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To my father and mother, Steve and Corinne.


And to their parents: Robert and Edith,


Max and Lena.


And to all the parents and grandparents,


Children and grandchildren,


Who long to be in each other’s lives


But haven’t yet found a way.









AUTHOR’S NOTE
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For the sake of privacy and confidentiality, all of the case histories are composites of individuals and families, rather than the story of any one particular person or family. I have also changed the names of my own family members in the book to protect their privacy. Like any attempt to make sense of memories from the past, it is flawed and incomplete, but used with their permission.









INTRODUCTION
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Sad, scared, and pissed off.


I assume you picked up this book because those words describe how you feel right now. Sad you haven’t had any contact with your adult child or grandchild, scared you don’t know if you’ll ever see them again, and pissed off because you don’t deserve to be treated this way by your own child, especially one to whom you’ve been so devoted.


Or maybe you picked up this book because you’re reeling from the fact that your child wants nothing to do with you and you have no idea why.


Or maybe you know that you made some pretty big mistakes but assumed that the conflict was resolvable: “We’ll get over it like we always do, no need to panic,” to “What does he mean, he needs to take a break from our relationship?” to “Wait, how was I not invited to her wedding or the birth of my grandchild?!”


Every time I am interviewed in national media, I am besieged with referrals and emails from estranged parents who all say the same thing: “I thought I was the only one!” Parents don’t talk about estrangement to their friends, coworkers, even their own family, because they fear judgment. They fear someone will say or think: “What did you do to your child? It must have been something terrible.”


So let me start by saying: maybe you didn’t do anything to cause it. While there are plenty of troubled parents in this world, many of those who contact me are some of the most dedicated, educated, and loving parents of any generation. They’ve read tons of parenting books; spent a record number of hours raising their children; provided their kids with a level of financial support far greater than that provided by their own parents; and tirelessly researched the causes of their children’s anxiety, depression, learning disabilities, low self-esteem, ADD, and every other diagnosis known to have a URL. They have listened carefully to their children’s dreams so that they could provision them with the safest, securest path to a happy and successful life. They have lived on a steady diet of worry, guilt, fear, sleep deprivation, and caffeine in order to become the absolute-best-parent-they-could-possibly-be—a goal that has been at the center of their consciousness since before their child was born.


Which doesn’t mean that they were free from making mistakes. And to make matters worse, experts keep changing what’s considered ideal parenting every three or four years, so it’s hard to know which kind of mistake they might have made: small and predictable with little smiley faces around the edges? Medium and potentially forgivable with a “Keep Trying” sticker affixed to them? Or large and relationship-ending with a yellow and black hazmat warning?


Either way, dealing with an estrangement is no small task. Whatever the cause, rejection from the person whose opinion and love you care the most about—whom you love with a mightiness that only another estranged parent could understand—makes the certainties of life feel precarious and unraveled. Tender memories that seemed impervious to revision become infested with doubt and self-criticism. The times you know you were far from your best parenting self are thrust into a torturous spin cycle of If only I hadn’t said that, done that, wrote that.


You might have thought: This could never happen to me. I love my child too much. My child loves me too much. We can get through this, can’t we? Look at the pictures of us together from before—we were so happy.


You discover that nothing draws life more sharply into focus than the loss of a child’s love and attention. Whether an estrangement is sudden or gradual, you’ll find yourself flooded with images of rocking her in your arms while she was sleeping, swaddled in a blanket her grandmother gave her. You’ll see her face on the day she was born, brought newly into the world. You’ll remember crayoned Mother’s Day/Father’s Day cards (which you still have); you’ll remember running behind her, holding the seat of her first bike as you let go and she sails down the street.


I understand because I’ve been there and those are my memories. And they came back to me when my daughter cut me off.


In her early twenties, my daughter Elena told me everything I knew and feared. She told me I had let her down. She told me I wasn’t there for her. She told me I had a happy new family now, and that I never made her feel a part of it. She told me she was done with our relationship. It was the most painful experience I have ever had to go through or hope to go through again.


I was twenty-five when I met her mother, Rhonda, at City College of San Francisco. I transferred there after dropping out of the San Francisco Conservatory of Music, where I could no longer afford the tuition. In today’s dollars, the amount was laughable—then again, so is everything in today’s dollars. I sat next to her in a music theory class and exchanged goofy faces with her five-year-old son from a prior marriage. Within six months we were living together. The term soulmate finally meant something. I never had a girlfriend who was so hilarious and smart. Within less than a year she was pregnant and I was gearing up to be a dad.


We weren’t married, weren’t mature, weren’t ready. We tied the knot anyway. We had a big party. We had a home birth. Despite the pain and gore suffered by the mother at the luxurious distance and repose of the father, I was witness to the first sight of my daughter’s little head as she pushed through, her face red and squinting from the short, arduous journey into the world; her tiny pursed lips, her cerulean eyes opening with an expression that asked Who the hell are you? I felt the powerful compulsion of animals who nuzzle their just-born infants into contact guided by their scent, their innocence, their purity. Babies broadcast at an intoxicating frequency, a powerful proclamation of new life: Protect me.


Yet, despite the bond of parenthood, Rhonda and I separated within a year and a half. I moved out of our duplex in the outer Sunset District of San Francisco near Ocean Beach and into a walk-up Victorian with three other people in the inner Haight; mattress on the floor, portable crib in one hand, diaper bag in the other. Rita Rudner’s observation that most single men live like bears with furniture was an apt description of my life at the time. We did shared custody, which meant that I saw Elena every other weekend and Wednesday nights. This was the preferred arrangement of family courts in the 1980s, a time before they received the memo that dads might have something to contribute to children’s well-being.


