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For every person sitting in the silence.
For the ones who search for answers that do not come.

For the ones who grieve a person who is still alive.
For the ones who kept loving anyway.

You are not alone. You never were.
This book is for you.
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The following is a short work of fiction.
It is not the book.

It is the reason for the book.

The people in the story that follows are not real. Their names, their circumstances, their

conversations — all of it is fiction, drawn from the kinds of experiences that are, in truth,

painfully common.

Sarah does not exist. Neither does Geoff, nor Patricia, nor Alan and Barbara. But the silence

they are sitting in? That exists. It exists in living rooms and kitchens and garden sheds and

golf clubs and spare bedrooms all over the world, right now, as you read this. It exists in the

birthday cards kept in drawers rather than thrown away. In the phone calls that go

unanswered. In the grandfathers who mow the lawn for the third Saturday in a row because

they have run out of other things to do with the hours that used to belong to someone else.

I did not write this story to entertain you. I wrote it because some truths arrive more

honestly through the side door — through character and scene and the small specific details

of a life interrupted — than they do through explanation. Because before this book offers

you anything practical, it needs to do something more important first.

It needs to show you that your experience has a shape. That it has been witnessed. That the

particular and painful thing you are carrying is not invisible, even when it has felt that way.

The story is for that. The rest of the book is for everything that comes after.

A note on language:

Throughout this book, the word estrangement is used to describe the experience of being
cut off from an adult child, grandchild, or family member by their choice. It is an imperfect
word for an imperfect situation. If it does not fit your experience precisely, please read
through it to the meaning underneath. The meaning is what matters.

L. M. Harwood 
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O p e n i n g  S t o r y

When the Calls Stopped
A Story

"The most painful thing is losing yourself in the process of loving someone too much, and
forgetting that you are special too."

— Ernest Hemingway

The following is a short work of fiction. It is not the book. It is the
reason for the book.

One

Sarah stopped answering the phone on a Wednesday in April, which nobody would
understand until much later, because there was nothing particular about that Wednesday.
No argument the week before. No incident at Christmas. No final straw that any of them
could identify, no matter how many times they went back through everything looking for it.

She was thirty-eight years old. She had three children: twins of nine called Mia and Luke,
and a seven-year-old named Chloe. She had a husband, David, who worked in logistics and
was away more than he was home, and who had learned over fifteen years of marriage to
read the weather of Sarah's moods the way a sailor reads the sky: with experience, and a
degree of useful detachment.

She had two parents: Patricia, her mother, who called every Sunday at eleven and had done
so for twenty years, and Geoff, her father, who did not call as often but who had been to
every school play, every sports day, every birthday party for all three grandchildren without
exception.

She had two parents-in-law: Alan and Barbara, retired now, who had moved closer when
the twins were born and who had, in the years since, become a quiet and steady part of the
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rhythm of family life. Barbara collected the children from school on Thursdays. Alan took
Luke to football on Saturday mornings.

On a Wednesday in April, Sarah stopped answering the phone.

At first, Patricia assumed she had done something wrong. She went back through the last
few conversations the way you go back through a drawer looking for something you cannot
name, certain it is there somewhere. She found nothing. She called again. And again. She
texted. She waited.

Nobody told her anything. Nobody told any of them anything. There was only the silence,
arriving in increments, and then a single text sent to both households on the same
afternoon:

We need some time as a family unit. Please respect this.

That was all. No explanation. No indication of how long. No acknowledgement that the
people receiving the message might need more than nine words to understand what was
being asked of them and why.

Geoff read the message three times. Then he put his phone face-down on the kitchen table
and went out to the garden and stood there for a long time looking at nothing in particular.

Two – The Father

Geoff was sixty-seven. He had worked for thirty-five years in the same engineering firm, a
man who fixed things for a living and who had brought that quality home with him every
evening: calm, practical, solution-oriented, not given to what he privately thought of as
unnecessary noise. He loved his daughter. He had always assumed she knew that, in the way
you assume the people you love most know it, without the constant requirement to say so.

He did not, in the weeks after the message, tell anyone what had happened. Not his brother,
who he saw every month for a pint. Not the neighbours, who asked after the grandchildren
in the way neighbours do. Not the men he had known for forty years, who would have
listened, he thought, but who would not have known what to do with what he told them, and
neither, frankly, would he.

So he said nothing. He carried it the way he had learned to carry things: internally,
efficiently, without display.

What he could not carry efficiently was the Saturdays. Saturday had meant Chloe, who was
seven and who had taken to arriving at his house and immediately going to the biscuit tin
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as though it had been put there specifically for her, which it had. Saturday had meant an
hour in the garden if the weather allowed, kicking a ball or looking at the bird feeder or
doing nothing in particular in the companionable way that small children and their
grandfathers sometimes manage.

The first Saturday without her, he mowed the lawn. The second, he cleaned the car. By the
third he had run out of tasks and sat in the kitchen with a cup of tea that went cold and
understood, for the first time, something about the shape of his life that the previous
Saturdays had kept him from having to look at directly.

He had not told Patricia how bad it was. Patricia had her own version of it, and he had spent
forty-three years of marriage being the steadier one, and he did not know how to stop now.

He thought about calling David. He picked up the phone twice and put it down again. David
was his son-in-law, which meant that anything Geoff said would reach Sarah, and he did not
know yet what he wanted to say. He was not angry. He was something that did not have a
name he recognised, something that sat below anger and above despair, and that showed
up most reliably on Saturdays.

Three – The In-Law’s

Alan and Barbara had been married for forty-one years. They had retired within six months
of each other, and had spent the first year of retirement discovering that they liked each
other more than they had had time to notice when they were both working. They walked.
They had people for dinner. They were not, either of them, the kind of people who described
themselves as close to their daughter-in-law, but they had found a workable warmth, and
the children had made it easier.

Barbara heard David's voice on the phone and knew from the first syllable that something
was wrong.

'She just needs some space,' he said. 'It's one of her phases. You know how
she gets.'

Barbara said she understood and thanked him for calling and put the phone down. Then she
sat at the kitchen table and looked at the birthday cards she had already bought for Mia and
Luke, whose birthdays were in June, and thought about what to do with them.

She did not, in the end, throw them away. She put them in the drawer of the spare room
desk, because throwing them away felt like agreeing to something she was not ready to agree
to.
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Alan took it differently. He was a practical man with a practical man's relationship to his
feelings: he acknowledged them briefly and then looked for something to do about them.
The something, in this case, proved elusive. There was nothing to fix. Nobody had told him
what was wrong. David had implied it would pass. It was not passing.

He stopped going past the school at three o'clock on Thursdays, which he had been doing
on Barbara's days simply because it was on the way to the shops and he liked the minute of
watching the children come out, the particular chaos of it, Chloe running before she spotted
him and coming the rest of the way at full speed. He stopped going past because seeing the
other grandparents waiting at the gate was more than he was prepared to manage.

What Alan found hardest was the absence of permission to find it hard. David was their son.
David was the one who had been left behind in this, in a way, or at least the one who had to
live with whoever Sarah had become in the last years. Alan's job, as he understood it, was to
support David, which meant not adding to the weight. Which meant saying, when people
asked, that everything was fine.

'The grandchildren?' his friend Terry asked at golf on a Tuesday.

'Oh, yes,' Alan said. 'They're great. Growing up fast.'

Terry nodded and they moved on to the next hole and Alan looked at the middle distance
and thought: I have not seen them in eleven weeks.

Four

David knew more than he said, and said less than he knew, which had always been his
particular way of managing difficulty.

He knew that Sarah had been attending a group for about eighteen months, a personal
development programme that she had found online and that had, in his observation,
become steadily more central to her sense of herself. He had not objected. She had seemed
happier in the early months. More settled. He had been glad of it, in the way a man who
travels for work is glad of anything that means his wife is content in his absence.

He had not, if he was honest, paid sufficient attention to the ways in which her thinking had
changed. He had been away. Then he had been home but tired. Then away again. The
conversations that might have mattered had not quite happened, and by the time he
understood what was happening with the parents on both sides, the decision had already
been made and Sarah had made it, and David had learned across fifteen years of marriage
that there were decisions Sarah made that it was not possible to unmake by disagreement.
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He told himself it would pass. He told both sets of parents it would pass. He was not certain
he believed it, but the alternative was a confrontation he did not have the resources for, and
so he chose the thing he always chose, which was to keep moving, keep working, and trust
that the weather would change.

He did not think about his parents as much as he should have. He knew that, in a part of
himself he did not examine often. His mother's voice on the phone had a quality now that
had not been there before, something careful and controlled that told him she was managing
something she was not telling him about. His father had stopped mentioning the
grandchildren, which was more telling than anything he might have said.

David sent them a hamper at Christmas and told himself it was enough.

Five

Six months became a year. A year became eighteen months.

Patricia joined a support group she had found online. She had not told Geoff she was going.
She had not told anyone. She sat in front of her laptop on a Tuesday evening and listened to
other people describe experiences so similar to hers that she had to pause the recording
twice to compose herself. There was a woman in Canada whose daughter had not spoken to
her in four years. A man in his seventies whose son had taken the grandchildren abroad
without telling him. A grandmother who had received a message, after two years of silence,
instructing her not to send birthday cards because it was, the message said, too confusing
for the children.

Patricia had thought she was alone in this. She had thought, on some level, that she must be
alone in it because surely if this were common there would be more noise about it, more
acknowledgement, more of a place to put it. She understood, listening to those voices on a
Tuesday evening in her kitchen, that she had been wrong.

She began, slowly, to find language for what had happened. Not explanations. Language.
The difference, she came to understand, was significant. Explanations required the other
person. Language belonged to her.

She told Geoff about the group eventually. He listened without speaking, which was how
Geoff listened to most things. At the end she asked what he thought.

'I think you should keep going,' he said.

'It might help you too,' she said.
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He looked at his hands. 'Maybe,' he said. Which was Geoff for yes.

Six

Geoff went once and did not go back. It was not that it was wrong. It was that he was not yet
ready to sit in a room and describe what had happened to strangers, and he was honest
enough with himself to know that.

What he did instead was walk. He had always walked, but now he walked further and more
deliberately, and he found that somewhere around the third mile the noise in his head
became manageable. He could not have explained why. He did not need to explain it. It was
simply a thing that worked, and he held onto it.

He also, on a Friday evening in November, called his brother and told him what had
happened. All of it. He had not planned to. They had been talking about something else
entirely and then Geoff had heard himself say: 'I need to tell you something,' and his brother
had gone quiet in the way that older brothers do when they understand that what is coming
is serious.

He talked for twenty minutes. His brother did not offer solutions. He said: 'That's a lot to be
carrying. I'm glad you told me.' Geoff put the phone down and sat in the kitchen and felt,
for the first time in eighteen months, something that was not quite better but was adjacent
to it.

He had not known, until that moment, how much of the weight had been the silence around
the weight.

Seven

Barbara found her way through craft. Not as therapy, which she would have found an
embarrassing word for it, but as occupation. Her hands needed to be doing something, and
when they were doing something her mind was quieter. She made things for the
grandchildren she could not see: a blanket for Chloe in her favourite colour, which was
yellow. A cross-stitch for Mia that took three months. She put them in the wardrobe in the
spare room, next to the birthday cards.

She did not know if she would ever give them. She made them anyway.
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Alan came home from golf one Tuesday and found her at the kitchen table with the wardrobe
open, the folded blanket in her hands. He sat down across from her without speaking. After
a moment she looked up.

'I don't know what I'm doing,' she said.

'Neither do I,' he said.

Which was the most honest thing either of them had said about it in eighteen months. They
sat there for a while in the honesty of it, and it was not comfortable, but it was something.
It was the truth of the thing, shared between two people who had been carrying it separately
for too long.

Alan rang David the following week. Not to demand anything, or to ask for news, but simply
to say: your mother and I are struggling with this and we wanted you to know. David was
quiet for a long time. Then he said he was sorry. He said it like a man who meant it and did
not know what to do with it, which, Alan thought, was probably the most accurate
description of David's situation that could be offered.

It was not a resolution. It was a conversation. Sometimes a conversation is what is available,
and sometimes it is enough to go on with.

Eight

The children asked about their grandparents occasionally. She answered in ways that were
not untrue and not complete. Mia had her mother's talent for reading weather, and she
stopped asking after a while, which Sarah noticed and did not know how to feel about.

That is the thing about silence. It does not stay where you put it. It moves through families
the way weather moves through a landscape: finding the lowest ground, pooling in the
places where people are least equipped to drain it, leaving a residue that takes years to fully
understand.

A  N O T E

Sarah, Geoff, Patricia, Alan, Barbara and David are not real people. They are composites
of many real people — of the fathers who carried grief alone for years because nobody
offered them a different option, of the grandparents who kept the birthday cards in a
drawer rather than throw them away, of the in-laws who said ‘everything is fine’ at the
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golf club and the school gate and the supermarket because there was no socially available
alternative.

Their story is not meant to explain estrangement, or to assign blame within it, or to
suggest that any of them behaved perfectly or terribly. It is meant only to show what it
looks like from the outside. From the places that do not appear in the estrangement
narrative. From the rooms where people are sitting with something that has no name and
no community and no recognised form of grief, and trying to find a way to live alongside
it.

That is what this book is about. Not the estrangement itself. The people sitting in the silence
of it. The hidden ones. The ones this book was written for.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Before We Begin
Who This Book Is For, and Why It Had to Be Written

This book was not written by an outsider looking in.

It was not written by a researcher who gathered data on this experience, or a clinician who heard about it from
clients, or a journalist who compiled the accounts of others into something neat and manageable. It was written
from inside the experience itself — by a mother with an estranged son, who has lived the grief of that silence
and found her way, imperfectly and over time, through to the other side of it.

I have already written about that journey. My first book was written for parents — for every mother and father
sitting in the particular silence of a child who has chosen not to be in their life. That book came from necessity.
I searched for something that spoke directly to me, as a parent, and I could not find it. So I wrote it.

This book comes from the same necessity. But it speaks to different people.

Because while I was writing that first book, while I was speaking to parents and listening to their stories and
building a community at stilltheparent.com for those who needed somewhere to go, I kept hearing from people
who did not quite fit the category of "parent." People who were suffering just as deeply, grieving just as quietly,
and who had even less language for what they were going through. People who had not only been forgotten by
the estranging adult child, but forgotten by the conversation about estrangement itself.

Fathers, who were carrying a grief the world told them to manage in silence. Grandparents, who had lost not
only an adult child but the grandchildren they had loved and been suddenly, without warning, cut off from.
And in-laws — mothers-in-law and fathers-in-law — who had loved a son or daughter-in-law as their own, or
who had known their grandchildren through that relationship, and who found themselves erased when the
marriage ended or the estrangement began, with no name for what had been taken from them and no community
that acknowledged it had been taken at all.

These are the hidden grievers. And this book is for them.

W H A T  ' H I D D E N '  M E A N S

Hidden does not mean rare. Hidden means unacknowledged. It means the grief is real and significant and
quietly devastating, and the world has not yet built adequate space for it.

When a parent loses an adult child to estrangement, there is at least some growing awareness that this is a real
loss. There are books now, communities, support groups — imperfect and still too small, but present. The
estranged parent is beginning, slowly, to be recognised as someone who is suffering something serious.
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The father who cannot talk about it because men do not talk about things like this does not yet have that
recognition. The grandmother who received a message from her daughter telling her never to send her
grandchildren birthday cards because it is "too confusing for them" — who is speaking to her? Who is holding
the space for what that message cost her? The in-laws who loved their son-in-law for many years and lost him
overnight when the marriage ended — who even knows to ask how they are?

Nobody. That is the honest answer. And that is what this book is here to change.

• • •

W H A T  I  K N O W  A N D  W H A T  I  L E A R N E D

I am a mother. I have an estranged son. I know that experience from the inside, in the way that only lived
experience allows. But I am not a father. I have not been denied access to my grandchildren — I am fortunate
in that, and I know it. I am not an in-law whose relationship was severed not by anything they did but by the
dissolution of someone else's marriage.

What I have is this: I know the shape of the grief. I know the silence and the shame and the relentless middle-
of-the-night questions. I know what it is to carry a loss that has no socially recognised form and no adequate
support. And I know the people in my own life who carry versions of this grief in the specific forms this book
addresses.

I know a father. I have sat with him and I have listened to him describe what it is to be a man in the middle of
this — the expectation that he will not speak of it, the absence of any space in which to do so, the particular
loneliness of a grief that masculinity has no language for. His story is in these pages, with his knowledge and
his permission.

I know a grandmother whose daughter told her, in a message she did not expect and has never forgotten, that
birthday cards and gifts were no longer to be sent to her grandchildren. That it was "too confusing for them." I
know what she looked like when she told me. I know what that sentence cost her. Her experience is here too.

And I know my son's parents-in-law. I know that when my son ended his marriage, he did not only leave his
wife. He left her parents too — people who had opened their home to him, loved him as a son, and were given
no goodbye. I have seen their bewilderment from a distance. It is real and it is significant and it deserves to be
named.

These three threads — the father, the grandparent, the in-law — run through this book alongside my own. Not
as case studies to be examined from a distance, but as human beings whose pain I have witnessed and whose
experiences have shaped every page of what follows.

• • •

W H A T  T H I S  B O O K  I S  —  A N D  W H A T  I T  I S  N O T
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This is not a theory book. It is a survival guide. It is a companion for the person who is in it — in the silence,
in the shock, in the ongoing daily weight of a loss that nobody around them seems to understand. Every chapter
is built around a single question: does this help the person reading it? If the answer is no, it is not in here.

It will not ask you to centre your estranged adult child. It will not spend chapters asking you to understand their
perspective or prioritise their healing above your own. There are other books that do that. This one is for you.
Your pain is the starting point. Your healing is the journey. A full, meaningful, peaceful life — lived on your
own terms, not suspended in waiting — is where this is going.

It draws on the same body of work that shaped my first book — the research and wisdom of Sheri McGregor,
Tania Khazaal, the PEAK programme, and Dorcy Pruter of the Conscious Co-Parenting Institute — applied
now to the specific experiences of fathers, grandparents and in-laws. And it draws on real stories: the stories
of people I know, shared with honesty and care, woven through the chapters not as illustrations but as proof
that what is described here has been lived.

If you are a father who has been told, openly or by implication, that your grief is not the kind that needs
attending to — this book disagrees.

If you are a grandparent who lost access to your grandchildren not through anything you did but through a
silence that descended without warning — this book sees you.

If you are an in-law whose loss is so rarely named that you have sometimes wondered whether you are entitled
to call it a loss at all — this book is unequivocal: you are. It is. And you deserve help with it.

