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INTRO 

You're forty years old, and your daughter's school has just sent 

out a form asking how many grandparents will attend her 

graduation ceremony. An innocent question, apparently designed 

by someone whose family has never required a seating chart 

resembling a diplomatic peace conference. You tick four, then 

hesitate. Your parents are getting divorced. Your mother refuses to 

sit near your father, your father has suggested bringing his new 

girlfriend, and your mother has already informed you that she will 

leave if that woman appears. Meanwhile, your daughter simply 

wants everyone to watch her collect a certificate. You stare at the 

form, wondering whether the school offers a separate section for 

grandparents currently engaged in emotional warfare. Perhaps 

somewhere between dietary requirements and emergency 

contacts. 

Welcome to the peculiar experience of having divorcing parents 

when you're old enough to have a mortgage, a career, and opinions 

about which dishwasher tablets are worth buying. You might have 

spent decades believing that your parents' marriage was no longer 

something you needed to worry about. They were the parents. You 

were the grown-up child. Everyone had their own responsibilities, 

or so the arrangement seemed. Then the marriage falls apart, and 

suddenly you're expected to understand two conflicting accounts of 

thirty years of history, provide emotional support, make practical 

arrangements, and demonstrate unwavering loyalty. Apparently, 

becoming an adult doesn't release you from the family drama. It 

merely qualifies you for a more senior position. 

What makes this particularly unsettling is that your parents' 

marriage may have been part of the background structure of your 

life, even if it wasn't especially happy. Perhaps you noticed the 

arguments, the awkward silences, or the way they divided 
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household responsibilities with the enthusiasm of two employees 

who had stopped speaking at the office. Still, there was something 

familiar about the arrangement. You knew where to visit them, how 

holidays usually worked, and which parent would answer 

particular questions. Their relationship provided a kind of 

continuity. When that changes, you can feel unexpectedly displaced, 

even though you moved out twenty years ago and haven't needed 

permission to stay out late since the invention of broadband. 

Then comes the unofficial recruitment process. One parent 

needs someone to listen. The other wants someone to explain their 

side of the story. Before long, you're receiving messages that begin 

with "Don't tell your mother I said this," followed by information 

that your mother will almost certainly ask you about next Tuesday. 

You're asked to deliver documents, interpret suspicious remarks, 

and offer opinions on disagreements that began before you were 

born. Nobody explicitly announces that you've become the 

mediator, confidant, and messenger of grievances. The job simply 

grows around you, one supposedly harmless favor at a time. 

Eventually, you realize that your phone contains more evidence of 

your parents' marital breakdown than most divorce attorneys 

would wish to examine over the weekend. 

You may try to be helpful because you love them. You may also 

help because refusing feels unbearable. After all, these are the 

people who raised you, supported you, and perhaps made 

substantial sacrifices for you. When your father sounds lonely or 

your mother starts crying, saying that you cannot talk right now 

can feel almost cruel. Yet there is a difference between caring about 

someone's suffering and accepting responsibility for ending it. You 

can be a loving son or daughter without becoming the principal 

administrator of two adults' emotional lives. That distinction 

sounds wonderfully sensible until a parent asks whether you have 

become too busy to care about your own family. Suddenly, your 
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perfectly reasonable decision needs defending as though you've 

committed a serious international offense. 

Your feelings may be equally confusing. You might be angry with 

one parent in the morning, sympathetic by lunchtime, and furious 

with both before dinner. Perhaps you're relieved that a miserable 

marriage is ending, then ashamed of feeling relieved. You may miss 

the old family home despite knowing that living there wasn't 

particularly peaceful. You could even resent your parents for 

disrupting a period of your life when you were finally beginning to 

feel settled. None of these responses automatically makes you 

selfish or immature. Understanding that two people have the right 

to separate does not mean you must enjoy every consequence of 

their decision. Intellectual acceptance and emotional adjustment 

rarely arrive together, neatly packaged with matching delivery 

dates. 

One especially unhelpful expectation is that you should cope 

effortlessly because you're no longer a child. People may remind 

you that you're independent, that your parents are entitled to 

happiness, and that you have your own family to concentrate on. All 

reasonable observations. None automatically removes the sadness 

of watching something familiar disappear. Being forty may give you 

more resources than you had at fourteen, but it also means you 

have existing commitments, financial obligations, and other people 

depending on you. There is no unlimited reserve of time waiting for 

your parents to require it. Your capacity to cope deserves 

consideration, too, even when their problems appear more 

dramatic. 