But I adored my daughter. She was sunny, bold, not easily bossed around. She was opinionated about what she would or wouldn’t wear. She threw her head back whenever she laughed. She was unafraid to race her Hot Wheels, then training wheels, then two-wheeler down the sidewalk; I had to race to keep up with her. She ate whatever I put in front of her, which was adaptive given my limited culinary skills. She goaded me to create scary bedtime stories with female protagonists who save the day.


When Elena was seven, I remarried. Her mother remarried, too.


The custody arrangement made it impossible to see her more than eight days a month. I missed her when she wasn’t around and wanted our scarce amount of time together to be without tension. The stereotype “Disneyland dad” endures for a reason: If you only get to see your kid once in a while, who wants to clutter that up with limits or arguments? “Of course you can have another ice cream cone before dinner. They’re delicious!” “Absolutely we can watch that scary R-rated movie. R means Really, Really Good!” “Yes, let’s stay up way past your bedtime! I’ll explain to your mom why you’re always tired when I drop you off.”


The last thing I wanted was conflict with my daughter. Conflict requires the luxury of time. Time to heal, to repair, to clarify. Monstrous things can fill the gaps between times that you see your child and times that you don’t after divorce.


Because there’s always the other home to contend with. Even if your ex was a decent person, they could still undermine your relationship with your child if they wanted to: ignore the happy reports of their days with you and attend more to their complaints. Upgrade their new spouse into the role of parent while downgrading you into someone more distant, avuncular, and irrelevant.


Studies show that divorce is sometimes less hard on children than their parents’ remarriage. However, remarriages are also hard on exes—not because they’re jealous, but because they have to contend with a person who takes on a role they assumed was uniquely and forever theirs. The first time my daughter referred to her stepfather as her other daddy, I almost smacked her across the face.


Instead, I said through clenched teeth, “Sweetheart, Rob is your stepfather, he’s not your other dad. You only have one dad.”


“I know,” she said between bites of Raisin Bran. “You’re Dad and he’s Daddy,” she continued, as if that explained everything.


“No,” I persisted. Despite my years of therapy, I had no ability to calmly walk my way through this conversation. “I’m Dad and I’m Daddy. Like you’re Elena and you’re Leni. Daddy’s just a different way to say Dad—like Leni’s a different way to say Elena. Okay?”


She tilted her head at me with curiosity. At a precocious nine years, she was old enough to recognize that she had stumbled into a pit of vulnerability that she hadn’t yet seen in me.


It didn’t help that her mother had married a friend of mine who was decent and kind. If anyone was capable of replacing me as a father, he was. After he married my ex, we didn’t stay close, because now he played for the other side. Rhonda and I weren’t one of these “Oh, let’s still be buddies and have Thanksgiving together” exes. We were more like this: “Hey, thanks for the regular updates on why breaking up was the best thing we ever did.” We didn’t try to be friends with each other’s spouses. The teams had been formed and there was no mistaking for whom our new spouses were supposed to play. The problem was that our daughter had to play for both; however hard it was to be a divorced parent, it was even harder to be the kid who had to keep track of her parents’ needs and moods.


Because we had scarce time together, I tried to make it count. Joint custody means spending a lot of time driving—picking up and dropping off, picking up and dropping off. Then again, driving had its benefits: It was private. It occurred without the distraction of others who could compete for attention.


Our relationship was in some ways made closer in the car, since we were both captive to whatever was in the cassette deck. And unlike the boozy, chummy Rat Pack music that adorned the stereos of my parents’ generation, our generation’s children actually liked our music. Listening to music with her, especially loud music, especially loud, aggressive music as she approached adolescence, allowed a lot to be said without having to say it. Soundgarden, Led Zeppelin, Public Enemy, Tupac, and Nine Inch Nails were the constants moving in and out of the console.


Then my twin sons were born, and at forty, I was more mature, more ready to parent. Being a full-time parent was healing. I could wake up to my sons every morning and put them to bed every night. But playing in the background was the contrast of what I wasn’t giving to my daughter. Am I really a good father if I’m raising two of my kids and scarcely raising the other? And even though the arrangement was decided in court, I still felt guilt-ridden. I felt I had violated the agreement I made when I brought her into the world: that I would be with her at every moment and protect her. And now my kid was being raised by another man she called Daddy.


She was fourteen going on fifteen, and I had no idea what she was thinking or feeling. I could hear it in her voice when I called her at her mom’s: bored, preoccupied, disconnected, irritated. Was she upset with me? Did her mom say something? Did something happen at school? Was it drugs? Was it a guy? I didn’t know. I should have known what was going on with my own kid, but I didn’t.


Hoping to get more time with her, I went back to court for a second time to get full-time custody. But I lost. The judge didn’t see any reason to change what he thought was working. “What’s working about it?” I asked. He said that since her mother and I weren’t getting along, a change would make it even harder on Elena. I argued that the opposite was true: more time together would be better for everyone. He held firm and I went home.


Three more years passed and, at seventeen, Elena bucked the courts and moved in with my wife and me full-time. This was an answer to my prayers. Finally, I could be a real parent to her. I gave her the guitar that I’d played at my wedding with her mother; she learned one of the classical pieces I’d written for the Conservatory many years back. We made each other laugh, as we always had. We introduced each other to new bands. It seemed that we might have a new beginning—a new chance to heal.


