LIFE TRANSITION

When You Wanted the Change and
Still Feel Grief

*Choosing a change does not mean you chose every loss contained inside it.*

Sometimes the transition you are grieving is one you chose. You submitted the resignation. Scheduled the move.
Counted the days until retirement. Helped your child pack the car. Finished the degree. Closed the business.
Stepped away from the role. Ended the years of caregiving. Perhaps you thought about the decision carefully. You
knew why you were making it. Maybe you were excited. Relieved. Ready.

And then the change finally happened. For a while, perhaps everything felt exactly as you expected. Then one
afternoon, something caught you unexpectedly. A familiar routine. A person you no longer see. An old
photograph. The realization that someone else is doing what used to be your job. And suddenly you miss
something you deliberately chose to leave. That can be confusing.

But choosing a change does not mean you chose every loss contained inside it.

You Can Want the New Life and Miss the Old One

We tend to think these feelings contradict each other. If | miss my work, perhaps | shouldn't have retired. If | miss
my old house, perhaps moving was a mistake. If | miss having the children home, perhaps | wasn't ready for them
to leave. If | miss parts of caregiving, perhaps | didn't really want the responsibility to end.

But those conclusions ask grief to function as a referendum on your decision. It isn't. You can be glad you retired
and miss your colleagues. Love your new home and miss the view from the old kitchen window. Be enormously
proud of your adult child and miss hearing the front door open at 4:00. Feel profound relief that caregiving has
ended and miss the strange intimacy created by those years.

Grief does not automatically mean you want something back.

Sometimes it means you recognize what mattered.
You Didn't Choose Every Consequence

Perhaps you chose retirement. You did not necessarily choose to stop seeing the person who stopped by your
office every morning. You chose to move. You did not choose to lose the neighbor who waved when you drove
past. You wanted your children to become independent. You did not choose the silence that arrived in the house
afterward. You chose a career change. You did not choose to stop being the person everyone called when a
particular problem appeared.

A decision may be yours while many of its consequences are simply part of what follows. That distinction matters.
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You can choose the transition without having deliberately chosen every goodbye
inside it.
Sometimes You Wanted the Change Because the Old Life Had Become Difficult

Perhaps you were exhausted. The work no longer fit. The commute was wearing you down. The house required
too much maintenance. The caregiving had consumed years. The role had become unsustainable. You may have
desperately wanted something to change. Then it did.

And you discovered that leaving something difficult does not erase everything that was good within it. The job that
exhausted you also contained people you loved. The house that became too much work held decades of ordinary
life. The caregiving that depleted you contained tenderness. The role you needed to leave also gave you
competence, community, and identity.

You do not need to turn the old life into something terrible in order to justify leaving it.
Relief and Grief Can Live Together

This deserves repeating. Relief does not cancel grief. Grief does not cancel relief.

You can wake up and think:

Thank God I don't have to do that anvmore.
And two hours later:
I miss it.

Welcome to being a human being. Apparently we are capable of holding more than one thought at a time.
Sometimes several before breakfast. The presence of relief does not prove you didn't care. The presence of grief
does not prove you should go back.

You May Feel Guilty for Being Relieved

This is particularly common when the previous role involved other people. Children. A spouse. Parents. Someone
you cared for. Employees. A community. You may have loved someone deeply and still feel relieved when the
responsibility ended. Perhaps you finally slept. Stopped listening for the phone. No longer had to organize every
day around someone else's needs. You may feel guilty admitting how good that felt.

But relief often tells us something about how much we were carrying.
Being relieved that something difficult ended does not mean you wanted the person,
relationship, or meaning contained within it to disappear.

You May Also Feel Guilty for Grieving

The guilt can work in the opposite direction. You wanted this. Other people would love to be in your position. You
have opportunities now. You're fortunate.

So why are you sad?

Because gratitude does not eliminate attachment. You lived there. Worked there. Loved people there. Became
someone there. A fortunate transition can still contain loss. You do not have to prove your gratitude by refusing to
grieve.

Other People May Be Confused Too

“But you wanted to retire.” I thought you hated that job.” “You've been talking about moving for years.” “You were
so ready for the kids to be independent.” “You said you couldn't keep caregiving like that.”

Correct.

All of those things may be true. Perhaps other people assume that because you wanted the change, your
emotional response should be uncomplicated. Humans have apparently not been informed of this rule. You do
not need to defend the decision every time you acknowledge something you miss.

