitely malleable, subject to mental Photoshopping, vulnerable to erosion and decoration and revisions of all kinds. Maybe our lack of memories is a kind of memory in itself.


What I do know is that when I dropped out of high school to go to college at age sixteen it was in large part to escape my mother. I thought I was done trying to please her, but that was just the start of our long and painful dance of approach and avoidance, estrangement and rapprochement. After high school I never lived near my parents again. I spent thirteen years in New York City, ninety miles from their house in South Jersey. Then my husband, daughter, and I moved to the Midwest and my parents moved to Florida. By the time my mother died my family of four had moved back east to upstate New York, a different thousand miles away.


The geographical distance meant there were no casual encounters or chance meetings. For most of that time there was no internet, no social media, no way to lurk at the edges of one another’s lives from a distance. Every contact had to be choreographed, scheduled, paid for, endured. When I lived in New York City a visit was less of a commitment. I could come down for a day or two and if things went wrong, as they usually did, I could thumb a ride to the bus station and take the next Greyhound to Port Authority. Later, when visiting required a plane trip or two-day drive, we saw each other mainly at funerals and weddings and bar mitzvahs, big family milestones.


My sister called our parents every Sunday, when the long-distance phone rates were lower, but my parents and I never developed a routine. At least half the time my mother and I were actively not speaking, and even when we were our communications were sporadic and often superficial.


For the rest of her life our relationship oscillated between moments of trying to connect and alternating periods of drama and silences. In my twenties and thirties hearing from my mother, even in a short uneventful phone call or email, sent me into a tailspin for weeks, triggering panic attacks and heart palpitations, obsessive ruminations and tears. Everyone who knew me during that time heard way too much about our relationship. Being estranged from my mother was one of my defining characteristics, along with glasses, the gap between my front teeth, the long list of things I was afraid of (elevators, airplanes, confined spaces, heights, being alone, dying).


It defined me to the rest of my relatives, too. Estrangement always involves a wide circle of spectators. I was the selfish child, the stubborn teenager, the ungrateful and wounding daughter. My problems with my mother—and they were always my problems, not hers or ours—were the subject of countless conversations among generations of aunts and uncles. Many of those conversations happened in front of me. At a cousin’s graduation party two great-aunts might whisper loudly Doesn’t she see what she’s doing to her mother? How can she be so cold? At a bat mitzvah, where I’d be seated across the room from my parents, I’d see the row of gray heads bent toward each other, the sideways looks. They didn’t shun me, exactly, but I knew how they felt.


Our relationship was like an endless shaggy-dog story and I believed in the end that my mother and I would score some kind of reconciliation, some version of a happy ending, though the details of that ending remained hazy and unimaginable. That’s a common belief among estranged families, maybe because of what researchers call the “non-voluntary” aspect of these relationships: you don’t choose your parents, children, sisters and brothers, and so you can never un-choose them. I think of it more as immutable: whether we talked once a week or once every five years, she was still and always would be my mother. That’s the kind of phrase people often use to suggest that despite superficial conflicts, there’s something sacred and meaningful and worth preserving about the mother-daughter (or any parent-child) relationship. I mean it as a statement of plain fact: no matter how often or how much I wished for a different mother, she was mine. And maybe my mother felt the same way. Maybe she would have been a better parent to a different sort of child. Actually I know this is true because she was a better parent to my sister. Where I turned inward my sister roared her anger and hurt. What I held back my sister flung into the air. She was a better fit with our mother, who thrived on Stürm und Drang, high-decibel conflict and equally loud reconciliations.


I got along better with my father; we were both introverts with a tendency toward the philosophical. But he chose the path of appeasement, telling me frankly that my mother would leave him if he didn’t take her side. So my mother and I talked occasionally, calls that ended with shouting, tears, and a phone slammed down. Later we emailed, coming face-to-face at an ever-diminishing number of family weddings and funerals, though I avoided some of those events and wasn’t invited to others; estrangement happens to the whole extended family, not just the particular people involved.


I was that girl, and then that woman, the one with a screwed-up relationship with her mother. The one who couldn’t stop talking about it. I wasted thousands of hours fighting with her and then processing those fights, trying to figure out what she was thinking, why she said this or that, how she could do whatever it was she was doing. I drove away friends and significant others with my chronic anxiety and perseveration. What I really wanted to understand was why, when my mother told me over and over how much she loved me, I didn’t feel loved, at least not in any way I could recognize. I couldn’t process the cognitive dissonance and so it had to be my fault and there had to be some way I could, and should, fix it.


Over the decades of our alienation I talked to and about my mother in rage, in sorrow, in grief, and in hurt. I loved her and I hated her and eventually I felt neither. I spoke to her in anger, out of a wish for revenge, from a desire to understand what was wrong between us, all the while believing I would never understand the problem or find a solution. Our relationship remained a mystery to me and I think to her as well. There were many versions of what happened between us; certainly there was her version and my own, and to say they were different is like saying a centipede is different from a mastodon. For a long time I could not figure out how to interpret what had happened and was happening between us. I still struggle with that.


