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When Walking Away Is the Healthiest Choice

Pain is a Symptom

Few experiences are as privately carried as family estrangement.
The cultural script around family is pervasive: that it is sacred,
that “blood is thicker than water”, that walking away is selfish or
ungrateful. People navigating estrangement absorb this message
constantly, from well-meaning friends, religious communities, and
the general noise of social expectation.

The result is a collective gaslighting effect, fueling isolation and
shame. People begin to doubt their own perceptions of their
experience. Was it really that bad? Am | being dramatic? Am |
throwing away something I'll regret? What boundaries am |
allowed to assert for myself?

The problem is that the status quo for most of history has been to
white-knuckle emotional and physical pain, not talk about it, not
acknowledge it. What we have learned from overwhelming
research in the past two decades is that it is objectively a bad
idea.

Consider what we know about physical pain. Pain is not the
problem. Pain is the messenger. It is the body’s way of
communicating that something needs attention, and when we
ignore it long enough, what might have been a manageable issue
at a routine appointment becomes something that cannot be
undone. People die from things that were entirely treatable, not
because medicine failed them, but because they waited too long
to listen to what their body was already telling them.



The same is true in relationships and families. And emotional pain
is a messenger. Chronic disconnection, resentment that never gets
named, dread before family gatherings, the slow erosion of self
that happens when you spend years contorting yourself to keep
the peace - these are symptoms. They are the body and the psyche
asking for attention. And when they go ignored long enough, the
damage compounds.

Relationships do not simply stay in a holding pattern when pain is
suppressed. They deteriorate. What could have been addressed
early, with honesty and some discomfort, calcifies into something
much harder to reach. Sometimes it becomes irreparable.

Estrangement is not the relationship death. It is the autopsy.

So what does “blood is thicker than water” really mean? The irony
is that the true message is antithetical to the meaning we have
condensed and ascribed to it.

A covenant is a promise. Chosen. Entered into deliberately and
honored by both parties. The original phrase was about the sacred
bonds of people who show up to love each other by their oath, not
because they were obligated by virtue of a “womb”.

It is about the people you choose to be family.



An Act of Love

For most people, the decision to estrange is not a single dramatic
moment. It is a slow, exhausted arrival after years of trying, adjusting,
hoping, and building up hurt. It typically comes not in anger but in
quiet depletion, when the cost of maintaining contact finally becomes
higher than the cost of ending it.

I'd like to suggest a gentle reframe: estrangement is not an act of
abandonment. For many people, it is an act of self-preservation, and
one that is often made with profound grief for what the relationship
was supposed to be and never was.

It happens after observing the same patterns and cycles, trying
everything you know possible... without any different result. More
pain. More pain. More pain.

It's also important to remember that estrangement doesn’t have to be
a slammed and locked door forever. It can mean a closed one for now.
It can be a time of respite, rebuilding internal resources and social
supports- outside of the world tangled in the dysfunction. It might be
an opportunity for the estranged family to reflect. To accept that a
boundary was truly a line not to be crossed. To ask with honest
curiosity, “What am | missing here?”

What if this space allowed for real individual growth, and the choice
was an act of love- both to yourself AND to your family. There is great
wisdom in knowing when to step away and take an honest look at
things before more damage is done. Perhaps there is mental illness,
or a substance use disorder which prevents the other from gaining
insight. Whether you are the one who chose this estrangement, or you
are the family who are left, | invite you to use this as a time for
intentional self-work, seeking to understand the breakdown.




Phases of Separation and Holding the Boundary

Estrangement rarely happens all at once. Most people move through
phases: reduced contact, then strategic contact (holidays, brief
interactions, etc), and if those strategies are unsuccessful, eventually
experiencing full separation. Each phase is an attempt to find an
arrangement that is livable, and each one generates a response from
the family.

Holding a boundary in the face of that response is where the real
work begins. A boundary without follow-through is, functionally, a
threat, and families learn quickly whether your limits are real.

If you want a boundary to be observed, you must hold firm when the
pressure mounts: tolerating guilt trips, rage, silence, and love-
bombing, without capitulating. You must anticipate, and learn to be at
peace with the reality that you will likely be cast as the villain in
someone else's version of the story.