• • •

You have been hidden long enough. These pages are for you — to be seen, to be understood, and to 
begin, at whatever pace is right for you, to find your way through.
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Chapter One

You Are Not Who They Left

There is a moment almost everyone who reads this book will recognise. Not the moment the
estrangement began, though that carries its own weight. This one comes later, once the
shock has settled enough to reach toward other people.

You told someone. A friend, a sibling, a colleague who asked after the grandchildren in
passing. You found something close to words for what was happening and offered them. The
person across from you listened, frowned, said something meant kindly, and got it entirely
wrong.

She will come round. There must be two sides to this. Have you thought about what you
might have done?

You nodded, changed the subject, and drove home carrying something heavier than when
you left. Not because they were unkind. Because you saw, in that moment, that you were
going to be doing this largely alone.

That is where this chapter starts. Not with the estrangement itself, but with the particular
aloneness inside it. The discovery that what you are holding does not fit the shapes the
people around you have available for grief.

A  L O S S  W I T H  N O  N A M E

When someone dies, the world knows what to do. Imperfectly, and not always well, but there
is a structure. A funeral, a period of grace, a social acknowledgement that something
significant has happened and that the person living through it needs room to do so. There
is a before and an after, and the line between them is visible to everyone.

Estrangement has none of that. There is no date that marks it, no ceremony that closes it,
no casserole on the doorstep. The person you have lost is alive. They may be twenty minutes
away. They are going about their day while you sit in a silence they chose and have not
explained, and the world around you has no adequate framework for what that costs a
person.
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What makes it harder still is the particular cruelty of hope. You cannot mourn cleanly
because the door has not been locked from your side. You cannot stop loving someone
because they have stopped being present. You are held in a suspension between grief and
possibility that most people around you cannot locate on any emotional map they possess,
and which the wider world has built very little support for.

Within that already difficult landscape, the three groups this book is written for are carrying
a version of this loss that receives less acknowledgement still. This chapter is where each of
them gets named, separately and with the attention their experience deserves.

The Father

Fathers are largely absent from the conversation about parental estrangement, and the
conversation is poorer for it. It has been framed, almost by default, through a maternal lens.
The mother's grief tends to be the one that is recognised, supported and reflected back to
her. Her loss is visible because she expresses it in ways the world has learned to receive.

Many fathers feel the same loss in complete silence. Not because it is smaller, but because
the language for it was never made equally available and the spaces in which to express it
barely exist. The grief is no less real. It is simply less seen.

Some fathers carry that loss as sorrow. Others experience it more as failure, confusion,
anger, resignation or a persistent sense that something essential is missing. Men are often
expected to absorb emotional blows without speaking much about them, and many become
skilled at appearing unaffected even when they are not. The absence remains, but it may be
hidden beneath work, routine, distraction or stoicism.

The opposite deserves equal space, because pretending otherwise would not serve anyone
reading this. Some fathers do not experience the estrangement as a devastating loss. They
love their child, and that is not in question, but the absence does not hollow them out the
way it does others. There is no single correct depth at which a father is supposed to feel this.
A man who is genuinely managing is not loving his child less. He is simply wired differently,
or in a different place, or has a different relationship to loss.

This book is for both of them. The one who is quietly devastated and has told nobody, and
the one who believes it will pass and is getting on with things. Both are real. Both are here.
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The Grandparent

The loss a grandparent carries is double, and the doubling is what makes it so hard to bear.

There is the adult child, the son or daughter who has stepped away, taking with them a
relationship that may span decades. And there is the grandchild, the children who were
collected from school and taken to football and baked with on wet Sunday afternoons, who
learned to ride a bike with a grandparent holding the back of the seat. Those children did
not make any decision. They were simply gone one day because the adult in their life decided
it should be so.

There is also something particular about the timing. Grandparenthood often arrives at a
point in life when people finally have the time and the presence they did not have when their
own children were small. The relationship with grandchildren can be, for that reason, closer
and more attentive than anything in the previous generation. To lose it without warning,
without explanation, at a stage of life when rebuilding is harder, is a cruelty that deserves to
be named plainly.

It is also worth naming something the opening story in this book makes visible: a
grandparent and an in-law are often the same person. We cannot forget that, just as with
the parent of the estranged child, the two losses arrived together, each making the other
heavier. That layered grief deserves its own acknowledgement, which the next section
begins to provide.

The In-Law

Of the three groups in this book, the in-law is the one with the least language for what has
happened to them.

The father can say: my child has estranged me. The grandparent can say: I have lost access
to my grandchildren. The in-law often cannot find a sentence that fits, because their loss
does not map onto any category the world readily provides for family grief. They loved
someone who was not their child, raised by someone else, brought into the family by a
marriage or a partnership, and that person is now gone.

Sometimes the estrangement follows a divorce, and the in-law loses a son-in-law or
daughter-in-law they had come to regard as their own across years of Christmases and
birthdays. The separation was not their choice. The estrangement was not their doing. They
are simply on the wrong side of a line drawn without consulting them.
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Sometimes, as in the story that opens this book, the estrangement is the adult child's own
decision, and the in-laws find themselves losing not just access to grandchildren but the
relationship with their child's partner, someone they may have known and loved for
decades. The grief moves in multiple directions at once and there is almost nowhere to take
it.

There is also a loyalty bind the others do not share quite so acutely. To grieve openly feels
like disloyalty to their own child. To minimise it feels dishonest. To ask for support feels like
drawing attention away from others with a greater claim to it. The result is a grief carried in
private, mentioned to almost nobody, and managed with a stoic invisibility that can go on
for years.

And then there is the assumption, sometimes spoken, more often simply present in the air
around them, that because the relationship was one step removed from the bloodline the
loss must be correspondingly lighter. That fond as they were, it was never quite the same as
losing a child.

That assumption is wrong. The depth of a loss is not determined by its biological category.
It is determined by what was actually there, between two people, across actual time. That is
what counts. All of it counts.

W H A T  A L L  T H R E E  S H A R E

The father, the grandparent and the in-law are living different versions of the same rupture.
Their relationships to the estranging adult child are different, the daily texture of their loss
is different, and this book will spend time with each of them in the chapters that follow.

But there is something they all share, and it is worth naming before this chapter closes.

Shame. Not because any of them did something shameful, but because estrangement arrives
pre-loaded with the assumption of fault, and that assumption does not confine itself to the
parents. It settles on everyone in the surrounding family. The grandfather who cannot
explain to his golf club why the grandchildren no longer come. The mother-in-law who
smiles and says everything is fine. The father who has not told his brother. They are all
managing, in their different ways, the gap between what they are feeling and what the world
around them seems equipped to hold.

Estrangement between parents and adult children is estimated to affect one in four families
in the United Kingdom at some point. Research by Karl Pillemer at Cornell University
suggests that over a quarter of Americans are currently estranged from a family member.
The community of people sitting in this silence is vast, and the fathers, grandparents and
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in-laws within it, carrying their version of the loss without a name for it, make up a
significant and largely invisible part of it.

The chapters that follow are for all of them. Each group will get its own chapter where the
specific shape of each experience is examined with the attention it deserves. The work of
surviving and healing comes after that.

But before any of that, this chapter has one thing to offer and it is simply this: what you are
carrying is real. Its going largely unacknowledged is the world's failure. You came to the
right place.

You found this book. That is enough for now. The rest will come.
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Chapter Two

The Forgotten Father

He probably did not buy this book himself.

That is not a criticism. It is just what I have noticed. Fathers tend to arrive at the point of
seeking help indirectly. Through a partner who noticed something, a friend who left a copy
somewhere, or a quiet search late at night when the house was still and the usual ways of
getting through had run out.

If that is how you got here, you are in the right place. And if you picked it up yourself, that
matters more than you might think.

A  P A R E N T  W H O  H A P P E N S  T O  B E  M A L E

Fathers are largely absent from the conversation about parental estrangement, and the
conversation is poorer for it. It has been framed, almost by default, through a maternal lens.
The mother's grief tends to be the one that is recognised and supported. Her loss is visible
because she expresses it in ways the world has learned to receive.

Many fathers feel the same loss in complete silence. Not because it is smaller, but because
the language for it was never made equally available and the spaces in which to put it barely
exist.

The opposite deserves equal space, because pretending otherwise would not benefit anyone
reading this. Some fathers do not experience the estrangement as a devastating loss. They
love their child, and that is not in question, but the absence does not hollow them out the
way it does others. There is no single correct depth at which a father is supposed to feel this.
A man who is genuinely managing is not loving his child less. He is simply wired differently,
or in a different place.

This chapter is for both of them. The one who is quietly devastated and has told nobody, and
the one who believes it will pass and is getting on with things. Both are real. Both are here.

T H E  S H A P E  O F  I T



22 | P a g e

When I think about the fathers I have encountered through research, through conversation,
through the community at stilltheparent.com, and through the men in my own life, what
strikes me most is not the sameness of their experience but its range.

Some are quietly devastated in ways they cannot put into words, even to themselves. Some
are angry, which is a cleaner emotion, one that keeps the grief at a manageable distance for
a while. Some have settled into a resigned sadness they carry so efficiently it is nearly
invisible, even to the people closest to them.

And then there are the optimistic ones. Not naive, not necessarily, but genuinely held by the
belief that it is a phase and will pass. That he or she will come round. That belief is not
nothing. It gets a man through the day, keeps him upright when the grief might otherwise
knock him sideways. But it can also become a way of not processing what is actually
happening.

I am not suggesting that optimism is wrong. It may be entirely right. Adult children do
sometimes return, and hope is a reasonable thing to hold. What I have noticed, though, is
that the fathers who use the waiting time well, who attend to themselves and their lives even
while they hope, tend to fare better whatever happens next. The ones who have simply
waited, certain it was coming, sometimes find they were not quite as prepared as they
thought.

•   •   •

A friend of mine that I am thinking about as I write this didn't tell anyone
what he was going through for more than a year. Not his brother, not
friends he'd known for decades, not even the doctor he saw twice during that
time. He dealt with it the way he'd always dealt with difficult things: quietly,
without asking for help, and assuming everyone else already had enough
problems of their own.
When I asked him directly how he was doing, I think the fact that someone
asked caught him by surprise. He knew I had an estranged son, so perhaps
he felt comfortable speaking to me. He ended up talking for much longer
than he expected. When he finished, he apologised for going on so long.
That apology has stayed with me. After carrying something that serious on
his own for fourteen months, he finally talked about it for an hour and his
first reaction was to apologise for taking up my time. I've thought about that
a lot since then. About what it must be like to carry something so heavy
completely alone, and how even sharing it for a short while felt, to him, like
he was burdening someone else.
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He's also one of the more optimistic people I know. He believes things will
work out, and he may well be right. But I can see something beneath that
optimism that it doesn't quite cover, and I'm not sure he sees it himself yet.

•   •   •

D I F F E R E N T  A G E S ,  D I F F E R E N T  E X P E R I E N C E S

I am sixty-eight years old. I have watched men of different generations navigate fatherhood,
and I have noticed that a father in his sixties and a father in his forties are often living this
experience quite differently. Not in the depth of the loss, but in the texture of it.

The father in his sixties was raised in a world with very clear instructions for men. You
provide. You protect. You do not make a fuss. If he showed love, he showed it practically.
He fixed things, paid for things, turned up to things. He assumed, not unreasonably given
everything he had been told, that turning up was enough.

For many of his children it was not. They grew up in a different emotional climate, one with
an entirely different vocabulary for what love is supposed to look and sound like. The father
asked about job security and offered practical advice because that was how he had learned
to say I care about you. His child, raised in a world where emotional language is everywhere,
may have heard something else. Neither of them is wrong. They have simply been speaking
different languages without knowing it, and nobody told either of them.

What this father in his 60’s tends to feel when the estrangement arrives is a bewilderment
that is entirely genuine. He did what he was supposed to do. He cannot identify a specific
failing. He turns it over and over and still cannot find the moment that explains the
outcome. That bewilderment is real and this book takes it seriously.

The father in his forties is a different story, and in some ways a more complicated one. Many
men of this age made a conscious decision to parent differently than their own fathers. They
were present. They went to the school plays and the parents evenings and the Saturday
football. They talked to their children about feelings. They tried, genuinely, to close the gap
that had existed in the previous generation.

But estrangement comes anyway. And some of them are still sitting with an estrangement
they cannot explain, because they did everything they believed was right and it made no
difference. That particular confusion deserves its own acknowledgement. If you are in your
forties and reading this and thinking: I was nothing like my father was with me, I tried so
hard, I do not understand why this happened, then I want you to know that what you are
feeling is one of the most common things I hear from men in your position. Being present
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and emotionally available does not guarantee anything. That is a hard thing to sit with. It is
also the truth.

What both men share, whatever their age, is that they loved their child and did not see this
coming. The decade that shaped them is different. The loss is the same.

W H E N  T H E R E  I S  N O T H I N G  T O  F I X

There is a particular torment in estrangement for a man whose instinct is to solve problems.
And in my experience, that describes a great many fathers.

A problem exists. It is serious and it is affecting people he loves. Everything in him says: act.
Find what is broken and repair it. But the nature of estrangement is that there is frequently
nothing to act on. The door is closed. The calls go unanswered. The adult child has made a
decision and is not, at least for now, open to revisiting it.

So the energy turns inward. He goes back through everything looking for the moment, the
thing he said or failed to say, the choice that might explain the outcome. He revisits old
conversations with an attention that exhausts him without bringing him any closer to an
answer. Sometimes he finds things that trouble him. Often he finds nothing conclusive at
all, which is in some ways harder, because at least a clear cause would give him something
to address.

The truth that is difficult to sit with is that estrangement cannot always be fixed in the way
a father wants to fix it. There may be no lever. The adult child's decision may have roots that
have nothing to do with a specific failing on his part. The path through may require
something other than solving. It may require, instead, learning to live alongside the
unsolved, which is one of the hardest things to ask of a man who fixes things for a living.

F A T H E R S  A N D  D A U G H T E R S ,  F A T H E R S  A N D  S O N S

Something comes up consistently enough in conversations about fathers and estrangement
that it is worth raising, even without a neat explanation for it.

Fathers who are estranged from daughters appear, in many accounts, to feel the loss
differently than fathers estranged from sons. I have encountered this enough times to take
it seriously. There is something about the father-daughter relationship, perhaps its
particular tenderness, perhaps the role a father plays in a daughter's early sense of herself
and the world, that makes its rupture land somewhere harder to reach.
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I have not arrived at a definitive reason for this, and I am not sure one exists. I raise it
because if you are a father estranged from your daughter and you have found yourself
surprised by how far down it goes, you are not alone in that. And if you are estranged from
a son and find it carries its own different texture, something between two men navigating
expectations neither fully chose, that is equally real and equally worth naming.

Your relationship was specific. Your loss is specific. The most I can do is point in the general
direction of where the pain tends to live. You know better than anyone where it actually is.

W H A T  G E T S  S A I D  A N D  W H A T  D O E S  N O T

Most estranged fathers are not telling anyone the full story.

At the golf club, everything is fine. At work, it is not mentioned. With the men they have
known the longest, there is a mutual understanding, never spoken, that certain things do
not get raised. Not because the friendship is shallow, but because the architecture of it, built
across decades of side by side activity rather than face to face conversation, was not designed
to hold this kind of thing and nobody quite knows how to change that now.

The result is that the grief circulates privately, without outlet. Sleep problems, a shortened
temper, a tiredness that a good night's rest does not touch. The body processes what the
mind will not, and it does so with less efficiency the longer it goes on.

What I have seen, both in the men I know personally and in the broader community I have
been part of through this work, is that men who go through significant loss without telling
anyone carry a greater health risk than those who find even one outlet. Not because they feel
it more intensely, but because the release valves that help moderate grief are less available
to them and they are less likely to go looking for alternatives.

The practical implication is not complicated, even if acting on it feels that way. Find one
person to tell. Not a support group, not necessarily, not a therapist, not immediately. Just
one person who will listen without rushing to solve it, who will not tell you she will come
round or that there must be two sides to it. One person who knows. That conversation,
however imperfectly it goes, shifts something. I have seen it enough times to say that with
confidence.

T H E  A S S U M P T I O N  T H A T  A R R I V E S  U N I N V I T E D

The narrative around absent or inadequate fatherhood is a powerful one, and it does not
distinguish between fathers who chose absence and fathers who had it chosen for them. An
estranged father arrives at his grief already carrying a set of assumptions about what his
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failures must have contributed. Even when he knows those assumptions do not apply to his
situation, they are hard to shake, because they are everywhere and because the estranging
adult child's silence offers nothing to replace them with.

W H A T  T H E  S I L E N C E  I S  C O S T I N G  Y O U

I want to close this chapter by saying something directly to the fathers reading it, because
the men most likely to need it are also the least likely to say it to themselves.

The silence is costing you more than you realise. Not the estrangement itself, though that
has its costs too. The silence around it. The months or years of holding something alone that
needed to be shared. The apology for going on when you finally did.

You were not built to do this without anyone. Nobody is, but the story men are told about
themselves suggests otherwise, and too many fathers have believed it for too long and paid
for it in ways that show up as health problems, sleepless nights and a tiredness nobody can
quite explain.

The chapters ahead will ask you to do some work. To look honestly at what the estrangement
has cost you and what it has clarified. To think about the life that is available to you now, in
the present, rather than the one held in suspension waiting for a resolution that may or may
not come. To build something that has genuine meaning, with or without your child's
participation in it.

That is not giving up. It is the opposite of giving up. It is choosing to be fully alive in the
years you have, which is the most dignified thing available to you.

You are a father who lost his child. That is enough to be going on with. The rest of this book
is about what you do next.
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Chapter Three

The Grieving Grandparent

There is a particular kind of love that grandparents understand and parents are often still
too tired to fully access. It arrives later, when the urgency has gone out of things. When you
no longer have to be the one enforcing bedtimes or worrying about school reports. When
you can simply be present with a child in a way that all the busyness of raising them did not
always allow.

That love, unhurried and available in a way that earlier decades of life were not, is what
grandparents tend to describe when they talk about their grandchildren. It is not better than
the love a parent has. It is different in a way that is hard to put into words but that
grandparents recognise immediately in each other. It is love with the anxiety taken out of
it.

And then it is gone. Not because the child died. Not because of distance. Because an adult
made a decision and closed a door, and on the other side of that door were the grandchildren
too.

This chapter is for the people sitting with that. With both losses at once. With the adult child
who has stepped away and the grandchildren who were given no say in the matter. The grief
moves in more than one direction, and it is heavier for that, and it deserves to be spoken
about plainly.

THE DOUBLE LOSS

It would be possible to write about the grandparent's experience as though it were simply
the parent's experience with an extra layer added. It is not that. The doubling changes the
nature of the grief itself.