You can simply say:

“I know. I wanted the change. I still miss some things.”

You May Begin Reconsidering the Decision
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Grief can make us look backward. Perhaps | retired too early. Perhaps we shouldn't have moved. Perhaps | should
have stayed another year. Sometimes reconsideration is useful. New information matters. People are allowed to
change their minds. But missing something is not, by itself, new evidence.

Before turning grief into a verdict, perhaps ask:
Do I believe the decision was wrong - or am I experiencing the losses that came with a
decision I still believe was right?

Those are different questions.

The Right Decision Can Still Hurt

We sometimes imagine a correct decision should produce peace. Maybe eventually. But good decisions can
contain real loss. Leaving work that no longer fits can hurt. Selling a beloved house that is no longer practical can
hurt. Stepping away from a responsibility you cannot continue carrying can hurt. Watching someone you raised
become independent can hurt. Choosing something does not anesthetize you against its consequences.

Pain is not always evidence that you chose badly.

Sometimes it is evidence that something mattered.
You May Miss Being the Person Who Was Needed

Perhaps you wanted fewer responsibilities. Then people stopped needing you in the same way. That can feel
wonderful. And strangely unsettling.

You spent years saying:

“Can someone please handle this without me?”
Then they do. Excellent.

Also:

Oh.

Being needed may have been exhausting. It may also have told you something about your place in other people's
lives. The challenge now is not necessarily to make yourself indispensable somewhere else. It may be learning that
your value does not depend entirely on being necessary.

You May Miss the Identity More Than the Work

You may not want another meeting as long as you live.

But perhaps you miss saying:
I'm a teacher. I'm an engineer. I'm the director. I'm a nurse. I'm working on the project.
I'm raising my children. I'm caring for my mother.

Arole can end before the identity built around it knows what happened.

For years, the answer to Who am I? included something that is no longer true in the same way.

That takes time to absorb.

You May Miss the Future You Expected Inside the Old Life

Sometimes we don't only grieve what existed. We grieve what would have happened next. You leave an
organization and later hear about a project you would have loved. Move away and miss a neighborhood
celebration. Your children leave home and family life continues developing somewhere you are no longer at the
center of it.

You may think:
I would have been there.
Perhaps. But every decision closes possibilities as well as opening them. That does not make the decision wrong. It
makes decisions consequential.
Choice Does Not Give You Control Over the Emotional Aftermath

This can be humbling. You did the research. Made the spreadsheet. Talked it through. Prayed. Planned. Prepared.
Decided. Surely your emotions received the memo. Apparently not.
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You cannot always decide in advance how a change will feel once you are living inside it. Information before a
transition is not the same as experience after it. You made the best decision you could from where you stood.
Now you are learning what that decision actually feels like.

Anticipatory Grief Doesn't Prevent Later Grief

Perhaps you knew the ending was coming. You counted down the final months. Said goodbye. Took photographs.
Marked the last day. Maybe you cried before the transition happened. Then you assumed you had already done
the grieving.

But anticipation and absence are different experiences. Knowing the office will no longer be yours is different from
someone else sitting there. Knowing your child is leaving is different from walking past the empty room. Knowing
you are moving is different from realizing you will never again unlock that particular front door as your own. You
can prepare for change.

You cannot completely pre-experience it.
Sometimes the Grief Arrives Late

At first, you may be busy. Moving boxes. Paperwork. Celebrations. Retirement parties. New routines. Practical
decisions. Everyone asking how wonderful everything is. You may feel wonderful. Then three months later you
hear a song. Or drive the old route. Or realize it's Monday morning and nobody is expecting you.

There it is. That does not mean you were in denial. Sometimes life becomes quiet enough for us to notice what
changed.

You Do Not Have to Immediately Fix the Sadness

This is especially important when the transition was positive. Because sadness feels out of place, you may want to
remove it. Make plans. Travel. Volunteer. Join something. Set goals. Find your purpose. Start a business. Become
the most impressively transitioned woman anyone has ever encountered.

Or perhaps -
feel sad today.
Missing something does not automatically create an assignment.
You Don't Need to Prove the Decision Was Right by Being Happy
This can become another performance. You told everyone you were leaving. Moving. Retiring. Changing careers.
So now you feel pressure to demonstrate:

Best decision I ever made!
Maybe it was. You still don't have to be delighted every minute. A sound decision does not need continuous
emotional confirmation. You are allowed to have a miserable Thursday without reopening the entire case.
You Also Don't Need to Prove the Old Life Mattered by Remaining Sad
The reverse can happen too. You begin enjoying the new life. A new routine develops. You make friends. Sleep
better. Become interested in something. Then perhaps guilt arrives.