A few years before my mother died, after an especially harrowing exchange, I realized that I was done. The constant tide of longing and rage and sorrow had receded, leaving an absence in the shape of nothing. When I stood at the back of her room in the ICU we hadn’t communicated in three years. Breaking off contact with her wasn’t the end of our relationship, of course, just as her death wasn’t the end. But it did finish one long chapter of the story, the chapter where over and over I put aside our history and my feelings and tried to come up with a happy ending. Over the years our relationship often reminded me of the recurring Peanuts cartoon where Lucy promises to hold the football steady so Charlie Brown can kick it. Each time she promises and each time he believes her, running at the ball only to have Lucy yank it away at the last second, sending him flying through the air to land with a whump on his back. By the end of my mother’s life I had finally walked away from the football. I’d broken the connection between us for good, closed the door, to use my mother’s favorite metaphor, as in “The door between us will never be closed.” She meant that as a promise, I know, but I heard it, especially in later years, as a threat.


Of course this is my particular perspective; my mother would certainly have a different one. As in all stories there is no single truth, no omniscient point of view. There’s no such thing as objectivity because we see and touch and feel and tell everything through the filter of our perceptions and memories and experiences. My mother was complicated, contradictory, and inconsistent—in other words, she was human just like the rest of us. Flesh and blood. Capable of both tenderness and viciousness. A woman and not a monolith.


What I long for is the definitive story of my mother and me, or at least the one I can tell myself, the one I can live with. As Jonathan Gottschall illustrates in his book The Storytelling Animal, humans need stories as much as we need air and food and shelter. We use them to make order out of the chaos, to make sense of the mysteries that surround us. “Humans evolved to crave story,” he writes. “Stories give us pleasure and instruction. They simulate worlds so we can live better in this one. They help bind us into communities and define us as cultures. Stories have been a great boon to our species.”1


The stories we tell ourselves roll around the private tumblers of our minds like rocks being polished into gemstones. The stories we tell other people roll across time and space, gathering up whatever’s in their path. Stories, it seems, are dynamic, not static. What we think determines our words, and the words we use shape what we think. There is always interpretation. There is always point of view. There are always details that don’t fit, that contradict, that challenge.


We can know all this and still long for the real story, the one that will make sense of it all, that will peel away the layers within layers and tell the truth, the whole truth, nothing but the truth. It’s in our nature to want the story, just as it’s in our nature to not be able to tell it. For a long time I tried to suss out the “real story” of my relationship with my mother until finally I realized the only story I would ever know was the one I told myself. Instead of continually analyzing my feelings and observations against some idea of what I should be feeling and thinking, I came to trust what my body and heart were telling me. That was the real story—for me.


My mother is gone now and I will never know what she told herself about our failed relationship. About us. I know only my own story, which starts like this: my mother is dead and I have been missing her my whole life.


That’s as good a place to begin as any.















Chapter One



THICKER THAN WATER




Why, just because we’re related by blood, do I feel this sense of duty or responsibility to take this bad treatment?


—MARION, forty-two, estranged from a brother




You can’t consider estrangement without thinking about what it means to be intimate. The word itself, estrangement, implies that the default position is closeness, that it requires muscle and nerve and will to resist the gravitational pull of that original connection. It incorporates a sense of the past, of a time when you weren’t strangers at all but rather were close in some crucial way. It tells a story of change about a kind of relationship that is in a certain sense infinite, which will continue to exist in your mind whether you see the other person every day or never again.1


You can’t be estranged from someone you’ve never cared about, but you can care deeply about someone you’re estranged from. To be estranged is to be distant, physically or emotionally or both, to be moving away from the other, less a state of being than an action. And it implies choice, at least for one person. It requires a decision, conscious or not, to impose that distance. Families can drift apart out of indifference or circumstance, but estrangement grows out of strong feelings.


Those strong feelings are reinforced by our ideas of what family should and does mean. “Culturally we think families can’t end, even when your lived experience might suggest otherwise,” says Kristina Scharp, Ph.D., an assistant professor of communication studies at Utah State University. After all, we say, blood is thicker than water and families are forever. “In the media you see families having fights but because they’re family they’ll do anything for their brother who stabbed them, or other crazy things,” says Scharp. The philosopher George Santayana reportedly once said, “Family is one of nature’s masterpieces.” But sometimes it’s also one of nature’s disasters.


The bond between parent and child has roots in our very cells.* It is our primary survival mechanism as a species, driving us forward biologically, socially, evolutionarily. No other relationship gets to the core of who we are in the same way, and we are both hardwired and acculturated to protect that connection. To break that bond is a profound and wide-reaching violation, and its consequences can last a lifetime.


Which helps explain why, no matter how toxic that parent-child connection becomes, most people want to and do find ways to maintain it. It survives the ambivalence and exhaustion parents feel when they give up so much sleep, money, time, and emotional energy for their children. It survives the necessary tearing away of teenagers trying to separate themselves from the parents who have overseen their lives. These kinds of normal family conflicts tend to be transient, though when you’re in the middle of them they can feel endless. But most families find ways to muddle through and resolve—or at least resolve to put aside—their differences. When they can’t, they wind up somewhere on what Scharp calls the estrangement continuum. They might talk or email occasionally but never visit. They might interact superficially at large family gatherings. They might send birthday cards but never call or meet. Or they might refuse contact of any kind. Estrangements can be short or long, temporary or permanent, and they’re rarely linear. They are a process rather than a fixed destination. By definition, says Scharp, they are always in flux. It’s common to slide from one part of the spectrum to another as people reconcile and fall out and try again to find some way to manage the relationship, some level of relative peace.


