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Love them. Make room. Keep becoming.
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for a season that does not come with instructions.
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Room for What Comes Next Begin here

Read & reflect

A quieter house. A continuing life.

For mothers and fathers making room for a changing family and a continuing life.

You may have several feelings and one rogue grocery list

You can be proud, sad, relieved, worried, and delighted that a towel has finally remained on its hook.
None of these is a reliable measure of how much you love your child. Sometimes the loss arrives in a
large wave. Sometimes it arrives disguised as the yogurt nobody is here to eat. There is room for all
of it.

This is preparation, not a performance

There is no final exam, completion badge, or graduation into Emotionally Impressive Parenting. This
book offers conversations, experiments, and room to think. Use it before departure or months
afterward. Skip what does not fit. Pause when overwhelmed. Bring a page to a trusted person or
clinician. You are allowed to be a person using a workbook, not a project being managed by one.

For mothers and fathers, without one model of parenthood

Parenthood can be biological, adoptive, step, foster, or part of raising kin. Other caregivers are
welcome here, too. Race, culture, income, disability, faith, sexuality, and family history may change
what this season asks of you. Leaving home is not a test of successful adulthood. Some children stay,
return, or need continuing care. Begin with the family you have, not the one in the brochure.

A little something to keep

Your child can need you differently without loving you less.

Use it before departure
or months afterward.
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Room for What Comes Next Begin here

Start where you are

Choose your way through

Start with the part of the transition that is closest to you.

Start with what is nearest

Departure ahead: Naming the actual transition (p. 5) and practical preparation (p. 26). House newly
quiet: My first 72 hours (p. 30) and everyday routines (p. 31). Intense distress: seek-support guidance

(p.54).

Go beneath the logistics

Identity and formation begin on p. 13. Attachment and adult connection begin on p. 17. For faith and
meaning, turn to p. 40. These are invitations to reflection, not labels or tests.

Choose a pathway and a practice

Partnered life: p. 34. Solo and nontraditional paths: p. 37. Activity menus: p. 44. Friendship: p. 47.
Weekly planning: p. 50. Thirty- and ninety-day plans: p. 55. PDF bookmarks list every page.

Use the book at a human pace

Try one reading page and one exercise each week. Ten minutes counts. You do not need a special
pen, an organized linen closet, or to become someone who says they have a morning practice. Keep
private writing separate from anything you share. The artwork and humor offer company, not
instructions to cheer up.

A little something to keep

Smallest useful version: one honest sentence, one kind action, one person to contact.
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A new part of the season

There is no single
empty-nest story

Make room for your family, not a stock photograph of

this season.

Research does not predict one
emotional outcome

A cross-cultural review describes both loss of
familiar roles and relief from daily strain, with
differing implications for loneliness and
well-being. Culture, expectations, and
opportunities for connection matter. It is a
theoretical review, not proof that any one
response is inevitable. [1]

Your family does not owe anyone the
stock-photo version

For some parents, worry includes racism,
discrimination, or whether a child will be treated
fairly and safely away from home. For others,
distance changes language, cultural, financial, or
caregiving ties. Ask what the specific concern is
and what practical support is wanted. Do not
dismiss a grounded concern as overparenting,
or infer a family's wishes from its race. College
is one path, not the standard.

A little something to keep

01/ Understand the transition

Living arrangements are not a scorecard

Research on parents living with adult children
suggests that the circumstances around shared
housing matter. Living together should not
automatically be read as failure, and living apart
should not automatically be read as thriving.
One study of marital quality cannot explain
every family arrangement. [2]

Preparation can be both hopeful
and honest

You can look forward to freedom without
pretending there will be no ache. You can miss
your child without making them responsible for
keeping the house emotionally unchanged.
Choose language that allows both attachment
and growth.

Ask: What is actually changing here, and what story am | being told | should live?

ballastbh.com
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Room for What Comes Next 01/ Understand the transition

Make it your own

Naming the actual transition

A map of what is changing, continuing, and still uncertain.

Write about this particular child and this particular departure. If several children are leaving at
different times, use a separate page for each. Replace predictions with known facts
wherever possible.

lllustrative example

Example: Our last child is moving for work. Daily meals together will change. We will still share
family celebrations. Housing stability is not yet certain.

1 What is changing in the next three months?

2 What will continue, including support or care?

3 What remains uncertain or outside my control?

4  Which practical or emotional support would help most?

Finish by circling one issue that needs a conversation, not more private worrying.
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Room for What Comes Next

Read & reflect

02 / Mixed feelings

Pride and grief can share a room

You do not have to choose between celebration and sadness.

The grocery-store ambush

You may be doing quite well until you reach the
cereal aisle. Apparently your heart has
appointed a box of breakfast food as its
spokesperson. Name what you miss: the
late-night kitchen conversation, the car ride, the
person who ate that cereal. A specific loss is
easier to share than the enormous sentence,
Everything is different.

