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LIFE TRANSITION

CHAPTER 6

When Other People Think You
Should Be Happy

*Your experience does not require consensus.*

Some life transitions arrive with an audience. You retire. The children leave home. You move somewhere new. You
finish caregiving. You leave a difficult job. You change careers. People smile. Congratulate you. Tell you how
exciting this is.
“You must be thrilled.” “You finally have time for yourself.” “You're free!” “This is going to be such a wonderful
chapter.”
Perhaps they mean every word. Perhaps part of you agrees. And still, somewhere underneath the congratulations,
there is grief. That can be a lonely place to stand.
Because when everyone else has decided this is good news, sadness can begin to feel like bad manners.
Other People Often See the Outcome, Not the Transition
They see:
Retirement. Freedom. A new house. Independent children. The end of a difficult responsibility.
You experienced everything required to get there. The last day. The emptied office. The child leaving. The familiar
route you no longer drive. The caregiving routines that suddenly stopped. The people you no longer see. The role
that no longer describes you. The loss of a future you thought would look different. Other people may see the
destination. You are still experiencing the crossing.
Those are different vantage points.
Happiness May Be True
Perhaps you are happy. This matters. We do not need to replace forced optimism with forced sadness. You may
genuinely love retirement. Feel relieved. Enjoy the new home. Be proud of your children. Feel lighter than you
have in years.
And grieve.
The problem is not that people notice the good. The problem comes when the good is treated as evidence that the
loss should no longer matter.

Happiness does not cancel grief any more than grief cancels happiness.
“But This Is What You Wanted”
This sentence can land strangely.
Yes.
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You wanted it. You may have worked very hard for it. That does not mean you wanted every consequence. You
wanted to retire. You did not necessarily want to stop seeing people who had been part of your daily life for
twenty years. You wanted your child to become independent. You did not necessarily want the kitchen to become
quiet at the exact hour you once heard the front door. You wanted caregiving to end. You did not want the entire
structure of your life to disappear overnight. You wanted to move. You did not want every familiar relationship to
become long-distance.

Wanting the transition does not mean wanting every loss contained within it.
Other People May Be Trying to Reassure You
Sometimes they hear your sadness and immediately begin looking for evidence that everything is actually fine.
“But you love the new house.” “You were so tired of that job.” “At least the kids are doing well.” “Now you can
travel.”
Perhaps.
They are trying to orient you toward what remains good. That can be kind. But sometimes what you needed was
not orientation away from the grief. You already know the good things.
You may simply need someone to recognize:

Yes. And you lost something too.
The Travel Recommendation Appears Again
There is apparently a national conviction that every life transition can be resolved by changing latitude.
Retired? Travel.
Empty nest? Travel.
Caregiving ended? Definitely travel.
Perhaps travel is wonderful. Perhaps it is your favorite thing in the world. Perhaps you have absolutely no interest
in it whatsoever. The issue is not travel.
It is the assumption that an exciting activity should replace an emotional reality. You do not need an itinerary. You
may need acknowledgment.
People May Be Uncomfortable With Mixed Emotions
We like clean stories. She retired and is delighted. The children left and now she has freedom. She moved and
loves her new life. Caregiving ended and she can finally relax. Mixed emotion complicates the narrative.

I'm glad. And I'm sad. I'm relieved. And I miss it. I chose this. And something important
ended.

That can make other people uneasy because there is nothing obvious to fix. Reality is simply more complicated
than the story.
Other People May Hear Grief as Regret
You say:
“I miss work.”
They hear:
“I shouldn't have retired.”
You say:
“The house feels strange without the kids.”
They hear:
“I don't want my children to grow up.”
You say:
“I miss my old neighborhood.”
They hear:
“Moving was a mistake.”
Perhaps none of that is what you mean.
Sometimes:
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I miss it
means exactly that.
You miss it. No corrective action required.
You Are Allowed to Miss Something Without Reopening the Decision
This is a useful boundary with yourself too. You do not have to reconsider retirement every time you miss a
colleague. You do not need to search real-estate listings in your old town because you had a sad afternoon. You do
not need to pull the adult children back into your household because you miss family dinner.
Grief does not always ask for reversal. Sometimes it asks for recognition.