Honor the grief of this experience by connecting with others,
remembering who you really are, seeking therapy, and understanding
everything you can about why this loss occurred. What went wrong?
What do you wish you knew sooner? What do you think their version
of the story is, and why do you think it's so different from yours? Did
you adopt any unhelpful communication strategies as a result of
having to accommodate this relationship?

Are there things to unlearn?




Wavering is Normal But it has Consequences

Research and clinical experience both reflect the same pattern: most
people make one or two attempts at estrangement before a sustained
separation takes hold. If you've gone back on a line and regretted it,
be gentle with yourself. It is how this process usually goes, and it
deserves to be named as such, without experiencing shame attached
to it. It's evidence of your love and desire to stay connected with
family, not as evidence of failing to hold your boundary.

At the same time, it is worth understanding that every return to
contact resets the system's read on what your limits actually are.

Wavering on a boundary is most certainly not a failing, but it does
tend to make the next attempt harder. The goal is to learn what each
attempt reveals about yourself, about the system, and about what
you might carry forward as gained insight.

Likely, the difficulty you may have in maintaining a boundary is not
only specific to your family members, but rather, you might notice it's
a pattern extending to outside relationships as well. It makes sense,
it's what's “normal” to you.

Friends, let me urge you with kindness and compassion, dig into how
your “normal” beliefs might be negatively impacting the other
relationships around you. What does “normal” look like? Why is it so?




Understanding the System

One of the most helpful things to understand when navigating
estrangement is this: the resistance you are encountering is not simply
the behavior of a difficult parent or sibling. It is a family system
responding to disruption.

Families, like all systems, have a primary drive toward homeostasis. They
will work to return to whatever normal looked like, even if that normal
was harmful.

This is why, no matter how quietly or carefully that change occurred, it
did not go unnoticed. When one part of a system shifts, the rest of the
system must reorganize around that shift. Your boundary, your distance,
your refusal, your honesty, whatever form your change took, it created a
gap where your old role used to be. The pressure you are feeling is the
system trying to press you back into that shape.

Understanding this depersonalizes the pushback considerably. The flying
monkeys (relatives and family friends who apply pressure on the family’s
behalf) are extensions of that system rather than independent voices. So
is the guilt, the pleading, and the escalation. Recognizing the machinery
behind the reaction makes it far easier to respond without being
destabilized by it.

Which brings us to something worth sitting with: if you are the part of
the system that changed, might that also mean you are the part that can
make change possible? What part do you play in this system?




Processing and Grieving the Loss

Though your estranged family member is no longer in your life, there
are moments that still arrive without warning. Maybe you hear that your
brother almost died, and no one called. Not even on death’s door.

Those are the moments when estrangement stops being abstract and
becomes something you understand in your body.

When someone dies, there are rituals. A funeral, a eulogy, flowers, a
socially appropriate period to fall apart. Friends show up, they make
meals, you take time off work. When a family is lost through
estrangement, none of that exists. The person is still out there. You
simply cannot have them safely. This is what psychologists call
ambiguous loss, and it produces a specific kind of grief that has no
cultural container and no clear end point. | don’t mean to suggest that
you have a blow out with your family your friends should show up with
meals. But when there is a protracted “cancer” that has destroyed the
structure of a “body” beyond all repair, it hits different. No one else
except you knows that you've tried everything, and the pain of being in
relationship is greater than the pain of this “death”.

In clinical practice, one approach that has proven meaningful is having
my clients write a eulogy and hold a funeral for the lost relationship.
Not only for what was lost, but for what never was: the parent that was
needed and never came, the family that never had the capacity or
willingness to understand you.

That grief is real and it deserves ceremony, even when you have to
create it yourself.

Though many people report feeling “lighter” after estrangement, it
doesn’t happen overnight. It happens after sitting with grief. With
naming it openly. With remembering things you loved about the person
you lost, and things you miss about them. It's acknowledging that there
was something good there too, being able to look at it, and accepting
the full complexity of feelings without deciding that one emotion should
cancel another out.




Navigating Milestones

Holidays can be difficult, but they are at least predictable. There is
time to prepare, you know they’re coming. The harder moments are
the ones that arrive without warning: a sibling's wedding, a
grandparent's death, a personal milestone where the absence of
family is suddenly and sharply present. These moments reopen the
estrangement in a context that was never anticipated.