Let the feeling have a voice, not your
child's entire calendar

You can say, | will miss you and | am glad you
get to try this. The heavier work of loneliness,
regret, or relationship distress belongs with
adult support. Your child may love you deeply
and still be an unreliable one-person emotional
help desk. Ask for connection without assigning
them responsibility for keeping you okay.

A little something to keep

Let relief tell the truth, too

Relief might mean that daily parenting was
demanding, your child is safer, or you finally
have room to rest. It does not cancel love. Nor
does sadness cancel gratitude. Avoid using
another parent's enthusiasm or distress as
evidence about what you ought to feel.

Make an ordinary ritual

Choose a meal, walk, photograph, song, or short
note. Ask what your child would enjoy and allow
a modest version. A meaningful goodbye need
not be expensive, public, religious, or
emotionally dramatic. Do not turn a ritual into a
demand for the right reaction.

Both can be true: | want this for you. | will miss having you here.

ballastbh.com
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Make it your own
A place for feelings that do not neatly agree.

Complete each prompt without explaining away the answer. You may list several feelings. If writing
becomes overwhelming, stop, orient to the room, and return with support if needed.

lllustrative example

Example: | am proud of her courage, and | dread Sunday evenings. | feel relief about less daily
conflict, and | wish those years had been easier.

1 | am glad or proud about... 2 | will miss or grieve...

3 |feelrelief about... 4 | need someone other than my child to
help me carry...

One sentence to practice: These feelings can exist together without making me a bad parent.
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Read & reflect

A small emotional ensemble cast

Stories can lend us language without becoming instructions for our lives.

01

02

03

Inside Out: nobody needs to fire Sadness

Pixar gives different emotions a place in the same inner world. [6] As a reflection, imagine your
own departure-day cast: Pride has a camera; Grief has found the baby socks; Relief would like
a nap. You do not have to elect one permanent chairperson. Ask each feeling what it is
responding to, then choose your action with the whole situation in mind.

Toy Story 3: the job changes, the history remains

Andy preparing to leave for college unsettles the toys' familiar place in his life. [7] Our reading
of that story: a role can matter deeply without remaining unchanged forever. Parents are not
toys to be replaced or put away. The useful question is narrower: Which old expression of love
is changing, and what part of that love can take a new form?

Use a story, not a prescription

If a film feels helpful, watch with a friend or on your own and discuss one scene. Borrowing a
copy or remembering the story is enough. If it hurts too much, choose something else. An
animated film is not a psychological assessment, and crying at it is not one either.

A little something to keep

Try this: If this season were a chapter title, what would you call it? lt need not be inspiring. Where
Did All These Bananas Come From? is acceptable.
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Room for What Comes Next 02 / Mixed feelings

Make it your own

Regret without a life sentence

Decide whether a memory calls for repair, mourning, or self-compassion.

Choose one regret, not the entire history of your parenting. Describe what happened and your part in
it. If repair is appropriate, make it specific and free of demands for forgiveness. Some work is best
done with a therapist before involving your child.

lllustrative example

Example: | dismissed his worry about school. | can acknowledge that and listen now, without
asking him to tell me | was a good parent.

The specific memory, without always or never

-

2 What | am responsible for, and what was not mine alone

3 Arepair | could offer, if contact is welcome

4 What | need to grieve or work through privately

An apology does not need a PowerPoint about your good intentions. Name the hurt, make room to listen,
and leave the request for reassurance out of it.
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Room for What Comes Next 03 / Prepare with care

Make it your own

Expectations and fears

Distinguish a problem to plan for from uncertainty to tolerate.

Choose one fear. Write the evidence, then identify whether there is a concrete action available. After
taking that action, decide where repeated worry will go: a notebook, a support conversation, or a
therapy appointment rather than another check of your child's location.

lllustrative example

Example: | worry she will miss an appointment. We can practice scheduling and agree on a
reminder she wants. | cannot guarantee that she never misses anything.

The fear my mind keeps returning to

-

2  What | know, and what | am predicting

One proportionate preparation step

w

4  What uncertainty will remain, and how | will support myself

If anxiety is persistent, hard to control, or disrupting daily life, seek support rather than simply adding
more monitoring.
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Room for What Comes Next

Read & reflect

04 / Identity & formation

You are more than your

daily usefulness

Identity can expand without disowning the years of caregiving.

Do not erase the parent you became

Years of caring may have developed patience,
humor, advocacy, resourcefulness, or the ability
to keep going in uncertainty. Those qualities are
not confined to packing lunches or checking a
calendar. You can keep what formed you while
releasing tasks that no longer fit.

Beware of replacing one total identity
with another

Work, service, a new project, or caring for
another person can be meaningful. They can
also fill every open hour before you notice what
you want. Consider a short trial before
accepting a large role. Generosity and limits can
belong in the same life.