But having her home didn’t turn out exactly how I’d hoped. My wife, patient and good-natured in most ways, was unable to balance the cyclone of our twin boys and the needs of Elena. I didn’t know how to reach my daughter when she seemed overwhelmed or depressed. And once again, she found herself on the short end of a parental stick.


I took her to college and was briefly buoyed: I felt like a real dad doing real things with his daughter. Yet a part of me knew that she wasn’t really prepared for this next phase of life. She hadn’t received the stable, consistent home that my twins had. She hadn’t gotten to feel like the unambiguous priority.


And then, at twenty-two, she gave me the talk. The talk where she said she hadn’t felt like a priority to me growing up; she didn’t feel cherished or special or important. I don’t remember her exact words—perhaps they’re too excruciating to recall. What I do remember is her anger, her honesty. Her pain.


I defended myself; I explained, I rationalized, and I blamed others. None of this worked, of course—she withdrew even further.


And then, nothing. No contact. No returned calls. No visits. The car was now fully off the road, sailing over the cliff. It would take several years before we started to talk again.


My story may parallel yours. Or it may not. Maybe you never got divorced. Perhaps your relationship was great until your child got married. Or great until they had a kid. Or good enough until they got into therapy. Perhaps none of these applies. Regardless, the estrangement has made you feel lost and desperate for answers.


So you tried to get help with a variety of professionals. Maybe they were clueless, and their sensible-sounding advice only made things worse. Statements like “It’s just a phase, give him time.” “You need to remind her of everything that you’ve done for her and calling you up is the least she can do.” “You should just show up there and demand that they see you!” So now you’ve dug yourself into a hole you have no idea how to dig your way out of.


I know how you feel because I got the same well-meaning, though ill-informed, advice. I don’t fault any particular therapist or friend or family member for their bad counsel, because estrangement—unlike most of the terrible things that can happen to us—is still a largely closeted problem. Estrangement doesn’t benefit from the surfeit of books, articles, and web pages that show up for more common problems like marriage, divorce, or depression.


So it was in some ways dumb luck that the consultant to my practice, wise and helpful with all of my difficult cases, turned out to be wise and helpful with the most difficult case of all: me and my heartbreaking estrangement. Over time, her recommendations helped me find a way back to my daughter. I wrote my last book, When Parents Hurt, to help other parents going through the hell of estrangement. My goal was to help them not make the same mistakes I did, and to find a way to heal the distance, as I was eventually able to do. As a result of the popularity of that book, I developed a large following of parents across the country and internationally, whom I’ve reached through weekly webinars on estrangement. Since I can’t address all of the emails and questions that I receive on a daily basis, I started offering a free Monday Q&A for estranged parents, which is still ongoing. I also consult with parents in my office in Oakland, California, as well as parents and professionals in and outside of the United States.


I have learned an awful lot in the years since my last book was published and want you to benefit from the thousands of voices of parents who have informed my ideas about what works, what doesn’t, and how to end the pain. These are voices that you will hear throughout these pages.


ISN’T IT THE PARENT’S FAULT?




When I’m consulted by a parent, I make no assumptions about their innocence or their guilt in regard to the claims of their adult child. Sometimes parents present themselves in a more idealized light than is obviously the case. Often, it’s not until I read the correspondence with their adult child or talk to the child that I see how much the parent contributes to the child’s need for distance. Sometimes it’s clear that the parent is very reasonable and the adult child or their spouse is the more troubled part of the dynamic.


And to complicate matters further, sometimes the cause of the estrangement lies somewhere in that vast desert between—where the complexities of each person’s personalities, histories, challenges, or genetics ping-pong back and forth off the other’s, and conflict operates less as cause and effect and more like a feedback loop, endlessly amplifying the worst instincts of the parent, adult child, or anyone else who wants to step into the fray.


Part of what makes the discussion of estrangement challenging is the way that the tribal nature of our culture infects today’s family relations. Spend a few minutes on the forums of either the estranged adult children or the estranged parents and you’ll see a clannish approach as hostile as anything currently extant between the left and the right in our current political landscape.


Amid this new landscape, it is not your fault that you don’t know how to navigate interactions with your adult children. But if you want a different relationship, it will require change on your part. Reconciling an estrangement requires an attitude unlike any you’ve ever experienced before. It’s not easy, and frankly, my methods aren’t for everyone. I’ve had parents fire me because they refused to reach out to the adult child in a way that I believe is critical for a potential reconciliation. I’ve also fired parents because they wanted to use the family therapy as a vehicle to blame their adult children rather than empathize or take responsibility.


My method requires a willingness and certain bravery on the part of the parent. You must strive to see yourself as your child sees you, and actively look for evidence that what they’re saying may have a kernel of truth. And even when you think their ideas, perceptions, or accusations are bullshit or curated by their therapist, your ex, or their spouse, you must still start by saying: “Okay, let’s look at this together.” Not to prove them wrong, but to understand how they came to this point and why they have chosen not to be with you.


It is true that some parents have been destructive in how they raised their children—and that they continue to behave in ways that make it easy to see why distance is the best strategy for their now-grown son or daughter. But even here, hardly anyone talks about what to do for those parents who are trapped in the endlessly repeating cycles of despair, depression, and even violence that keep them on the fringes of support and understanding. It is these parents who are invariably the least equipped to navigate the high-wire communication techniques required of today’s egalitarian parent–adult child relationships, where empathy, self-awareness, and self-reflection are key. The hurt, hapless, even destructive parent is also deserving of our help and understanding.