The social, emotional, and financial ripples from family estrangements can reach through time and across generations. Breaking a parent-child link is one of our most primal taboos. “The power we give biology, and what that means and what that does, is astounding,” says Scharp. That blood bond exists beyond reason, beyond experience, beyond the evidence of our own senses and feelings. No one has to tell us in so many words to hold it dear. We see and feel the supremacy of the genetically connected family in a thousand ways throughout childhood. By the time we’re adults it literally goes without saying.


And we don’t say it. We don’t talk about the fact that for some people, staying connected with family is far more destructive than stepping away. That sometimes estrangement is the healthiest option. That despite what we see in advertising, online, in media, not all families are meant to be together. Scharp told me that when she first floated the idea of doing her Ph.D. dissertation on family estrangement, her committee tried to talk her out of it. “They said, ‘You’re never going to get anybody. Why are you doing this dissertation on a topic no one has studied?’” she remembers. But when she put out her research call she was deluged with people who’d been through family estrangements—and who wanted to talk about them, even needed to talk about them. That surprised her because other researchers have found that people who are estranged often lie or avoid social situations altogether to hide the fact that they’re not in contact with a parent or sibling or grown child.2 They’re likely to feel shame and guilt and grief even if they’re the ones who initiated the break. When someone we love dies we cover the mirrors, light a candle, wear black, tear our clothes, sit shiva. We choose the rituals that tell the world we’re grieving, that speak for us and to us. But there are no rituals for estrangement, no rule book to tell us what to do with such a layered loss.
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I GREW UP knowing there was something wrong with me. I was cold and arrogant, unable to love and unlovable. I was broken in some fundamental way, not just different but dangerous, wrong, irremediable. I was lucky then that my mother loved me despite my essential ugliness, which was an affliction of the spirit and mind rather than a judgment of my physical appearance (though that too was subject to criticism). Other people might tell me I was smart or funny or kind but my mother knew me, the me I hid from everyone else. She saw me for who I really was: conceited, selfish, incapable of affection or caring. I was lucky to have a mother who put up with me but I was too self-centered to appreciate my luck.


One of the many proofs my mother offered of my moral inadequacy was a picture of my sister and me, ages three and six, taken with our family’s Brownie camera. All my mother had to do was pull out the photo, its scalloped white edge stamped with the date—July 1964—and there was the evidence of my shame in black and white. In the photo my sister sits on a tricycle, her small face turned toward me, her smile tentative under crooked bangs. I stand beside her, one hand on her shoulder, scowling into the camera. You were mean to your sister even then, my mother would say. All she wanted was your attention, and you were too selfish to give it to her. It was true that my sister followed me around and that I often did not want to play baseball or cowboys or Barbies with her, that I preferred reading or drawing or my own projects. The summer I was ten, for instance, I covered the square gray keys of my grandfather’s manual Adler typewriter with masking tape and taught myself to touch type, pounding away for hours. Then I composed, on the typewriter, a book about Amelia Earhart. That was the best summer of my childhood and I spent it far from my sister and the rest of my everyday life.


No one questioned my mother’s narrative. Not my grandparents, who seemed, against all reason, to love me despite my conspicuous flaws. Not my father, who never shouted or cursed, whose rare smile made my heart leap and whose hands patting my back were gentle. Not my sister, who heard all her life that I was an imperfect and unloving big sister. Certainly not me, at least not until years later, when it occurred to me that maybe on that day in July, six-year-old me had been squinting into the sun rather than scowling. That maybe my well-documented aloofness was shyness rather than disgust.


But it didn’t matter; there was plenty of other evidence of my essential brokenness. When I stubbed my toe my mother told me it was God’s punishment for talking back. When I brought home straight As she scolded me for thinking I was better than other people and told me there was more to life than being book-smart. When she found me reading in bed after lights out she punished me for being sneaky and deceitful. When I woke with nightmares she advised me to think about someone other than myself once in a while and I’d have better dreams. And I believed her. I believed that her wide blue eyes saw through the façade I presented to the rest of the world. I might pass for normal to my grandparents and teachers and the rest of the world but my mother knew the truth. She told me over and over that I couldn’t fool her and it never occurred to me to wonder whether I was trying. She said she alone knew me for what I was, a monster incapable of loving anyone but myself, and I believed her.


And if I hadn’t believed her, if I’d ever questioned the judgment she passed on me, the nightly dramas that punctuated our family life would have persuaded me she was right after all. They usually started at dinner, the four of us arranged around the kitchen table, my sister swinging her legs and fidgeting, our parents discussing the mysterious things grown-ups discussed—husbands divorcing wives, business deals gone bad, heart attacks and accidents and politics. I never figured out exactly what happened on those nights, only that my mother’s voice rose and her wide smile faltered. Her face took on a look I’d come to dread, fury veiled in excessive politesse and then unveiled, pure rage and righteousness. My sister danced around the kitchen laughing or cursing and then the two of them whirled howling around the room and up the stairs in a pas de deux of ferocious misery. My father stayed at the table, forking up bites of hamburger or shepherd’s pie, and I sat with him, eating and eating until the shouting died away.