A parent who is estranged from an adult child is grieving one relationship. The grandparent
is grieving two simultaneously, and they are not equivalent griefs that can be experienced
one at a time. They arrive together, they reinforce each other, and they cannot be neatly
separated. The loss of the adult child makes the loss of the grandchildren worse. The loss of
the grandchildren makes the loss of the adult child worse. They circle each other and
compound each other in ways that are exhausting to manage, particularly because neither
loss has a name the world reliably provides.
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There is also something specific to the grandchildren that the parent's grief does not contain
in quite the same way. When a parent loses an adult child to estrangement, the person they
are grieving is at least, in some sense, choosing. The adult child is making a decision,
however painful that decision is to the parent receiving it. The grandchildren made no
decision. They were small people who loved their grandparents in the uncomplicated way
that small people love the people who collect them from school and keep a biscuit tin in a
particular place just for them. They did not choose this. They were simply gone one day
because somebody else decided they should be.

That layer of the grief, grief for what the grandchildren themselves have been denied, not
just what the grandparent has lost, is one of the least spoken about parts of this experience.
It sits alongside the personal loss and is not the same thing as it. It is grief for a child's life
being quietly diminished. For the absence of something the child needed and had and will
not necessarily know they are missing. That is its own particular weight.

THE TIMING OF IT

Grandparenthood arrives at a stage of life that earlier decades did not. The career pressure
has eased. The children are grown. The particular relentlessness of raising a family, the
school runs and the packed lunches and the endless logistics of other people's needs, has
largely passed. There is time, finally, in a way that there was not before.

Most grandparents will tell you, if you ask them honestly, that they are more present with
their grandchildren than they managed to be with their own children. Not better, not more
loving, but more available. More patient. Less distracted by the things that pulled them
sideways when they were younger. The relationship can be, for that reason, one of the
closest and most attentive of their lives.

To have that relationship ended without warning, at the stage of life when rebuilding is
harder and when the years ahead feel more finite than they once did, is a cruelty that is
rarely named directly enough. You are not only losing the grandchildren. You are losing the
version of yourself that existed in relation to them. The grandparent you had become, who
had a drawer with specific biscuits in it and a particular chair that belonged to a particular
child on a particular afternoon, that person has been interrupted. And there is no obvious
way to redirect that love, because it was made for specific people and those specific people
are no longer there.

GRANDMOTHERS AND GRANDFATHERS

The grief grandparents carry is shaped, to some degree, by who they are and how they were
formed. Grandmothers and grandfathers often experience this loss differently, not in its
depth, but in its texture and in the ways it shows itself.
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Grandmothers, broadly speaking, are more likely to have built the relationship through
daily contact and domestic intimacy. The school runs, the school holidays, the cooking
together, the conversations in the car. The relationship was woven into the ordinary fabric
of the week. When it ends, the absence shows up everywhere, in every part of the routine
that used to contain the grandchildren and now does not.

Grandfathers tend to carry it differently, and often in ways that mirror what the previous
chapter said about fathers. The loss is just as real. The silence around it is, if anything, even
more complete. A grandfather has even less cultural permission to speak about this than a
father does, because the assumption, rarely examined, is that the grandmother is the one
most affected. He is expected to support her, which he will do, and to manage his own
version of the loss quietly, which he also does, and which costs him more than most people
around him know.

Neither of these is a universal. Grandfathers who were the primary caregiver, who did the
school run and the baking and the Wednesday afternoons in the garden, will feel the absence
in all the places the grandmother typically would. Grandmothers who kept a careful
emotional distance and expressed love practically will find their own version of the grief
showing up in practical places. What matters is not the category but the specific relationship
that existed between this grandparent and these grandchildren. That is what was lost. That
is what this is about.

WHAT SHE DID WITH THE CARDS

•   •   •

My friend told me about a text message she received a while ago. Her
estranged daughter told her not to send birthday cards or gifts to the
grandchildren. It was, the message said, too confusing for the children.

She read me the whole message, which was quite nasty. She put her
phone down on the table, and she said: what does that even mean, too
confusing? As though being known by your grandmother is a complexity
children cannot be expected to manage.

I did not have an answer for her, because there is no answer. The
message was not designed to make sense. It was designed to close a door,
and it did.

She told me that she still sends the cards. She was told not to and she has
simply refused, without drama, without confrontation, without even
making a great deal of it to herself. She just continues. Quietly,
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persistently, putting the cards in envelopes and writing the addresses
and sending them into a silence that may never return anything.

I asked her why, when the children in all likelihood never see them.

Because I want to, she said. That was all. Not because it changes
anything. Not because she expects acknowledgement or a softening of
the silence. Because she wants to. Because the grandchildren's birthdays
exist whether they are celebrated or not, and she is going to mark them,
and no message from her daughter is going to make her stop.

I have thought about that a great deal while writing this book. About
what it means to keep doing the loving thing when the loving thing has
been refused. About the particular kind of love that will not be made
invisible, however hard the silence tries. There is a dignity in it that I find
difficult to put into words, and I am not going to try too hard, because I
think she would find it embarrassing. But I want it on the record. What
she is doing is not nothing. It is, in its quiet way, one of the most
determined things I have ever seen.

•   •   •

She is not unique in this. Among the grandparents I have spoken with and heard from
through this work, the impulse to continue, to keep the relationship alive in whatever small
and unreceived way is available, is one of the most consistent things I encounter. The card
in the post. The small gift left with a mutual contact. The birthday acknowledged in a text
that goes unread or unreplied to. The tree planted in the garden for a grandchild who will
not see it for years, if ever.

None of this is practical in any measurable sense. It does not change the situation. It does
not bring the grandchildren closer. What it does is refuse a particular thing: the extinction
of the relationship on the estranging adult child's terms. The grandparent is saying, without
saying it, that this relationship exists. That it will continue to exist. That it belongs to them
as much as anyone, and that their love does not require permission to remain in existence.

That is worth more than it sounds. It is not passive waiting. It is active love, directed at
people who cannot currently receive it, held open for a future that may or may not arrive.

THE CHILDREN THEMSELVES

There is a question that grandparents in this situation tend to carry privately and rarely ask
aloud, because it is almost too painful to look at directly. What do the grandchildren know?
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What have they been told? And what does it mean for them, growing up, to have
grandparents who simply disappeared from their lives?

In most cases, the grandchildren were not consulted and are not informed. They are small
people who noticed an absence and were given an explanation suited to the adult's needs
rather than their own. The grandmother stopped coming. The grandfather is not at school
pick-up anymore. Children are more perceptive than adults often give them credit for, and
they feel the shape of what is missing even when they cannot name it. But they are also
dependent on the adults around them to make sense of the world, and if the adults around
them are providing a version of events that does not include the grandparents, that is the
version the children will work with.

This is its own layer of the grief, and it sits differently from the personal loss. It is grief for
the child's life. For what the grandchildren are being denied, not only what the grandparent
has lost. The relationship had value for the child too, value that did not belong to the adult
who ended it. A grandmother who took a particular child to the library every fortnight, who
knew what she was reading and which books she would like next, who was the person she
told certain things to because she felt safe doing so, that relationship was the child's too. Its
ending is not only the grandparent's loss. It belongs to the child as well.

Grandparents understand this, and it makes the grief more complicated, because it is not
only personal. It reaches forward into the lives of the grandchildren in ways that are hard to
know and impossible to measure, and that nobody around them is likely to acknowledge or
name.

THE GRANDPARENTS WHO ARE THE IN-LAWS

Much attention has been given to the grandparents who are directly estranged from their
adult child. The experience of in-law grandparents is often overlooked. Yet they too can
become collateral victims of family estrangement, finding themselves caught in a painful
situation over which they have little control. Unlike the estranged grandparents, they are
not the primary parties to the conflict, but they may nevertheless suffer significant
emotional consequences as family relationships become strained or severed.

In-law grandparents often find themselves in an uncomfortable position of divided loyalties.
Their natural instinct is to support their own son or daughter, particularly if that adult child
stands beside their spouse in maintaining the estrangement. At the same time, they may feel
empathy for the estranged grandparents and recognise the profound loss they are
experiencing. This can create an internal conflict, as expressing sympathy for one side may
be perceived as disloyalty by the other. Consequently, many in-law grandparents suppress
their own feelings and avoid discussing the situation altogether, leading to isolation and
emotional distress.
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There can also be a sense of grief associated with the loss of extended family relationships.
Over the years, many in-law grandparents develop warm and meaningful connections with
their child's in-laws through shared family celebrations, milestones, and mutual
involvement in the lives of the grandchildren. Estrangement can abruptly end these
relationships, leaving in-law grandparents mourning friendships and family bonds that
were once an important part of their lives. The loss is particularly difficult because it is often
unacknowledged and lacks the social recognition normally afforded to other forms of
bereavement.

In-law grandparents may also experience ongoing anxiety about the stability of their own
relationships within the family. They may fear that any perceived criticism of the estranged
adult child or support for the estranged grandparents could jeopardise their own standing
with their son or daughter. As a result, they may feel compelled to remain neutral or silent,
even when they are personally distressed by what has occurred. Living with this uncertainty
can create a persistent sense of tension and emotional exhaustion.

The role of the in-law grandparent therefore differs from that of the directly estranged
grandparent. Their pain often stems not from direct rejection, but from witnessing family
division, losing valued relationships, and navigating complex loyalties within an already
fractured family system. Their experience illustrates how the effects of estrangement ripple
outward, affecting individuals who may have had no involvement in the original conflict but
who nevertheless bear many of its emotional costs.
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Chapter Four

The Invisible In-Law

In the previous chapter, we touched on something that deserves its own space: the position
of the grandparent who is also an in-law, caught between the loss of the grandchildren and
the loss of a relationship with a son or daughter-in-law they had come to regard as their
own. That particular layering of grief was acknowledged there because it belongs to the
grandparent's story. But it is only the beginning of the in-law story, and this chapter is where
the rest of it gets told.

Because the in-law experience reaches further than most people realise, until they are inside
it. It does not confine itself to the immediate relationship between a parent and the person
their child married. It moves outward, through siblings and cousins and aunts and uncles,
through two families whose lives had become interwoven across years of ordinary time
together. When an estrangement takes hold, all of that is at risk. Sometimes all of it goes.

This chapter is for the people living inside that. For the mother or father who lost the person
their child married. For the brother or sister who lost a relationship with a nephew or niece,
or with a sister-in-law they had come to think of as a friend. For every person in an extended
family who found themselves standing in the wreckage of something they had no part in
creating and no power to repair.

WHAT WAS ACTUALLY BUILT

It is worth starting here, with what was actually there before the silence arrived, because the
in-law's loss is so often minimised by the assumption that the relationship was never quite
the same as a blood relationship. That assumption is wrong, and it is worth saying so plainly
before anything else.

Relationships between in-laws and the people their children marry are built the same way
all meaningful relationships are built: through time, through presence, through the
accumulation of ordinary moments that add up, over years, to something real. The
daughter-in-law who called every Sunday. The son-in-law who came early to help set up at
Christmas and stayed late to help clear away. The years of knowing someone's coffee order,
their sense of humour, the particular way they looked at your child when they thought
nobody was watching.

That is not a lesser relationship. It is a different one. And when it ends, the loss of it is not a
lesser loss. It is the loss of a person who was genuinely part of the fabric of the family, and
who is now simply gone.
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There is something particular about this loss that the other losses in this book do not quite
share. When a parent loses an adult child to estrangement, they are at least losing someone
who was always theirs, whose entire life they knew from the beginning. The in-law loses
someone who came later, whose history before the family was someone else's, but who
became, across real years of real relationship, a person they loved in their own right. The
love was chosen rather than inherited. That does not make it smaller. In some ways it makes
its ending harder, because there is no lifelong claim to fall back on. There is only what was
actually there, between two people, which was real, and which is now gone.

THE PARENTS WHO LOST THE PERSON THEIR CHILD MARRIED

I want to stay here for a moment, because this is the part of the in-law experience that
receives almost no acknowledgement anywhere, and it deserves it.

When an adult child estranges their own parents, their partner typically stands with them.
That is, in many ways, as it should be. A marriage requires loyalty and solidarity, and a
partner who sides against their spouse in a family conflict is in a difficult position. But the
consequence of that alignment, however understandable, is that the estranged parents lose
not only their child but their child's spouse. Someone they had welcomed into the family.
Someone they had made room for at the table, at Christmas, in the ordinary rhythms of
family life.

They are given no goodbye. No acknowledgement that a relationship existed and is now
ending. The estrangement belongs to their child and their child's partner, and the parents
are simply on the outside of it, with no standing to ask questions and no way to reach the
person they also, in their own way, loved.

•   •   •

I know this from the inside. When my estranged son ended his marriage, he
left his wife. But he also left her parents, people who had opened their home
to him across years of family life, who had loved him as a son in the way
that good parents-in-law do, without conditions and without keeping score.
They were given no explanation and no farewell. I have watched their
bewilderment from a distance, and it has never looked small to me.

And I am aware, too, of what it cost his wife's parents to lose him. Not only
the son-in-law himself, but the version of their family that included him. The
Christmases with the full table. The grandchildren in the middle of
everyone. All of it reorganised, without their consent, around a decision
that was not theirs to make.
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They did not estrange anyone. They were simply in the path of it. And that,
as I have come to understand more and more clearly while writing this
book, is one of the defining features of the in-law experience. You did not do
this. You are simply living inside the consequences of it.

•   •   •

The grief of the parents who lost their child's spouse sits in an uncomfortable place. It is
real, and it is often significant, but it arrives tangled up with the grief for their own child,
the confusion about what is happening, the worry about the grandchildren, and the
particular helplessness of watching a family fracture from the outside. There is almost
nowhere to take it, because the people they might naturally talk to, their own child, their
son or daughter-in-law, are the people at the centre of the situation, and the situation is not
available for discussion.

So they carry it privately. They say, when people ask, that it is complicated. They find ways
to speak warmly of the person they lost without making it a grievance, because making it a
grievance would put them in an impossible position with their own child. And underneath
all of that, quietly and without much outlet, they grieve a person they genuinely miss.

WHEN THE WHOLE FAMILY FRACTURES

What I have described so far is the immediate in-law loss: the parents, the direct
relationship, the person who came to Sunday dinners and is now gone. But estrangement
does not stop there, and for many families it is the wider fracture that proves, over time, to
be the most bewildering part of what happened.

When an adult child estranges, and their partner stands with them, the two families that
had been connected through that marriage or partnership begin to pull apart. And it is rarely
a clean separation. It is a slow, complicated unravelling that moves through every
relationship that had developed between the two families across the years.

The sister-in-law who had become a genuine friend. The brother-in-law who played golf
with your husband every month. The cousins who had grown up together, who had been at
each other's birthday parties and each other's weddings, who knew each other in the easy,
unthinking way that family does when it has had enough time to settle into itself. All of those
relationships exist in the shadow of what is happening at the centre, and many of them do
not survive it.

Sometimes they end because people take sides. Not always dramatically, not always with an
argument or a falling out, but quietly, through a gradual withdrawal that is never quite
named. The phone calls become less frequent. The invitations stop arriving. The family
WhatsApp group goes silent, or the people on one side of the estrangement are quietly



36 | P a g e

removed from it. Nobody says anything directly. It just stops, and everyone pretends not to
notice.

Sometimes the relationships end not because anyone chose to end them but because the
infrastructure that held them together has been dismantled. If the cousins only saw each
other at family gatherings, and the family gatherings no longer include both sides, the
cousins drift apart through simple lack of opportunity. Nobody decided to estrange them
from each other. It happened anyway, as a consequence of something that had nothing to
do with them.

This is the part of the in-law experience that I think is most underestimated from the
outside. It is not only one relationship that ends. It is frequently many, and the loss moves
through the family in ways that take years to fully map, by which point everyone has quietly
adjusted to a smaller version of the family they once had.

TAKING SIDES

It is worth being honest about this, because it happens and it causes significant harm and it
is rarely spoken about directly.

When an estrangement takes hold, pressure builds on everyone in the surrounding family
to align themselves. That pressure is not always explicit. Sometimes it is a direct
conversation, a phone call from the estranging adult child or their partner making clear
which relationships are and are not acceptable. More often it is implicit, communicated
through tone and silence and the things that are said in certain company, until the message
is received even without being spoken.

Family members find themselves in an impossible position. They did not create this
situation. They have their own relationships, independently built, with the people on both
sides of it. But the pressure to choose is real, and the consequences of being seen to choose
wrongly are real, and so many of them do what people do when faced with an impossible
choice: they say nothing, retreat to the middle ground, and hope it resolves itself.

It rarely resolves itself. What happens instead is that the silence becomes its own kind of
choosing, and the relationships on one side or the other quietly atrophy from neglect, and
everyone ends up with less than they started with.

There are family members who resist this. Who maintain their relationships on both sides,
who refuse to be recruited into the estrangement, who keep calling and keep turning up and
refuse to let good relationships be casualties of someone else's conflict. Those people are
doing something genuinely difficult and genuinely important, and they tend to carry a cost
for it that is rarely acknowledged. They are suspected of disloyalty from one direction or
another. They are sometimes explicitly pressured to choose. They persevere anyway, and
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the people on the receiving end of that perseverance are usually more grateful for it than
they always manage to say.

THE LOYALTY BIND

Of all the things the in-law experience contains, the loyalty bind is perhaps the one that
causes the most sustained, quiet damage.

It works like this. You have your own child, who is standing with their spouse in an
estrangement you do not fully understand and were not consulted about. Your instinct is to
support your child. That is not wrong. That is what parents do, and it is what your child
needs and probably expects. But supporting your child, in this context, means not
questioning the estrangement, not expressing sympathy for the people on the other side of
it, and not maintaining relationships that your child or their spouse may find threatening
or disloyal.

At the same time, you have relationships of your own that you did not build through your
child. The in-laws you have known for years. The sister-in-law you have lunch with. The
grandchildren you love regardless of which side of the family they came from. You did not
choose those relationships on anyone's behalf. You built them yourself, and they belong to
you, and you are now being asked, implicitly or explicitly, to sacrifice them.

The result is a persistent, grinding tension that has no clean resolution. Whatever you do,
you are losing something. If you maintain the relationships on the other side, you risk your
relationship with your own child. If you surrender them, you lose people you care about and
live with the knowledge that you let something real be dismantled because you were not
strong enough, or not willing to pay the price, to hold it together.

Most people, in my experience, end up somewhere in the middle that satisfies nobody,
including themselves. They maintain a surface connection with the people on the other side
while pulling back from anything that might be seen as active loyalty. They become careful
and guarded in a way they were never careful and guarded before. And they carry a low-level
grief about all of it that they mention to almost nobody, because explaining the situation to
someone who is not inside it is more exhausting than simply managing it alone.