Is the best advice we can offer an adult child “Just walk away and protect yourself? Focus on your own needs—your spouse, friends, and children? Let the parent pay for the sins of their parenting?” Is a parent who didn’t have the economic, social, or psychological supports to be a good parent really deserving of so little empathy, if not from their child, then from the rest of us?


I don’t think so.


WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR?




This book is for anybody who is suffering from the loss of an adult child or a grandchild. While it’s written for the parent and grandparent, adult children will also find a new perspective to consider—one that may foster empathy and understanding. Estrangement is painful and confusing. It’s also complex: there are no one-size-fits-all solutions.


The first part of the book discusses the most common pathways to estrangement. These include abuse, divorce, mental illness, the contributions of today’s psychotherapists to estrangement, and differences in values and personalities.


The second half includes familiar situations for estranged parents and grandparents. Grandparents who lose contact with grandchildren often come to me in despair, asking: “Will I ever see them again?” I look at how grandchildren are often a casualty of a parent–adult child estrangement and make recommendations for estranged grandparents. I also talk about siblings and how long-standing conflict can result in estrangement or ongoing conflict. Since estrangements often occur as a result of conflict between the parents and the spouse of the adult child, I have a chapter devoted to navigating that complex and often thorny relationship.


The final part of the book provides strategies and my own rules for parent–adult child relationships, drawn from my forty years of practice. I explain why failing to learn them puts you at risk for continued estrangement. I also address common questions crucial to your ongoing well-being and serenity: how to survive the holidays, how to make amends, how to handle disrespect and abuse, and how to heal from the pain, among others.


In my private practice, I’ve found that understanding the social causes of estrangement helps parents feel less alone, less guilty, and less ashamed. Throughout the book, I interweave the latest research on how families have changed and how those changes provide greater risk but also greater potential. But I also know that people want tools to help them heal their pain. So each chapter will provide all of the above: case studies, research to provide a framework for the observations, and some good old-fashioned advice.


In the past decade, my practice has become filled with estranged parents, leading me to wonder whether I’d uncovered a new trend. Was the rest of the country also experiencing an uptick in estrangement? In writing this book, I knew that I would need to dig deeper. I called colleagues around the country who worked with families and young adults—and discovered they were witnessing the same thing that I was. I began to read hundreds of studies in psychology, history, sociology, and economics and scores of books in those fields. I have also conducted my own research in affiliation with the University of Wisconsin at Madison.


My mission is to help you find a healthy way to reconcile. In general—and there are exceptions—I believe reconciliation is better than staying apart. Better for you and better for our society. And if a reconciliation isn’t possible, I want to help you to have a happy, healthy life with or without your kid in it.
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CAN I SAVE THE RELATIONSHIP WITH MY ESTRANGED CHILD?


Sometimes parents do very little to cause an estrangement. And sometimes they do a lot …


Ralph wanted my help reconciling with his estranged son, but he didn’t like my advice. He didn’t believe that his son’s view of him, however harsh, might have a little truth to it. In reality, I thought his son’s assessment was more than a little true: Ralph was a gruff, self-centered Modesto developer who took his own opinions way too seriously. He expected a level of gratitude and deference from his son that was never going to happen. Ever. Especially challenging was Ralph’s belief that the amount of financial help he’d provided his son afforded him the right to dictate the terms of the relationship.


Frank told me that he had grown up feeling controlled and dominated by his father. Among other things, Ralph was critical of Frank’s desire to get an undergraduate degree in the humanities; he threatened to cut off his college funding if Frank didn’t study something practical that could, as he put it, “actually support a family.” Frank’s temperament was more like his mother’s—bookish, reclusive, drawn to the arts. While he ended up getting a BS in business, he went back to school for an MA in English lit shortly after. He had worked hard in his own therapy to stand up to his father’s demands for time and availability. He’d also made it clear to his dad that there was no way he was going to give back an inch of that hard-won territory.


In my initial meeting with Frank he described feeling close to his mother but a constant disappointment to his father. It wasn’t until he got into therapy that he began to connect his feelings of unworthiness to his relationship with his dad. “I just don’t want to walk around feeling like that anymore. It sucks. I’m through with him treating me like that person. I feel a lot less stressed since I’ve cut off contact with him. I’m fine having a relationship with my mom, but she pretty much does whatever he says. You’ve met my father, so you probably get it.”


I got it.


My work with estranged families typically takes place over two to five sessions. Most of the time parents contact me because they have no contact with their adult child and want strategies to pursue reconciliation. In our initial meeting, I ask about their own childhood history, so I can learn about experiences they may be repeating or that may continue to influence them. I also take a thorough developmental history of their adult child from the parent’s perspective, which includes the child’s academic performance, social life, drug and alcohol use or abuse, prior or current therapy, learning disabilities, temperament, and psychiatric issues. While I don’t expect parents to be diagnosticians, I want to gain a sense of how they understand their child’s strengths, vulnerabilities, temperament, level of insight, and self-reflection.


Of course the parent’s view is sometimes colored by the limitations imposed by their own childhood history, their history of interactions with the child, and whatever other vulnerabilities or limitations they bring to the table. So a parent might wrongly assert that his or her adult child is overly sensitive or defensive because they can’t see how much defensiveness they provoke.


In my initial meeting I suggested that Ralph consider making amends to his son. I stressed that Frank himself had indicated that the relationship wouldn’t move forward unless his father could more deeply address his feelings about their relationship. It was clear that since childhood, Frank had felt controlled or criticized by his father.