And later, after I cleared the table and shut myself in my room, I sat on my bed, with its cross-stitched fairy-tale bedspread and lineup of stuffed cats, and waited for the shouting to subside, for the moment my mother flung herself through the door, her hair disheveled, mascara staining her cheeks as she threw her arms around my neck and sobbed What did I do to deserve this? She rocked me on the bed until her tears slowed and she took my face in her hands, insisting All I ever wanted was for you to love me. Is that so much to ask? My hands pressed against the fairy-tale bedspread, feeling for the raised lines of the stitches—Cinderella in rags, the Snow Queen launching splinters of ice. Why don’t you love me? What have I ever done to you that’s so terrible? Her hands on my cheeks shook. Is it so much to ask, that a child loves her mother? You think you’re better than everyone else? Her face inches from mine, her eyes spilling over. Flecks of gold in her blue-green irises. There’s something wrong with a daughter who’s incapable of basic human love. Cinderella’s carriage turned into a pumpkin; Snow White slept among thorns. My mother launched herself at me, her arms crushing my shoulders, her face buried in my chest, sobbing I love you so much, I just want you to love me, I love you, I love you until the engine of her grief and rage ran down. When she left I stood at the bathroom mirror and scrubbed at the mascara staining my shirt, wondering why I felt nothing, not impatience or sadness or longing and certainly not love. My mother was right; something was wrong with me. I could feel it and she could see it, even if no one else could.


Afterward I climbed into bed and stared at the shaft of light from the hallway that touched my bedroom wall. I held my eyes open, resisting the urge to close them, and waited for darkness to creep in from the edges of what I could see, for my vision to narrow to a single dot of light, flicker, go out. For one brief moment my eyes were wide and unseeing, until the burning got so bad I had to blink the world back. But it was enough, somehow, to break the spell, to let me drop finally into sleep.
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FAMILY DYSFUNCTION IS the stuff of myth and literature: Cain and Abel. Clytemnestra and Electra. Loki and all the other Norse gods. Basically every family in Shakespeare. Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? Dysfunction means conflict, and conflict makes for a compelling narrative. That is, no doubt, what Tolstoy was getting at in his much-quoted aphorism, “All happy families are alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” A story needs drama, action, something happening, or no one will keep reading. No conflict, no story. And what better place to look for that conflict than at home, with the people you’re closest to? There’s a reason most of the heroes in children’s literature are orphans, or abandoned by terrible parents, or in some way, literal or emotional, cut off from the family tree.


When you actually talk to people who say their families were unhappy, though, it’s the similarities that resonate, not the differences. In dozens of interviews with people who say they come from unhappy families I’ve been struck by how much their stories have in common. The details may be different but the overall narrative arc often feels familiar to anyone who’s grown up in a particular kind of dark place. Deep, unresolvable conflicts, whether they’re acknowledged or not, produce a predictable array of family troubles.


But it doesn’t seem predictable when it’s your family, and maybe that’s what Tolstoy meant. Your own family’s unhappiness feels so personal, so specific. My mother-in-law, Vivian, who was married to an alcoholic, used to drive around her Westchester, New York, neighborhood for hours at night, longing for the happy family life she imagined behind every lit window. She was idealizing those unseen families, of course, projecting her own fantasies outward into the world. It was the 1960s, the era of John Cheever and Mad Men, and at least half the marriages she glimpsed through those windows eventually dissolved in a toxic bath of booze and adultery. Even those that survived wrangled and sparred because that’s what families do. It’s impossible to live so close to other people and not bump up against one another’s tender spots. All families fight. If they don’t, that’s another kind of problem.


My husband’s family was warped by alcoholism and depression and forged around a strong social imperative to suppress feelings and suffer in silence. It was, like all families, imperfect by definition. But also like most families it never came apart, at least not for any length of time. My husband grew up knowing he was loved and that his parents believed in him, and he was able to sidestep or forgive the rest.


For most people, that’s enough. Families have a powerful drive to stick together despite whatever problems and conflicts they encounter; “intergenerational solidarity,” as sociologist Marc Szydlik describes it,3 seems to be our default setting. Every one of my friends in high school fought with their parents. That’s pretty normal developmentally; emotional problems between parents and children peak in late adolescence,4 as teens are figuring out who they are apart from their families. But by the time we hit our late twenties and started having our own children, nearly everyone had found ways to mend what was broken and preserve some kind of relationship with those parents: The friend whose father abhorred his sexual orientation. The friend whose mother couldn’t stop criticizing. Even the friend whose parents failed to protect her from abuse. Everyone worked through or around or past the difficulties. One friend forgave her abusive father; another went to therapy with her mother and forged a level of détente. Another focused on feeling compassion for her parents’ limitations, which dispelled a lot of her anger and frustration.


The only person I knew who didn’t heal the breach seemed to be me. For pretty much my entire adult life my parents and I cycled through periods of silence, connection, and conflict. When I had children of my own the conflicts sharpened and the silences grew longer. The older I got the less willing I was to keep fighting with my mother, to keep going around and around in the same mutually destructive circles. And there never was another way for us to connect.