This mattered. I miss it. And I am still moving forward.
Other People May Be Envious
This can complicate things. Someone still working may look at retirement and think:

I would give anything for that.
Someone caring for children may envy your quiet house. Someone caregiving may long for the freedom you now
have. Someone living somewhere difficult may think your move looks idyllic. Their longing is real. It also does not
determine your emotional experience.
A circumstance can be desirable from the outside and still contain loss for the person living it.
Privilege Does Not Eliminate Grief
Perhaps you know you are fortunate. You have enough money to retire. Your children are healthy enough to leave
home. You chose where to move. The caregiving ended under circumstances that were as peaceful as they could
be. Gratitude for those realities may be genuine.
But grief is not reserved for people whose circumstances contain no advantages.

You can recognize privilege without requiring yourself to become emotionally simple.
You May Start Censoring Yourself
After enough enthusiastic responses, you may stop saying anything.
When someone asks:
“How are you enjoying retirement?”
you say:
“Great!”
“How's the new house?” “Wonderful!”
“Isn't it nice having the kids grown?” “Yes!”
Perhaps all of those answers contain truth. They may not contain all of it. There is nothing wrong with choosing
not to have a deep conversation every time someone asks a casual question. But notice if you begin believing the
more complicated answer is somehow illegitimate.
It isn't.
Not Everyone Needs the Full Answer
This can be freeing. The grocery-store acquaintance does not need your existential reflection on post-retirement
identity.
“It's going well” may be plenty.
Someone closer may get:
“I like it. I'm also surprised by how much I miss parts of my old life.”
And perhaps one person gets the whole thing. The relief. The grief. The uncertainty. The disappointment. The
strange feeling that you no longer know what Wednesday is for.
Different relationships can hold different levels of truth.
You May Need Someone Who Doesn't Immediately Improve the Story
There is a particular kind of companion who can hear:
“I miss it.”
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and not say:
“But look at everything you have now.”
Who can hear:
“I thought this would feel different.”
without immediately producing a plan.
Who can tolerate:
“I am happy, and I am grieving.”
without deciding one of those feelings must be inaccurate.
That person is valuable. They do not need to understand the transition perfectly. They simply need enough room
inside themselves to let your experience remain complicated.
Your Grief Is Not an Insult to the New Life
This is important. Missing the old house does not insult the new one. Missing your work does not mean retirement
is failing. Missing the role does not mean you reject the freedom that followed it.
You do not have to protect the present from your affection for the past.
Both belong to you.
Nor Is Your Happiness a Betrayal of What Came Before
This can emerge later. Perhaps you begin truly enjoying the new life. You sleep later. Develop a routine. Make
friends. Find something interesting. Then perhaps you feel a small pang.

I'm doing fine without it.
That does not mean the previous life mattered less than you thought. Something can have been profoundly
meaningful and still not require your permanent sadness.

The past does not need your suffering to prove that it existed.
Other People May Want a Timeline
“How long have you been retired now?” “How long ago did you move?” “The kids have been gone for a year, right?”
Time becomes evidence.
Surely by now...
But grief attached to transition does not run according to a standard schedule. Sometimes you do not even
discover a loss until months later. A season arrives. A former routine would have happened. Someone retires who
reminds you of your own ending. You realize another piece is gone.
Understanding can unfold long after the external transition is complete.
You May Feel Pressure to Be Productive With Your Freedom
Now you have time! What are you going to do with it?
Volunteer? Travel? Consult? Exercise? Write? Learn a language? Start a business?
Apparently unstructured time is an emergency. Perhaps you genuinely want to fill some of it. But freedom does
not create an obligation to optimize every hour. You do not need to produce enough activity to prove the
transition was worthwhile.
You May Feel Pressure to Find Your Purpose
This deserves its own section.
A role ends and immediately:
“What is your purpose now?”
That is a remarkably large question to hand someone who is still figuring out what time she likes to eat breakfast.
Purpose may matter. But perhaps there is a period when life does not need a grand organizing mission.
There can be value in:
Relationship. Curiosity. Contribution. Rest. Pleasure. Learning. Ordinary responsibility.
You do not have to replace an old purpose before you have even finished understanding what the old role meant.
You May Be Happier Than Other People Think You Should Be
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There is an opposite version of this problem too. Perhaps you adjust surprisingly well. Someone expects
devastation. You feel relief. Someone expects you to miss the old life constantly. You don't. Perhaps you feel guilty.
Shouldn't this be harder?
There is no required amount of grief.
You do not need to manufacture sadness to honor a long season of life. Just as you do not owe people happiness,
you do not owe them suffering.
Other People May Need the Transition to Mean Something
“You've earned this.” “This is your time.” “Now you get to discover yourself.” “This is the beginning of your best
chapter.”
Perhaps.
But sometimes people rush toward meaning because uncertainty makes them uncomfortable.
You are allowed to say:
“I don't know what this season is yet.”
That is not pessimism. It is accuracy.
You Don't Have to Defend the Grief
Perhaps someone truly does not understand. You explain. They respond with another bright side. You explain
again. Eventually you may realize: They are not going to get it. That's okay. You do not need to turn your transition
into a legal case. You are allowed to stop presenting evidence that something mattered.

