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LIFE TRANSITION

CHAPTER 1

When Life Changes Even Though
Nothing Went Wrong
*Nothing had to go wrong for something to be lost.*

We tend to understand grief when something terrible happens. Someone dies. A marriage ends. A relationship
fractures. There is a diagnosis. A job is lost.
Something happens that clearly divides life into before and after. But sometimes life changes without a tragedy.
You retire. Move. Your children grow up. A long period of caregiving ends. You leave a job you were ready to leave.
Your financial circumstances change. A role that occupied much of your life is no longer yours. Perhaps you chose
the change. Perhaps you wanted it. Maybe you even celebrated it.
And then, somewhere inside the new life you wanted, you discover something unexpected.
Grief.
We Don't Always Recognize Grief When Nothing Went Wrong
This can be confusing.

Why am I sad? This is what I wanted. Everything is fine. I'm fortunate.
Perhaps all of those things are true. But grief does not require catastrophe. Sometimes grief simply means:

Something that mattered is no longer the way it was.
That is enough.
Change Almost Always Contains Loss
Even welcome change asks us to leave something behind. You move into a house you love. And never again live in
the house where your children grew up. You retire from work you were increasingly ready to leave. And lose the
daily conversations, competence, structure, professional identity, and place where people expected you every
morning. Your last child moves out. You are proud. Relieved, perhaps. And suddenly the house sounds different.
You finish years of caregiving.
The responsibility you desperately needed relief from is gone. So is the person you were while doing it. A new life
can arrive carrying something good in one hand and loss in the other.
Gratitude Does Not Cancel Grief
This is where people can become hard on themselves.

I should be grateful.
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Perhaps you are. Gratitude and grief are not competing for the same chair. You can love the new house and miss
the old neighborhood. Enjoy retirement and miss your work. Celebrate your child's independence and miss the
ordinary life you shared. Feel enormous relief that caregiving has ended and discover that you no longer know
what to do at 3:00 on a Tuesday. You do not need to choose which feeling is legitimate.

Being grateful for what is here does not require pretending nothing was lost.
Relief Can Live Here Too
Sometimes the emotion that creates the most confusion is relief. You are relieved the children are grown. Relieved
to leave the job. Relieved to move. Relieved that a demanding role has ended. Then you feel guilty.

If it mattered to me, shouldn't I miss it?
You can. And still be relieved. Relief does not mean the previous life was meaningless. It may simply mean
something was difficult. Human experience does not become more truthful when we permit ourselves only one
emotion at a time.
You May Miss Things You Complained About Constantly
This can be particularly annoying. The commute you hated. The noise. The school schedule. The meetings. The
responsibilities. The phone ringing. The person asking you the same question for the forty-seventh time.
You spent years thinking:

Someday I will not have to do this.
Someday arrives. And apparently you have feelings about that too. Of course you do. Something can be irritating
and familiar. Demanding and meaningful. Exhausting and beloved. You do not need to rewrite the past into
something wonderful merely because you miss parts of it now.
Ordinary Things Can Carry Enormous Meaning
Often what you miss is not the major event. It is Tuesday. The drive you always made. Someone sitting in the same
chair. Knowing what time you needed to leave the house. The familiar grocery store. Seeing the same people.
Packing lunch. Hearing the garage door. Having somewhere you were expected. The rhythm of a life can become
nearly invisible while we are living it. Then the rhythm changes.
And suddenly you can hear the silence where it used to be.
You May Be Grieving Structure
This is especially common after transitions that change daily life. Work ends. Caregiving ends. Children leave. You
relocate. A long project finishes. The old structure disappears. At first, freedom may feel wonderful.
Then:

What am I supposed to be doing?
That question does not necessarily mean you lack purpose. Human beings become oriented by repeated patterns.
We know where to be. What happens next. Who needs us. What Tuesday looks like. When those patterns
disappear, disorientation can feel surprisingly emotional. You may not be grieving the schedule itself. You may be
grieving the life that lived inside it.
You May Be Grieving Competence
This loss receives even less attention. Perhaps in your previous life, you knew exactly what you were doing. You
knew the systems. The people. The shortcuts. The expectations. You were competent. Then you move. Retire.
Change careers. Enter a new financial situation. Become an empty nester.
And suddenly ordinary things require thought again.
Where do I go? Who do I call? How does this work? What do people do here?
You have not become less capable. You are simply living somewhere your competence has not yet had time to
become familiar. That can feel like loss too.
You May Miss Being Needed
This can be difficult to admit. Perhaps you spent years wishing people needed you less. Then they do. Children
become independent. Employees stop calling. Someone else takes your position. Caregiving ends. People figure
things out without you. Wonderful.
Also:
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Oh.
Being needed can be exhausting. It can also become part of how we understand our place in the world. You are
allowed to miss being needed without needing everyone to become dependent on you again.
You May Be Grieving a Role
Mother of children at home. Caregiver. Teacher. Manager. Employee. Neighbor. Volunteer. Provider. Organizer.
The person who always handled that.
A role can become so integrated into identity that we barely notice it until it disappears.
Then someone asks:
“What do you do?”
And the answer you gave for twenty-five years no longer works. The transition may have changed more than your
schedule. It may have changed the language you used to describe yourself.
Other People May See Only the Good Part
“You must be so excited!” “You're free!” “You finally get to relax.” “You're going to love it there.” “You must be so
proud.”
Perhaps you are.
But their enthusiasm may leave nowhere to put:

I miss my old life.
You don't necessarily want it back. You aren't saying the change was a mistake. You simply miss something.
Other people do not have to understand the grief for the grief to be real.
You May Think Grieving Means You Made the Wrong Decision
This can create unnecessary confusion. You move and miss home.

Did I make a mistake?
You retire and miss work.

Should I have stayed?
You leave a role that was consuming you and miss the people.

Maybe I shouldn't have left.
Perhaps reconsideration is appropriate sometimes. But grief is not automatically evidence that a decision was
wrong.

Missing what you left does not necessarily mean you should return to it.
Sometimes it simply means something there mattered.
You May Be Grieving the Version of You Who Lived There
This can be deeper than missing the circumstances.
Who were you then?
Perhaps younger. Busier. Needed. Known. Professionally respected. Surrounded by family. Part of a community.
Certain of your role. The transition did not merely alter where you live or what you do. It changed the environment
in which a particular version of you existed. Sometimes what we miss is ourselves.
There May Be No Ritual for This
No funeral. No sympathy cards. No one brings dinner because you retired. Probably. No one marks the final
ordinary Tuesday before your child moves out. No ceremony acknowledges the last morning you drive a familiar
route. Life simply changes.
Then everyone begins talking about what comes next. Without a ritual, you may not realize that something
deserves acknowledgment. You do not need a public ceremony. But perhaps you are allowed to notice:

That part of my life ended.
You Do Not Have to Immediately Replace What Was Lost
This is where our culture becomes very enthusiastic.
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Retired? Volunteer! Travel! Start a business! Find your purpose! Empty nest? Rediscover yourself! Move? Join
everything! Career change? Build your personal brand!
Apparently no transition is allowed to exist for seventeen minutes before someone produces a development plan.
Maybe later.
But perhaps first you need to understand what changed. You do not have to fill every empty space before you
have even had time to notice what used to occupy it.
The In-Between Is a Real Place
The old life is no longer here. The new life is not entirely formed. That can feel unsettling. You may want to rush
through it. Create routines. Make plans. Decide who you are now.
But perhaps the uncertainty is not a problem requiring immediate correction. You are between familiar structures.
Of course you feel somewhat unsteady. The new life has not accumulated enough ordinary Tuesdays yet.
Give it some.
You Don't Have to Turn the Transition Into a Lesson
Perhaps eventually you learn something. Human beings usually do.
But you do not have to ask immediately:

What is this transition teaching me?
Perhaps today it is simply changing your life. You can experience something without converting it into curriculum.
And you certainly do not have to decide that every change happened for a reason. Sometimes life changes
because children grow up. Jobs end. People move. Bodies age. Circumstances change. Decisions get made. Reality
does not always arrive carrying an instructional label.
You Can Honor What Was Without Trying to Recreate It
Perhaps the old life was good. You are allowed to say so. You do not have to find flaws in it to justify moving
forward. You can miss people. Places. Routines. Roles. A younger version of yourself. The way the light came
through a particular window. An ordinary Wednesday you did not know would someday become precious. You can
let those things matter.
And still allow the new life to become something different.
What Came Before Does Not Need to Become Smaller
This may be the central shift. Sometimes we think moving forward requires reducing the importance of what came
before. It doesn't. Thirty years of work do not become less meaningful because you retired. Years of parenting do
not become less significant because the children grew up. A community does not become less beloved because
you moved. A demanding season does not become less consequential because it ended.
The past can retain its proper size.

Your life can become larger around it.
Something Can End Without Something Going Wrong
Perhaps this is what we do not say often enough. Some things end because they are complete. Some because
circumstances change. Some because time moves. Some because we choose differently.
There does not always need to be a villain. Or a mistake. Or a tragedy. Or someone to blame.
There can simply be:

That was my life. It mattered. And now my life is different.
There is grief in that.
And Something New Does Not Need to Justify the Loss
The new life does not have to be better. More exciting. More meaningful. More productive. More adventurous. You
do not have to create an extraordinary second act to prove that the transition was worthwhile.
Perhaps the new life eventually becomes deeply satisfying. Perhaps it becomes quieter. Perhaps stranger. Perhaps
larger in ways you cannot yet imagine.
You don't know. You are still living into it.
You Are Allowed to Grieve Without Wanting to Go Back
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This may be the sentence that makes room for everything else. You can miss the old life without wanting it
restored. You can grieve a role without wanting the responsibility back. You can miss a place without wanting to
live there again. You can miss who you were without wanting to become her again. You can love what came before
and remain curious about what comes next.

Grief is not always a request for restoration.
Sometimes it is simply acknowledgment:

This mattered to me. And now it has changed.
Your Life Is Not Waiting for You to Solve the Transition
It is already happening. Perhaps awkwardly. Perhaps slowly. Perhaps with too much empty space. Perhaps with
unexpected relief. Perhaps with tears that seem completely disproportionate to whatever ordinary thing
prompted them. Fine.
You do not need to resolve the entire transition before participating in today. Make lunch. Call someone. Take the
dog out. Plant something. Read. Rest. Figure out one unfamiliar thing. Let Tuesday begin accumulating its own
history.
Eventually, without deliberately constructing it, this life will contain familiar things too.
Nothing Had to Go Wrong for Something to Be Lost
Perhaps this is where we begin. Not with fixing. Not with reinvention. Not with deciding what the next chapter is
supposed to become. Recognition. Something changed. Something ended. Something was gained. Something may
have been lost. You may be grateful. Relieved. Sad. Excited. Lonely. Curious. Disoriented. Hopeful.
All in the same afternoon. Nothing has gone wrong merely because you have feelings about a life that mattered.

Not everything has to be a tragedy for there to be grief.
Sometimes life simply changes.
And before rushing toward whatever comes next, perhaps you can give yourself permission to say:

That was my life. It mattered. I am allowed to grieve what is no longer here. And I do
not have to know yet what this life will become.

CONTINUE THE SERIES

Next: Grieving the Life You Used to Have
A major transition can change much more than the obvious thing. Routines
disappear. Relationships shift. Places lose their role in your life. The small
structures that once told you where you belonged may no longer be there.
Next, we'll look more closely at the ordinary life contained inside what
changed - and why missing it does not mean you are failing to appreciate
the life you have now.