I thought I was the only one but it turns out most people have some experience of estrangement, whether it’s their own or lies elsewhere in their family. It might be short-term or permanent, with a clear beginning or a long murky history. Some people think family estrangement is on the rise, a “silent epidemic.”5 They point to trends like blended families, divorce, addiction, and intolerance that cause or exacerbate family tensions. The most recent studies suggest somewhere between 5 and 10 percent of parents are estranged from at least one adult child.6 Fathers are more likely to be alienated from adult children (27 percent) than are mothers (7 percent),7 though in one recent survey more than half the participants said they were estranged from a mother.8 Young men are more likely to distance themselves from parents than are young women.9


There’s been little research on the phenomenon of family estrangement, and no authoritative statistics, maybe in part because estrangement is a rather fluid concept. One person’s estrangement might be someone else’s baseline, and people move in and out of estrangement, often over a lifetime. “No two people have the same experience or trajectory,” says Lucy Blake, a social and developmental psychologist and lecturer at Edge Hill University in Ormskirk, England. That’s for sure. In trying to organize the stories I’ve heard, I quickly realized how hard it would be. It’s not just that the specifics of every relationship are different, but each person tells his or her story differently as well, and that too becomes part of the narrative. Not to mention the fact that few estrangements are fixed; for every person who hasn’t seen or talked to his family in years there are ten more who go in and out of varying degrees of contact, whose feelings shift and mutate with every new relationship twist.


Kristina Scharp spent years trying to come up with a working definition of estrangement. The one she finally settled on is fairly academic: a communicative process of decreasing interdependence, where at least one family member voluntarily and intentionally distances themselves from another family member because of a negative relationship. The key idea here is that estrangement is a process, one described by distance and levels of dependence rather than feelings. In that sense, Scharp’s concept differs from other definitions.


One of the best known of these came from Murray Bowen, a twentieth-century psychiatrist who saw families as deeply interconnected and interdependent systems, seething with tension and anxiety. In Bowen theory, each family member’s feelings and behaviors affect the others’ and can stabilize or disrupt the connections among the rest. Bowen saw “emotional cutoff,” as he labeled estrangement, as a harmful effort to reduce or avoid unresolved emotional issues between family members. He believed estrangement actually created more conflicts than it fixed because those original unresolved issues would spill over into other family relationships, weakening the whole network.


Bowen’s concept of emotional cutoff, which is still widely cited when people write about estrangement, focuses on the often unspoken psychological currents in a family. Other researchers see estrangement as more of a behavioral issue, meant to create boundaries and/or distance between family members. “‘Estranged’ sounds binary, like I’m either pregnant or I’m not pregnant,” explains Scharp. But estrangement, in her view, exists on a continuum of both time and space; people are more or less estranged at any given moment. It’s a cyclical process rather than a fixed state. Scharp believes most estrangements fall into two basic categories: continued estrangement, as in “We’re never talking again,” and “chaotic disassociation,” where people bounce back and forth between connection and estrangement, fighting and reconciling. Within those categories, of course, there is an infinite number of shadings.10


Peg Streep, author of the book Mean Mothers: Overcoming the Legacy of Hurt, agrees that estrangement doesn’t always look as we expect it to. “Most people are either in low-contact situations that are estrangements without the label, or controlled situations that aren’t even labeled as low contact. They’ve either moved away or they set very strict parameters for visits,” says Streep, who has interviewed thousands of women about estrangement. She says that full-on no-contact—what we tend to think of when we hear the word estrangement—is a rare last resort. That jibes with both my own experience and the stories I’ve heard from others. I’ve talked with people who haven’t laid eyes on family members in twenty years, with people who see estranged relatives but interact only superficially, and with people who have experienced both, plus various states in between.


Lucy Blake believes estrangement may be more of an identity than a specific situation. “Some research might say if you haven’t had contact with a family member for a year you’re classified as estranged,” she says. “But perhaps there are people who have very infrequent contact but they’re happy with that level and they don’t consider themselves estranged.” My husband, for instance, talks to his brother maybe once or twice a year, and sees him less often. They haven’t argued or fallen out and they don’t consider themselves estranged. They’re certainly not close, but that’s been true their whole lives. “What do we expect our relationships to look like in adulthood, anyway?” asks Blake. “That’s not something research has really delved into because they’re more interested in what is.”


Whether estrangement means no contact at all, occasional phone calls, or face-to-face conversations that never go beyond the superficial, the assumption is that it’s a problem to be solved, an obstacle to be overcome so families can get on with the happy-ever-after process of reconciliation. As studies attest, it comes with many costs, not just for the parent and child (or siblings) at the heart of the conflict11 but also for the entire circle of relatives. There are social costs, emotional costs, medical and financial costs to family estrangements. There are costs in inconvenience, in embarrassment, in loneliness and rage and grief. There are missed opportunities and lost time that can never be made up.