“I have nothing to apologize for,” Ralph said, annoyed. “He went to a good school and didn’t have to pay a dime for it. I bought him and his wife a house; she won’t even talk to me. I have money set aside so my grandchildren will have their college paid for. And now I’m not even allowed to see them. What exactly am I supposed to be sorry for again? I’ve got an idea: How about he apologizes to me for cussing me out the last time I was there?”


“Sounds like you did do a lot for him,” I said. “I agree.” And I did agree. But the exchange rate on parental investment has weakened over the past half century. Parents, for better or worse, can no longer demand contact as a return on time and money spent. Like many parents, Frank wasn’t factoring that into his expectations.


Ralph’s wife, Rachel, was small, quiet, and unbearably sad. I asked for her thoughts about the estrangement.


“Oh …,” she said slowly, as though gathering strength to respond, “I don’t know. I just want this to end. My grandbabies, I don’t know what they think, and you know, I just miss them so much. This isn’t fair to them. He and his dad, they’re probably more similar than different.” Small smile. “Both a little too pigheaded for their own good.”


I could see how some people would feel intimidated by Ralph. He was a big guy, used to getting his own way and to having people agree with him. His size, bluster, and arrogance would probably be daunting to a spouse, let alone a child. But I also recognized that he, like many estranged parents, was caught in a generational trap not of his own making.


“You know what?’ he said when I asked him about his childhood. “Nobody gave me anything growing up. My old man used to beat my ass all the time. Is he calling me up and saying, ‘Aww, son, I’m so sorry for beating your ass all the time. What was that like for you?’ He’s an ornery sonofabitch, but we still go see him and my mom ’cause that’s what family does.”


Rachel smiled at me apologetically.


“He also made me who I am today, so I kind of give the old man credit, as big of a dick as he was. When I’m in a meeting with a bunch of construction workers and I’m on the phone with some asshole who’s holding up my building permits, even though I’ve already sent them everything for the tenth time, could they give a shit about what I’m feeling? So I just don’t see how that’s supposed to make things any better.”


“I understand. I think a lot of the parents that I work with feel the same way,” I said. “But it seems like the way you’ve been doing it isn’t getting you what you want. Do I have that right?”


“Yep,” he said begrudgingly.


“So I don’t think there’s a big chance of your seeing him or your grandchildren unless we can help you do it differently. Your son made that pretty clear to me in my individual session with him.”


From my many years of experience, I can say that how a parent responds to this particular recommendation—that they try to empathize with the child’s complaints or perceptions, however at odds these are with their own—is crucial: it often determines whether they ever see their children or grandchildren again.


“Well, I’m not apologizing to him. No way. For what?”


Rachel looked at him wearily. I could tell this was an old, tired interaction for her: she pleads with him to take a softer, less defensive approach and he aggressively shoots her down. In my experience with married couples, mothers are often willing to keep trying long after their husbands have stopped. I have worked with many desperately grieving mothers who said some version of this: “My life has no meaning without my children and grandchildren in it, so why go on living?” This reality causes them to keep trying sometimes well past the point of it being good for anyone. And sometimes they keep trying because they know that the child needs something different in order to reconcile.


A mother’s desire to persevere may result from the fact that women are still held to a higher standard of responsibility for family relationships than are men. As a result, they have a much harder time letting themselves off the hook. Fathers are also deeply wounded by estrangements, but perhaps due to their roles being less socially prescribed, their identities may not suffer as intensely. And, unlike mothers, they may believe that giving up on reconciliation is an expression of pride or masculinity, rather than selfishness.


In Ralph’s case, I also knew that his aggression and gruff bearing insulated him against his feelings of sadness and shame about his son’s rejection.


“It’s not exactly that you have to apologize,” I tried again. “It’s more like this: you’re saying that you didn’t know when you were raising him that you hurt him. And now you do. Now you wish you’d communicated differently. You don’t have to say that you’re a bad person or a bad father. Just that your behavior had an effect on him that wasn’t your desire.”


Rachel looked at her husband hopefully, waiting to see if this new approach was getting any purchase. “That seems like a good way to put it,” she said.


But Ralph wasn’t going to relent. Instead he seemed to grow hardened. “I did want him to be afraid of me: I wanted him to toughen up. He was such a whiny little mama’s boy.”


“He wasn’t a mama’s boy,” Rachel said quietly, though with more resentment than I had heard from her up to that point. “He’s not you. Not everyone goes charging through life like a bull, pushing aside everyone who gets in their way. He’s just a gentler spirit. Why not try what Dr. Coleman’s suggesting?”


I could feel Ralph getting more defensive. This was not the direction I wanted our session to go. Asking a parent to empathize with his son’s complaint of mistreatment can be dicey territory if that parent was also abused in childhood, as Ralph apparently was. For some parents, feeling empathy for their child’s allegations is a slippery slope, a route to experiencing long-warded-off feelings of hurt or fear from their own pasts. Their unconscious schema is that it is better to keep all of that neatly tucked away and sealed shut: I raised him like my old man raised me and I turned out okay, so he should, too.


I was also starting to feel discouraged. Most estranged parents will walk through fire to have a family session with their adult children. But Frank wasn’t able to take even the most basic step. And I felt sad for Rachel. She didn’t have the strength to tell her husband: Nothing is more important to me than having my child and my grandchildren back in my life. If you don’t try to change, I’ll leave you. Or I’ll make your life so miserable you’ll give in and do as I ask you to do. In marriage, people have to sometimes use their power to get what they need. And estrangements from adult children sometimes force a spouse to use that power.