This book is about finding a way to remain connected without 

disappearing into the conflict. You'll learn to recognize when 

support becomes unwanted involvement, how to handle 

conversations that turn into interrogations, and how to 

communicate limits without making every disagreement a 

declaration of independence. We'll look at maintaining separate 



8 

relationships with each parent, negotiating family celebrations, 

navigating new romantic partners, and preventing grandchildren 

from being recruited into adult disputes. Just as importantly, we'll 

examine the practical complications that cheerful advice about 

"setting boundaries" tends to overlook: limited money, demanding 

jobs, complicated histories, genuine care needs, and parents who 

don't immediately applaud your newfound independence. 

You won't be told to abandon your parents whenever they 

become difficult. Nor will you be encouraged to absorb every 

unpleasant conversation under the heroic banner of family loyalty. 

Different circumstances call for different responses. A parent who 

needs a lift to a medical appointment is asking for something quite 

different from a parent demanding that you investigate the other 

one's private life. A person struggling to adapt to living alone may 

deserve thoughtful support without requiring you to become their 

only source of companionship. We'll make those distinctions 

concrete, because advice that sounds impressive but cannot survive 

an ordinary Thursday afternoon isn't much use to anyone. 

Some circumstances also require more than everyday 

communication skills. Separation can involve serious financial 

insecurity, significant mental health difficulties, coercion, threats, 

or domestic abuse. Those situations shouldn't be treated as 

ordinary disagreements that can be settled through better manners 

and a carefully worded family text. Safety comes first, and qualified 

medical, legal, or specialist support may be necessary. Your role 

will depend on what is happening, what you can reasonably do, and 

whether anyone is at risk. This book offers practical guidance, not a 

substitute for professional assessment or a promise that every 

family can be made peaceful if you simply choose the right words. 

Most importantly, you won't be expected to determine which 

parent deserves your affection. Your relationship with your mother 

belongs to you and your mother. Your relationship with your father 

belongs to you and your father. Those relationships may differ 
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considerably, especially if your history with one parent has been 

difficult. You can make thoughtful decisions about both without 

measuring every visit, invitation, and conversation as a vote in their 

marital dispute. There may be disappointments along the way. 

Some decisions will upset people. Some old habits will return when 

you're tired or caught off guard. Progress doesn't require flawless 

performances or the complete approval of every family member. 

Perhaps your parents will eventually become friendly. Perhaps 

they'll never agree about what went wrong. One or both may find 

new partners, move away, or change their plans yet again. You 

cannot write their future for them, and you don't have to put yours 

on hold until they've settled every disagreement. What you can 

build is a way of responding that leaves room for affection, 

judgment, privacy, and a life that is genuinely your own. 

You're still their child, however many birthdays you've 

celebrated. But you're not an unpaid divorce department, a walking 

complaints box, or the emergency replacement for a marriage that 

no longer works. And when the next school form asks how many 

grandparents are coming, you deserve to answer that question 

without feeling personally responsible for negotiating a ceasefire. 
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Chapter 1 - Forty Years Old and Suddenly a 

Child Again 

The number is still stored in your phone under "Home." It has 

been there for years, although you haven't called it recently. One 

afternoon, without thinking, you tap it while looking for your 

mother's contact. A recorded voice informs you that the number is 

no longer in service. Your parents have separated, the house has 

been sold, and the landline that answered thousands of ordinary 

family calls has officially ceased to exist. You stand in the 

supermarket car park, holding your phone and feeling 

unexpectedly miserable about a telecommunications arrangement. 

You have two perfectly functioning mobile numbers for your 

parents. Nobody is missing. Nobody has disappeared. Yet 

something about that disconnected line makes the separation feel 

more permanent than all the conversations about lawyers and 

moving arrangements. Apparently, forty years of emotional 

maturity can be defeated by a recorded message from the 

telephone company. 

This is one of the strangest features of parental divorce in 

adulthood. The things that upset you aren't necessarily the things 

you expected. You might handle the initial announcement calmly, 

offer sensible advice, and even help carry boxes into a new 

apartment without feeling particularly distressed. Then you 

discover that your mother has stopped making the enormous 

family casserole she prepared every Sunday, and suddenly you're 

staring into the refrigerator as though someone has cancelled your 

childhood. The reaction can seem ridiculous, especially to you. 