WATCHING YOUR OWN CHILD

There is one more thing inside the in-law experience that belongs in this chapter, because it
is real and because it tends to go unnamed even among the people who are living it.

The parents of the partner who is standing with the estranging adult child are watching their
own child become part of something that is causing significant harm to other people. They
may not say it in those terms. They may not even allow themselves to think it in those terms.
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But on some level, they know what the estrangement is costing the people on the other side
of it, and they are watching their own child be complicit in that, and there is a grief in that
too.

It is not that they think their child is a bad person. They do not. Their child is someone they
love, who is in a marriage or a partnership and standing by their spouse, which is what you
do. But love does not make you blind, and most parents, if they are honest, can see the parts
of the situation that do not reflect well on the people involved, including sometimes their
own child. Holding that knowledge privately, while continuing to support their child and
present a composed face to the world, is its own kind of weight.

There is also, for some of these parents, a worry that goes deeper than the estrangement
itself. A worry about who their child is becoming inside this. About what it costs a person to
maintain a position that requires the erasure of other people's relationships and the
severing of bonds that children depended on. About whether, when this is eventually over,
their child will be entirely comfortable with what they did and did not do during it.

That worry is not disloyalty. It is love, doing what love does when it is paying attention. And
it deserves to be acknowledged, even if it is the kind of thing that is very rarely said aloud.

WHAT REMAINS

If there is a thread running through everything this chapter has tried to describe, it is this:
the in-law experience is characterised, above almost everything else, by a lack of agency.
You did not choose this situation. You were not consulted about it. You have no standing to
negotiate it, no lever to pull, no conversation available to you that might change the shape
of it. You are inside the consequences of something you had no part in creating, and the
world around you has not built adequate space for the grief that costs you.

What you can hold onto is what was actually real. The relationship you had with the person
your child married, whatever has happened since, was real while it existed. The bonds
between the two families, the friendships and the ordinary warmth of years of shared life,
were real. They mattered. Their ending was not your fault and does not cancel what they
were.

And the relationships you have managed to hold onto, the ones you have quietly, stubbornly,
refused to let be taken from you by something you did not choose, matter more than you
perhaps allow yourself to recognise. Holding a relationship open, when everything around
it is pressuring you to let it go, is not a small thing. It is, in fact, one of the more quietly
courageous things a person can do inside an estrangement that belongs to someone else.

You are not invisible, even when you have been made to feel that way. Your loss is real. The
tangle of it, the competing loyalties and the grief that moves in several directions at once
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and the worry about your own child folded into all of it, is one of the most complicated
emotional landscapes this book addresses. You have been navigating it largely alone, and
largely without acknowledgement, and that is not nothing to have done.

The chapters ahead are about surviving it. About finding your way through something that
did not ask your permission to arrive, and building, on the other side of it, a life that has
genuine meaning. That is where we are going next.

But first, and simply: you were not invisible here. This chapter saw you.
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Chapter Five

The Grief That Has No Name

There is a reason you cannot find the right words for what you are going through. It is not
because your experience is too private to express, or because you have not yet processed it
sufficiently. It is because the words do not exist. The grief of estrangement is one of the least
named, least mapped and least socially acknowledged forms of loss there is. And for the
hidden griever, it goes one stage further still: you are living inside a grief that the world has
barely begun to name, carrying a version of it that receives even less acknowledgement than
the version carried by the estranged parent.

The opening chapters of this book were about being seen. About giving your specific
experience its shape and its name. This chapter, and the ones that follow in this section, are
about something different. They are about surviving it. About understanding what this grief
is actually doing to you, why it weighs what it weighs, and what the most basic and honest
acts of self-preservation look like when you are inside it.

This is where the practical work begins. Not with advice you are not yet ready to receive, but
with understanding. Because naming something accurately, understanding what it actually
is and why it does what it does, is one of the first ways a person begins to think about it
differently. Not more lightly. Not without pain. But with enough clarity to begin to move.

A LOSS UNLIKE ANY OTHER

When someone you love dies, the world knows what to do with you. Imperfectly, and not
always well, but there is a structure. A funeral, a period of grace, a social acknowledgement
that something significant has happened and that the person living through it needs room
to do so. There is a before and an after, and the line between them is visible to everyone.

Estrangement has none of that. There is no date that marks it, no ceremony that closes it,
no casserole on the doorstep. The person you have lost is alive. They may be twenty minutes
away. They are going about their day while you sit in a silence they did not choose, or chose
by choosing someone else, and the world around you has no adequate framework for what
that costs a person.

And for you, the hidden griever, even the limited acknowledgement that estranged parents
are beginning to receive does not fully extend to your experience. The father whose grief the
world expects him to keep private. The grandmother who lost not only her adult child but
the grandchildren who had nothing to do with any of it. The in-law whose loss does not fit
any category the world readily provides. You are not only grieving something that has no
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name. You are grieving it in a position that the conversation around estrangement has not
yet fully built space for.

That double invisibility is one of the specific cruelties of this experience, and it deserves to
be named plainly before anything else. What you are carrying is real. Its going largely
unacknowledged is not a reflection of its size. It is the world's failure, not yours.

THE PARTICULAR TORTURE OF AMBIGUOUS LOSS

There is a concept in grief psychology called ambiguous loss. It describes the experience of
losing someone who is not gone in the way that death makes a person gone. Someone who
is still present in the world, still alive, still somewhere out there. This kind of loss is
considered by many grief experts to be among the most difficult to process, precisely
because the normal work of grief is continuously interrupted by the fact of the person's
continued existence.

Because they are not gone. Not completely. They are out there, living. Making choices.
Building a life. And that knowledge, the knowledge that the person you are grieving is alive
and well and simply absent, or is present at one remove, visible through a window you are
no longer permitted to step through, makes it almost impossible for the grief to settle into
anything stable. There is no closure in the way that death, for all its devastation, eventually
offers. The loss remains perpetually open.

Sheri McGregor, who has worked with tens of thousands of estranged parents through her
books and community, describes how people can find themselves trapped in this open
wound for years, unable to grieve fully because the person is not dead, and unable to stop
grieving because the person is truly gone from their daily life. It is a state of permanent
suspension. Of waiting for something that may never come, while being unable to accept
that it will not.

For the hidden griever, this suspension has its own particular texture. A grandparent may
have access, through other family members, to fragments of the grandchildren's lives:
photographs on a phone, a secondhand account of a school play, the knowledge that they
are well. That partial access is, in some ways, harder than none. It keeps the wound open in
a different way. It means the loss is confirmed and reconfirmed, at irregular intervals,
without ever being resolved.

An in-law may find themselves in the same house as the grandchildren at Christmas,
watching them across a table while the adult who created this situation sits at the head of it,
and finding that proximity without access is its own form of grief that almost nobody has
language for.
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You cannot close the book on someone who is still writing. You cannot fully grieve someone
who might, tomorrow, be brought back into your life by a change in someone else's position.
That suspension is one of the most exhausting places a human being can inhabit. It will be
important, in the chapters ahead, to find a way to step out of it. Not by giving up love, but
by releasing the suspension. By choosing, for your own survival and your own life, to stop
organising yourself around an outcome you cannot control. We are not there yet. First you
need to understand that the suspension is real, it is recognised, and the difficulty of moving
through it is not a failure of will. It is the accurate response of a person carrying something
genuinely hard.

WHAT IT DOES TO YOUR BODY

Grief lives in the body. It is a physiological reality, documented by decades of research into
the relationship between emotional experience and physical health. The grief of
estrangement is chronic rather than acute. It does not peak and subside but settles in as a
low, persistent, ongoing condition of life. And it has a particular and serious impact on the
physical self.

The PEAK organisation, which has supported thousands of estranged parents and families
through its recovery programme, states that the trauma of estrangement is as deep and
debilitating as the injuries from a serious physical accident. The body's response to chronic
social pain mirrors, in measurable ways, its response to physical injury. Sustained
emotional pain affects immune function, cardiovascular health, sleep quality, digestion and
cognitive performance.

The father who says he feels ten years older than he did before this started is not imagining
things. The grandmother who cannot sleep, who startles at ordinary sounds, who finds that
rest does not touch the tiredness, is reporting accurately. The mother-in-law who has
noticed the tightness in her chest whenever the family comes up in conversation, who has
seen her own health quietly deteriorate in ways that do not have obvious causes, is
describing something real.

These are not signs of weakness. They are signs of a body responding appropriately to a
serious disruption of connection and safety. The human nervous system is wired for
attachment. When a primary attachment is severed, or significantly damaged, the body
takes it seriously, even when the world around you does not.

•   •   •

I remember the tightness in my own chest, in the early years of my son's estrangement. It
came whenever I allowed myself to think about what was happening, which is why, for a
time, I tried not to think about it at all. But of course you cannot choose not to think about
something that is consuming you. The anxiety surfaced anyway, at odd moments,
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uninvited. My sleep was disturbed, not by dramatic nightmares but by the unanswered
question of it, the absence of explanation, the way my mind had nowhere to rest because
there was nothing to rest on.

I have seen the same thing in the people around me navigating this from different
positions. In the father who woke at three in the morning running the same loop of
memory and question and inconclusive answer. In my friend the grandmother, who has
not seen her grandchildren in years and whose body carried that knowledge in ways her
composed daytime self did not always show. The body does not distinguish between
categories of loss. It simply responds to the reality of what has been taken.

•   •   •

Caring for your physical self in the context of this loss is not a luxury or a distraction from
the real work. It is part of the real work. You cannot process grief, think clearly, or begin to
build anything new on top of a body that is chronically depleted. Sleep, movement, food, the
ordinary maintenance of a physical life, these are not separable from the emotional work
ahead. They are its foundation. If you are physically suffering, you are not being dramatic.
You are being human, and your body is telling you something worth hearing.

WHAT IT DOES TO YOUR MIND

The psychological impact of this loss is wide-ranging and frequently misunderstood,
including by the people living through it. One of its most consistent features, reported across
every support community that has examined this experience, is the relentless quality of the
mental activity it generates. The replaying. The reviewing. The exhausting, circular, often
nocturnal revisiting of every conversation, every decision, every moment that might contain
the explanation that has been withheld.

This is rumination. The mind's attempt to make sense of something that refuses to make
sense. The brain is a meaning-making organ. It is uncomfortable with unexplained pain,
with events that have no visible cause, with loss that cannot be accounted for. And so it
searches. It goes back. It tries again. It constructs and reconstructs, looking for the thread
that, if pulled, would make everything finally make sense.

For many hidden grievers, that thread is never found. And the search continues indefinitely,
consuming extraordinary amounts of mental energy, and arriving nowhere.

There is a particular version of this that belongs specifically to the in-law experience. The
in-law who was given no explanation, who was simply erased when a marriage ended or an
estrangement began, does not even have the question what did I do? to work with. The
question is more disorienting still: why was I included in this? What was my role in
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something I had no part in? The mind circles that question with the same compulsive energy
and finds equally little to hold onto.

Alongside the rumination, many people carry a persistent, low-level anxiety that colours
ordinary life. A dread of certain occasions. A constant background awareness of the loss that
makes full presence in other areas of life difficult. Some describe feeling split, partially
present in their actual life, and partially still standing at the door of the relationship that
closed, unable to leave.

Depression is common. Not always the crisis-level kind, but the quieter, more insidious kind
that drains colour from experience without preventing ordinary function. The kind where
you feel guilty if joy comes. Where the future feels narrower than it once did. Where the
person you were before feels like someone you knew a long time ago.

•   •   •

A friend of mine, the father I described in Chapter Two, told me once that he had not been
able to properly concentrate on anything for more than a year after his daughter's
estrangement began. He was a practical, capable man who had run a business for
decades. Suddenly he found himself unable to complete a thought that was not interrupted
by the same recurring loop. He did not tell his doctor. He did not tell his colleagues. He
managed it the way he managed most things, quietly and from the inside, and it cost him
more than he knew.

When I asked him, later, what had helped most, he said something that has stayed with
me: understanding that it was normal. That the inability to stop thinking about it was not
a sign of weakness or a character failing, but the predictable response of a mind carrying
something it could not resolve. Once he understood that, he stopped fighting the thoughts
and started, slowly, to work with them differently. That shift, from battling to observing,
was where the change began.

•   •   •

The mind trying to understand something that cannot be understood is a mind working
itself to exhaustion on a problem it was never designed to solve. One of the most important
things you can learn, and one that the neuroscience chapter later in this book will explain in
more depth, is to let the question rest. Not to answer it, not to resolve it, simply to stop
requiring the answer of yourself.

THE IDENTITY THAT THIS DISRUPTS

Estrangement does not only take a relationship. It takes a piece of who you understood
yourself to be. And for hidden grievers, that disruption is often more complicated than the
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disruption an estranged parent faces, because the identity at stake is sometimes harder to
name.

A parent at least has a clear word for what they were. A grandfather has that word too, but
the relationship it describes has been interrupted in a way that nobody around him
necessarily knows about, and that he may find impossible to raise without the risk of the
conversation he least wants to have. He continues to call himself a grandfather, continues
to be addressed as one, and every time he is, carries the private knowledge of what that word
has come to mean.

An in-law loses something harder to name still. The son or daughter-in-law who was part of
the family for years, who came to Christmas and called to check in and was woven into the
ordinary texture of a life, is simply gone. There is no word for the relationship that was, no
word for the loss of it, no socially recognised form for the grief of it. The in-law must carry
not only the loss but the absence of language to describe what was lost.

And the grandmother who has been told not to send birthday cards is left holding a version
of herself, the grandmother she was and the grandmother she would have continued to be,
that has been refused. She does not stop being a grandmother. The grandchildren do not
stop being her grandchildren. But the expression of that identity has been blocked, and
navigating the gap between who she is and what she is currently permitted to be is its own
specific and exhausting work.

THE SILENCE THAT COMPOUNDS EVERYTHING

Estrangement comes pre-loaded with shame. Not because anything shameful has been
done, but because it arrives with the cultural assumption of fault attached, and that
assumption does not confine itself to the estranged parent. It settles on everyone in the
surrounding family. And shame, as the researcher Brene Brown has documented so
thoroughly, thrives in silence. It requires secrecy to maintain its hold. It grows strongest in
the dark.

The hidden griever is, almost by definition, someone who is keeping this private. The
grandfather who tells his golf club everything is fine. The mother-in-law who smiles at
family occasions and says very little. The father who has not told his brother. They are
managing, each in their own way, the gap between what they are feeling and what the world
around them seems equipped to hold.

And that gap, maintained over months and years, has a cost. Not only the emotional cost of
isolation, but a physical one. Research consistently shows that social isolation compounds
grief in measurable, physiological ways. The nervous system heals in the context of safe
connection. In its absence, the stress response runs longer, the rumination loop runs harder,
and the body carries more than it should have to carry alone.
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You do not owe your full story to everyone. There are perfectly good reasons to be selective
about who you tell and how much you share. But you owe it to yourself to have at least one
place, one person, one space, where you do not have to perform being fine. Where what is
actually happening is known and held without judgement. Where you can simply be where
you are.

For the hidden griever who has not yet found that space, finding it is the single most
important practical step available. Not a support group, not necessarily. Not a therapist, not
immediately. Just one person who knows the whole truth and does not rush to resolve it or
minimise it or ask what you must have done. That conversation, however imperfectly it goes,
shifts something. The unbearable becomes more bearable when it is shared with someone
who genuinely understands.

WHEN YOU REACH FOR OTHERS AND FIND A WALL

One of the most painful secondary experiences of this loss is what happens when you reach
for support and find, instead, another form of silence or refusal. The wound within the
wound.

The hidden griever who tries to talk about their experience to people outside the family often
discovers, with a particular kind of desolation, that the people they reach for simply do not
have the framework to receive it. The well-meaning friend who says I'm sure they'll come
round, or the relative who nods sympathetically and then changes the subject, or the person
who wants to offer comfort but whose comfort takes the form of asking you to see things
from the other side, all of these are, in their way, walls. Not unkind ones. But walls
nonetheless.

Within the family it can be harder still. The grandfather who tries to raise the estrangement
with his own children may find himself caught in the same dynamic that the previous
chapters described: the loyalty bind, the pressure not to put more weight on already strained
relationships, the implicit or explicit message that this is not the right conversation to be
having. And so he absorbs it, and carries it, and adds the isolation to everything else he is
already carrying.

•   •   •

One of the things I have noticed, in the people close to me who are navigating this from the
positions this book addresses, is how rarely they are asked the right question. Not how are
the grandchildren, which puts them immediately in the position of managing someone
else's discomfort about the answer. Not have you heard anything, which reopens the
wound without offering anything to close it. But simply: how are you? And then the
patience to wait for a real answer.
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My friend the grandmother told me once that in two years of carrying this, I was one of
the only people who had asked her that question and meant it. I never shy away from
asking her if anything has happened in regards to the grandchildren. I know what she will
say, but I think its important that I do not pretend it does not exist. It gives her an
opportunity to vent, if she wants.  She had spoken to other people, of course, but those
conversations had always remained at the surface, always moved away from the rawness
of it before it became uncomfortable. She said the relief of being asked properly, and
having space to answer honestly, was like putting down something heavy she had
forgotten she was holding.

I thought about that for a long time afterward. How much of what we carry is
compounded simply by the absence of one person willing to ask properly and wait.

•   •   •

If you have reached for support and found walls, you are not alone in that. The community
around estrangement is still small, still building, still working toward the kind of recognition
that would make these conversations easier. In the meantime, know that the walls say
nothing about the legitimacy of what you are carrying. They say only that the world has not
yet caught up with the scale of what this costs.

THE EXHAUSTION OF HOPE

There is another thing inside this grief that deserves to be named honestly, because it is one
of the most corrosive aspects of the experience and one of the least spoken about. It is not
the grief itself. It is hope, specifically hope as it operates in estrangement: as a leash.

As long as you hold hope that the situation will resolve, that the adult child will relent, that
the grandchildren will be brought back into your life, that some version of what existed
before will be restored, part of you cannot turn fully toward the life that is actually in front
of you. To invest fully in the present feels like closing a door you are terrified to close. Like
accepting a reality you are not ready to accept. And so you wait, and you hold the space, and
you keep some part of yourself in suspension, just in case.

The waiting is its own exhaustion. Not the exhaustion of activity but the exhaustion of
suspension, of the ongoing expenditure of emotional energy on a future that is entirely
outside your control. It is the exhaustion of a person standing at a window, watching. Not
living. Watching.

What will be asked of you, in the chapters ahead, is to take your eyes from that window. Not
because your love is not real, not because what you lost does not matter, but because your
life is passing whether you are present for it or not. You have already given enough of
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yourself to the waiting. What lies ahead is about redirecting that energy: away from what
you cannot control, and toward the life that is still entirely yours to build.

