LIFE TRANSITION

The Strange Space Between What
Was and What Comes Next

*You don't have to know what comes next to be here now.*

There is a period after some life transitions when the old life is clearly over, but the new life has not yet become
recognizable. You retired. Moved. Finished caregiving. Left a profession. The children left home. A long project
ended. The previous structure is gone. But nothing has quite taken its place.

You may wake up and think:
Now what?

Not dramatically. Just genuinely.
What does this day belong to now?
That space can feel empty. Unsettled. Sometimes lonely. Sometimes surprisingly peaceful.

And because human beings are not especially fond of uncertainty, there can be enormous pressure to fill it
quickly.
We Usually Prefer a Bridge to a Gap

We like transitions to look orderly. Old role. Brief adjustment period. New role. Old identity. Short period of
reflection. New identity. Perhaps a tasteful montage.

But real life often leaves a gap. The old structure stops functioning before anything new has had time to develop.
You may no longer know who needs you. What your week is organized around. What you are working toward.
Who you see regularly. What your next big thing is.

The absence of an answer can feel like a problem. It may simply mean you are between structures.
The In-Between Is Not the Same as Being Lost

This distinction matters. You may feel disoriented. That does not necessarily mean you have no direction. You may
simply no longer have the external cues that used to orient you. The calendar. The workplace. The school
schedule. The caregiving routine. The project plan. The people who expected you.

When those disappear, your internal sense of direction may take time to become audible again.
Disorientation after change is not always evidence that you are going the wrong way.
Sometimes the old landmarks are simply gone.

Empty Space Can Feel Much Larger Than It Is
One unstructured afternoon can somehow begin representing the rest of your life.
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Is this what retirement is going to be? Am I going to feel like this forever? What am I
supposed to do now?
The mind is efficient at turning Tuesday into a permanent forecast. Perhaps Tuesday is simply Tuesday. The new

life has not accumulated enough repetition yet to feel like a life. It is still mostly open space. Open space can be
unnerving.

It is not necessarily a verdict.
You May Want to Fill the Space Immediately

Volunteer. Travel. Take a class. Join something. Start a business. Rearrange the house. Create a schedule. Take on
a project. Make a five-year plan. There may be nothing wrong with any of those things.

The question is:
Do I want this - or do I want the discomfort of not knowing to stop?

Those can look identical from the outside. Inside, they are different.
Activity Can Disguise Uncertainty

Busyness is very good at producing temporary coherence. If the calendar is full, the day has shape. If people need
you, you have a role. If there is a project, there is a direction. Perhaps that is exactly what you want.

But sometimes we rush to become useful again before we have had time to discover what we actually want from
this season.

The next role arrives before the previous one has even finished echoing.
Then months later:

How did I get this busy again?

An excellent question.
Other People May Be Very Helpful Here

Dangerously helpful. “What are you going to do now?” “Have you thought about volunteering?” “You should
consult.” “You'd be great on our board.” “You finally have time to travel.”

Apparently everyone has been quietly maintaining a file called Things You Should Do Once Your Previous Life
Ends. Their suggestions may be generous. They may even be good ideas. But you do not need to borrow someone
else's certainty because your own has not arrived yet.

You Are Allowed to Say “l Don't Know”

This phrase has terrible public relations. It sounds indecisive. Unprepared. Unmotivated. But sometimes it is
simply true.

What are you going to do next? / don't know.

What do you want retirement to look like? / don't know.

Do you want to move again? / don't know.

What is your purpose now? / really do not know.

That is not a moral failure. Sometimes “I don't know" is what reality sounds like before enough information has
accumulated.

You May Miss Having a Script

Old roles often came with scripts. Monday means this. At 8:00, go there. When someone asks this, do that. The
new life may have fewer instructions.

Freedom sounds wonderful until you realize freedom also requires choice.

What time do | get up? What do | want to do today? Do | want to join this? Do | care about that anymore? Who am |
if no one tells me where | need to be?

It can be easier to complain about a script than to live without one.
Freedom Can Feel Like Responsibility

This is one of transition's quieter surprises. You finally get to choose. And now you have to choose. There is no
administrator issuing the schedule. No child establishing the rhythm. No caregiving routine. No project deadline.
The freedom itself can feel demanding.
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You may discover that choice requires a different kind of energy than obligation.
That can take practice.
You May Be Grieving the Loss of Forward Momentum

Some roles create obvious progression. Promotion. Graduation. The children advancing through school.
Treatment plans. Project milestones. Deadlines. Then the transition happens.