You're old enough to understand relationships, commitment, and 

the fact that people sometimes grow apart. But understanding a 

decision intellectually doesn't prevent you from feeling the loss of 

familiar arrangements that have existed for most of your life. 
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Your parents' marriage may have served as a background 

certainty, something you rarely examined because it was always 

there. You might have known that their relationship wasn't 

particularly romantic. Perhaps they argued about money, avoided 

difficult conversations, or spent their evenings watching separate 

televisions. Nevertheless, they occupied a recognizable place in 

your personal history. They were the couple who raised you, 

attended school events, and hosted family gatherings. Their 

marriage formed part of the setting in which your memories 

existed. When they separate, the past itself can start to feel less 

secure. You begin wondering whether the happy occasions were 

genuinely happy, whether the arguments meant more than you 

realized, and whether everyone knew something you somehow 

missed. 

The strange grief of losing something that still exists 

There is an uncomfortable complication here: both parents may 

still be alive, reasonably healthy, and available for conversation. 

You haven't necessarily lost either person. What you've lost is the 

relationship between them, along with some of the habits and 

assumptions that surrounded it. This can be difficult to explain to 

other people, because the loss has no clear ceremony or recognized 

period of mourning. Nobody sends flowers when your parents stop 

sharing a grocery list. Yet that ordinary detail may represent the 

disappearance of a family structure you relied on without 

consciously noticing. You can grieve a familiar arrangement while 

recognizing that maintaining it might have been miserable for the 

people involved. 

Sometimes the emotion isn't sadness at all. You may feel 

relieved. Perhaps family gatherings have been tense for years, and 

the prospect of your parents finally living separately seems 

positively sensible. Maybe you've spent countless visits watching 

them exchange insults disguised as comments about the weather. 

When they announce their separation, your first private thought 
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might be, "Well, that took long enough." Then guilt arrives, carrying 

a clipboard and demanding an explanation. How can you be pleased 

about something that causes your parents pain? The answer is that 

relief about the end of an unhappy arrangement and compassion 

for the people involved are perfectly capable of existing together. 

You don't need to manufacture grief to prove that you love your 

family. 

Other emotions can follow without making any particular sense 

in sequence. You might be angry with your father for leaving, then 

discover that your mother wanted the separation and feel irritated 

with her instead. You may miss the family home but have no desire 

to return to the atmosphere that existed there. You could feel 

embarrassed by how much the situation affects you, particularly 

when your colleagues seem to be dealing with considerably more 

serious problems. None of these reactions needs to become your 

permanent position. Feelings aren't sworn statements submitted to 

a court. You're allowed to have one reaction on Tuesday and a 

different one by Friday, without being accused of inconsistency. 

The emotional confusion becomes especially noticeable when 

your parents begin describing their marriage in ways that 

contradict your memories. Your mother might say she was 

unhappy throughout the years you considered your childhood 

idyllic. Your father might explain that their relationship effectively 

ended long before either of them moved out. These disclosures can 

make you question everything you remember. Were those holidays 

a performance? Was the laughter around the dinner table genuine? 

Did your parents remain together because of you? It's worth 

resisting the temptation to turn their current interpretations into a 

complete revision of your past. People can experience the same 

family life very differently. Your good memories need not become 

fraudulent because one parent now describes that period with 

bitterness. 
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There is also no obligation to investigate every contradiction. 

You may want to understand certain aspects of your childhood, 

particularly if the divorce raises questions about things you 

witnessed. But you don't need a comprehensive history of your 

parents' romantic disappointments to make sense of your own life. 

Some details may be inappropriate for them to share with you, and 

others may remain disputed forever. You can say, "I understand 

that you remember those years differently. I still have my own 

memories of them." That response allows both experiences to exist 

without appointing you the official historian of the marriage. 

Family photographs don't require revised captions every time 

somebody changes their account of an argument from 1994. 

Another unsettling change is seeing your parents as people who 

are less capable or certain than you imagined. Perhaps your father 

always seemed confident, yet now he admits he is frightened of 

living alone. Your mother might have managed everyone else's 

schedules for decades, only to become completely overwhelmed by 

choosing a new place to live. You may suddenly recognize 

vulnerabilities that were previously hidden behind their parental 

roles. This can evoke tenderness, disappointment, or even 

resentment. Part of you wants to comfort them; another part 

wishes they would act like the adults you remember. Neither 

response makes you heartless. You are adjusting to a more 

complicated picture of two people who once seemed to know 

everything, including precisely how long potatoes needed boiling. 