Among other primates, estrangement “extracts a substantial biological price,” write evolutionary biologists Michael T. McGuire and Michael J. Raleigh.12 They observed lower immune function, changes in brain activity and metabolism, and other physical declines in individual monkeys who had been ostracized by the larger social group. Black bears, rabbits, red foxes, and water voles that stayed in or close to their birth habitats—and their familial social groups—grew more quickly and lived longer than those who were more isolated.13


Of course, animals don’t consciously decide to estrange themselves from their families; it’s typically decided for them by the group as punishment for some transgression or as an act of protection for the greater good. Only for humans does personal choice play a role, at least for those contemplating estrangement, and most people choose to stay connected. For much of human history, our physical and emotional needs to be linked with other people were filled mainly through family, nuclear and extended—the parents, the clan, the in-group. Without them, humans wouldn’t have survived or evolved as we have. I think of medieval England, where the survival of the house you belonged to, whether it was Lancaster or York or Tudor or any other, far outweighed your own happiness or survival. You could be married off for the good of the family, sent to war for the good of the family, sacrificed for the good of the family. Your place in the family, and your family’s place in the world, was life and death. We still act like this is true. And maybe it is.


It’s only in the last 150 years or so that the way we live has given some of us options for building a social foundation out of more than just our native tribe. We can now create alternatives to family, build virtual and real-life networks of friends, leave our hometowns and original identities behind. We move to the city, lose ourselves in the thrill of urban anonymity. We cross the globe and take up a completely different way of life. But family still matters. Still matters most, in many ways; the cellular, physiological, and psychological patterns established in the first dozen years of life overshadow everything that happens in the years that follow. And they are clearly meant to. Our earliest memories and experiences, though they’re likely fragmented and nonlinear, though they swim randomly to the surface of our childhood soup, carry a power far beyond the everyday details of our childhood lives. Even when we don’t consciously remember those early experiences they shape our interactions with the world in a million ways, starting with the very structure of the developing brain.


We’re born with roughly eighty-five billion neurons, the nerve cells in the brain that become our physical and psychological infrastructure. (By comparison, a cat’s brain contains about a billion neurons, a chimpanzee’s about seven billion.) Each one of those neurons comes with about 2,500 synapses, potential bridges to other neurons. From birth to age two, the human brain goes through an explosive process known as synaptic blooming; those bridges multiply and proliferate until each neuron sports some fifteen thousand of them, the most the brain will ever contain and way too many to sustain long term.


By the time a child is ten years old, the synapses that are used least often have withered, while those that get the most use continue to flourish. If you grow up surrounded by English speakers, for example, you don’t need to be able to interpret tones the way Mandarin or Bantu speakers do, so the neural wiring that supports it falls away. Synaptic pruning, as it’s called, is an elegant and efficient mechanism. And scientists are just beginning to understand the power of this kind of patterning. In particular, they’re coming to understand that the emotional sensitivity (or lack thereof) of a young child’s primary caregiver shapes that child not just for a few years but throughout adulthood. One 2015 analysis found that “early maternal sensitivity,” as measured by watching mothers interact with children at six months, two years, and three-and-a-half years old, correlated strongly with kids’ academic and social success later in life.14 The researchers wrote, “Sensitive care during the first several years of life plays an important role in shaping the child’s mental representations of relationships, broad capabilities of emotional, attentional, and behavioral self-regulation, and neurobiological systems.” A mother or father who genuinely supports and nurtures a very young child is investing in that child’s ability to not just survive physically but thrive emotionally long after the parent is out of the picture.


And the reverse is also true. Research suggests15 that toxic stresses in childhood—like a parent’s abuse, neglect, illness, or depression—can disrupt the brain’s delicate circuitry, raise levels of stress hormones like cortisol, and physically change the architecture of the growing brain.16 Severe, ongoing stress in young children can enlarge the amygdalae, a pair of tiny almond-shaped structures deep in the brain involved in processing fear, anxiety, and emotional memory, and can also shrink the hippocampus, which helps mediate long-term memory and spatial navigation. Damage to these organs can set up a kind of feedback loop in the brain, making it hyperreactive to anxiety and fear17 and leading to lifelong problems with learning, health, and behavior.


Swiss psychologist Alice Miller spent a lifetime exploring the subtle and not-so-subtle power dynamics between parents and children. Miller, a Holocaust survivor, rejected Freud’s theory that children invented tales of abuse, especially sexual abuse, as a way of working through fantasies about their parents, and wrote a series of books looking at how the consequences of real parental abuse and neglect played out. In her 1985 book, For Your Own Good: Hidden Cruelty in Child-Rearing and the Roots of Violence, she wrote, “An enormous amount can be done to a child in the first two years: he or she can be molded, dominated, taught good habits, scolded, and punished—without any repercussions for the person raising the child and without the child taking revenge.”


The experiences of those early years can ripple through a lifetime, triggering psychological distress and altering the very structure of the genes, even if the child has no conscious memory of them. Researchers in the field of epigenetics are finding links between early experiences and changes on the molecular level. One 2013 study18 found that maltreatment in childhood was linked to a distinct pattern of changes to DNA methylation, a chemical process that affects the way the information coded onto genes is translated into actual physical characteristics. Researchers consistently saw these epigenetic markers in adults who had experienced childhood abuse. Long after those early events the cells in the body continue to bear witness, putting people at higher risk for depression, anxiety, PTSD, suicide, and a host of other health consequences.