There is no next rung. No next semester. No next deliverable.
You may think:
Am I moving forward?
Perhaps the metaphor itself no longer fits. Not every season needs to be measured by advancement. Sometimes
there is development without ocbvious movement. Sometimes there is rest. Sometimes there is simply life.
You May Feel as Though Everyone Else Is Moving

People go to work. Children build lives. Former colleagues continue with projects. Neighbors leave in the morning.
The world maintains schedules.

Meanwhile you are standing in your kitchen at 10:17 wondering whether you should do laundry. This can create a
strange feeling of having stepped outside ordinary time. You haven't. Your rhythm changed.

That is different.
The Old Life May Still Be Calling

Perhaps you keep checking work email. Following the organization. Offering advice. Calling the adult child about
things they did not ask you to manage. Watching the old project from a distance. This is understandable.

The old role still knows how to give you a place. The new life doesn't yet. But continuing to perform a role that has
ended can delay your ability to notice what else is here. Not because you must sever everything.

Because attention has limits.
The New Life May Feel Too Quiet to Count

Perhaps nothing dramatic is happening. You read. Walk. Cook. See a friend. Take care of the house. Think. Rest.
That may feel like absence after a life full of visible responsibilities.

But quiet does not mean empty. It may simply mean that significance is no longer arriving with a title attached.
Rest Can Feel Suspicious
Especially after years of responsibility. You sit down.
Then immediately think:

I should be doing something.
What? Something. Anything. Useful. Productive. Apparently the universe may collapse if you spend forty-five
minutes looking out the window.

Perhaps you are tired. We have already discovered that possibility. Rest does not always need to be justified by
future productivity. Sometimes you are resting because you are a living organism and living organisms require it.

Revolutionary.
You May Not Know What You Enjoy Anymore
This can happen when a role has organized your time for years.

What do you like doing? You may genuinely not know. You knew what fit into the available hour. What the family
enjoyed. What the job permitted. What the caregiving schedule allowed. Now there is more choice.

And preference has become oddly difficult to locate. You do not need to convert this into another assessment.
Perhaps notice what catches your attention. Curiosity may arrive before certainty.

Curiosity Can Be Enough for a While
You don't need a passion. Or a purpose. Or a calling.
Perhaps:

That's interesting.

is enough.
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You read about something. Try something once. Talk to someone. Plant something. Take a different route. Attend
something and decide you never want to do it again. Useful information.

Curiosity does not demand commitment. It allows the new life to gather data.

You Are Allowed to Try Things Without Turning Them Into Your Next Identity

You take a class. Apparently you are now learning pottery. You do not have to become A Potter. You volunteer.
You do not need to become The Volunteer. You write something. No author platform required. You grow
tomatoes. No agricultural enterprise necessary.

You can participate in something without immediately asking it to tell you who you are. That is a remarkably
spacious way to live.

Some Experiments Will Be Wrong

Wonderful. You join something. Hate it. Leave. Take a class. Bored. Try a routine. Doesn't work. Agree to a project
and discover you absolutely do not want another project.

This is not wasted effort. You are learning what fits. The old life gave you years of information about yourself.
The new one has had considerably less time.
You May Be Afraid of Wasting Time

This can become especially powerful later in life. There is a sense: | don't have years to figure this out. Perhaps.
Time is real.

But urgency can push you into a life you don't actually want simply because doing something feels safer than not
knowing. Not every open month is wasted.

Sometimes space is what allows a more accurate next choice to emerge.
You Do Not Need to Optimize the Transition

There will always be advice. Best retirement routines. Perfect morning practices. How to reinvent yourself after
fifty. How to find purpose after sixty. Seven things successful empty nesters do before breakfast.

Apparently there is tremendous concern that you may accidentally live your own life incorrectly.
You are allowed to opt out of the optimization project. A transition is not a performance review.
You May Discover That You Want Less

This can be surprising. You expected the next season to contain more. More travel. More projects. More social
activity. More achievement.

Then discover:
| want fewer obligations. More quiet. Smaller circles. More control over my time. Less responsibility.

That is not necessarily withdrawal. Perhaps you have already had a great deal of “more.” The next season may not
need to imitate the scale of the last one.

Or You May Discover That You Want Something Enormous
Perhaps the opposite happens. A project appears. An idea. A business. A cause. A degree.
Something that makes you think:

Oh.

You do not need to suppress that because everyone told you this season was supposed to be restful. Nor do you
need to turn it immediately into a strategic plan. Interest can be allowed to become interest before becoming
obligation.

You Are Allowed to Be Between Purposes

This phrase may make some people nervous. Purpose has become something we are apparently required to
possess at all times. But perhaps purposes change.

Something organized twenty years. Then ended. Another has not yet emerged. That does not make the interval
meaningless. You remain a person of value while your next major contribution remains unknown.