You're an adult, but your history came with you 

Your age doesn't cancel the emotional habits developed within 

your family. If you grew up sensing tension before an argument, 

you might still become alert when your parents speak sharply. If 

you were praised for being sensible, you may feel compelled to 

remain composed even when you're upset. If one parent was 

unpredictable, their disappointment may still affect you more 

strongly than criticism from almost anyone else. These patterns 
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aren't necessarily signs of a psychological disorder, and they don't 

need dramatic labels to deserve attention. They are simply familiar 

responses that may become more visible under stress. Recognizing 

them can give you an opportunity to choose what to do rather than 

automatically behaving as you did decades ago. 

For example, imagine your mother tells you she feels 

abandoned, and you immediately begin rearranging your week to 

visit her. Perhaps she hasn't requested a visit. She was expressing 

sadness, but you interpreted her feelings as an urgent assignment. 

Later, you feel resentful because you've cancelled something 

important, while she has no idea that you made such a sacrifice. 

The useful question isn't whether you care enough about her. It's 

whether your decision came from a genuine wish to spend time 

together or an old feeling that somebody else's distress must be 

corrected immediately. Sometimes you will choose to visit. 

Sometimes you'll listen and leave the evening as planned. What 

matters is noticing that a choice exists. 

You may also discover that your relationship with each parent 

was previously supported by their relationship with each other. 

Perhaps your mother arranged birthdays and your father simply 

appeared with a gift. Perhaps your father handled practical matters, 

leaving your mother to manage emotional conversations. Once they 

live separately, those arrangements no longer operate 

automatically. You might feel awkward spending time alone with a 

parent you've known for forty years. That awkwardness doesn't 

mean you lack affection. It may reveal that a familiar family pattern 

is changing and that your individual relationships have had less 

opportunity to develop independently. You don't have to solve this 

immediately or force an intimacy neither of you is comfortable 

with. 

Your siblings, if you have any, may respond quite differently. 

One might be devastated while another sees the divorce as 

overdue. Perhaps your older sibling remembers years of warmth 
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that you were too young to experience. A younger sibling may 

remember mainly the deteriorating relationship that followed. 

Disagreement about what the divorce means doesn't necessarily 

indicate that someone is selfish, naive, or disloyal. You were 

members of the same family, not identical witnesses equipped with 

synchronized recording equipment. You can support each other 

without demanding a single shared verdict on the marriage. That 

becomes easier when conversations begin with curiosity about 

different experiences rather than an attempt to establish whose 

memories are most accurate. 

Give the change a name before trying to fix it 

When everything feels unsettled, a useful first move is to 

separate the different things troubling you. Take a few quiet 

minutes and consider what has actually changed, what you fear 

might change, and what remains available to you. Perhaps you're 

upset because your childhood home will be sold. That's a concrete 

loss connected to a place and its memories. Perhaps you worry that 

your father won't manage his household expenses. That's a 

practical concern requiring reliable information before action. 

Perhaps you fear that your parents will both expect you at every 

holiday. That's an anticipated difficulty, not necessarily an 

obligation already imposed. Treating these as separate issues 

makes them easier to understand than carrying around one 

enormous feeling labeled "family disaster." 

Suppose the house where you grew up is being emptied. You 

might ask whether you can keep certain photographs or arrange 

one final visit before the sale. Those actions acknowledge the 

importance of the place without requiring your parents to retain a 

property they no longer want or can afford. If you are worried 

about a parent's finances, you can ask what support is genuinely 

needed and whether professional guidance would be useful. You 

cannot reasonably address either concern by spending every 

evening worrying about both. And if you notice that the deepest 
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problem is uncertainty about what family life will look like, you 

may need time and experience rather than a task to complete. 

It's also worth making room for the parts of your life that 

continue unchanged. Your work still exists, your partner has needs, 

and your children, if you have them, may be considerably more 

interested in tomorrow's activities than in the emotional history of 

their grandparents. This doesn't mean pushing your feelings aside. 

