
Kids n Dad Shared Support: A Father’s Day 2018 Essay 

 

(An Open Letter to separating parents on preserving all the essential relationships that help children 

thrive.) 

 ‘There is something ultimate in a father’s love, something that cannot fail, something to be beloved 

against the whole world.’ Frederick Faber, priest. 

  Grandparents: The Forgotten Story of Family Separation and Divorce 

 A Personal Journey  (In memory of my parents and gramps) 

 My parents were ‘good people, parents and grandparents’. They were from the time of my marriage at 

the age of twenty-two effectively parents to my children’s mother (her mother and father had passed 

away).  

My parents were also caring, supportive and committed grandparents to my brother’s family (two 

children from Toronto) and my family (three children living in Kitchener-Waterloo). Our families spent 

Christmas together at my home or my brother’s home every year after I was married and had children. 

I cannot recall a cross word with my mother from the age of 10 until my separation years. I was very 

close to my father.  

 If we are fortunate to experience becoming a father and grandfather, we have accumulated a set of 

experiences that have shaped the person we have been for most of our adult life; in addition, mixed in 

to the set of ‘normal’ life experiences are a few that have changed us in a profound way. 

My separation at the age of 46 fell into the profound category. When you are going through the early 

stages of a separation, it is a uniquely, personal experience i.e. our good intention to separate in a 

‘caring manner’ is affected by our emotional state i.e. pain, anger, loss, despair, anticipation, promise, 

hope and optimism to find happiness. 

The ending of my marriage of close to 25 years was not triggered by a specific event, but rather by the 

drip, drip indifference over several years in which we failed to take care of each other. As an aside, I 

have never blamed my children’s mother for any failing that contributed toward our separation. This has 

hopefully allowed me to maintain some perspective on our twenty-five years together. 

 One of the tragedies for many intimate partners with children is that the post-separation chaos and 

tragic missteps, intentional or otherwise, leave one or both partners damaged and a profound 

emptiness at the end. 

 In other words, the post separation trauma overwhelms the good that was also part of the intimate 

relationship. This outcome may have unfortunate consequences for our children in the long-term. 



When the decision to separate was made, there were only two, significant others, besides our children, 

that we worried /needed to tell; namely our best friends and my parents. We jointly told our best 

friends in our idealized version of what I call no fault or mutual fault separation. I separately went 

anxiously to tell my parents in Toronto. They had accompanied us on a car trip to Lake Placid a year 

earlier and I am sure (silently) observed a marriage in trouble. 

For my parents, beloved grandparents to five, the news that I brought them turned out to be a pre-

mature death sentence and a final 5 years of life filled with turmoil and little joy. A later life built around 

the families of their two sons, daughters-in-law and 5 grandchildren was to be shattered… with 

inadequate time for recovery. 

Our family separation as adult children can often become a separation for grandparents and other 

extended, significant, family members and friends. In my case, they all became part of my burden as I 

struggled to understand the chaos that ensued for everyone that I loved and cared for. My belief in 

myself and my children’s mother as good people and parents would be tested on an almost daily basis 

through the pain, I saw in those that I loved. 

I believe there is a common, male attribute that requires us to ‘fix it’. I suspect that my upbringing in a 

home where my dad (who I loved dearly) was a problem drinker added to a learned, childhood 

‘responsibility’ to bring calm to our family life. 

I have now attained the age of my dad (75 years old) at the time of my separation and this is my first 

serious attempt to describe this part of my life passage 27 years later. I am still a father of three and 

now a grandfather to six – 2 girls, 4 boys ranging from one to twenty-one.  

I began to consider writing this essay after celebrating our Christmas 2017 brunch in our very, 

complicated family. It included all the family mentioned above and of course their partners. I now know 

too well that none of this was certain, once that fateful decision was made to separate and I made that 

journey to Toronto to my parents’ home. It is a rare day that I don’t think about my parents and our 

troubled, last years together. 

“I often feel guilty about my good life- my joy for what I have now causes me to momentarily forget my 

parents’ premature loss to my children and our family.”  

The good news for this son is that their grandchildren remember them with great fondness for the 

many, family brunches and special weekends they dedicated to each grandchild. All of the grandchildren 

were in adolescence and thus had their only grandparents in their life for 12 or more years. 

 It has been my mission to model their love and caring to their grandchildren in the best way possible in 

order to ensure that their legacy endures from generation to generation to generation. 

 Grandparents are often the forgotten story- the throwaway relationship- unintended, deliberate or 

through indifference.  

The Rest of our story 

My mother for some reason(s) decided it was her responsibility to ‘fix things’- to save the marriage or 

even to save us after my ‘news’. She was taken back to her own childhood and life events that she had 

appeared to conquer and now had been reawakened as dark memories at 75 years of age. My father 



simply retreated as best he could from the chaos that now engulfed every caring relationship that 

mattered to him. My mother’s twenty-five-year relationship with my children’s mother left her 

vulnerable to the never-ending twists and turns on a daily basis. 

 My parents own relationship was now at risk.  