So family matters—for better, for worse, for the rest of your life. That’s a big part of why even one estrangement can disrupt an entire family, rippling across continents and through generations. The costs are high because of what’s at stake: survival of the individual, survival of the genetic material, survival of the species. Some common misconceptions about family estrangements are that those who initiate them don’t care about family or don’t want to be bothered or don’t like being crossed. For most people, though, nothing could be further from the truth. Several years ago, Lucy Blake conducted a survey of about eight hundred people who said they were estranged from family and then published the findings in conjunction with Stand Alone, a UK nonprofit with a mission to support estranged adults.19 Most people who responded had cut off family members completely; a few described minimal contact. About half of them made the break in their twenties to mid-thirties—a time of life, according to developmental psychologist Erik Erikson, when people focus on establishing and deepening intimate relationships. (Or, alternately, grappling with the challenging nature of those relationships.) Eighty percent of the respondents said the estrangements had led to positive changes. “It saved my life,” wrote one participant. “Estrangement has been nothing but a blessing for me.” Another responded, “I feel like it has made me a stronger, more independent person.”


For those of us who feel this way estrangement is not a problem; it’s a solution, a response to an otherwise unsolvable problem. It’s an extreme response, no question about it, a last resort people choose only after they’ve exhausted other possibilities. But it’s an effective one. For some people in some relationships the physical and emotional costs of staying connected are far, far higher than the social costs of estrangement. One of the most poignant stories I’ve heard came from Bill, age thirty-five, a project manager in Buffalo, New York. Bill’s father began physically abusing him when he was five. By the time Bill was a teenager he was in therapy for bipolar disorder. He thought about suicide a lot. After college, he moved to Japan to teach English, in part to escape the ongoing abuse, and decided to take a short break from communicating with his parents and sister. His father responded by writing Bill a letter—which Bill’s mother and younger sister also signed—saying that Bill was a terrible person, one of the worst he’d ever known, who’d made up all the stories of abuse.


Bill thought maybe his sister had been coerced into signing, so he called her and asked. Did she really believe he was a terrible person who’d invented a history of abuse for attention? She said yes. Bill thought I guess all you guys are done. He cut off contact with his parents and sister, and then the rest of his extended family cut him off.


The first year or so of the estrangement was rough, but gradually Bill began to notice a shift in how he was feeling. For years he’d thought of himself as bipolar and suicidal, a depressed person by nature. He believed that was who he was, his identity. But the estrangement gave him the mental and physical space to work through the abuse he’d survived and discover the truth about himself. “I’m actually quite positive,” he says with a laugh.


Bill believes his estrangement saved his life; if he’d stayed in touch, he might have followed through on killing himself. But it wasn’t a decision made lightly, then or now. He compares it to amputating a gangrenous arm. “It’s going to kill you, so you have to chop it off,” he says. “It feels better. You’re healthier. But you’re missing an arm, an actual part of your body, and how you can interact with the world has been completely changed. No more family experiences. No more family. Even if they’re bad, at least there’s someone there.”


Every single person I’ve interviewed who has estranged themselves from family members agonized over the decision. They say they did it to save their lives and the lives of their children. They did it to preserve their sanity, their physical health, their marriages and livelihoods. They did it because they had tried everything else they could think of and none of it had worked. Because their relationships with family brought pain into their lives rather than joy and closeness. As Janey, a fifty-year-old Australian publishing executive, explained, “It’s not like I bailed at the first drama, and it’s not like I didn’t leave the door open. But there comes a time when your health and your wellness and my family today is better off without my mother in our lives. Because she doesn’t bring anything positive.”


For Tracy, fifty-eight, a teacher in Ann Arbor, Michigan, estrangement wasn’t just one decision but many, made over and over. She was estranged from her abusive father for decades, though she did see him a few times as he was dying. Usually when she makes a decision that feels right, she can put it behind her and not look back. But the break with her father and other family members never felt permanent in the same way. It was like a zombie that kept popping back up. Like a game of Whac-A-Mole, something she had to question every single day.


Whether they’re still estranged or have reconciled or are somewhere in the ping-ponging process, none of the people I’ve talked to are sorry for their decisions. They might feel sorry they had to make those decisions in the first place, but I have yet to interview anyone who regrets their actual estrangement. Faced with a set of difficult choices they did what they felt they must. Natalie, a thirty-nine-year-old math professor at a New England university, hasn’t seen or talked to one of her brothers in ten years. His history of mental-health issues makes it hard for him to hold down a job or maintain relationships. He’d floated in and out of the family for decades, disappearing for months and then popping up again to ask for money or a place to stay. When he reappeared, he was often mean to their parents and manipulative to Natalie and their other two siblings. Natalie has given up trying to understand him, to figure out why he does what he does. “He just blows shit up wherever he goes,” she says. “I can’t tell where mental illness starts and where some people are just kind of jerks. I think he’s kind of a jerk. Plus he’s mentally ill.”


For a while Natalie acted as a kind of liaison between her brother and her parents. She would have dinner with him and report back to them about what he was doing, where he was living, how he was feeling. She hated being in the middle. One Christmas he asked her to take a letter to their father instructing their mother not to contact him anymore. Another time he revealed to their mother via email that their sister had had an abortion in high school.


Eventually his emails and phone calls dwindled away. He came home for Christmas one year and then disappeared completely. Natalie’s main feeling was relief. When their father was diagnosed with the illness that would kill him, Natalie asked if she should contact her brother. Her father said no, he deserved nothing, including information. And Natalie was fine with that. “He left us first,” she says. “But then we decided to leave him too. It takes two to be estranged, you know?” She’s still furious at the pain he caused the whole family. “Nobody has the right to come and firebomb my life,” she says. “You don’t get to do that to me.” And she has zero regrets about the estrangement. If someone else told her the story of her family it might seem sad. But she’s not sad about it. Not even a little bit.