“Like many couples,” I said, trying to find a more direct alliance with Rachel, “it sounds like you two aren’t in complete agreement about how to handle this. And it sounds like Frank’s major complaints are with his father at this point, is that right?”


Rachel was quiet, letting Ralph take the lead.


“She can do whatever she wants,” he said. “It’s up to her. I’m not holding her back if she wants to go visit them. I’ve told her that.”


“Well,” Rachel said, repeating an obviously well-rehearsed line, “I think we probably have to stick together on this.”


“You can,” I offered. “But sometimes it makes sense for one parent to establish a separate peace with the child as a bridge toward a future relationship with the other. From my perspective, the fewer degrees of separation, the better.”


Frank gave an “I don’t give a damn” shrug to my suggestion, the disapproval of which was obvious to Rachel. “Mmm,” she said, looking at him again. “I think we have to have a united front on this one.” To her, defying a spouse was an unspeakable act of disloyalty.


“Okay,” I said, “I understand what I’m asking you to do isn’t easy. Having talked to your son, I do think I can help you. But the door is closing and some doors don’t open up again. I wish I could offer you a different card to play, but this is all we’ve got. You’re right that your parents didn’t do that with you, Ralph, and you stayed in contact with them. And your grandparents probably didn’t do it with your parents, and I’m guessing they stayed in contact with them as well?”


“Damn right,” Ralph said.


“So I could see why you wouldn’t want to do something that no one ever did for you—especially if you gave your son a better life than anyone ever gave you. It isn’t necessarily fair, but family is very different today than it once was. In my experience, most parents who make these changes feel like it’s worth it if it means getting their child and grandchildren back.”


I had several more sessions with Ralph and Rachel. But I wasn’t able to help them reconcile with Frank. It wasn’t because their son was unwilling; rather, he was unwilling to do it on the terms set forth by his father.


FINDING RECONCILIATION




A very different outcome happened with another family with whom I worked. Karina was a twenty-six-year-old software developer in Oakland referred by her therapist for potential therapy with her mother. She had a warm, easy bearing that communicated comfort of being in close quarters with therapists. She sat down and apologized for her post-workout attire. Since running shoes, yoga pants, and a Gore-Tex hoodie are now standard couture in the Bay Area, I just smiled and said something about the importance of being properly warmed up if you’re considering family therapy.


When I asked about her goals, she said that she wasn’t sure that she even wanted to do family therapy with her mother. Moreover, she wondered if she should. “I get that my mother had a really hard childhood. I really do. Nobody should have to go through what she did. But it doesn’t give her the right to demand I have a relationship with her if I don’t want one. It also puts a lot of strain on my marriage because every time I talk to her or go see her, it takes me a week to start feeling normal again. Here, check out this email,” she said, handing me her phone. “This is typical.”




Dear Karina,


I am so sick and tired of you and your brother’s self-centered bullshit. It’s bad enough that you barely can condescend to return a phone call to me or invite me out to visit you and my grandchildren in the past three years, but now I get to hear about how hard your childhood was? You know what? Boo-hoo. Your childhood was a picnic compared to what I had growing up. You did not have a hard childhood. I went to every one of your soccer games, school plays and now I get to hear about how a relationship with me stresses you out and is bad for your marriage? Give me a break. I don’t know what your therapist is saying but I doubt she’s giving you very good advice if this is what she’s telling you to do. Forget you.


Mom





“Pretty harsh,” I said, handing back the phone.


“I just don’t know what to do at this point. I haven’t talked to her now for a year and I really don’t want to talk to her. It makes me feel like a terrible person—but I’m just much happier without her in my life. Does that make me a bad person?”


I’m sometimes contacted by adult children who want to do due diligence and determine whether their position of estrangement is reasonable or severe. I don’t think adult children are obligated to have a relationship with a parent, especially in those cases where there’s a history of abuse. However, I do think that both parents and adult children should try for some period of time to empathize with the other’s position in order to see if a more mutually satisfying relationship can be built. Parents should do this because the buck stops with them, and one never completely relinquishes the title of parent. Adult children should do it because working through childhood issues provides a better foundation for healthy relationships and the ability to parent. In addition, most parenting occurs in a fog where seemingly good decisions can later appear clueless, selfish, or damaging—and the parent deserves a chance to repair.


But directly confronting a hurtful parent takes courage. As I listened to Karina, it was clear that her mother was greatly downplaying, out of guilt or lack of awareness, how hurtful she had been in her parenting. Karina recounted many incidents of her mother’s repeated use of shame and humiliation, especially during adolescence. This had left Karina feeling highly anxious and insecure in adulthood, a complex of emotions that were never too far from the surface of her daily life.


At the climax of Russell Banks’s novel Affliction, the father rises up and assumes a terrifying height and power right before he dies in the fire intentionally set by the tormented protagonist son. In that moment, Banks illustrates the dominion some parents continue to have over the adult child’s psychic life, often well into adulthood. In killing his father, he imagines an end to the internalized suffering experienced at his father’s hand.


Estrangement is often a similar attempt to reduce the hold that the parent continues to have over the adult child. However painful the separation, many adult children report that ending the relationship with the parent was the only way they could find to take control over their own lives. To consider reconciling, an adult child needs to feel assured that they can return to the estrangement if they decide that reconciliation was a bad idea.


Estranged parents are often confused by my willingness to deeply empathize with the adult child’s version of the parent. They worry that I am ceding to a view of them that is wrong, distorted, or unfairly curated by their spouse, therapist, or the parent’s ex-spouse. But I have good reason to empathize, one that ultimately helps estranged parents: the truth is that no adult child will step into a therapy office with a formerly estranged parent until they feel that their interests are protected, and that the person (me) leading them into potential battle will shield them from the ways that the parent could still be hurtful.