Your experience does not require consensus.
You Don't Have to Defend the Happiness Either
Maybe someone thinks you should be devastated. You are not. Perhaps the caregiving ended and the dominant
emotion is relief. Perhaps retirement feels wonderful. Perhaps the empty nest feels peaceful. That is allowed too.
There is no correct transition performance. The experience belongs to the person living it.
“Should” Is Often the Wrong Question
Should I be happier? Should I be sadder? Should I feel more grateful? Should I have adjusted by now?
Perhaps a different question is more useful:

What am I actually experiencing?
Not what the transition is supposed to feel like. Not what everyone else expects.
What is true? Relief? Sadness? Freedom? Loneliness? Interest? Exhaustion? Uncertainty? All of the above?
Start there.
You Can Let Your Experience Be Larger Than the Story Other People Have About It
Everyone may have a version. You're retired. You're free. You're starting over. You're entering your next chapter.
You're finally putting yourself first. Maybe.
But you are not required to live inside somebody else's headline. Your experience can contain things that don't fit
the story. Loss. Unexpected relief. Boredom. Joy. Regret. No regret whatsoever. A changing identity. A future you
have not yet imagined.
You Do Not Have to Make the Transition Look Good
This can be liberating. The move does not need to become the best thing you ever did. Retirement does not need
to be glorious. The empty nest does not need to become a self-discovery retreat. You do not need photographs
proving how beautifully you transitioned.
Life rarely unfolds as a promotional brochure. You are allowed to simply live it.
You Can Become Less Available for Other People's Expectations
Perhaps someone thinks you should travel. Someone else thinks you should volunteer. Another thinks you should
rest. Everyone has advice.
Eventually you may find yourself asking:

What do I actually want?
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That question can feel strange when roles and responsibilities have answered it for years. You do not have to
know immediately. But perhaps other people's expectations can become quieter while your own experience
becomes easier to hear.
What You Feel Is Not a Verdict
This may be worth remembering. Sadness does not mean the transition was wrong. Happiness does not mean the
old life did not matter. Relief does not mean you did not care. Loneliness does not mean you made a mistake.
Uncertainty does not mean you lack direction. Feelings tell you something about your experience.
They do not necessarily deliver the final interpretation.
Perhaps You Can Say Both
Maybe this becomes your answer.
“I am glad I retired, and I miss my work.” “I love living here, and I miss home.” “I am proud of my children, and I
miss having them here.” “I am relieved caregiving has ended, and I'm grieving the life that ended with it.” “I wanted
this change, and some parts of it hurt.”
There is something steady about refusing to make one truth eliminate another.
You Don't Need Permission to Feel What Is Already True
Other people may understand eventually. Or not.
Perhaps someone who once said, “You should be thrilled,” will reach a transition of her own someday and
suddenly understand. That happens.
But you do not need to wait for it.
You can acknowledge:

This is a good change in some ways. This contains loss in some ways. I am allowed to
experience both.

No defense required.
You Are Allowed to Live the Transition From the Inside
Other people see a category. Retirement. Empty nest. Move. Career change. You live the details. The changed
mornings. The absent people. The new freedoms. The unexpected fatigue. The quiet. The relief. The things that
make you laugh. The things you miss. The things you absolutely do not miss. That interior reality belongs to you.
Perhaps the transition will eventually become mostly joyful. Perhaps it will remain mixed. Perhaps the feelings will
change several times.
You do not need to perform the version that makes the most sense to everyone else.

You are allowed to experience the life you actually have - not the emotional response
other people think should accompany it.

And perhaps that gives you enough room for the next question.
Not:

How should I feel about this?
But:

What is it like to actually be here?
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CONTINUE THE SERIES

Next: The Strange Space Between What
Was and What Comes Next
The old structure has ended. The new one has not fully formed. That space
can feel empty, disorienting, and sometimes frightening enough that we
rush to fill it with plans, roles, projects, or somebody else's idea of what we
should do next. Next, we'll explore the in-between - not as a problem to
escape, but as a real part of transition where you may not need to know yet
what comes next.