That is not giving up. It is one of the most courageous things available to you. And it begins,
as all courageous things do, not with a dramatic decision but with a single, small turn toward
what is real, what is present, and what is genuinely and irrevocably yours.

WHAT COMES NEXT

This chapter has asked you to look at the full weight of what you are carrying. For many
people that is almost more than they can bear, particularly in the early stages. If that is
where you are, you are not failing. You are simply at the beginning.

What you need, at this point, is to be able to say: this is what this is. This is not my
imagination, or an overreaction, or a private weakness. This is what happens when a person
loses something that mattered, in a way the world has not yet built adequate space for, and
is asked to carry it largely alone.

The chapters ahead will move from surviving into healing, and from healing into living fully
again. They will not ask you to pretend the loss did not happen or to get over it in any easy
or dishonest sense. They will ask you to do something harder and more worthwhile: to
understand what is happening in your brain and your body, to examine what is yours to
carry and what can be put down, and to turn, when you are ready, toward the life that is
waiting.

You have been surviving something real. The rest of this book is about what comes after
surviving. About building something so genuinely and completely yours that it does not
require anyone else's permission to be real.

That is where we are going. And you are more ready for it than you know.
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Chapter Six

The Patterns That Keep You Stuck

The previous chapter asked you to look honestly at what this loss is doing to you. This one
asks something slightly different. Not what has happened to you, but what you have been
doing with it. Because grief, particularly unacknowledged grief carried in private over a long
period of time, tends to produce patterns of behaviour that make complete and
understandable sense in the context of the pain, but that do not move you through it. They
keep you inside it.

But understanding why these patterns developed does not require you to keep them. And
seeing them clearly, by their right names, is the beginning of being able to choose
differently.

You are not stuck because you are weak. You are stuck because the things you have been
doing made complete sense given your pain. Sense and usefulness, though, are not always
the same thing. Some of the most understandable responses to grief are also the ones that
prolong it most.

THE SEARCHING THAT NEVER ENDS

The most universal pattern among people living inside estrangement is the searching. The
going over and over the history of the relationship, looking for the thing that explains what
happened. The replaying of conversations, the re-examination of decisions, the mental
archaeology of a relationship in search of the moment or the pattern or the failing that
caused this.

This searching is understandable. The human mind cannot easily tolerate unexplained
suffering. And so it searches. And when it does not find a satisfying answer, it searches
again, with more intensity, going further back, looking harder. For the hidden griever this
loop has its own specific shape depending on where you stand.

The father searches for what he said or failed to say, for the moment when the distance
began, for the thing he could have done differently. He turns it over with the same patient
thoroughness he would bring to any practical problem, and finds no resolution, which is its
own particular torment for a man whose instinct is to fix things.

The grandparent searches for a different thing. Not only what caused the estrangement
between their child and grandchildren, but why they were included in it. What the
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grandchildren were told. Whether they are being thought about. Whether the relationship
that existed before the silence means anything to them still, even now, even without
knowing it. These are questions with no answers, and the mind that keeps asking them is
the mind that stays exhausted.

The in-law searches in perhaps the most disorienting direction of all. They were not party
to whatever happened at the centre of this. They loved someone who came into their family
through their child's choice, and that person is now gone. The question what did I do? has
no answer because the honest answer is, in most cases, nothing. And a mind that keeps
searching for an explanation it was never owed is a mind that cannot rest.

There is a point at which continuing to search for the why is no longer an act of self-
understanding. It is an act of self-harm. The question that has no answer will not acquire
one through repetition. At some point, and only you will know when that point has arrived,
the most healing thing available is to lay the question down.

THE PERFORMANCE OF FINE

At one end of the spectrum there is the person who talks about their estrangement
constantly, to anyone who will listen, finding temporary relief in the telling and then the
weight of it settling back again unchanged. At the other end, and far more common among
the hidden grievers this book is written for, is the person who never speaks of it at all.

Who tells friends and colleagues and the neighbours who ask after the grandchildren that
everything is fine. Who maintains, at family occasions and golf clubs and school gates and
anywhere else the question might arise, a version of themselves in which this loss does not
exist. Not because they are dishonest people, but because the alternative, explaining, being
questioned, risking the judgement or the misunderstanding or the awkward silence that
might follow, feels like more than they are currently able to manage.

The father who has said everything is fine at the golf club every Tuesday for eighteen
months. The grandmother who smiles when people ask about the grandchildren and
changes the subject before the smile has to hold up under scrutiny. The mother-in-law who
says we don't see them as much as we'd like and leaves it there, because the fuller version of
the sentence is not one she is ready to say aloud.

This performance is exhausting. Not in any single moment but cumulatively, over time, as
the cost of maintaining two simultaneous versions of your life accumulates. The one you
present to the world and the one you actually live. Every social occasion becomes a small
management exercise. Every well-meaning question costs something. And the person
asking the question, however kindly, is never given the chance to offer anything real,
because the real thing is never shown to them.
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The result is a kind of double isolation. You are alone with the loss because you have chosen,
for understandable reasons, to keep it private. And you are alone with the performance,
because the energy required to maintain it is energy you are carrying without support.

You do not owe your full story to everyone. That bears repeating, because there is genuine
wisdom in being selective. Not everyone is equipped to receive this, and offering it to the
wrong person can make things worse rather than better. But you owe it to yourself to have
at least one space where you do not have to perform. At least one person who knows the real
version. That distinction matters more than it might seem.

KEEPING EVERYTHING FROZEN

Another pattern common among people carrying a grief like this is the freezing of the
environment around the loss. The chair left at the table. The bedroom kept as it was. The
drawer of birthday gifts for grandchildren who cannot receive them, added to year after year
because throwing them away would feel like a kind of agreement with the silence. The space
held deliberately open, as though the physical keeping of it will somehow hold the
relationship open too.

This is grief behaviour. The same impulse that leads a bereaved person to keep a loved one's
belongings exactly as they were left. The impulse to preserve, to not-erase, to maintain a
form of presence for someone who is absent. It comes from love and from the particular
human inability to close a chapter that was never given a proper ending.

For a grandparent it might look like the spare room kept ready for grandchildren who no
longer visit, the biscuit tin restocked out of habit, the birthday money set aside each year
into an account that keeps growing. For an in-law it might be the continued purchasing of
gifts for a daughter-in-law who no longer comes to Christmas, because stopping would
mean finally admitting that she is not coming. For a father it might be the avoidance of
making changes to his own life, his routines, his plans for the years ahead, as though
stability itself might somehow communicate an availability that will eventually be answered.

There is nothing shameful in any of this. It is the behaviour of a person who loves someone
and has not yet found a way to carry that love differently. But it is worth naming because of
what it costs: the present. The frozen environment is a monument to a past that cannot be
changed and a future that may not arrive. And a life organised around a monument has less
room in it for what is actually here, actually real, actually worth attending to.

WATCHING FROM A DISTANCE

In an age of social media, estrangement has acquired a particular and painful new
dimension: the ability to watch, from a distance, the life of a person who has chosen not to
include you in it. A grandparent who would never have been able to track the movements
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and milestones of estranged grandchildren in previous generations can now, with a few taps,
find themselves looking at photographs of a birthday party they were not invited to, or a
school play no one told them was happening, or a family holiday arranged without a thought
for their absence. A father can watch his adult child live a full and apparently happy life from
behind a screen that the child does not know he is standing at.

The impulse to look is completely understandable. Not knowing can feel even more painful
than the difficult knowledge. The monitoring feels, in the moment, like a small way of
staying connected, of maintaining a thread of proximity to people who are no longer within
reach.

But each time you look, you reopen something that was beginning, however slowly and
imperfectly, to close. You remind yourself, in specific and visual terms, of everything you
are not part of. You hand the grief a fresh occasion. And you come away not with information
that helps, but with pain that does not.

•   •   •

I looked for my son on social media in the early years of the estrangement. He rarely
posted, which was in some ways harder than if he had posted frequently, because the
occasional fragment was just enough to feed the need without satisfying it. It gave me
nothing useful. It did not bring me closer to understanding what had happened. It simply
confirmed, in high resolution, that there was a life happening that I was not part of.

What I have observed in others navigating this from different positions is the same hunger
and the same cost. A grandmother I know spent an hour one evening looking at
photographs of her grandchildren on her daughter's account, photographs she had not
been sent, milestones she had not been told about. She came away looking as though
something had been taken from her. Which is precisely what had happened, and which
looking had done nothing to restore.

The decision to stop looking is rarely dramatic. It arrives gradually, as the recognition
builds that every time you look, you come away worse than when you started. That is not
a rule to be followed. It is simply an observation worth making, honestly, about what the
looking is actually costing you.

•   •   •

Many people eventually come to the same recognition: that the monitoring does not soothe
the pain but regularly renews it. Healing becomes difficult when part of you remains
permanently fixed on a life you can no longer participate in. That is not a judgement. It is a
description of what the research consistently shows, and what experience reliably confirms.
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REACHING THROUGH OTHERS

One of the most instinctive responses to this kind of loss, and one of the most consistently
costly, is the attempt to maintain connection or gather information through other people.
The family member who is still in contact with both sides. The mutual friend who knows
something. The sibling of the estranged adult child who might be willing to pass on a
message, or relay news, or explain, finally, what it is that happened and why.

The impulse is entirely understandable. When the direct route has been closed, every
human instinct says: find another way in. Use the connections that still exist to reach the
one that does not. It is what love does when it has nowhere else to go.

But the people enlisted in these attempts are placed in an impossible position. They are
being asked to navigate between two relationships, both of which matter to them, in a
situation where loyalty to one side can feel like betrayal of the other. Many of them will
refuse or deflect, because they understand, even if they cannot say it plainly, that
involvement will cost them something they cannot afford. And their refusal, however
justified, lands on the already-suffering person as yet another wall.

For the hidden griever this pattern has its own particular version. A grandfather who cannot
approach the estranged adult child directly may find himself asking his own child, gently at
first and then with increasing pressure, for information. News about the grandchildren.
Reassurance that they are well. An explanation for why this happened. And his child,
already caught between their own loyalty to their sibling or their spouse and their love for
their parent, is placed under a weight they did not choose and cannot resolve. The
conversation that results is rarely the one the grandfather needed. And the damage to the
relationship through which it was attempted can last long after the conversation itself is
forgotten.

The in-law who reaches through their own child is in an even more delicate position. Their
child is the one standing beside the person at the centre of the estrangement. Asking that
child for information, however carefully, however gently, is asking them to choose. And
people who are asked to choose between their partner and their parent do not always choose
in the direction the parent hopes.

Beyond the damage to existing relationships, there is another cost to this pattern that is less
obvious but equally real: it keeps your focus entirely outside yourself. Every effort spent
trying to reach through others is effort directed away from your own healing and toward the
management of a situation that is, ultimately, outside your control. The energy spent on the
network is energy not spent on the self. And the self, which is the only place where any real
progress is possible, is left waiting.

THE CONTACT THAT GOES UNANSWERED
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Many people in this situation maintain a form of one-sided contact for months or years.
Birthday messages sent without expectation of reply. Christmas texts that disappear into
silence. Cards posted to an address that may or may not still be current. Small, persistent,
loving gestures extended into a void, because stopping them feels like a kind of
abandonment. Like being the one who finally and formally ends something that was never
yours to end.

There is nothing wrong with this, for a time, and for some people it remains the right choice
indefinitely. It is a form of keeping love alive in the only way available. An assertion,
however quiet and unacknowledged, that the relationship matters and that you have not
given up on it. My friend the grandmother sends her grandchildren cards for every birthday,
every year, into a silence that has never returned anything. She does it because she wants
to. That is a complete and sufficient reason.

But the question worth sitting with honestly is not whether it is right or wrong to keep
sending. The question is what it is costing you. If the sending keeps you suspended in the
waiting, if every birthday approaches with a knot of hope and every silence in response lands
as a small fresh wound, then the practice may be serving the grief more than it is serving
you. That is worth knowing, even if the answer does not immediately change what you do.

For the father who sends a text on his estranged daughter's birthday and then watches his
phone for the rest of the day: is this an act of love, or is it a scheduled appointment with
disappointment? Both things can be true at once. Only you know which is weighing more
heavily.

THE LOYALTY BIND AS A PATTERN

The previous chapter introduced the loyalty bind as a feature of the in-law experience
specifically. It is worth returning to here, because for many hidden grievers the loyalty bind
is not only a situation they find themselves in but a pattern of behaviour it produces: the
constant, exhausting calibration of what can and cannot be said, to whom, in what company,
and at what cost.

The grandmother who loves her grandchildren and her own child in equal measure, and
who has learned, over months of navigating this, exactly which conversations are safe and
which will cost her. The in-law who has developed a precise internal map of which topics
are acceptable at family gatherings and which will produce a withdrawal of warmth that
lasts for weeks. The father whose relationship with his own child has been quietly reshaped
by the need not to be seen as taking the wrong side in something he was never invited to
have a side in.

This constant calibration is genuinely exhausting. It requires a kind of sustained vigilance
that people are not designed to maintain indefinitely. And it produces, over time, a version
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of yourself in family contexts that is smaller, more careful, and less present than the person
you actually are. You become the person who does not quite say what they think. Who laughs
a little too quickly at certain subjects to move past them. Who has learned to read the room
so fluently that the room itself has stopped being a place where you feel at home.

Naming this pattern is not the same as resolving it. The loyalty bind is a real constraint, and
there are no easy exits from it. But understanding that what you have been doing is a learnt
response to an impossible situation, rather than simply who you have become, is a step
toward being able to choose something different. Not all at once, and not without cost. But
step by step, toward a version of yourself that is less managed and more real.

THE ASSUMPTION YOU HAVE STARTED TO BELIEVE

There is a final pattern worth naming, because it is perhaps the most damaging of all, and
the least visible precisely because it operates from the inside. It is the gradual internalising
of the assumption that arrived with the estrangement: that because you are associated with
it, you must in some way be implicated by it.

The narrative around estrangement assigns fault. It tends to assume that when an adult
child cuts off a family, the family must have done something to deserve it. That narrative is
not only directed at the estranged parent. It settles, by implication, on everyone close to
them. On the grandparents who must have been somehow involved. On the in-laws who
must have contributed somehow to an atmosphere that made this possible. On the father
who must have failed in some way that the silence is now reflecting back at him.

Most hidden grievers know, rationally, that this is not true. They did not cause this. They
were not consulted about it. They are living inside the consequences of something they had
no part in creating. And yet the assumption is persistent and pervasive, and if it is carried
long enough in silence, without the counterweight of honest conversation, it has a tendency
to begin to feel true.

The father who has spent eighteen months asking himself what he did wrong, without
anyone outside his own head offering a different version, is a father who may have started
to accept the prosecutor's framing. The grandmother who receives the occasional loaded
comment from within the family about how difficult this has been for everyone, without
anyone acknowledging how difficult it has been specifically for her, may have begun to
shrink her own experience to accommodate other people's.

This is worth examining with some care, and the following chapter will address the question
of blame, responsibility and what is and is not yours to carry in more depth. For now it is
enough to name this as a pattern: the quiet, gradual acceptance of a narrative about yourself
that was written by someone else, in your absence, and that you have never been formally
invited to dispute.
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You are allowed to dispute it. Quietly, internally, without confrontation or drama. Simply
by remembering that your version of events is also real. That you know what was actually
there, in the relationships you built and the love you gave, and that no silence, however long,
has the power to reach back and rewrite that.

WHAT THE PATTERNS HAVE IN COMMON

Looking across all of the patterns described in this chapter, there is a single thread running
through all of them: they are all responses to something outside yourself. The searching is
directed at the estranging adult child's reasons. The monitoring is directed at their life. The
reaching through others is directed at them. The performance of fine is directed at the
judgement of others. The loyalty bind is directed at everyone's needs except your own.

The common movement in all of them is outward: away from yourself, toward a situation
that is not within your control and cannot be resolved from the outside. And the common
cost of all of them is the same: the energy, the attention, and the aliveness that might
otherwise be directed inward, toward your own life, your own healing, your own still-real
and still-worth-attending-to self.

This is not a criticism. It is a description. And it points, clearly and consistently, in a single
direction: toward the only place where any real movement is possible.

The work of the chapters ahead is internal. Not navel-gazing, not self-absorption, not the
abandonment of love or hope or the relationships that remain. Simply the deliberate,
patient, sometimes difficult redirecting of your energy toward the life that is still here, still
yours, and still waiting for you to be fully present in it.

•   •   •

Before we go there, the next chapter asks you to look at something the body and brain have
been doing throughout all of this without being asked, and without your permission, and at
considerable cost. Understanding it will change your relationship to your own suffering in a
way that nothing else in this book quite manages. It will not make the patterns stop
overnight. But it will, as one parent described it to me, make you less the problem and more
the solution.

That is where we are going next.
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Chapter Seven

Your Brain Against You

This chapter is different from the others. It does not ask you to examine your emotions or
reflect on your behaviour or make decisions about how you want to live. It asks you, for a
while, to step back from the personal and look at the mechanical. To understand what has
been happening inside your brain and your body since this loss began, not as a metaphor,
not as a way of speaking loosely about how grief feels, but as a literal, biological, neurological
account of what your nervous system has been doing, and why.

There is a profound and practical reason for doing this. When you understand that the
rumination is not weakness, that the inability to stop going over it is not dysfunction, that
the physical symptoms are not psychosomatic, that the exhaustion and the disrupted sleep
and the anxiety are not signs of a person who is failing to cope but are instead the entirely
predictable responses of a human brain to an extraordinarily difficult stimulus, something
shifts. The suffering does not disappear. But the self-blame that has been adding its weight
to it begins to lighten. And that lightening is the beginning of being able to work with your
brain rather than against it.

This chapter draws on current neuroscience research to explain, in accessible terms, what
happens in the brain and body when a significant attachment is lost, when social rejection
is experienced, and when grief becomes prolonged and unresolved. You do not need a
background in science to follow it. What you need is what you already have: the experience
of having lived through something that this science is, finally, beginning to explain.

One more thing before we begin. The neuroscience of grief has been researched most
extensively in the context of parental bereavement and parental estrangement. The findings
apply, in every significant respect, to the hidden griever too. A grandparent's brain forms
deep attachments to grandchildren. An in-law's brain maps a son or daughter-in-law as a
primary relationship after years of closeness. A father's brain wires his child into its reward
system as completely as any mother's does. The biology does not discriminate between
categories of family relationship. It responds to what was actually there, between specific
people, across real time. And what was actually there, for the people reading this book, was
real enough for the brain to register its loss as serious. That is what this chapter is about.

Understanding why your brain is doing what it is doing does not make the doing of it stop.
But it changes your relationship to it. It replaces self-blame with self-knowledge. And self-
knowledge is one of the most powerful tools available for healing.