Was the old life really important if I'm okay without it2
Yes.

Something does not have to remain painful in order to remain meaningful. You can love what was and enjoy what
is. There is no betrayal in that.

The New Life May Contain Things You Couldn't See From the Old One

Not because the transition happened “for a reason.” We are not sneaking that in through the side door. But new
circumstances create new possibilities. Perhaps you discover that you like quiet mornings. Or working differently.
Or living somewhere smaller. Or having fewer obligations. Perhaps a friendship deepens. A forgotten interest
returns. You begin doing something that would never have fit into the previous structure. Those things do not
justify the losses.

They simply belong to what is here now.

You Are Allowed to Like What Came After

Without making what came before a mistake. This is another unnecessary binary. Old life good, new life bad.
Or:

Old life bad, new life good.
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Perhaps both contain things you value. Perhaps you are deeply glad you made the change. Perhaps you would
make the same decision again. And perhaps there are evenings when you would give almost anything to sit inside
one ordinary hour of the old life.

That does not require resolution.
You Don't Have to Reinvent Yourself to Justify the Transition

There is considerable cultural enthusiasm for this. Retirement becomes your second act. The empty nest becomes
reinvention. Moving becomes adventure. Career change becomes transformation. Apparently everyone must
emerge from transition with a new haircut, a business plan, and reservations somewhere in Tuscany. Perhaps you
will reinvent yourself.

But you do not owe the transition a dramatic outcome.
Maybe you simply become more fully the person who is here.
Some Things Can Come With You

You do not have to abandon everything associated with the old life. Keep the friendships that remain reciprocal.
Use the skills. Tell the stories. Continue the traditions that still fit. Carry the knowledge. Keep the coffee mug. You
are not required to perform a complete emotional estate sale simply because your circumstances changed.

Some things still belong to you.
Some Things Can Stay Behind

Other things may have completed their work. A title. A responsibility. A pace. A relationship based entirely on
proximity. An expectation. A version of yourself organized around being indispensable. You do not have to
preserve everything because you are grieving some things. A transition can contain both carrying and releasing.

Perhaps You Are Not Regretting. You Are Integrating.

This distinction may help.

Regret says:
I wish I had chosen differently.

Integration may say:
I chose this. I understand why. I still believe it was right. And now I am discovering
everything the choice actually contained.

That includes the gains. The losses. The relief. The sadness. The unexpected. The things you would choose again.

The things you wish you could somehow have kept. That is not indecision. It may simply be a fuller understanding
of what happened.

You Are Allowed to Miss What You Chose to Leave

You don't have to return. You don't have to undo anything. You don't have to construct an argument proving why
you left. You don't need to make the old life worse so the new life can be legitimate. You can simply miss it.

Perhaps that is one of the gentlest forms of grief:
I chose to leave. I know why I left. I would probably make the same choice again. And
something there still mattered to me.

Your Choice and Your Grief Can Belong to the Same Story

Perhaps this is where we leave it. You wanted something to change. You made a choice. Or welcomed a transition
that was already coming. The new life arrived. And somewhere inside it, you discovered loss. Nothing about that
means you failed to understand yourself. Nothing about it means you made the wrong decision. Nothing about it
requires you to go back. You are simply encountering the full reality of change. Something ended. Something
began. Some things became easier. Some things became harder. Some things surprised you. Some things you
miss. Some things you absolutely do not.

And gradually you may be able to say:
I can be grateful for what is here without being grateful for every loss that brought me
here. I can miss what was without wanting to return to it. I can trust the choice I made
and still grieve what the choice cost.
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The transition does not need a unanimous emotional verdict.
It only needs enough room to become part of your life.

CONTINUE THE SERIES

Next: Who Are You When a Role That
Defined You Changes?

Sometimes the practical transition happens quickly. You retire. The children
leave. Caregiving ends. The position is gone. But the identity attached to the
role doesn't disappear on the same schedule. Next, we'll look at what
happens when the words you have used for years to explain who you are
suddenly become past tense - and why you don't need to immediately
replace them with something new.
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