You do not need an active mission statement to justify being alive.

The In-Between May Contain Grief
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This is important. You may feel restless and assume you need a plan. Perhaps some of the restlessness is grief.
The old structure is gone. The new one has not formed. You miss knowing where you belong. Miss being expected.
Miss having an answer.

Sometimes the solution to grief is not faster planning. Sometimes grief first needs recognition.
It May Also Contain Relief

No schedule. No one waiting. No deadline. No need to decide today. Perhaps this feels delicious. Then guilt
appears.

Surely you should be doing more. According to whom?
Perhaps relief deserves some time too. You do not need to transform every liberated hour into productive activity.
This Space Can Reveal Things the Old Life Hid

Not because transition is a gift. Simply because different conditions reveal different information. You may notice
how tired you are. How much you enjoy solitude. How much you miss collaboration. How important structure
actually was. How little you care about status now. How much you still care about contribution. What relationships
remain when proximity disappears. What interests return when responsibility loosens.

You could not necessarily know these things from inside the old structure. Now you can observe.
You Do Not Need to Rush to Interpret What You Notice

You enjoy being alone for three weeks. Does this mean you are now an introvert? Probably not necessary to
decide.

You miss work one morning. Does this mean retirement was a mistake? No.

You become obsessed with gardening. Have you found your calling? Let's give it until after the zucchini season.
Experience first. Meaning can arrive later.

The New Structure May Grow Rather Than Be Designed

This is perhaps one of the gentler possibilities. One friend calls regularly. You start walking at a particular time. A
class happens on Thursday. You volunteer twice a month. A project catches your attention. Saturday develops a
rhythm. Nobody held a strategic planning retreat. Life simply began organizing itself around what mattered.

Structure can emerge through participation. You do not always have to impose it in advance.
Ordinary Repetition Creates Belonging

The same coffee shop. The same walking route. The person you see at yoga. The neighbor who waves. The
volunteer shift. The weekly phone call. Over time, these repeated things begin becoming your life. They seem
insignificant at first.

Then one day you realize:
Oh. This is what Wednesday looks like now.

That matters. Belonging often arrives without a ceremony.
You Are Not Behind Because the New Life Isn't Formed Yet
There is no schedule saying:

Three months after retirement: identity complete. Six months after move: community established. One year after
empty nest: fully actualized. Transitions take the time they take. Some circumstances settle quickly.

Others don't.

You may have multiple transitions occurring at once. The idea that you should already know who you are and what
comes next is often someone else's timetable imposed on your life.

You can decline it.
You Can Let the Space Be Space

Not vacancy. Not failure. Not evidence that something is missing from you. Space. The old life ended. Something
else has not fully arrived.

You can grieve. Rest. Notice. Try. Refuse. Become interested. Become bored. Change your mind. Let ordinary days
accumulate.

You do not have to name the season before living it.
The In-Between Is Part of the Life
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Perhaps this is the most important point. We talk about transition as though the in-between were a hallway
connecting two real rooms. Get through it. Then life resumes. But you are alive in the hallway too. These months
count. The uncertain Tuesdays count. The afternoon when you have no idea what to do counts. The experiment
that fails. The long nap. The coffee with someone. The morning when something suddenly interests you.

This is not waiting for life.
This is life.
You Don't Have to Know What Comes Next to Be Here Now

Perhaps the old identity no longer fits. The future is unclear. There are things you miss. Things you are relieved to
have left. Things other people think you should do.

And somewhere underneath all of it, perhaps a quieter question is beginning to appear.
Not:
What is my next big thing?
But:
What is here?
Today. This week. This season. What needs attention? What interests you? Who is present? What feels like too
much? What would you like less of? What keeps drawing your eye?
You do not have to turn the answers into a plan.
Just notice.
What Was Is Gone. What Comes Next Is Not Yet Known. You Are Still Here.

Perhaps that is enough orientation for the in-between. You do not need to fill it. Escape it. Optimize it. Explain it.
Call it your chrysalis period. Please don't.

You can simply acknowledge:
The old structure has ended. I don't yet know what will replace it - or whether
anything needs to. Some of this feels like grief. Some feels like relief. Some simply
feels unfamiliar. And I am allowed to live here while the next part of my life takes
shape.

Not passive. Not waiting. Participating.
But without requiring the future to introduce itself before you are permitted to inhabit the present.

Next: You Don't Have to Become the Person
You Were Before

Transitions often create another kind of pressure: getting back to yourself.
But which self? The one who lived inside the old role, old place, old
schedule, or old circumstances? Next, we'll look at why returning may not
be possible - or even desirable - and what it means to let who you are now
emerge without treating change as evidence that something has gone
wrong.
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