THE ATTACHMENT BRAIN — WHY THIS PERSON MATTERED SO MUCH
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To understand what happens in the brain when an attachment is lost, it helps to understand
first what the brain was doing when the attachment was intact. Because the human brain
does not treat all relationships equally. It encodes some of them, the most primary, the most
longstanding, the most central to a person's sense of self and safety, in a fundamentally
different way from the rest.

The bonds formed within families are among the most neurologically significant
relationships a human brain develops. Research has documented that close family bonds
involve the same neural reward networks that govern the brain's most powerful
motivational states. Oxytocin, sometimes called the bonding hormone, is released in
significant quantities during caregiving and close connection, and serves to reinforce and
deepen the attachment over time. Dopamine, the neurotransmitter associated with reward
and motivation, is activated in response to the people we are most bonded to, creating a
neurological loop that makes seeking connection with those people rewarding and
motivationally powerful.

What this means, in practical terms, is that the people you lost were literally wired into your
brain's reward system. The grandfather whose granddaughter came to the biscuit tin every
Saturday: those Saturdays were encoded neurologically as reward, as safety, as the
confirmation of a bond that mattered. The father-in-law who took his grandson to football:
those Saturday mornings were not simply pleasant habits. They were the physical
expression of an attachment that the brain had built, over years, into its basic architecture.
The mother-in-law who called every Sunday: that call was part of the neural map of her
week, her family, her sense of who she was and who she was connected to.

Dr. Mary-Frances O'Connor, a neuroscientist at the University of Arizona who has spent
more than two decades studying grief, explains it this way: when we have a bonded
relationship with someone, it is encoded in the reward network of the brain. That network
is continuously motivating us to seek that person out. And when the person is no longer
available, the reward network does not simply switch off. It keeps running.

The bonds formed within families are not simply emotional. They are
deeply wired into the brain itself. The attachment does not disappear
simply because contact has ended. The part of the brain that was shaped
around loving, protecting and seeking connection with the people you lost
continues to reach toward them long after the relationship has been
severed. This is one of the reasons this loss can feel so physical — why the
pull toward the people you grieve can live not only in the mind, but in the
body too.

THE NEURAL MAP THAT HAS TO BE REDRAWN
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One of the most useful frameworks for understanding grief comes from the neuroscience of
prediction. The human brain is, at its core, a prediction machine. It builds detailed models
of the world based on past experience and uses those models to anticipate what will happen
next. In relationships, this means the brain builds what researchers call a neural map: a
detailed, complex, constantly updated internal representation of the relationship, the
person, and the future of the connection.

For a grandparent, that neural map of their grandchildren is extraordinarily detailed. It has
been built over years of school collections and Sunday dinners and bedtime stories and the
particular way a specific child laughs. It contains not just memories of who those children
are, but predictions about who they will become and what the relationship will continue to
look like. The map includes the birthday cards being received and opened. The holidays that
were a fixture. The ordinary ongoing rhythm of a family life that the grandparent had no
reason to imagine would simply stop.

For a father, the map includes the phone calls he expected to keep receiving, the visits that
were part of the year's architecture, the knowledge of his child's life that he assumed would
continue to arrive in the way it always had. For an in-law, the map includes the son or
daughter-in-law at Christmas, the grandchildren who arrived through that relationship, the
entire connected web of family life that existed because two people chose each other and the
families around them drew closer as a result.

When estrangement arrives, when the people who were mapped are suddenly absent and
the future the brain predicted is no longer available, the brain experiences what
neuroscientists call a prediction error. The world is not matching the map. And the brain's
response to a prediction error is not to simply update the map and move on. It is to send a
signal that something is wrong. That signal is experienced as pain. As grief. As the
persistent, nagging, intrusive awareness that something that was supposed to be there is
not.

The grief is, in this framework, the brain's attempt to reconcile the map with the territory.
And the process of reconciliation, of gradually and painfully rewriting the neural map to
reflect the new reality, is what genuine healing requires. It is a process of neural
remodelling: the weakening of old connections that predicted the presence of the people
who are now absent, and the strengthening of new ones that reflect a life in which that
presence is gone. This process is as biological as healing from a physical injury. And it
cannot be rushed any more than a broken bone can be rushed.

Grief is not a sign of weakness or failure. It is the mind and body trying to
adjust to a reality they were never prepared for. A hidden griever's life is
built around the expectation of connection with specific people, and when
that connection is suddenly broken, something inside struggles to
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understand the change. Healing is the slow process of learning to live in a
world that no longer looks the way you believed it would.

SOCIAL PAIN IS REAL PAIN — THE SCIENCE OF REJECTION

One of the most important and most validating findings in the neuroscience of human
relationships is this: social pain and physical pain share neural hardware. The experience of
being rejected, excluded or cut off activates the same regions of the brain as physical injury.
Your pain is not metaphorical. It is not an emotional response that merely uses the language
of physical sensation. It is processed in the brain in ways that are, at the neurological level,
comparable to being hurt.

This was first demonstrated in a landmark 2003 study by neuroscientist Naomi Eisenberger
and her colleagues at UCLA. Participants were placed in a brain scanner and asked to play
a virtual ball-tossing game. Partway through, they were deliberately excluded by the other
players. The brain scans showed something that surprised the neuroscience world: the
experience of social exclusion activated the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex and the anterior
insula, the same brain regions that register the distress of physical pain. Social rejection and
physical injury were being processed through overlapping neural circuits.

Subsequent research has extended and deepened this finding. We now understand that
while physical and social pain share some neural substrates, they are not identical
processes. But the fundamental insight remains: the language people reach for when
describing social pain, hurt, crushed, broken, is not merely poetic. It reflects a genuine
neurological reality.

Consider what this means for the hidden griever. The grandmother who received a message
telling her not to send birthday cards to her grandchildren: that message was processed by
a brain that registered it, in measurable neurological terms, as an injury. The grandfather
who sat in the kitchen on a Saturday morning with a cup of tea that went cold,
understanding for the first time the shape of what was missing: his brain was responding to
a social loss with the same seriousness it would bring to a physical wound. The in-law who
found themselves on the outside of a family gathering they had attended every year for a
decade: that exclusion registered not as disappointment but, neurologically, as pain.

Research also shows that individuals who are more sensitive to physical pain tend also to be
more sensitive to social pain, because the two systems share underlying neural architecture.
This means that the intensity of what you feel is not a measure of how fragile you are. It is a
measure of how deeply the attachment was encoded and how seriously your brain is taking
its loss.

Research into grief and social rejection has shown that the brain responds
to emotional loss in ways that closely resemble physical pain. This helps
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explain why this loss can feel so overwhelming and consuming, not just
emotionally but physically too. The pain is not an overreaction, nor is it a
sign of weakness. The loss of a significant attachment is experienced by the
nervous system as something serious and deeply distressing, which is why
the body and mind respond so powerfully to it.

THE CHEMISTRY OF CHRONIC GRIEF — WHAT YOUR BODY IS DOING

When the brain perceives a significant threat, and the loss of a primary attachment is
registered by the brain as exactly that, it activates the body's stress response system. This is
the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis, or HPA axis: a cascade of hormonal signalling that
begins in the brain and produces, throughout the body, the physiological changes associated
with stress. The primary hormone in this cascade is cortisol.

In acute stress situations, cortisol serves a useful purpose. It mobilises energy, sharpens
attention, and prepares the body for the effort of dealing with whatever threat it has
detected. The problem, in the context of grief, is that grief is not an acute stress situation. It
is a chronic one. The threat does not resolve. The loss does not end. And so the HPA axis
remains activated, cortisol levels remain elevated, and the body continues to run in a state
of physiological stress response for weeks, months, or, in the case of unresolved and
unsupported grief, years.

The consequences of prolonged cortisol elevation are well documented and significant.
Research shows that individuals experiencing prolonged grief demonstrate persistently
elevated cortisol levels that, unlike normal grief responses, do not gradually normalise over
time. These elevated levels are associated with impaired immune function, cardiovascular
strain, disrupted sleep patterns and memory difficulties. A 2022 study from the NIH found
that bereaved individuals had significantly higher levels of inflammatory markers than non-
bereaved counterparts. Research from Harvard Medical School found that individuals
experiencing intense grief had substantially higher inflammation levels, increasing their
risk of long-term health complications.

This is why the physical symptoms you have been experiencing are real and are serious. The
disrupted sleep. The fatigue that rest does not touch. The tightness in the chest. The
vulnerability to illness. The sense of having aged. These are not imagination or self-
indulgence. They are the measurable consequences of a body that has been running a
chronic stress response in an attempt to cope with an unresolved loss.

•   •   •

When I finally understood this, something shifted in me. I realised that the tightness in my
chest, the sleepless nights, the exhaustion and the background anxiety were not signs that
I was failing to cope. They were the predictable response of a body living under prolonged
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stress. Once I understood that, I stopped fighting my own reactions and feeling ashamed
of them. I began to see them differently. My body was telling me that something serious
had happened and that I needed care. Not more searching for answers, not more lying
awake running the same loop, but rest. Movement. Small, consistent acts of attention
toward a body that had been carrying far more than I had acknowledged.

I have seen this same recognition arrive in others. A father I know, who had been telling
himself for over a year that he was fine, visited his doctor for what he assumed was a chest
complaint unrelated to anything emotional. His doctor asked, carefully, what had been
happening in his life. He told her the bare minimum. She looked at him and said: your
body is not fine, even if you are. That sentence opened something in him that months of
telling himself to manage it had not. He was not weak. He was human. And his body had
been honest about the weight even when he had not been.

•   •   •

Understanding the chemistry of chronic grief does not make the chemistry stop. But it
allows you to stop being at war with your own body. To treat the physical symptoms not as
evidence of weakness but as data. As the body's honest report on what it has been through
and what it needs. Responding to that report with care and attention is, itself, a form of
healing.

THE RUMINATION LOOP — WHY THE BRAIN WILL NOT LET IT GO

Of all the neurological features of grief, the one that people find most distressing and most
difficult to understand is the rumination. The relentless, circular, compulsive revisiting of
what happened. The going over the same memories, the same questions, the same
unanswered why, at three in the morning for the hundredth time. The inability to simply
decide to think about something else, to put it down and leave it alone.

The neuroscience of rumination explains why this is so much harder than it sounds. The
brain's default mode network, the network that is active when the mind is not focused on an
external task, is heavily involved in self-referential processing: thinking about oneself, one's
relationships, and unresolved emotional material. In a brain that is carrying an unresolved
loss, the default mode network tends to return, repeatedly and automatically, to that loss
whenever external demands ease. It is not a choice. It is the brain doing what the default
mode network is designed to do: process what has not yet been processed.

The specific quality of estrangement without explanation makes the rumination loop
particularly persistent. Research on grief and neural processing confirms that the brain has
a powerful drive toward resolving open questions, toward finding the cause of an unresolved
pain. When the cause is available, the brain can work with it, process it, and eventually move
forward. When no explanation has been given, when the silence has provided nothing to



63 | P a g e

work with, the brain keeps searching. It approaches the problem from new angles. It revisits
old memories with fresh investigative attention. It keeps the loop running because the loop
has not found what it needs to close.

For the hidden griever, this loop has its own particular variations. The father's loop circles
what he said and what he failed to say, what he should have done differently, whether there
was a moment he missed. The grandmother's loop circles the grandchildren: what they
know, what they have been told, whether they think about her, whether the relationship they
had means anything to them now that someone else controls the narrative around it. The
in-law's loop circles a more diffuse question still, a loss that has no clear shape and therefore
no clear place to start the search, which means the loop has no natural entry point and no
natural exit either.

The constant replaying of conversations, decisions and memories is not a
sign that you are weak or unable to cope. It is the mind trying to make sense
of something unresolved. In estrangement, especially when no real
explanation has been given, the mind keeps returning to the same questions
because it cannot find a clear place to settle. Understanding this can help
ease some of the self-blame many people carry about their rumination. The
question gradually becomes not how do I finally find the answer, but how
do I learn to live peacefully without one.

•   •   •

One of the most helpful things I came to understand was that my mind's refusal to leave
the estrangement alone was not weakness or a lack of willpower. It was neurological. For
years I fought the rumination, trying to force myself to stop going over the same
conversations and silences and unanswerable questions. And when I could not stop, I
judged myself harshly for it, adding shame to an already unbearable weight.

What eventually changed things was understanding that my brain was not trying to
torture me. It was honestly trying to solve something that could not be solved with the
information I had. Once I understood that, I stopped fighting the thoughts so aggressively
and began instead to observe them. And observation, unlike fighting, did not feed the loop.
Slowly, over time, the thoughts began to lose some of their power. Not all of it, and not
quickly. But enough to make the nights more bearable and the days more present.

I have watched the same shift happen in others. My friend the grandmother, who carried
her loop privately for a very long time, told me that the single most useful thing anyone
had ever said to her about it was simply this: your brain is trying to protect you. It is doing
its job. You do not have to fight it. That reframe, from my brain is broken to my brain is
working as designed under impossible circumstances, changed her relationship to the 3am
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loop entirely. It did not stop. But she stopped being ashamed of it, which turned out to
matter enormously.

•   •   •

The practical implication of this understanding is significant. The way to work with the
rumination loop is not to fight it, which is exhausting and tends to make it stronger. It is to
observe it with a kind of curious, patient detachment. To notice it is happening without
climbing inside it. To say, internally: there is the loop again. I see it. I do not have to follow
it today. This practice, sometimes called mindful awareness, is supported by neuroscience
research showing that observation without engagement reduces the activation of the neural
circuits driving the rumination. It requires practice. It is not instant. But it works.

WHY ISOLATION MAKES EVERYTHING WORSE — THE BIOLOGY OF CONNECTION

One of the findings of neuroscience with the most practical relevance for hidden grievers is
the research on the relationship between social connection and physical health. The human
nervous system did not evolve for isolation. It evolved in the context of social groups, and
its functioning is fundamentally calibrated around the presence of safe social connection.
When that connection is present, the nervous system regulates more effectively, stress
hormones are kept in balance, immune function is supported, and the brain's capacity for
learning and adaptation is enhanced.

When social connection is absent or inadequate, the reverse is true. Research consistently
shows that social isolation is associated with elevated cortisol, impaired immune function,
increased inflammation, and poorer outcomes across a wide range of health measures. The
experience of being unseen, unheard, and unsupported in one's grief is not merely
uncomfortable. It is physiologically costly. It makes the grief harder to process and harder
to recover from.

This matters particularly for the three groups this book is written for. The father who carries
his grief entirely alone, the grandmother who performs being fine to everyone around her,
the in-law who has decided that their loss is not significant enough to speak about, all of
them are doing the hardest possible version of an already hard thing. They are running a
grief response without the co-regulation that the human nervous system needs to function
well. They are carrying the full biological cost of the loss without the biological benefit that
genuine connection would provide.

Tania Khazaal, whose methodology is rooted in neuroscience, makes this point with
particular clarity. Her Emotional Baseline Strategy places the parent's or family member's
own nervous system regulation at the centre of the healing process. Her core principle is
simple and powerful: healing begins by healing the individual. The person who learns to
regulate their own nervous system, who finds the people, the practices and the
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environments that bring them back to calm, is not only doing the most important work
available to them. They are doing the only work over which they have any control. And in a
situation defined above all by its lack of control, that is not a small thing.

Polyvagal theory, developed by neuroscientist Stephen Porges, describes the human
nervous system's fundamental orientation toward co-regulation: the process by which the
presence of a calm, safe, connected other helps regulate one's own nervous system. This is
why being genuinely understood by another person who knows this experience feels so
different from simply being told that everything will be all right. It is not the words that
regulate. It is the connection. The felt sense of being known.

Finding even one space, one person, one community where you do not have to perform
being fine is not a luxury or a sign of weakness. It is neurologically necessary. The brain
heals in relationship. And the hidden griever who has been carrying this alone has been
depriving their nervous system of the most effective healing resource available.

The human nervous system heals most effectively in the context of safe
social connection. Isolation is not merely emotionally difficult — it is
physiologically costly. Finding at least one space where you are known and
understood is not optional. It is one of the most important and evidence-
based things you can do for your own recovery.

NEUROPLASTICITY — WHY YOUR BRAIN CAN HEAL

Everything described so far in this chapter has been about the ways in which the brain
makes grief hard. About the neural maps that need rewriting, the prediction errors that
produce pain, the stress chemistry that takes a physical toll, the rumination loops that keep
the mind circling. This is an honest and important account of what is happening. But it is
not the whole account. Because the same brain that makes grief so hard is also the brain
that makes healing possible. And the mechanism that makes healing possible is one of the
most remarkable discoveries in modern neuroscience: neuroplasticity.

Neuroplasticity is the brain's capacity to change itself. To form new neural connections,
strengthen new pathways, and weaken old ones that are no longer serving it. It was once
believed that the adult brain was largely fixed, that the neural architecture established in
childhood and early adulthood was essentially permanent. We now know that this is not
true. The brain retains a remarkable capacity for reorganisation and adaptation throughout
life, and that capacity does not diminish in the ways that were once assumed. New
experiences create new neural pathways. Repeated practices strengthen specific circuits.
Old patterns of thought and response can be changed, not just managed.

In the context of grief, neuroplasticity means that the neural map that was built around the
people you have lost, the one that keeps generating prediction errors and driving the
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rumination loop, can be redrawn. Not erased. Not forgotten. But gradually updated to
reflect a new reality, in which the attachment is carried differently: as love without the daily
expectation of its expression, as memory without the ongoing demand for its continuation.

This rewriting is the biological substrate of what healing from grief actually looks like. It is
not a decision. It is a process. And it requires, above all, time and new experience. Dr.
O'Connor describes the process of grieving as a form of learning, learning that these people
are gone from daily life, learning to predict their absence, learning what it means to be a
person who has this particular loss in their particular form. And learning, as every
neuroscientist knows, requires not just time but experience. It requires the brain to
encounter the new reality repeatedly, in different contexts, until the new prediction, the one
that accurately reflects the world as it now is, begins to feel more natural than the old one.

This is why building a new life is not simply an emotional aspiration. It is neurologically
necessary. Every new experience that is engaged with, every moment of genuine connection,
every Saturday morning that becomes something other than an absence, every ordinary
Tuesday that contains something worth being present for, contributes to the neural
remodelling that healing requires. The new walk, the new friendship, the new interest, the
returned-to hobby: these are not distractions from the grief. They are the raw material from
which the brain builds the pathways that allow the grief to be carried differently.

Healing from grief is a form of neural learning. The brain rewires itself,
gradually and through repeated new experiences, to reflect the new reality.
This process cannot be forced or rushed, but it can be supported. Every new
experience that is genuinely engaged with, every moment of real
connection, every act of building something new, contributes to the neural
remodelling that healing requires. The brain that carried the grief is also
the brain that heals from it.