It means allowing your present life to remain real alongside the 

family transition. You can tell someone close to you that the 

situation is affecting you without making every conversation about 

it. If the stress persistently disrupts sleep, relationships, or daily 

functioning, seeking support from a qualified mental health 

professional can be helpful. There is no special maturity award for 

struggling silently. 

One final complication deserves attention: you may wish your 

parents had stayed together for your sake, even while believing 

that would have been unfair to them. Acknowledging this private 

wish doesn't make you controlling. It means you're mourning a 

version of family life that felt familiar. You can let that wish exist 

without turning it into a demand. Your parents have their own 

choices to make, and you have your own adjustment to navigate. 

Those processes overlap, but neither can entirely substitute for the 

other. 

At some point, you may remove the disconnected landline from 

your contacts. Or perhaps you'll leave it there for a while because 

deleting it feels unexpectedly final. Either choice is fine. The 

important thing is understanding why such a small detail can 

matter. You aren't suddenly less grown-up because the shape of 

your childhood family has changed. You're a grown-up discovering 

that becoming independent never required you to stop caring 

about where you came from. The house may have a new owner, the 

number may be disconnected, and the family arrangements may be 
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unfamiliar. Your memories are still yours, and your adult life is still 

waiting to be lived. 
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Chapter 2 - Three Jobs You Never Applied 

For 

There are certain jobs that require qualifications, references, 

and an interview. Being dragged into your parents' divorce 

apparently requires none of these. One afternoon, your father 

forwards you a screenshot of a message from your mother with the 

instruction, "Tell me what she really means by this." The message 

says, "I'll collect the remaining boxes on Sunday." You examine it, 

wondering whether there's a hidden code, a threat, or an elaborate 

emotional trap concealed within those eight words. You suggest 

that she probably intends to collect the remaining boxes on Sunday. 

Your father is unimpressed. He wants to know whether she's being 

deliberately provocative, whether you think she's trying to upset 

him, and what he should write back. Congratulations. You've just 

been appointed interpreter of hostile correspondence, a position 

you never applied for and one whose responsibilities appear to 

expand every time somebody uses a full stop. 

This is how three particularly demanding roles often emerge 

during parental divorce: mediator, confidant, and messenger. They 

rarely arrive as explicit requests. Instead, they develop through 

small interactions that seem perfectly reasonable when considered 

individually. You listen to a complaint because someone is upset. 

You carry a message because you're visiting anyway. You suggest a 

compromise because the disagreement seems unnecessary. 

Eventually, the adults involved begin relying on you to manage 

communication they could otherwise conduct themselves. You may 

feel useful at first, especially if your involvement produces a 

temporary improvement. But temporary relief can disguise a 

growing problem: your parents are learning to manage their 

conflict through you, while you are losing the freedom to interact 

with either of them without becoming involved in the other. 
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The mediator who cannot possibly be neutral 

The mediator role is especially attractive if you're someone who 

likes solving problems. Your parents disagree about an 

arrangement, you can see possible compromises, and neither 

appears willing to consider the other's position. Surely a calm, 

intelligent adult could help them recognize the obvious solution. 

You ask questions, organize the facts, and suggest that both parties 

make reasonable concessions. Unfortunately, you aren't 

approaching this as an independent professional. You're their child, 

carrying decades of personal memories, loyalties, and feelings 

about both of them. Your opinion matters to them for reasons that 

have nothing to do with the quality of your argument. A sentence 

intended as helpful clarification may be remembered later as 

evidence that you supported one parent against the other. 

Consider a disagreement about who should keep a family dog. 

Your mother says she has always handled its care. Your father 

insists that the dog is particularly attached to him. You suggest 

looking at their future schedules and the animal's welfare. Sensible 

enough. Yet your mother hears that you doubt her commitment, 

while your father interprets your questions as support for his 

position. Within minutes, you find yourself defending a 

recommendation you haven't actually made. The dog, meanwhile, 

remains interested chiefly in whether anybody has brought treats. 

The difficulty isn't necessarily that you're communicating badly. It 

is that both parents may be seeking confirmation of their claims 

rather than help reaching an agreement. 

Before participating, ask yourself what authority you actually 

have and what the parents expect from your involvement. Are they 

requesting a practical fact that only you know? Are they both 

voluntarily asking for help with a limited arrangement? Or does 

one parent want you to persuade the other to surrender? These are 

quite different requests. You might reasonably provide a document 

that belongs to you or clarify an event you personally witnessed. 


