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The Response Playbook

What to say to each of the six replies parents actually get —
so the door you opened stays open

with Catherine Hickem, LCSW

40+ years guiding parents of adult children

The six replies

The Angry Reply

The One-Word Reply

The “I Need Time” Reply

The Warm-but-Guarded Reply
The Conditional Reply

The Gatekeeper Reply

Plus the reply that isn't one — silence — and the four rules that apply to every reply you'll ever
gel.
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Before you answer anything: the four rules

Every reply you receive — hot, cold, or one word long — is information, not a verdict. The letter
opened the door an inch. Your first response decides whether it keeps opening or swings shut.
These four rules apply to all six replies:

Wait before you reply — 24 hours when you can.

Nothing about a reply written the same hour is better, and everything about it is riskier. Send
from a settled place, exactly like the letter itself.

Match their length and their channel.

A text gets a text, not a phone call. Three sentences get three sentences back, not three
paragraphs. Escalating the channel or the length is pressure — even when it's love doing it.

Keep the same posture as the letter.

Calm over control. Curiosity over judgment. Safety over familiarity. If a sentence in your reply
breaks one of those three, cut it — same rule as before.

Run the hook test one more time.

Before you hit send, read your reply out loud and ask: is there anything in here that asks them
for something — a response, a feeling, reassurance, credit? If yes, take it out. Replies must be as
free as the letter was.

And if the reply is silence?

Silence is not rejection — it is very often your child needing time to trust that the letter is
real. The strongest reply to silence is a full life, patiently lived. No follow-up barrage, no
“just checking you got it.” If the silence stretches on and you want a plan for what comes
next, that's exactly what the Clarity Call is for.
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Reply 1- The Angry Reply

“A letter? You think one letter fixes twenty vears? You always do this.”

Anger feels like the worst outcome. It usually isn't. Anger means the letter landed — they read it,
it mattered, and they're testing whether it's finally safe to be honest with you. An angry reply is
engagement. The relationship is speaking again, even if it's shouting.

Your goal: Let the anger be information, not an accusation to answer. Your only job is to prove
— in one short reply — that honesty doesn’t get punished anymore.

DO
e Wait at least 24 hours before replying. Anger answered fast gets answered badly.

e Thank them for telling you the truth instead of telling you nothing.

e Keep your reply shorter than theirs — three or four sentences at most.
e Let their version of events stand without a rebuttal. You are not in court.
DON'T

e Don't defend yourself or correct the record — the moment you explain why you were
right, the door closes again.

e Don't match their heat, and don't collapse into self-punishment either. Both make your
pain the center.

e Don't say “I'm sorry you feel that way.” It's a defense wearing an apology's coat.

e Don't disappear. Silence after anger reads as the old pattern winning.

“You're right to be angry, and I'm grateful you told me the truth instead of nothing at
all. I'm not going to argue with a word of it. Everything I said in the letter stands — no
clock, your terms.”
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Reply 2 - The One-Word Reply

“Thanks.” - “Got it.” - a thumbs-up on a text

It feels like a door slammed politely. It's actually a door unlocked. A one-word reply says: | read
it, 'm not ready for more, and I'm watching what you do next. This is a test of pressure — whether
“no clock” was true or just aline in a letter.

Your goal: Receive it like a gift, because it is one. The smallest possible acknowledgment — or
none at all — is the strongest move you have.

DO

® Reply once, briefly, warmly — or simply let it rest. Both are right answers.
e Match their length. One line deserves one line.

e Let weeks pass comfortably. Their pace is the pace.

DON'T

e Don'tread tea leaves out loud (“I noticed you only said thanks..”). Analysis is pressure in
glasses.

e Don't escalate the channel — a text answered with a phone call breaks the safety you
just built.

e Don't ask a question. Questions demand answers, and demands are what they're
testing for.

“That's all I needed to know. I'm glad it reached you.”
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Reply 3 - The “I Need Time” Reply

“I read your letter. I'm not ready to talk. I need time.”

This is a boundary with a promise hiding inside it. “| need time” means the answer isn't no — it
means they're deciding whether the person in the letter is real. From this moment on, time IS the
conversation. How you wait is what they're reading now.

Your goal: Grant the time so completely that they never feel the meter running.

DO

e Say yes to the time without conditions, deadlines, or a check-in schedule.

e Thank them for telling you — an “I need time” is more honesty than many parents ever
receive.

e Go live a full life while you wait. That's not a distraction from the plan; it is the plan.
DON'T
e Don't ask how long. A deadline turns a boundary into a negotiation.

e Don't checkin “just once” at the holidays-slash-birthday. One exception tells them the
boundary was decorative.

e Don't narrate your waiting (“still here, still waiting!”). Patience that announces itself is
pressure.

