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    For anyone navigating the quiet of an empty nest and the storm of a changing heart. May you rediscover yourself, your joy, and your purpose. 

      

    


​When Divorce and the Empty Nest Collide

​Introduction: My Story & Why I Wrote This Book

I’m writing this chapter from a steadier place than the one I’m about to describe.

That matters, because what I’m about to tell you is raw, but it’s the truth of how disoriented, lonely, and unmoored I felt when divorce and the empty nest collided—before I understood what was happening to me, before I had language for it, before I stopped believing something was wrong with me.

I’m still in this season. I haven’t tied it up with a bow, and I’m not sure if that will ever happen. But I’m no longer lost inside it. And if you’re standing where I once stood—or where I still stand some days—I want you to know that it’s survivable. More than that, it’s understandable.

This is what it looked like for me: At this stage in my life, as a divorced empty nester, I didn’t know what to do with myself.

Some days, I felt helpless. Like I had too many choices and none of them fit. Like everyone else had received some kind of instruction manual for this chapter and mine got lost in the mail.

For a while, I didn’t say how I was feeling out loud. I barely let myself think about it. I told myself it was a weakness. That I should be grateful for all that I have because I have so much. That I should stop complaining and figure out what’s next for me already.

The thing is, for most of my adult life, I always knew what the next step was.

Graduate college. Build a career. Get married. Have kids.

Even when I did those things scared, or broke, or imperfectly, there was always a blueprint humming quietly in the background. Something solid to lean on. Something that told me where I was headed next.

My life wasn’t supposed to look like this. Divorce and an empty nest were never part of the plan. Of course, I knew my kids would grow up and leave. But I pushed that thought away, always thinking I had more time than I did.

Even when my brother-in-law said at my oldest son’s ninth birthday, “You know your time with him is half over,” I covered my ears. I didn’t want to hear it. I figured I’d deal with those feelings when the time came. I was still married then and thought I always would be. I thought that when our kids left, my husband and I would get through it together. 

But that’s not how my life was, and I never made a plan for this season. I couldn’t. It felt too hard. Too final.

And then suddenly, here I was: a fifty-year-old woman. Single. All my children grown. Eating most of my meals alone. Talking to my dog a lot. I went from being a stay-at-home married woman with three kids to a divorcee in a quiet house.

Before all of this, my days were intense and full. I had a purpose I didn’t have to question. There was always a next thing—a task, a problem to solve, someone who needed me. People counted on me every single day. Honestly, every single minute.

Was it exhausting? Yes.

Was I touched out and overstimulated? Absolutely.

But I loved my life. Being a mother and a wife was what I had wanted more than anything. It felt natural to me.

Loving your life doesn’t mean you’re happy every moment, never overwhelmed, or that you don’t fantasize about running away to a secluded beach with turquoise water and Brad Pitt waiting on you hand and foot. Loving your life means you’re aligned. You know who you are.

For a really long time, I did.

I don’t take that for granted. I’ve done everything in my life I set out to do. I’m grateful for the experiences, the joy, the mistakes. I’d do it all again.

And yet, I’ve had so many days where it felt like it was all... over.

Not my life. But that life.

I couldn’t name the feeling. I just knew I hated it. Even though my friendships were deeper. Even though I had more time for myself. Even though I could sleep as late as I wanted to—though I wasn’t sleeping well. Even though I didn’t have to share the television, the thermostat, or my body.

All I wanted to do was share.

Once my younger sister said, “You can do whatever the hell you want to now.” And all I could think was, I don’t want this much freedom.

Or maybe I just didn’t know what to do with all the empty space yet.

People told me to embrace it. But embracing it meant letting go of what came before, and I wasn’t ready. I didn’t want to be.

I was restless in the stillness—a problem I never had before marriage and kids. I developed an inner voice that kept score. This voice reminded me of every mistake I’d ever made, from third grade to motherhood. She loved to tell me I wasn’t productive enough.

And her favorite pastime? Blaming me for my marriage ending.

My ex-husband and I both wanted a divorce. It was amicable. As good as divorces get, people told us.

I thought that meant I’d heal without scars.

I  was wrong.

The grief surprised me. I tried to shake it off, tell myself I was too emotional, that I needed to stop looking backward. Even my ex-husband told me it was okay to let go.

I almost did.

And then my three kids grew up and left within a year of each other. That’s what I get for having three kids in three years.

They were doing exactly what I raised them to do. And I was left holding the quiet.

Two days after Christmas, I was on the treadmill at the gym when I felt it rise—the bubble in my throat, the kind that doesn’t care that you’re in public. The ugly cry. The one that demands to be felt.

I couldn’t outrun it. I just had to get through it. Again. And I did. 

Ever since my youngest left a year earlier, those moments came often, so I knew what to do, but I was sick of it. Sick of myself. 

And while my kids came home to visit, life as I’d known it for twenty-two years was gone. There were things I did love about this stage. Walking around my house naked. Eating dinner at four. Falling asleep on the couch without anyone needing me. Less laundry. No Elf on the Shelf. No one touching my chocolate stash.

Dating was easier without kids at home. I wasn’t racing the clock. I could actually invest in connection.

And my children? They were thriving. Traveling. Building careers. Loving their lives. I had done my job well. I knew that.

And still.

There was an ache in my chest that wouldn’t let up. A loneliness I didn’t recognize. I wasn’t just missing my kids—I was missing who I was when they needed me more..

That’s the part no one warned me about.

I wanted a healthy, loving relationship. I hadn’t found it
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