Many estranged adult children also worry their voices will be lost if they empathize with their parent. They worry they’ll feel guilty once they fathom how much the estrangement hurt the parent—and, they fear the result of reconciling out of guilt instead of genuine desire. They worry that they’re giving a pass on the parent’s prior hurtful behavior by agreeing to be back in contact. They’re concerned that the strength they need to counter the parent’s authority will be overwhelmed by their feelings of responsibility for them.


I could tell that Karina possessed the capacity to forgive her mother, assuming that her mother was sincere about attempting to change. Karina felt sad for her mother, guilty about their estrangement, and aware of the emotional cost to both. Since Karina had contacted me in the spirit of due diligence, I suggested that a few sessions of family therapy might be worth pursuing. I stressed that she set the terms of a relationship with her mom, such as the length and frequency of visits. I told her it was reasonable to ask her mother to take responsibility for the hurt she had caused as a condition for reconciliation. I said that agreeing to family therapy didn’t obligate her to reestablish contact with her mother beyond the meetings. In addition, I emphasized that if there were to be more contact post-therapy, we would set guidelines for going forward.


TEACHING PARENTS A NEW LANGUAGE




When I met Sinead, Karina’s mother, she was slow to get up to greet me. It was as if she were still considering whether the appointment was a good idea. She stood up with effort, taking time to fold her newspaper and tuck it into her bag. She followed me into my office with her head down, as if she were heading into an execution. In my office, Sinead sat down on my couch. Facing me, she announced, “Well, I guess you got to hear all about what a terrible mother I was.” Her tone was a mix of fear and contempt.


I smiled sympathetically. “I did hear some pretty big complaints.”


“Oh, I bet you did. I’ve heard them all before, so I can only imagine what she said to you.” She examined me to see when the inquisition would begin. If parents haven’t read my work, they sometimes assume that I’ll start lecturing them as soon as they sit down.


I kept it upbeat and affectionate, which is where I like to exist with families. Though I try to be lighthearted, my attitude is never dismissive—rarely, “Oh, that’s not so bad,” but rather: “Yep, life can be challenging, can’t it?” My belief is that parents genuinely did the best they could, even if that best was very hurtful to their child. This disposition allows me to feel nurturing and caring for a parent, even when he or she is diminishing the consequences of their problematic behavior.


Sinead told me about growing up in Florida in a chaotic and violent household. Her father sometimes punched her in the stomach without warning and said, “That’s to keep you from thinking whatever you were thinking.” Diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia, he was in and out of mental institutions before he finally took his own life at forty-two. Her mother cruelly compared Sinead’s weight and appearance with that of her more attractive and socially aspiring older sisters. Not infrequently, her mother contemptuously referred to Sinead as “my little ugly duckling.”


Sinead reported the difficulties of her past in a dismissive way, waving off my obviously concerned expressions. “Oh, gosh, that was so long ago,” she said. “Does it really even matter? I haven’t thought about that in years.” I said that it matters because her childhood might make her daughter’s complaints seem mystifying in comparison. I also observed that—having felt so rejected and unloved by her parents—the rejection of her daughter must feel much more unfair. She looked at me with an expression that conveyed skepticism about the utility of this line of inquiry.


I then told her about my own experience of being estranged from my daughter. That got her interest.


I don’t typically talk about my own history or struggles with my clients, but I do with those whose adult children won’t talk to them. My prior estrangement and reconciliation with my daughter positions me as a peer rather than another know-it-all parent or therapist.


Feeling understood rather than blamed allowed Sinead to consider the value in acknowledging her daughter’s pain. More important, to accept the possibility that in so doing, she wasn’t giving her daughter a platform for more reasons to hate her. To the contrary, it was the only path to credibility she possessed.


In Tara Westover’s memoir, Educated, she describes the power of having her mother acknowledge the ways that she neglected her.




I know only this: that when my mother told me she had not been the mother to me that she wished she’d been, she became that mother for the first time.





But that kind of frank acknowledgment is challenging for most parents to do. It’s challenging to say, “Yes, I failed you, I hurt you, I let you down.” It requires exposing your beating heart where your child could fatally wound you. At least it feels like that. I know it does.


These are hard sessions for both parents and adult children. Hard for the adult child to take the risk of baring their emotions to the very person who, they believe, caused their suffering. Hard for the parent to confront the possibility that he or she has deeply hurt, betrayed, or failed his or her own child. Hard, hard, hard. But: worth it if each can get to the other side.


Parents have to go first. They have to give their child the space and time to talk about why the estrangement was necessary. They have to sit there and tolerate the pain, sorrow, and guilt it evokes; they have to empathize, mirror, find the kernel if not the bushel of truth. My role is to steer them away from defending, explaining, rationalizing, blaming the child, blaming the ex, blaming whomever. Some parents need a whole lot of steering and I am not afraid to tell parents in a session: If you keep communicating this way, you will convince your adult child that staying away was the right choice.


But Sinead was courageous. She grasped how her fear and shame made it hard for her to acknowledge, in a straightforward way, the truth of her daughter’s complaints about the ways that she shamed, neglected, and humiliated her. And she sobbed out her apologies in the session with Karina. Long, hard cries of regret and longing and sorrow. Of not being the mother she had always dreamed of being, given how much pain she had suffered as a child. Of causing her daughter to suffer despite wanting her to feel secure. Of failing to understand how much her own unresolved pain had infiltrated her own parenting. And her daughter tearfully, gratefully, thanked her. And asked her to be part of her life again.