“Take all the time you need — I mean that. You won't hear from me pushing, and the
door doesn't close. It's open whenever you are, on your terms.”

© Catherine Hickem, LCSW - Parenting Adults Today - info@parentingadultchildrentoday.com



PARENTING ADULTS TODAY The Response Playbook

Reply 4 - The Warm-but-Guarded Reply

“This meant a lot to me. I'm just not sure what I'm ready for vetl.”

This is the crack of light under the door — and the moment most letters get undone. The danger
isn't coldness now; it's your own hope sprinting through a door that's only open an inch. Warmth
answered with a flood teaches them that any opening will be rushed.

Your goal: Match their temperature exactly — one degree warmer at most. Let them set every
increment of the pace.

Do
e Mirror their warmth briefly and honestly. Two or three sentences.

e Name the no-pressure promise again — they're warm precisely because it held.
e If they hint at a next step, accept the smallest version of it, not the biggest.
DON'T

e Don't propose the visit, the call, the holidays, the grandkids. Not yet. Proposals are
pressure weadring enthusiasm.

e Don't flood them with emotion (“you have no idea how happy this makes me”) — now
they're managing your feelings again.

e Don't treat guarded as a problem to fix. Guarded is how trust looks while it's healing.

“You don't have to be sure of anything — not for me. Knowing you read it, and that it
malttered, is more than enough for now. Whatever comes next, and whenever, is yours
to decide.”
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Reply 5 - The Conditional Reply

“If we do this, I need you to accept my marriage. If you can't, nothing changes.”

Conditions can feel like an ultimatum. Hear them as a blueprint instead — your child is telling
you, in writing, exactly what safe looks like to them. Nobody hands a blueprint to someone
they've given up on. The condition is the invitation.

Your goal: Accept the terms specifically and out loud — and mean it. A condition met quietly
over time is what reopens doors for good.

Do
e Restate their condition in your own words so they know it was heard, not skimmed.

e Agree to the specific thing, specifically. “I can do that” beats a paragraph of promises.

e Invite accountability — give them permission to tell you if you slip, and take it well when

they do.

DON'T

e Don't negotiate the terms or ask for something in return. This is not a settlement
conference.

e Don't say “yes, but..” — the “but” erases the yes, in letters and in replies alike.

e Don't relitigate whether the condition is fair. Fair isn't the question; safe is.

“I can do that, and I want to be clear that I heard you: your marriage is not up for my
commentary — full stop. You have my word. And if I ever slip, tell me, and I'll hear it
without an argument.”
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Reply 6 - The Gatekeeper Reply

“Hi — this is Daniel, Sarah's husband. She asked me to let you know she got your letter.”

It stings to hear from the son-in-law, the daughter-in-law, the partner — instead of your child.
But look at what actually happened: your child read the letter, chose a trusted person, and sent
a reply. The gatekeeper isn't the wall. The gatekeeper is the protector your child trusts — and
right now, the audience you're being read by.

Your goal: Win the protector’s trust the same way you're winning your child’s: low pressure,
no hooks, total respect for the channel they chose.

DO

e Thank them — sincerely — for looking out for the person you both love.

e Reply through them, in the same channel, with the same open-door posture as the
letter.

e Treat them as family acting in good faith, because that's what protecting your child is.
DON'T

e Don't go around them to reach your child directly. The channel they chose is a
boundary too.

e Don't blame them for the distance — even a whisper of “ever since they met you” ends
everything.

e Don't demand direct contact or ask them to pass along pressure (“tell her she can at
least call”).

“Thank you for letting me know, Daniel — and truly, thank vou for looking out for her.
Whatever pace Sarah needs is the right one. Please tell her the door is open, no clock on
it — and that goes for both of you.”
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One last thing

You cannot say the perfect thing, and you don't need to. Every one of these six replies is your
child asking the same question in a different voice: “Is it safe to come closer?” Every reply you
send is a chance to answer yes — not with promises, but with pressure that never comes.

Reply slowly. Reply briefly. Reply without a hook. And then go live your life while the answer does
its quiet work.

“You want to be the parent your adult children choose to come to. That happens when they
know you're steadfast, grounded, and cannot be easily shaken by any choice they make.”

— Catherine

If your situation is severe, don't navigate the replies alone.

Twelve or more months of silence, a gatekeeper in the doorway, grandchildren growing
up without you — the Relationship Clarity Call is 45-60 minutes on Zoom with a PACT
advisor. You'll leave with a diagnosis of your estrangement pattern and a plan, whether
or not you ever join a program. Book at parentingadultstoday.com/application.
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