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LIFE TRANSITION

CHAPTER 2

Grieving the Life You Used to Have
*We are grieving an entire way of living.*

Sometimes after a major life transition, people ask what you miss. You may not know how to answer.
The job? Not exactly.
The house? Parts of it.
Having children at home? Yes. And no.
The responsibilities? Good heavens, no.
And yet you miss something. Perhaps many things. Not necessarily enough to want the old life back. But enough
to feel its absence. Sometimes we are not grieving one identifiable loss.

We are grieving an entire way of living.
A Life Is Made of More Than Its Major Events
When we describe a previous season of life, we tend to use large categories.

When I was working. When the children were home. Before we moved. When I was
caregiving. Before I retired.

But you did not experience that life as a category. You experienced it at 7:15 on Wednesday morning. There was
somewhere to go. Something to remember. Someone to call. A route you drove. A person you saw. A problem that
needed solving. Something irritating you in the refrigerator. An ordinary collection of habits, responsibilities,
relationships, places, expectations, and interruptions made up your days. Then something changed.
The category ended.
And thousands of small things ended with it.
You May Not Know What You Miss Until You Encounter Its Absence
Perhaps months later you drive past somewhere familiar. Hear a particular song. See school supplies in August.
Notice the light changing in the fall. Wake up and, for half a second, think you need to be somewhere you no
longer go. You weren't consciously grieving that part of your old life.
Then suddenly:

Oh.
There it is. Grief sometimes reveals itself through absence. You notice what mattered because something that
once belonged to ordinary life is no longer there.
You May Miss the Rhythm More Than the Responsibility
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Perhaps you absolutely do not miss getting up at 5:30. You do not miss traffic. Meetings. Packing lunches.
Scheduling appointments. Managing medications. Driving everyone everywhere. You may have spent years
dreaming about the day those responsibilities would end.
But responsibilities create rhythm. Morning looked like morning because certain things happened. Tuesday had a
shape. The week had landmarks.
When the responsibility disappears, the burden may disappear too. So does the rhythm built around it. You can be
grateful for the relief and still miss knowing what Tuesday was for.
You May Even Miss the Commute You Hated
Not the traffic. Let's not become sentimental. But perhaps the commute contained things you did not notice at the
time. A transition between home and work. The radio program you always heard. A coffee shop. The same trees
changing through the seasons. Time alone. The moment when you mentally left work behind before walking into
the house. Then you retire or begin working somewhere else.
You never have to make that miserable drive again. Wonderful. And strangely, there are moments when you miss
it. Human beings are inconveniently complicated that way.
You May Miss People You Never Considered Friends
The receptionist. The neighbor across the street. The person at the coffee shop. The colleague whose office you
passed. Someone from another department you saw twice a week. The parent you talked with while waiting for
the children. The pharmacist who knew your name. You weren't necessarily close. Perhaps you never saw one
another outside that setting.
Then the setting disappeared. So did they. These small relationships can create a surprising amount of belonging.
Their loss may barely register individually. Together, they can change the social texture of your life.
Projects Can Create Their Own Little Worlds
Sometimes the transition is simply the end of something you were doing. A project. A committee. A class. A
volunteer effort. A temporary job. A team assembled for a particular purpose. For months or years, a group of
people may work closely together. There are inside jokes. Shared frustrations. People whose particular
competence you learn to rely on. Someone always knows the answer to one kind of problem. Someone else can
make everyone laugh when things go sideways. You may know from the beginning that the arrangement is
temporary.
Then the work is finished. Everyone congratulates one another. The project was successful. And everyone goes
home. There may be no reason to remain together. Nothing went wrong.

The thing you built together simply ended.
You are allowed to be sad about that. Even if you are a girl.
You May Miss Being Known Somewhere
This is a quiet loss. In your previous life, people knew you. They knew what you were good at. What irritated you.
Which questions to bring to you. How you took your coffee. What happened when you raised one eyebrow in a
meeting. You did not have to introduce yourself.
Then you enter a new environment. No one knows your history. Your competence. Your humor. Your stories. Your
place has not developed yet. You may not be lonely exactly.
You may miss being known without having to explain yourself.
You May Miss Knowing Where You Belonged
The old life gave you coordinates. Your chair. Your desk. Your side of the bed. Your place at the meeting. The
house everyone came to for Thanksgiving. The school pickup line. The office where people found you. The garden
you knew by heart. You knew where things were. You knew where you were.
A transition can remove those coordinates. That may be why something as ordinary as entering a new grocery
store can occasionally feel disproportionately tiring. It is not only groceries.
So many things that used to happen automatically now require orientation.
You May Miss Your Competence
We touched this in the last piece, but it deserves more room. Perhaps you spent decades becoming excellent at
something. Then the role ends. Your competence did not disappear.
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But the place where it was routinely visible did. No one asks you that question anymore. No one needs that
particular skill today.
Perhaps you once solved five problems before lunch and now find yourself standing in front of some unfamiliar
household device thinking:

How does this ridiculous thing work?
The contrast can be unsettling. You have not become less capable. Your capabilities simply need somewhere new
to live.
You May Miss Having a Reason to Get Dressed
This sounds trivial until it isn't. Work clothes. Church clothes. The clothes you wore to volunteer. The shoes you
always put on before walking to the bus stop. The ordinary preparation for participating somewhere.
Then participation changes. Perhaps no one cares what you're wearing today.
Freedom!
Also:

Huh.
Small rituals helped signal that you were entering the world. Sometimes we miss the ritual before we understand
what it represented.
You May Miss Being Expected
Someone noticed if you were late. A child called from another room. A colleague was waiting for your answer. The
dog, admittedly, may still maintain rigorous expectations.
But many human expectations disappear after a transition. People often describe this as freedom. It can be.
It can also feel like:

Does it matter whether I show up?
You may not want to be needed as intensely as you once were. But being expected somewhere can create a sense
of connection. There is grief when that disappears.
You May Miss the Person You Were in That Life
Perhaps this is the deeper loss. You were younger. Or healthier. Busier. More certain. More connected.
Professionally established. Raising children. Caring for someone. Part of a team. Living somewhere that felt like
home. Perhaps you don't actually want the circumstances back. You miss the person who existed inside them. This
can be difficult because she cannot simply be restored. Time moved. You changed. The world changed.

Sometimes we grieve not only the life we had, but the version of ourselves who lived it.
You May Also Be Relieved Not to Be Her Anymore
Both things can be true. Perhaps she was exhausted. Overextended. Responsible for everyone. Always rushing.
Financially strained. Living according to expectations she no longer accepts.
You may look at her with tenderness and think:

I miss her.
And also:

I could not live like that again.
That is not contradiction requiring resolution. It is a more complete account of your life.
You May Miss Things That Were Not Particularly Good
Familiarity has its own weight. The old house had problems. The job had become frustrating. The community was
limited. The role exhausted you. The project drove everyone slightly mad. Still, it was familiar. You knew how to live
there. We do not only attach to ideal circumstances. We attach to repeated life.
That is one reason leaving something imperfect can still produce grief.
The Old Life May Look Better From Here
Distance edits. The commute becomes picturesque. The children apparently never argued. Your colleagues were
delightful. The house never needed repairs. You certainly never stood in the kitchen saying, “I cannot keep doing
this.”
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Memory can soften edges.
That's okay.
You don't have to correct every pleasant memory by reminding yourself of everything that was difficult.
But neither must you conclude:

I was happier then.
Perhaps you were. Perhaps sometimes. Perhaps the old life contained things you miss and things you are
delighted never to do again. It is allowed to remain complicated.
Other People May Be Eager to Fill the Empty Space
Retired? Now you can travel!
Children left? Now you can travel!
Caregiving ended? Now you can travel!
Moved? Apparently you have already traveled, but perhaps you should continue. Travel seems to be assigned
extraordinary curative powers in our culture.
Maybe you love traveling. Wonderful. Maybe you would rather plant tomatoes.
Also wonderful.
The important question is not:

What do people like me do next?
It may eventually be:

What belongs in my life now?
Those are very different questions.
You Don't Have to Replace the Old Life With an Equally Impressive New One
Perhaps your former life was full. Career. Family. Responsibilities. Community. Deadlines. People. Activity. The new
life may look quieter.
That does not automatically make it smaller. A quieter life can contain enormous depth. And perhaps it will
become busy again. You don't know. You are not required to replace every lost role with a corresponding new one.
You are allowed to discover what actually fits.
You May Be Tempted to Recreate the Structure
This makes sense. Join three organizations. Volunteer. Take a class. Start a project. Schedule every morning.
Perhaps some of those things will become part of your life. But notice whether you are choosing them because
you want them - or because empty space feels frightening.
Not every open hour is a vacancy requiring immediate occupancy. Sometimes it is simply space that has not yet
acquired its new shape.
Grief Can Help You Notice What You Want to Carry Forward
Perhaps there were things in the old life that genuinely nourished you. Regular contact with people. Meaningful
work. Learning. A sense of contribution. Physical activity. Solitude during the commute. Being part of a team. A
particular family ritual. Grief can help you recognize what mattered. Not so you can reproduce the old life exactly.
But so you can ask:

What belonged to that life - and what actually belongs to me?
That distinction can become important.
Some Things Belonged to the Circumstances
The office. The school schedule. The neighborhood. The job title. The caregiving routine. The team. The house.
Those may be gone. But perhaps other things remain yours. Your competence. Your humor. Your curiosity. Your
ability to build relationships. Your love of learning. Your capacity to contribute. Your hospitality. Your creativity.
Your ability to solve problems. A part of you that became visible in one life can still belong to you after that life
changes.
You Don't Have to Preserve Everything
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There may also be things you are happy to leave behind. Obligations. Roles. Expectations. Relationships that
existed primarily because of proximity. Ways you learned to behave in a particular environment. A pace that no
longer fits.
You are not required to carry the entire old life forward as evidence that it mattered. Some things completed their
purpose there. They can stay there.
You Can Let the Old Life Be Whole
Perhaps this is gentler than trying to decide whether it was good or bad. It was a life. There were wonderful things.
Difficult things. People you loved. People who drove you absolutely around the bend. Days you treasure. Days you
barely remember. Things you would repeat. Things you would not do again under any circumstances. You do not
need to reduce decades of living to a verdict.

That was my life.
Perhaps that is enough.
You Do Not Need to Become Who You Were
Sometimes grief creates a desire to get something back. Your old energy. Confidence. Social life. Identity. Sense of
purpose. Perhaps some of those things return. But the person who lived the old life existed at a particular
intersection of age, relationships, responsibilities, knowledge, circumstances, and time.
You cannot return there. That does not mean something has gone wrong. You are not failing to recover because
you are not becoming your previous self.
The New Life Will Eventually Have Ordinary Days Too
This is easy to forget. Right now the new life may feel unfamiliar. Empty. Unstructured. Temporary. You may keep
comparing it with something that accumulated meaning over twenty or thirty years. Of course the comparison is
unfair.
The new life has barely had time to put anything in the drawers. Give it ordinary days. A route you begin taking
without thinking. Someone you see regularly. A place where they know your order. A project. A chair. A Tuesday
that develops its own shape. Belonging often arrives quietly through repetition.
You Can Miss the Old Life While Participating in This One
You do not have to wait until you stop missing it. This matters. Perhaps a familiar season arrives and you think:

I miss that.
Then you continue with today. Not because the memory became less important. Because today is also real.

The past and present are allowed to belong to the same life.
One does not have to defeat the other.
Grieving Is Not the Same as Going Back
You may cry over something you would never choose again. Miss someone you do not need to reconnect with.
Remember a job you were absolutely ready to leave. Feel tender toward a version of yourself you do not want to
become again. Grief does not necessarily point backward.
Sometimes it simply turns toward what mattered and says:

Yes. That was important.
Then turns again.
Your Old Life Does Not Need to Disappear for This Life to Begin
Perhaps we imagine transition as replacement. Old life out. New life in. But human beings do not work that neatly.
We carry places. People. Skills. Memories. Habits. Stories. Losses. Parts of ourselves. Some things fade. Some
remain. Some become more precious. Some become funny. Some become things we cannot believe we once
tolerated.
The old life becomes part of the ground beneath this one. Not a place you must return to. Not something you
must overcome.
Part of your history.
You Are Allowed to Say You Miss It
Without apologizing.
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Without adding:
“But I'm really grateful.”
Without reassuring anyone that you're doing fine. Without immediately explaining what you're going to do next.
Perhaps today:

I miss my old life.
That sentence can stand by itself. Tomorrow you may be delighted with the new one. Both days belong to you.
What You Had Was a Life
Not a preliminary version. Not something that existed merely to prepare you for what came next. A real life. It
contained relationships. Work. Love. Frustration. Competence. Routine. Meaning. Ordinary afternoons. It deserves
acknowledgment precisely because you lived it. And now something has changed. You do not need to diminish
what came before in order to become available to what comes next.
You can say:

That was my life. There are things about it I miss. There are things I am relieved to
leave behind. There are parts of who I was then that still belong to me. And I am
learning what belongs in my life now.

Not replacing. Not erasing. Not recreating. Living. One ordinary day at a time.

CONTINUE THE SERIES

Next: When You Wanted the Change and
Still Feel Grief
Sometimes the transition is not merely something that happened. You
chose it. You worked toward it. Perhaps you counted the days until it
arrived. Then grief appears anyway. Next, we'll make room for one of the
more confusing realities of life transitions: You can know a change was
right, want the life you have now, and still grieve what you chose to
leave behind.