Becca Bland, thirty-four, a journalist who founded the nonprofit Stand Alone, says she has no regrets, either. Bland, who grew up in Yorkshire, in the north of England, cut off contact with her parents at age twenty-five, after years of what she describes as psychological abuse and many efforts to get her mother to address it. Her problems with her mother destroyed her connections with others in the family as well. “There really wasn’t a way to make the relationship work, and it took my grandma and my dad with it,” she says. In 2012, as part of her struggle to come to terms with her situation, she wrote a piece for The Guardian about how tough it is to be estranged at Christmas and how hard it can be to explain that estrangement to other people when just about everyone else is focused on family togetherness. She was overwhelmed by the flood of mail and emails she received thanking her for breaking through the stigma around estrangement and writing openly about it. “It seemed that many people had been facing those choices of what to say to people and how to explain and feeling pretty miserable about themselves, as I had done,” she says now.


Bland was especially moved by letters from young college students, who recounted practical and logistical problems in addition to the emotional traumas that had led to estrangement. Some students couldn’t get loans for college because they couldn’t prove they had no access to family support. Many felt too ashamed to talk about their estrangements with mental-health professionals, so they couldn’t get the required documentation for government help. Students wrote to her saying they couldn’t get into student accommodations without having family as a guarantor, or a huge security deposit. Some told her they faced a choice between staying in a dysfunctional family and homelessness, since those under twenty-one in the United Kingdom aren’t eligible for their own housing benefits.


Bland created Stand Alone soon after her Guardian article ran, and in the last five years the nonprofit has worked with universities, legislators, and clinicians to tackle some of these issues. She’s also looking at ways to measure “family capital”—the kinds of emotional, financial, and advisory resources available in families—so it might be used as a measure of disadvantage. “It would be quite powerful if people could be assessed on how much family capital they have around them and therefore how much support and help they might need,” she says, citing issues like housing, child care, and elder care as areas where the lack of a supportive family can be problematic. “Family capital is not only something the young lack.”


The stigmas associated with estrangement play a huge role in creating the kinds of problems Bland is addressing. They can also shape both the decision to estrange in the first place and the form that estrangement might take. Ongoing no-contact estrangement is relatively rare, in part because of the strong cultural proscriptions around breaking that bond. Many people who might want to cut off a relationship with a parent or grown child stop themselves because of the potential consequences—not so much the reality of making the break as the fear of the familial and cultural judgment that will come their way. And that judgment does come at anyone who makes that choice.


“Every time I introduce myself to someone they’re like, ‘Oh, how’s your family?’ And I either have to lie or tell them the whole story,” says Bill, the project manager in Buffalo, New York, who’s been estranged from his family for thirteen years. “Some people stop being friends with me as a result. Some people just don’t become friends with me at all if I tell them that story.”


That story includes a long history of physical and emotional abuse, including the day Bill’s father tried to strangle him. You’re my son and I have the right to kill you, he told eighteen-year-old Bill. That was the most extreme example but not the final one; Bill didn’t break off contact with his family until five years later. He tends to avoid talking about the estrangement, in part because of the judgments of others. “I think even the best-intentioned people blame me after a little bit of time,” he says now. “Even after I’ve told them these stories.”


The kind of clean break Bill made with his family tends to happen only after years of what Kristina Scharp describes as chaotic disassociation, a term that perfectly captures the toxic conflation of misery and hope, longing and anger that characterizes estrangements. Bill was only twenty-three, though he’d endured years of abuse before that. It took me until the year I turned fifty to finally cut my mother off. In the years right after I graduated college and moved to New York City, we saw each other every few months, for Seders and Thanksgivings and the occasional weekend visit, which more often than not ended in arguments that led to frosty silences. After I moved to the Midwest our visits became more sporadic and often happened in the context of larger family events like weddings and bar mitzvahs. We fought by phone and, later, by email and text, and there were times when I took a break from the relationship, always thinking it would be temporary. Once or twice my mother did the same. We often went months without interacting even when we were officially in contact. As I birthed my daughters and went through therapy—grew up, really—my rage at and need for my mother settled into a kind of background angst that occasionally bloomed into desperation. Even a benign phone call could trigger weeks of anxiety and depression, longing and anger. In truth, I was calmer, happier, more functional when I didn’t hear from her.


Most people who have chosen to break from their families agree. Tracy, the teacher from Ann Arbor, wants people to feel OK about choosing estrangement. “There really are cases where it’s the better course,” she says. “It’s horrific, it’s sad, it’s tragic, and it’s better than the alternative.”


“For a lot of people estrangement is not a problem,” acknowledges Becca Bland. “It’s actually a healthier way.”


Bill, the project manager, says he’s now the happiest and healthiest he’s ever been in his life. “I can trace that back directly to cutting my family off,” he says.


That’s been my experience, too. Despite my guilt and grief the break with my mother was a solution to a problem that had obsessed and distressed me my whole life. I would make the same choice again.


 


* This is literally true, since cells can actually migrate between a mother and fetus through the placenta. It’s hard to imagine a deeper connection than that.
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