WORKING WITH YOUR BRAIN RATHER THAN AGAINST IT

The practical implications of everything in this chapter can be gathered into a single
principle: you cannot heal by fighting your brain. You can only heal by understanding it and
working with it.

Working with the brain means understanding that the rumination loop is neurological, and
responding to it with observation rather than combat. It means understanding that the
physical symptoms are the body's honest report on what it has been through, and
responding to them with care rather than dismissal or shame. It means understanding that
isolation makes healing harder, and taking the risk of being known by at least one person
who genuinely understands this experience. And it means understanding that new,
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meaningful experience is the raw material from which the brain builds the new pathways
that healing requires.

It also means understanding that healing is not a straight line. The brain does not remodel
itself uniformly or predictably. There will be days when the old neural maps reassert
themselves with full force, when the grief feels as fresh as it did at the beginning, when the
rumination loop runs as strongly as it ever did. This is not failure. It is the non-linear nature
of neural learning. The brain goes forward and back before it goes firmly forward. What
changes, over time, is not the absence of those days but the presence of more days that are
different from them.

•   •   •

Understanding how my brain worked was one of the things that helped me most. Not
because it explained away the grief or made it seem less significant. But because it gave
me back something the grief had been taking for a long time: self-compassion. When I
understood that my brain was doing something entirely normal in extremely difficult
circumstances, I was able to treat myself with a degree of gentleness I had not been
extending to myself. And that gentleness, that simple reduction in the war I had been
waging against my own mind and body, made everything that came after it a little more
possible.

I think of the father I described in earlier chapters, the one who carried his grief alone for
more than a year. When he finally understood that his inability to stop thinking about his
daughter was not weakness but neurology, something in him relaxed. Not the grief itself.
But the layer of shame and self-criticism that had been sitting on top of it, making it
heavier than it needed to be. He said to me, some time after that conversation: I stopped
treating myself like the problem. And that turned out to be the beginning of everything.

That is what I hope this chapter offers you. Not a solution, not a shortcut, not a way of
bypassing the work that the chapters ahead will ask of you. Simply the removal of one
unnecessary weight. The weight of believing that what you are feeling is a sign of
something wrong with you. It is not. It is a sign of something right with you. You loved
people. Your brain encoded that love in the most serious and lasting way it knows how.
And now it is doing everything in its power to make sense of their absence. That is not a
flaw. That is the most human thing imaginable.

•   •   •

You are not fighting a weakness. You are working with a brain that is doing exactly what
brains do when something deeply encoded is taken away. Understanding this does not make
the process easier. But it makes it less lonely. And it makes you, in your own suffering, less
the problem and more the solution.
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The next chapter will ask you to do the honest and sometimes uncomfortable work of
examining what you have been carrying and what is and is not actually yours to carry. That
work is harder when you are at war with yourself. It is more possible, and more productive,
from a place of understanding.

You now have that understanding. The work continues.
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Chapter Eight

The Weight You Were Given and the Weight
That Is Yours

There is something that arrives with estrangement that is separate from the loss itself. It is
blame. The assumption, sometimes stated and sometimes simply present in the air around
you, that the estrangement happened because of something you did, something you were,
or something about the family environment you were part of. That it is, in some essential
way, your fault.

For the estranged parent, this assumption arrives directly and personally. For the hidden
griever it arrives at one remove, which in some ways makes it harder to examine and harder
to dispute. The father is blamed not for causing the estrangement but for failing to prevent
it, or for being the kind of parent who raised an adult child capable of this, or simply because
the silence that surrounds the family implicates everyone in it. The grandmother is blamed,
sometimes, for being difficult, or for loyalties that pre-date the estrangement and have been
recast in its light. The in-law carries a version of the blame that is the most disorienting of
all: the implication that the family environment into which their child married was the
problem, and that by association, they are part of it.

None of this is fair. And the work of this chapter is to help you tell the difference: to look
with clear eyes at what is genuinely yours to carry, to own it without drama, and to set down
the rest with equal steadiness. Not defensively. Not in denial. But from a place of genuine
honesty that belongs to you and to no one else.

There is a difference between honest accountability and the acceptance of a narrative you
did not write and do not recognise. One will set you free. The other will keep you imprisoned
in someone else's story for the rest of your life.

HOW BLAME REACHES THE HIDDEN GRIEVER

The mechanism by which blame reaches a hidden griever is worth understanding before
anything else, because it is different from the mechanism by which it reaches the estranged
parent, and understanding the difference matters for how you respond to it.

An estranged parent typically receives blame directly, in a message, a letter, a final
conversation, or in the silence itself which carries an implicit accusation. The hidden griever
usually receives it secondhand, through the family system that has reorganised itself around
the estrangement. It arrives in what is not said at family gatherings. In the careful way
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certain people speak around you. In the assumption, sometimes spoken and more often
simply present, that if the adult child was driven to this, the whole family must have played
some part.

For the grandfather, it might arrive through his own child's discomfort when he asks
questions, a discomfort that can feel like confirmation that he is somehow part of the
problem. For the grandmother, it might arrive through a loaded comment from within the
family, or through the simple fact of being excluded from a conversation about the
estrangement that everyone else seems to be having without her. For the in-law, it might
arrive as the implication that the family their child married into was somehow toxic,
difficult, or responsible for what has happened, an implication that touches them directly
whether it was meant to or not.

Sometimes the blame is explicit. A message, a conversation, a comment passed on through
someone else. More often it is not. It is simply present, diffuse, without a specific source,
absorbed gradually from the atmosphere of a family that is trying to make sense of
something painful and reaching, as people always do, for an explanation that has someone
to attach to.

The important thing to understand about this kind of blame is that it was constructed largely
in your absence. It was built in conversations you were not part of, in therapy rooms you
were not invited into, in the interior of a mind that was working to make sense of its own
pain and needed somewhere to put the explanation. You were not in the room. You had no
voice in the construction of a story about you and your family that has now, in some form,
reached you. That context does not dissolve the blame. But it restores something important:
the recognition that a story told in one voice, in one direction, over a period of time, is not
the same as the truth. It is one version of it. And you, who were actually there, who know
what you gave and how you loved and what the relationships in question actually contained,
are the holder of another version. One that is equally real. One that deserves to exist.

THE BLAME THAT COMES WITH NO EXPLANATION

For many hidden grievers, there is no explanation. There is only the silence, and the silence
itself carries an implicit accusation. And the particular cruelty of blame without a named
cause is that you cannot examine it, respond to it, or put it down, because it has no specific
content to work with. You are simply guilty, in the eyes of the situation, of something
unspecified. And that vague, unnamed guilt is, in many ways, harder to carry than a clear
accusation would be.

The mind that receives a blank accusation does not leave it blank for long. It fills in the gaps.
It searches the history of the relationship for what must be there. It holds up ordinary
memories to a new and unforgiving light. It manufactures explanations that the silence
declined to provide, and those self-generated explanations are rarely kind. This is the
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rumination loop described in the previous chapter, applied specifically to the question of
blame. And it is as neurologically predictable as every other feature of the loop: the brain
cannot tolerate an unexplained punishment, and so it generates its own explanation, which
is almost always worse than the truth.

If this is your experience, one of the most important things that can be offered is permission
to stop prosecuting yourself for a charge that has never been formally made. You are not
required to generate a confession in order to satisfy a judgement that has no stated basis.
You can look at yourself honestly, acknowledge your genuine regrets, and then stop. That is
not denial. It is self-preservation. And it is available to you regardless of whether the
explanation ever arrives.

THE HONEST EXAMINATION

Every person in a family has done things they regret. Every grandparent has had moments
of impatience, of saying the wrong thing, of failing to read a situation correctly or of
handling a difficult moment less well than they might have. Every father has made choices
he would revisit if he could. Every in-law has occasionally said or done something that, with
hindsight, created more friction than warmth. This is not a special failing. It is the universal
condition of being a human being in relationships with other human beings over a long
period of time.

The honest examination asks you to sit quietly with your history in these relationships and
to ask, without the distorting lens of either self-attack or self-defence: what do I genuinely
regret? What would I do differently if I could? Where did I fall short in ways that were real,
even if they do not come close to justifying what has happened?

What most people find, when they do this examination honestly, is that their genuine
regrets are real but limited. They are the ordinary regrets of an ordinary person who loved
imperfectly, as all people do. Human, understandable, not catastrophic. And they are almost
certainly not the cause of what has happened, even if they have been enrolled into the
explanation for it.

Self-reflection is not the same as accepting every accusation. You can look at yourself clearly,
own what is genuinely yours, and still find that the blame you have been given is larger than
the truth. Both things can be real at once. The examination is not undertaken to find yourself
guilty. It is undertaken so that you know your own truth clearly enough that no one else can
write it for you.

WHAT IS YOURS AND WHAT IS NOT
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Once you have done that honest examination, the work becomes one of separation. Of
identifying, with as much precision as you can manage, the weight that is actually yours and
the weight that has been placed on you by someone else's need to explain their pain.

What is yours: the specific moments you regret. The things you said or failed to say that, on
reflection, you would change. The ways in which your own unresolved history showed up in
your relationships, as it does for everyone. The places where you fell short and you know it,
not because someone told you but because you know it yourself. These are yours. Own them
cleanly, without drama, and without requiring them to explain the entire situation.

What is not yours: the composite character that was assembled in your absence and
delivered to you as though it were a fair and complete account of who you are. The failures
attributed to you that do not match the reality of what you actually did and who you actually
were. The implication that your love was not real, or not sufficient, or somehow responsible
for an outcome that had many causes, most of which had nothing to do with you. The
narrative that was built without you in the room and confirmed, over time, without your
version ever being heard.

The work of separation is not dramatic. It does not require confrontation or a formal dispute
of the narrative that has been built. It happens internally, in the honest privacy of your own
self-knowledge. It is the quiet, steady act of saying: this part I own, and I will carry it
honestly. This part is not mine, and I am going to put it down.

•   •   •

When the explanation for my own son's estrangement finally arrived, years after the
silence began, I want to be honest about what I did with it. I read it once. I sat with it for
a moment. I found in it something that, if I am truthful, did not surprise me, because I had
already done the work of examining what was actually mine and what was not. His
account did not match the reality of the mother I had actually been. It matched a version
of me that had been constructed to explain a distance that had other causes, deeper ones,
that may not have had anything to do with me at all.

I did not write a long reply. I did not list the evidence of my parenting. I simply thanked
him for writing, said that the past should stay in the past, and asked how he would like to
move forward. I could do that because I had already done the examination. I already knew
what was mine. And what he sent me was not it.

I think of my son's parents-in-law, people I have watched navigate a loss that arrived
alongside my son's departure from his marriage. They received no explanation and no
blame directly. But they absorbed it anyway, in the way that in-laws absorb things,
through implication and atmosphere and the reorganisation of a family around a decision
they had no part in. I have watched them carry a question about their own role that they
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were never given the right information to answer. And what I have wanted to say to them,
and what this chapter is my way of saying, is this: the examination is yours to do. Not to
arrive at guilt, but to arrive at clarity. And clarity, once found, is remarkably difficult to
take from someone.

•   •   •

THE NARRATIVE THAT WAS BUILT WITHOUT YOU

One of the most important things to understand about the blame that arrives with
estrangement is that it was frequently constructed in spaces the hidden griever had no
access to. In therapy rooms where one version of the family was presented and confirmed,
week after week, without any other version in the room to complicate it. In conversations
between the estranging adult child and their partner, in which the family history was filtered
through the lens of the decision that had already been made. In online communities where
the shared narrative runs in a single direction and challenge is rarely welcomed.

Tania Khazaal, who speaks from her own experience as an estranged daughter who went on
to work extensively with estranged families, is honest about how this process operates. She
describes sitting in a therapy room, week after week, having a version of her mother built
for her, a version that explained her pain by locating its cause entirely in her parent. Every
session reinforced the narrative. Every validation made the story feel more solid and more
true. And the mother was never in the room. She had no voice in the construction of a story
that was ultimately presented as the definitive account of their relationship.

This happens at every level of the family system. A grandfather's character can be assembled
from secondhand accounts and filtered memories without him being present to offer a
different version. A mother-in-law's history with her son-in-law can be recast, in the light of
an estrangement, as a series of difficulties that were barely noticed at the time but that have
since been given a new and more damaging interpretation. An entire family can be
characterised as toxic or difficult or unsafe based on a narrative that developed in rooms
none of them were ever invited into.

Understanding this does not dissolve the blame or make it irrelevant. Some of what was said
in those rooms may have contained real truth. But it restores context. It reminds you that
you are not obliged to accept, as a fair and complete account of who you are, a story that was
written entirely by one person, confirmed by people who heard only one side, and delivered
to you without any opportunity to respond.

You have a version too. You know what was actually there, in the relationships you built and
the love you gave across real time. That version is not less true because it was never heard
in the room where the other one was being constructed. It is simply the version that was not
given a platform. And it belongs to you, whether anyone else ever acknowledges it or not.
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WHEN THE BLAME IS CLOSER TO HOME

It would be dishonest not to name something more difficult. For some hidden grievers, the
blame is not only coming from outside. It is coming from within the family, from people
they love, and sometimes it has a degree of truth that is harder to dismiss.

A grandfather who, in the early days of shock and confusion, pushed too hard for
information and damaged another relationship in the process, may be carrying genuine
regret about that as well as the unjust accusation. A grandmother who, over years of
managing the estrangement, occasionally expressed her grief in ways that put pressure on
family members who were already in an impossible position, may know that her own
behaviour has not always been its best. An in-law who allowed the loyalty bind to pull them
in a direction that, in retrospect, caused hurt to someone who deserved better, may be
holding that alongside everything else.

These are the harder parts of the examination. Not the external blame, which is relatively
easy to assess from a distance. But the internal knowledge of the moments when you were
not your best self, when the grief produced behaviour that you would not choose again, when
love expressed itself in ways that did more harm than good.

The approach to these moments is the same as the approach to anything genuinely yours:
own them honestly, without excessive self-punishment, and then put them in their proper
proportion. The fact that you behaved imperfectly under enormous pressure does not make
you responsible for the estrangement. It makes you human. Every person in a family
navigating this has had moments they would revisit. That is not a confession. It is simply
true.

What matters is not the achievement of a perfect record but the honesty of the accounting.
The person who has looked at themselves clearly and said: this I own, this I regret, this I
would do differently, is a person who is standing on solid ground. And from solid ground,
the external blame, the unfair accusation, the narrative constructed without them, is much
easier to put down.

THE SELF-BLAME THAT GOES DEEPEST

There is one more form of blame worth addressing, because it is often the most persistent
and the most damaging, and it operates entirely from the inside. It is the blame a person
generates for themselves, over months and years of carrying a loss that has no explanation,
in a silence that offers nothing to contradict the worst things the mind says about itself at
three in the morning.

Self-blame in this context can be brutal. It is not I regret that specific conversation but I am
fundamentally the kind of person who drives people away. Not I made a mistake in that
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moment but I am the mistake. It is the difference between a regret and an identity. And
when blame becomes identity, it is no longer something a person can examine or put down.
It becomes who they are.

Sheri McGregor, whose research with tens of thousands of estranged parents and families
has documented this pattern extensively, notes that self-blame is one of the most significant
obstacles to healing that exists. Not because examining oneself is wrong, it is necessary and
valuable, but because the examination, in the absence of any limit or framework, becomes
endless. The person who begins by asking what did I do and finds no satisfying answer does
not stop asking. They ask again, with more force, in the darker hours. They ask it at every
family occasion where the absence sits in the room. They ask it every time they see a family
that is intact and theirs is not.

The work of releasing self-blame is not the work of convincing yourself that you were
perfect. It is the work of establishing a limit. Of saying: I have looked at what I did and who
I was. I have owned what is genuinely mine. And I am going to stop now. Not because the
examination is complete in some absolute sense. But because continued examination,
beyond a certain point, is no longer honest inquiry. It is self-punishment dressed in the
clothing of accountability.

You are allowed to put it down. Not the responsibility for what is genuinely yours. That
stays, carried honestly and without drama. But the relentless, circling, middle-of-the-night
prosecution of yourself for crimes that were never formally charged and may not have been
committed. That you can put down. And putting it down is not weakness or avoidance. It is
one of the most difficult and most necessary things available to you.

RESPONDING WITH DIGNITY

For some hidden grievers there will come a moment, if it has not come already, when the
blame arrives in a form that seems to require a response. A direct message. A comment at a
family gathering. A conversation that someone has been building toward. And the question
of how to respond, or whether to respond at all, is one worth thinking about before it arrives
rather than in the heat of the moment itself.

The instinct, particularly for someone who has been carrying this quietly for a long time, is
to defend. To correct the record. To explain, to justify, to present the counter-evidence. To
be finally heard after so long in silence. That instinct is understandable. And in almost every
case, it will not serve you.

A defensive response tends to confirm rather than challenge the narrative it is responding
to. It keeps the argument alive. It signals that the blame has found its mark, that you are
engaged in a contest about who is right. And a person engaged in that contest has, on some
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level, accepted the terms of the debate, which are terms designed by and for the person who
issued the blame, not for the person receiving it.

What is available instead is something quieter and more powerful: the dignity of a person
who has done their own honest work and no longer needs to win an argument because they
are no longer in one. Who can receive blame from a place of self-possession rather than
wounded reaction. Who can respond briefly, or not at all, and walk away still knowing their
own truth.

Sometimes the most useful response to a blame is a brief, calm acknowledgement that
contains no defence and no counter-attack. Sometimes the most useful response is silence.
What matters is not what the other person receives but what you carry away from the
exchange. A person who walks away having defended themselves exhaustively is still, in
some sense, inside the fight. A person who walks away having said their piece briefly and
with dignity, or having chosen not to engage, is already somewhere else. Somewhere more
useful. Somewhere more theirs.

•   •   •

My friend, the father I have written about in these pages, received a message about nine
months into his estrangement that contained a version of him he did not recognise. A list
of failings, some vague, some specific, assembled into an account of a father whose
presence in his daughter's life had been damaging rather than loving. He read it twice. He
put his phone down. He went for a walk.

When he came back he did not write a rebuttal. He sat with the message for several days,
doing the examination honestly, asking himself which parts, if any, had truth in them. He
found one thing, one specific moment from many years earlier, that he believed he owed a
genuine acknowledgement for. He wrote back about that one thing only. He made no
comment on the rest. He thanked her for writing and said he hoped she was well.

He told me afterward that the discipline of not defending himself against the rest of it was
one of the hardest things he had done. And one of the most important. He said: I knew
what was true. I didn't need her to know I knew. That was the thing that changed
something.