You have likely had a lifetime of the rug being pulled out from under
you. Sudden explosions or fights you didn’t see coming. This is not
then. You are creating a new normal for yourself, and you don’t have
to live that way any longer. You are creating structure and support.
There are enough unpredictable things to navigate when dealing with
estrangement that it's important to prepare for ones that we might
anticipate.

This is why it's a crucial early step to build a support network, a
chosen family. If you plan ahead for the ambushes, and “expect” the
unexpected curveballs of life, it will feel less jarring when it happens.
Consider the complexity of how you might navigate a family funeral,
how to think through attendance, contact, and self-protection before
being in the middle of acute grief rather than during it.




Rebuilding: Building Your Own Family

Chosen family does not arrive fully formed. It took an entire
childhood and adolescence to build the density of a family of origin.
Even a dysfunctional one had history, texture, and accumulated
time. A chosen family will require time to build as well, and the
emptiness of the early period is not evidence that the decision was
wrong. It is simply evidence of where you are in the process.

The temptation in that emptiness is to collect people out of
desperation, to fill the shape that was left behind.

Reframe that impulse. You are not collecting. You are curating. The
goal is not to recreate what was lost but to build something that
actually fits who you are now. That requires patience and a
tolerance for the in-between. It is allowed to take time. In fact, it
should.

One practical place to start is to get curious about where you
already feel safe. Not where you feel obligated, entertained, or
distracted - where you feel genuinely at ease. A coworker you
always leave feeling a little better after talking to. A neighbor whose
company costs you nothing. A friend of a friend who said something
once that stayed with you. These are not small things. These are
data points. Chosen family rarely announces itself. It tends to
accumulate quietly, one honest conversation at a time. Pay
attention to who gets you, who you feel most “you” with when you
are around them. That is usually where it starts.
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The Role of Therapy in Moving Forward

Leaving a dysfunctional family system is not the end of the work. It is
the beginning of a different kind. People who grow up in dysfunction
develop adaptations in order to survive: hypervigilance, people-
pleasing, conflict avoidance, difficulty trusting, the tendency to over-
explain or shrink. These were not character flaws. They were
intelligent responses to an environment that required them.

The problem is that those adaptations do not dissolve when the
environment changes. Without examination, they travel into
friendships, romantic partnerships, workplaces, and parenting.
Therapy is the process of understanding which parts of how you
move through the world were shaped by that original system, what
role you played in the family dynamic, and what no longer serves you
now that you are out of it.

You left the system. The goal is to make sure it did not come with
you.

A starting point, with or without a therapist, is to get honest about
your patterns in moments of stress. Not your values, not your
intentions, but your automatic responses. When someone
disappoints you, do you disappear or do you over-explain? When
conflict arises, do you fawn, freeze, or fight? When someone gets too
close, do you find a reason to pull back? These reactions were
learned somewhere. They made sense once. The work is not to
shame yourself for having them but to get curious about where they
came from and whether they are still working for you.

A good therapist can help you do that without turning it into an
excavation of everything that ever went wrong. The goal is not to
relitigate your childhood indefinitely. It is to understand enough to
stop handing the same patterns to the people who had nothing to do
with creating them.




You’'re not alone.

Maybe you are quietly wondering if walking away is an option. Maybe
someone in your family already has. Maybe you can feel the distance growing
and you want to do something about it before it becomes permanent. Or
maybe it has already happened, and you are still trying to figure out what to
do with that.

Wherever you are in that story, | want to hear it. Without judgment. Without
an agenda about what your family should look like or what the right ending is
supposed to be.

| work with people in Connecticut who are considering estrangement, living it,
grieving it, or trying to prevent it. If any of that sounds like you, | would be
honored to be in that conversation with you.

My practice is fully remote. | am licensed in Connecticut, with New
York licensure processing in fall 2026.

My practice is private pay and is able to provide a superbill to submit
for out-of-network insurance reimbursement. | also accept FSA/HSA

cards. If that fits your situation, I'd love to connect for a free 15-
minute consultation.

Schedule Today

www.willowandteak.com
s.cook@willowandteak.com

330-800-5820
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