My occasional search for parental support and advice often turned into verbal conflict with my mother- 

leaving me angry, even in despair at the outcome; every visit left me feeling guilty/responsible for my 

parents’ obvious trauma. I had to accept that emotional support from them was no longer available. 

There was no calm in our family, it was unrelenting! 

 It was now Thanksgiving, almost 3 years and 900 days later, and I had asked my parents to come to my 

new place and meet Elaine for the ‘first time’. We were to be married in 2 months. My mother refused. 

My father decided it was time to meet Elaine and support his son openly. My parents undoubtedly had 

angry words. 

 I met my father at Milton’s Mc Donald’s- a half way pickup. He and I sat talking for almost 2 hours about 

what was/is taking place. He then came to our new home, met Elaine, and had a wonderful get 

together. I drove my dad back to Milton and his car later in the evening.  

Early the next morning, I received a call that my dad had a major stroke and was in a coma.  My parents’ 

last words of any significance to each other were undoubtedly angry, either before and/ or after my 

father’s visit. I do know that he ‘essentially’ died after doing what he had always done for me as a father 

and grandfather- to support and love me and my family. 

“I am unsure that I could have ever reconciled his loss without the reassurance of our last day 

together.” 

My dad’s coma continued for several days. I made the daily trip to Sunnybrook Hospital. My mother 

believed that my close relationship with my father could somehow awaken him from his coma, even 

though we were told by staff that he had suffered irreparable damage. After a number of days in this 

state, during my stay, he gradually awakened. However, the damage was in fact extensive and it is 

uncertain that he ever recognized his family as family instead of just caregivers. Any true communication 

had ended! 

For the next year and a half, I continued an almost daily drive to Toronto to further ‘awaken’ my father. 

My wedding had gone ahead and my mother found a reason to not join us. She remained locked into 

her own post separation world. I tried to reconcile with her by doing my role and provide 

companionship to my dad and support to my mother- who was driven to ‘repair’ my dad. 

  The impact of their tragic last day together, prior to the stroke had a profound impact. She had no 

opportunity to reconcile with my dad. She eventually wore herself out and after a year+ died from a 

stroke within 72 hours. 

My occasional conversations with my mother during the post stroke period made clear that she had a 

view of her son as someone different from who I am. She believed the falsehoods at worse; and at best 

considered them as possibilities. It is part of the evil of the separating process that falsehoods are often 

left hanging out- it is the Trumpian world.  



My mother, who I had never argued with since the age of 10 until my separation at the age of 46, no 

longer knew her son. That was/is a difficult outcome to accept. Down the road a few years later I told 

my older brother (who was very close to my mother) that he had to keep reminding me about all the 

good things about her that I understood before the separation. 

 They were lost to me in the chaos…and even now are difficult to retrieve.  

When my mother passed away, my brother decided that she would prefer the most basic of caskets and 

not a service. The cardboard box was purchased and my mother was delivered to the crematorium by a 

driver in an Eddie Bauer t-shirt. The awaiting party of two sons and 2 daughters-in law alternated 

between tears and laughter at this too surreal moment.  

My brother suggested that he desired/needed to write an extensive obituary on my mother’s life and 

accomplishments for the Globe and Mail. I agreed and it was done at considerable cost.  

My dad’s inherent, physical strength had outlasted my mother, his partner for almost 60 years. Now we 

were left only with her ashes. My brother opted out of participating any further. My mother’s ashes 

became my companion in my car for some time. Finally, I decided that I would dispose of them along the 

Humber River on the grounds of their condo- where they resided during their happiest years together.  

It was a dreary, misty, early morning as I walked the grounds alone spreading her ashes and at the same 

trying to conceal my task from the condo owners. Tears freely flowed as I was overwhelmed by grief, 

loss and the memory of the sad events of the last 4 years.  

It was soon time to return to my dad at Sunnybrook Hospital and take him for a walk in his wheel chair. 

Communicating my mother’s passing and the morning’s event drew no awareness from him.  

My father held on physically for another year. His passing occurred thankfully. The box and cremation 

were repeated, blessedly without the young man in the Eddie Bauer t-shirt. I carried my father’s ashes in 

my trunk for some time. I would talk to him about his grandchildren and other family happenings. 

 The odd thing is that I still talk to him and try to be the best of him as a parent and grandparent. It is the 

legacy that would most matter to him and to his father- my gramps.  

The separation and the prolonged chaos left everyone wounded and worn out. The grandchildren were 

never given the opportunity to grieve and celebrate their grandparents in a way that they should have 

been celebrated. A shame and an outcome connected directly to our separation. 

Kids n Dad Shared Support was born out of loss and hope. Loss is inevitable following a separation; but it 

can be minimized by supporting the mission of family renewal, in whatever family form. 

 The threads of hope still exist and they can be woven into new beginnings for every family.  

Grandparents are near the top of the essential relationships that can mitigate chaos and create calm 

for children and children’s children! 
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Readers of this essay and the cover essay are invited to comment and/or offer your journey re: 

grandparents 

 

 