•   •   •

STANDING IN YOUR OWN TRUTH

The destination this chapter is pointing toward is not the absence of blame, or the resolution
of every question about what happened and why. It is something simpler and more durable
than either of those things. It is standing in your own truth.



77 | P a g e

Standing in your own truth does not mean believing you were a perfect grandparent or a
faultless father or an in-law who never put a foot wrong. It means knowing what was actually
there: the love you gave, the effort you made, the relationships you built and sustained
across real time, the ordinary human imperfections alongside the genuine and consistent
care. It means knowing which parts of the story belong to you and which were placed on you
from the outside. And it means holding that knowledge steadily enough that someone else's
version of your history, however confidently it is presented, does not have the power to
overwrite it.

This takes time to arrive at. It is not a decision that can be made once and then held without
effort. There will be days when the external blame feels more true than it did yesterday,
when the self-prosecution starts again in the quiet hours, when the solid ground shifts a
little and you have to find your footing. That is human. It is also, over time, less frequent
and less destabilising, as the work of the examination is consolidated and the knowledge of
your own truth becomes less something you have to argue for and more simply something
you know.

The people who read this book, the fathers and grandparents and in-laws sitting with
something the world has not yet built adequate space for, deserve to stand on that ground.
Not because they were perfect. Not because the estrangement was entirely someone else's
fault and they bear no responsibility for anything. But because they loved, and the love was
real, and the story of who they were in these families belongs to them as much as to anyone,
and they were not in the room when it was being rewritten.

That room was not the whole truth. This chapter is part of the rest of it.

The next chapter turns away from examining what has happened and toward building what
comes next. From the weight of what has been carried to the life that is still here, still yours,
and still entirely capable of being worth waking up for.

You have done the hard work of looking honestly. What follows is the work of building. And
building, it turns out, is the part that heals.



78 | P a g e

Chapter Nine

The Life That Is Already Yours

“

You have come a long way to reach this chapter. Not just through these pages, but through
everything that preceded them. The shock of the silence. The months or years of carrying
something the world around you did not fully see or acknowledge. The searching, the
performing, the waiting, the physical weight of a grief that had nowhere adequate to go. You
have looked at all of it honestly, named it for what it is, understood something of what your
brain and body have been doing, and examined the question of what is and is not actually
yours to carry.

That is not nothing. That is, in fact, a great deal. And it brings you to the only place this book
was ever trying to reach.

Not a resolution. Not a restoration of what was lost. Not a guarantee that the silence will
end or the relationships will return or the grandchildren will one day knock on the door.
None of those things are within the gift of this book or of any book. What this chapter offers
is something more reliable than any of those things, because it does not depend on anyone
else's choices. It depends entirely on yours.

It is the turn toward your own life. The deliberate, unhurried, sometimes difficult and
always worthwhile decision to be fully present in the years that are here, rather than
suspended in the waiting for years that may or may not come. To stop organising yourself
around an absence and start building around what is actually, genuinely, irreversibly
present.

Your life did not end when the relationships changed. It continued, quietly, waiting for you
to turn back toward it. That is the most honest thing that can be said, and the most
important.

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN ESCAPING AND ARRIVING

Before anything else in this chapter, a distinction needs to be made, because it shapes
everything that follows. There is a difference between moving away from pain and moving
toward life. Between escaping and arriving. And while both involve movement and may
sometimes look the same from the outside, they produce fundamentally different outcomes.
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A person who makes changes to their life primarily in order to get away from what hurts will
find that the grief has followed them. Pain is not location-dependent. It does not stay behind
when you leave. It comes with you into the new routine and the new activity and the busy
schedule, and it waits patiently for the quiet moments when there is nothing left to distract
from it.

A person who moves toward something, toward a life they actually want, toward experiences
and possibilities that call to something real in them, finds something different. They find
that the grief comes too, yes. But it is no longer the whole of everything. It has context. It
has company. It has, around it, the evidence of a life that is still worth living and still being
lived.

The question worth asking yourself is not what you want to leave behind. It is what you want
to move toward. What has been calling to you, quietly, underneath the noise of the grief?
What have you been wanting that you have not yet given yourself permission to want? What
version of your life, your actual, present, possible life, has been waiting while you were
waiting for something else?

For some people that question opens something immediately. For others it takes time to
hear the answer, because the grief has been so loud for so long that the quieter signal of their
own desires has been difficult to locate. That is all right. The question is worth sitting with.
The answer will come, and when it does, it will point in the only direction that matters:
toward you.

THE IDENTITY THAT IS WAITING

One of the things estrangement takes, as earlier chapters have explored, is a piece of
identity. The active, ongoing expression of being a grandfather, a father, an in-law, in the
specific ways that those relationships were lived, is gone or diminished. And in its absence,
many people find themselves uncertain of who they are now. What their days are for. What
gives their time shape and meaning.

This uncertainty is real and it is significant. But it also contains, if you are willing to look at
it from a different angle, something unexpected: an invitation.

The grandfather whose Saturdays used to belong to his grandchild now has Saturdays that
belong to no one. That is a loss. It is also, when the grief has settled enough to see it clearly,
a space. A space in which something else is possible. Not a replacement for what was there
before, because nothing replaces a specific child on a specific Saturday and it would be
dishonest to pretend otherwise. But something real, something chosen, something that is
his in a way that the grief has not yet been able to touch.
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The father whose relationship with his adult child has been interrupted carries a version of
himself that was defined, in part, by that relationship. Without it, he may not quite know
who he is in the parts of the week that used to be organised around it. That disorientation is
worth acknowledging. And then, when the acknowledgement has been made honestly, it is
worth asking: who am I outside of this loss? What did I love before the grief became so loud?
What do I want that has nothing to do with anyone else's decision about their life?

The in-law who lost not only a person but a version of their family, a version of themselves
as part of a larger connected whole, may find the identity question the sharpest of the three.
Because what was lost was not only a relationship but a role, a place, a sense of belonging
that was built across years and then ended without warning. Finding a new sense of place,
of belonging, of mattering to the people and the world around you, is the work. It is not
quick work. But it is possible, and it is worth doing, and it is entirely independent of what
anyone else chooses to do.

•   •   •

When I arrived in Europe, one of the first things I felt was something I had not expected:
the recognition that I could be whoever I wanted to be. Nobody there knew my history.
Nobody was looking at me through the lens of my son's estrangement or my divorce or the
accumulated weight of a life that had, in some ways, been defined by loss. I was simply
myself. And I had forgotten, somewhere along the way, how much room that was.

I am not suggesting that everyone needs to move country. What I am saying is that the
feeling that arrived in me when I did is available in far smaller movements than that. It
arrived, actually, the first time I sat in a cafe in a new city on a Tuesday afternoon with a
book and nowhere to be and no one expecting anything from me. It arrived in the
recognition that I was present, genuinely present, in my own life in a way I had not been
for years. The grief was still there. It came with me, as it always does. But it was no longer
the whole of everything. There was room, finally, for something else.

•   •   •

ALLOWING YOURSELF JOY

After a loss like this, many people feel guilty when happiness arrives. As though enjoying
life means they have diminished their grief, or diminished their love, or drawn a line under
something that has not yet been resolved and may never be. As though joy is a form of
betrayal.

It is not. Your happiness does not cancel your love. Your joy does not erase your grief. You
are capable of holding both, not as a contradiction but as the complicated, layered reality of
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a person who has survived something significant and chosen, deliberately and with quiet
courage, to continue living fully in spite of it.

The grandfather who laughs at something on a Tuesday afternoon is not a grandfather who
has forgotten his grandchildren. He is a grandfather who has found a way to be alive in the
life that is here, which is the most dignified thing available to him and the most honest
tribute to everything he is still capable of.

The father who builds something he is proud of, who finds satisfaction in work or friendship
or a new interest that pulls him forward into his days, is not a father who has given up on
his child. He is a father who has refused to let someone else's choices be the determining
fact of his existence. That is not abandonment. That is the opposite of abandonment. It is
the choosing of life.

The in-law who allows warmth back into their family life, who rebuilds the relationships
that remain and finds real pleasure in them, who stops organising themselves around the
loss and starts organising themselves around what is still genuinely there, is not being
disloyal to anyone. They are being loyal to themselves, which is the foundation from which
everything else is built.

Do not apologise for your joy. Not to the grief, not to the part of yourself that still carries the
loss, not to anyone. Joy is not a closing of the door. It is the evidence that you are still alive,
still capable, still deserving of a life that contains more than absence and pain. Allow it in.
It has been waiting.

THE SMALL THINGS THAT REBUILD A LIFE

There is a tendency, when people speak about beginning again, to imagine it as something
large. A dramatic change of circumstance. A grand gesture toward a new life. And
sometimes it is large. Sometimes the change needed is genuinely significant and requires
real courage and real upheaval.

But for most people, most of the time, the rebuilding of a life does not happen in a single
large movement. It happens in the accumulation of small ones. The morning walk that
becomes a non-negotiable. The class enrolled in on a quiet Wednesday. The friendship
deepened through a conversation that was more honest than usual. The hobby returned to
after years of neglect. The book read purely for pleasure. The meal cooked for no one but
yourself, with care.

These things sound ordinary. They are ordinary. They are the material from which days are
built that contain something more than absence. They are the things that, accumulated over
time, make a person look up one morning and notice that their life has colour in it again.
Not the saturated colour of a life that has never known grief. But the real, earned, genuine
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colour of a life that knows what it is to have been grey and has chosen, in small ways every
day, to let something else in.

Sheri McGregor, whose work with tens of thousands of estranged parents and families has
given her an extraordinary perspective on what recovery actually looks like, speaks
consistently about the importance of reclaiming ordinary pleasures. Not as a distraction
from grief but as an assertion of self. As a way of saying, in the most practical terms possible:
I am still here. My life still matters. I am still capable of wanting things and enjoying things
and being surprised by things.

You do not need a dramatic reinvention. You need a series of small, genuine choices that
move you, incrementally and with intention, toward the things that make you feel most like
yourself. That is not a small thing. It is, in its quiet accumulation, everything.

CONNECTION — THE THING THAT ACTUALLY HEALS

No one rebuilds a liveable life entirely alone. It is simply the nature of human beings, who
are wired for connection in a way that is not optional and not negotiable. The human
nervous system, as the previous chapter explored in depth, heals most effectively in the
presence of safe, genuine, understanding connection. That finding is not a suggestion. It is
among the most robust findings in the neuroscience of recovery.

Connection in this context does not mean telling everyone everything. It does not mean
joining a support group if that does not suit you, or entering therapy if you are not ready, or
making your private grief into a public conversation. It means having at least some spaces,
at least some people, with whom you do not have to pretend. Where the full truth of what
you are carrying is known and held without judgement. Where you can simply be where you
are and be met there.

For some people this is found in a single friendship, deepened through the risk of saying
something more honest than usual. For others it is found in a community of people who
share this specific experience, where the recognition in someone else's eyes when you
describe what you are going through is worth more than any amount of general sympathy.
For others still it is found in formal support, in a therapist who understands estrangement
and the particular ways it moves through a family, who does not treat it as something to fix
or a symptom of failure but as a genuine and significant loss that deserves real and skilled
attention.

Whatever form it takes for you, find it. The hidden griever who has been carrying this alone,
who has been performing being fine at the golf club and the school gate and the family
gathering, deserves to have at least one place where that performance is not required. Where
what is real can be said. Where the weight, even briefly, is shared.
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That place changes something that nothing else quite changes. Not because it solves
anything. But because the unbearable becomes more bearable when it is witnessed by
someone who genuinely understands. And the life being rebuilt has a sounder foundation
when it is built in the presence of people who know what it was built from.

WHAT REMAINS

There is something that does not change through all of this. Through the estrangement and
the grief and the work of surviving and healing and the slow, small, real business of building
a life that is genuinely worth inhabiting. It does not change because it is not subject to
anyone else's decisions or anyone else's choices. It belongs to you, and always has.

It is the love. The particular, specific, irreplaceable love of a grandparent for their
grandchildren. A father for his child. An in-law for the person who came into their family
and became, across real years of real life, someone they genuinely cared for. That love was
there before the estrangement and it survived it. It does not require the other person's
participation to be real. It does not expire. It does not need to be acknowledged or validated
or reciprocated in order to continue to exist.

It is simply there. A quiet, private, uncomplicated fact. Part of who you are and part of what
you have lived. And it is not a wound anymore, not the consuming, relentless, middle-of-
the-night wound it was in the early days. It is simply love, carried at its right size, in its right
place, alongside a life that has room for it and room for everything else as well.

The grandchildren you love are growing. They are out there, becoming themselves, carrying
in them everything that was poured into them in the years before the silence arrived. Some
of what is in them came from you. That is not taken away by anyone's decision. It is simply
there, in them, whether they currently know it or not.

The adult child you love, however complicated and painful the distance between you, is
living a life. You can wish them well in that life without requiring them to include you in it.
That is not resignation. That is love that has found its right size. And love at its right size,
not the desperate, suspended, waiting love of the early years but the quiet, steady,
unconditional love of a person who has done the work, is one of the most dignified things
available to a human being.

•   •   •

I am standing on ground now that I did not know existed when this began. A life that is
genuinely and completely mine. Work that matters to me. Relationships that nourish me.
A curiosity about my son that is real and human and no longer desperate. I wish him well.
I hope his life is good. I love him, quietly and without requirement, in the way that I have
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come to understand is the only sustainable form of love across a distance you did not
choose.

He is a grown man now. It is his life to live. And mine is mine. Not as a consolation. Not
as a second-best version of the life I wanted. But as the real thing. The only thing. The life
that has been here all along, waiting for me to be fully present in it.

If I could say one thing to the hidden griever in the early days of this, the one sitting with
the tight chest and the unanswerable questions and the grief that has no name and no
community and no recognised form, it would be this: one day you will be free from that
feeling. Not free from loving. Not free from the occasional sadness of what was lost. But
free from the consuming weight of it. Free to be simply, ordinarily, genuinely alive in the
days that are yours.

I cannot tell you when that day comes. In my case it arrived gradually, and then one
morning it was simply there, and I understood that something had shifted without
announcing itself. It will come for you too. Not on any particular schedule. Not as a
reward for doing the right things in the right order. Simply as the natural arrival of a
person who has done the work and given it enough time and built enough of something
real to stand on.

You have been hidden long enough. You have been silent long enough. You have been
surviving long enough. The rest of your life is not a waiting room. It is the real thing. And
it is entirely, irrevocably, yours.

•   •   •

The next pages contain a letter written directly to you. Not a summary, not a conclusion,
just one person speaking honestly to another across the particular experience this book has
been about. After that, there is a note about where to find further support, and the
community that has been built for everyone navigating what you have been navigating.

You made it to the end of this book. That matters more than you know.
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A Letter to the Hidden Grievers
From the author

Dear Father, Grandparent, In-Law,

Dear Hidden Griever,

You found this book because you needed it. That tells me something about you: that you are
still reaching for understanding, still choosing to do the work, still refusing to let this be the
whole of your story.

I wrote it because the people in these pages are in my life. Real, specific people whose pain
I witnessed and whose experience the wider conversation about estrangement had largely
failed to acknowledge. They deserved better. So do you.

This book was not written to bring anyone back. It was written to bring you back. To
yourself, to your life, to everything you are still capable of. That is where I hope these pages
have pointed you.

One thing, before I close, for the grandparents specifically.

I do not believe in organising your life around hope. It keeps you at the window instead of
living. But I do believe this, quietly and from what I have seen: one generation becoming
estranged does not mean the next one will.

Grandchildren grow up. They become adults who make their own decisions about their own
lives, with no one controlling the story around them anymore. Some of them go looking. For
the grandmother who kept sending the cards. For the grandfather they half-remember. I
have seen it happen, and I believe it will keep happening.

Do not wait for it. But do not close the door on your side either. Simply be who you are. That
is the most recognisable thing. It is what they will come looking for.

Your love was real. Your loss was real. And the life ahead of you is real too.

Go and live in it.

 L. M. Harwood -  stilltheparent.com



86 | P a g e

 Still the Parent

If this book has helped you feel less alone, or given language to something you have been
carrying without it, or moved you even one small step toward a life that feels more genuinely
yours, then it has done what it was written to do.

I want to tell you about something I built for the estranged parent, and why I believe it
belongs to you too.

STILLTHEPARENT.COM

stilltheparent.com is a daily companion for anyone navigating estrangement. It was
designed originally for parents, but the truth is that the grief it addresses, the silence, the
searching, the need to be seen and to keep moving, belongs equally to fathers, grandparents
and in-laws. If you are reading this book, the site was built for someone very much like you.

It offers daily guided prompts drawn from the stages of this journey, from surviving through
to living fully again. It tracks your progress gently, prepares you for the hard dates, and gives
you a private, quiet space to do the work at your own pace. No pressure. No performance.
Just a daily moment that is entirely yours.

Access to stilltheparent.com is completely free. No subscription required. Simply visit the
site and begin.

This book is also available as a free download on the site for a limited period, so if you
know someone who needs it, a father who would never buy it for himself, a grandmother
who has been sitting with this alone, please send them there. That is what the site is for.

JOIN THE COMMUNITY

There is also a Facebook community for readers of this book and the original, a space where
hidden grievers and estranged parents can find and share resources with each other, share
your successes and positive stores, and discover that they are far from alone in it.

You are welcome there. Find us at:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1331086545650673

MY OTHER BOOKS
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If you came to this book without having read my first one, it was written for the estranged
parent directly. Everything that is addressed here from the outside, the grief, the patterns,
the neuroscience, the work of healing and building a full life again, is addressed there from
the inside, in the voice of a mother who lived it. If someone in your life is the estranged
parent at the centre of what you have been navigating, it may be the book they need.

All of my books can be found at:

www.lindas-books.com

The original book for estranged parents is also available on Amazon. Search for A Guide for
Parents with Estranged Adult Children or visit lindas-books.com for the direct link.

Thank you for reading. Thank you for trusting me with something so personal. It is a long
and often lonely road, but there is solid ground at the end of it. I know, because I am
standing on it.

L. M. Harwood

stilltheparent.com
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•   •   •

A note on statistics: figures on the prevalence of family estrangement vary across studies
due to differences in methodology, sample size, definition of estrangement, and cultural
context. The figures cited in this book are drawn from the most widely referenced academic
and clinical sources available at the time of writing, including research by Karl Pillemer at
Cornell University, studies published in journals of family psychology, and survey data from
Sheri McGregor’s work at RejectedParents.net. The consistent finding across all credible
research is that family estrangement is significantly more common than public awareness
reflects, and that its impact on the wider family, including fathers, grandparents and in-
laws, is among the least studied and least supported dimensions of the experience.
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