The two cases I’ve described in this chapter mirror family dynamics that people commonly think of when they discuss estrangement: adult children with reasonable complaints who end contact because the relationship felt too hurtful and disruptive. And in both, the chance for a reconciliation hinged on the parent’s capacity to dig deep, empathize, and make amends for the ways that their child had felt neglected, hurt, or abused.


However, there are other reasons why adult children cut off contact with parents and refuse to reconcile—reasons that have little to do with parental abuse or neglect. Regardless of the cause, a close parent–adult child relationship requires quite a bit more psychological health from both parent and child than it did in prior generations where there was less aspiration for a close lifelong friendship and where the rules of engagement weren’t predicated on such a psychologically intensive framework. From this perspective, a close parent– adult child relationship often requires the following.


From the parent:


• An ability to respond to the adult child’s negativity, complaints, criticisms, or rejections in a nonretaliatory way.


• An ability to disagree with the adult child’s values without being rejecting.


• A willingness to see that the adult child has their own life separate from that of the parent. To that end, that the adult child is not obligated to spend more time than that wanted by the adult child.


• An ability in the parent to be sufficiently distant from their own childhood hurts or other life wounds and disappointments to recognize that:


a) the adult child is not the same person as the one who shaped the parent’s identity and


b) the adult child is not obligated to make up for what the parent hasn’t received in their lives.


• The ability to communicate their feelings in a noncritical, non-guilt-inducing, non-shaming way.


• The capacity for some measure of self-reflection.


From the adult child:


• The ability to be close to the parent without a fear of losing himself or herself in the relationship. This requires the capacity to be aware of the parent’s thoughts, emotions, or needs without feeling unduly influenced to comply with the parent’s wishes.


• The ability to state complaints or feedback to the parent without excessive fear of reprisal, even if the parent is prone to that.


• The ability to accept the parent’s limitations as a parent and as a person.


• To recognize that the parent’s inability to provide what he wanted or needed was more about the parent’s deficits and less about the parent’s inherent desire to have the child suffer.


• To see that the parent’s inability to provide her what she needed was not a reflection of the child’s inherent value or worth.


• The capacity for some measure of self-reflection.


In the upcoming chapters we’ll answer the following questions: Does the term parental abuse sometimes mean one thing to today’s adult children and something entirely different to parents? Can a divorce permanently cause rifts between parents and their children? While the parent’s mental illness is an obvious contributor, in what ways might an adult child’s mental illness or their spouse’s also raise the probability? Do today’s individual therapists increase the intensity and authority of the adult’s complaints and raise the probability of estrangement? Are there such things as irreconcilable differences in values, personalities, or attitudes between parents and adult children? Can grandparents become estranged despite being good grandparents? Are there solutions to ongoing sibling estrangements? If reconciliation isn’t possible, is it possible to have a meaningful life without your children or grandchildren? We have a lot to talk about.
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THE MANY PATHWAYS TO ESTRANGEMENT


I’m often asked how successful I am in getting adult children to reconcile with their parents. The answer is that I’m consistently successful if both the parents and the adult child are willing and able to do the work. Parents typically have to take leadership because they are often more motivated for a reconciliation to occur. If reconciliation doesn’t happen, sometimes it is because the parent is unwilling to engage in the kind of humility, self-reflection, and effort that are required—as was evident in Ralph’s estrangement from his son.


But sometimes it won’t go forward because no matter how expert and compassionate the parent, the adult child isn’t able or willing to reconcile. Here are some common reasons:


A Parent’s Divorce at Any Age


In a highly individualistic culture such as ours, divorce may cause the child to see the parents and others in a family less as members of a unit of which they’re a part, and more as individuals with their own relative strengths or weaknesses. It can also increase the likelihood of an eventual estrangement in any of the following ways:




• It may cause the child to take sides against one parent over the other, whether the children are still minors or have reached adulthood.


• It may cause one parent to covertly or overtly alienate the child against the other parent.


• It may cause the child to worry more about the well-being of one parent over the other, which may cause them to shift toward or away from a parent depending on their gender, temperament, or other influences.


• Divorce brings new people into the family such as stepchildren, stepparents, girlfriends, or boyfriends who can create multiple family estrangements over the division of financial and emotional resources.





A Difficult Daughter-in-Law or Son-in-Law


I have worked with many families who had close, confiding relationships with their adult child but found their relationship completely upended by the child’s new spouse. This was especially true if the new husband or wife was psychologically troubled. In those situations, the spouse feels threatened by the attachment of the adult child to his or her parents and eventually says, “Choose them or me, you can’t have both.”


Mental Illness or Addictions in the Child


If your child suffers from addiction or mental illness, they may experience contact with you as too challenging, confusing, or dysregulating. Their mental illness may cause them to misinterpret your intentions, the past, or your feelings about them. It may also cause them to interact with you in ways that make it difficult or impossible to respond in a consistently loving or affectionate way.


Their Therapist


It’s not unusual for estrangements to begin as a result of the adult child entering psychotherapy. This can occur for several reasons: because the therapist makes faulty or exaggerated attributions of causality between your past behavior and your adult child’s present state of mind; because your adult child wants to discuss their childhood and you don’t or didn’t have the skills to navigate that conversation; or because the therapist recommends estrangement as a worthwhile intervention to address your adult child’s feelings about you.
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