A little something to keep

Notice what had to wait

An interest may have gone quiet because time
and money were limited, not because it stopped
mattering. Rest may be the first honest answer.
So may music, friendship, or a garden. You are
allowed to grow tomatoes without developing a
strategic plan for the tomatoes. Ask what
attracts you before deciding what it

should accomplish.

Make room for your body
and circumstances

Aging, iliness, disability, financial strain, or care
for older relatives may be part of this season. A
meaningful next chapter need not resemble a
travel advertisement. Choose possibilities that
fit your actual capacity and resources.

What would [ like to be part of my life even if nobody needed it from me?

ballastbh.com
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Room for What Comes Next 04 / Identity & formation
Make it your own
[ [ ] [ ]
An identity inventory
What stays, what rests, and what might return?

Name roles and qualities, not only achievements. Consider friend, maker, partner, learner, neighbor,
person of faith, advocate, or someone who enjoys being outdoors. No category is required.

lllustrative example

Example: | want to keep being a dependable parent. | can retire from managing every deadline. |
would like to return to playing music badly but happily.

1 Parts of parenting | want to carry forward

2 Responsibilities | may be ready to release or share

3 Interests or relationships that have been waiting

4 One small way to express a valued part of myself this week

Pick one small return. Your interests have been waiting, not assembling a case against you.
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A new part of the season

Not just a new calendar.
A way of becoming.

Formation asks what your ordinary practices invite you

to become.

A working definition, not a new
performance standard

Here, formation means attending to how
repeated ways of noticing, choosing, relating,
and receiving care shape the person you are
becoming. This is a reflective lens, not a
measured outcome of this workbook. Ask less
often, Am | filling the space? Ask, What kind of
presence am | practicing?

Give a value an ordinary address

If you want to become more curious, practice
one question before advice. If you want to
receive love, let a friend bring dinner without
immediately settling the account. If you value
play, spend twenty minutes doing something
with no audience. The point is the quality of the
action, not a streak on an app.

A little something to keep

04 / Identity & formation

The useful-person bargain

Some parents have been praised so consistently
for providing, protecting, or holding everything
together that needing anything themselves
feels like poor customer service. Ask whether
usefulness has become a bargain: If | remain
indispensable, | will remain close. That question
is not a diagnosis, and it does not mean your
devotion was false. It asks whether you also
have permission to receive.

Notice the hidden curriculum

A packed calendar may teach you that stillness
is dangerous. Constant rescuing may leave little
room to learn what either person can do with
support. Rest, asking for help, and tolerating an
unfinished answer offer different practice.
None is a moral test. Circumstances constrain
choices; begin where you have some room.

Try one practice for seven days. Ask what it made possible, not whether it made you impressive.

ballastbh.com
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Room for What Comes Next 04 / Identity & formation

Make it your own

The useful-person bargain

An honest inquiry into belonging, not an indictment of your love.

Choose one recent moment when not being needed felt painful. Ask what you feared it meant. You
can appreciate your devotion and examine its cost. Skip memories that feel overwhelming and
consider doing this with a therapist.

lllustrative example

Example: He solved the problem without calling. | felt proud, then oddly dismissed. The story
was: | matter only when | help. A more spacious possibility: We can enjoy each other without a
problem to solve.

1 The moment, and the meaning | gave it

2 What being useful has given me, and what it has cost

3 A way | can be connected without managing or rescuing

4 A small act of receiving care that | will practice

You may resign from being the family's all-purpose emergency contact for problems that are not
emergencies. You are still allowed to love everybody.
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Room for What Comes Next 04 / Identity & formation

Make it your own

Keep the story. Revise the
job description.

You are not starting from nothing, and you are not finished.

Describe yourself across three chapters: before intensive parenting, during it, and now. Keep qualities
you value without assuming their old tasks must stay. Some roles may continue because care is
still needed.

lllustrative example

Example: | was curious, then became the family researcher and planner. | still value curiosity. It
can now include a local-history project, learning from my adult child, and not knowing the
answer immediately.

Before: interests, qualities, or relationships | remember

-

2 During: strengths | developed, losses | carried, needs | set aside

3 Now: what | want to retain, release, or give a new expression

4 One sentence about my life that does not begin with my child

Your former self has not been waiting in a storage unit, annoyed about the rent. Keep what still fits. You are
allowed to have changed.
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Room for What Comes Next 05 / Adult connection

Read & reflect

From directing to relating

The relationship continues. The terms need conversation.

Ask before opening the advice drawer

Try: Do you want listening, ideas, or help with a step? Your brain may already have a twelve-point plan
and a useful link. Let it wait in the lobby. A difficult call may be one moment in your child's day, not a
complete report on their life. Check immediate safety if needed, then find out what kind of help

is welcome.

Offer support that builds participation

Try What have you already tried? or Which step would be useful to do together? For disability,
neurodivergence, or health needs, appropriate support may remain substantial. Autonomy can include
choosing help; it is not synonymous with doing everything alone.

Agree about information and privacy

Discuss contact, visits, location sharing, photographs, academic information, and health updates
openly. Do not assume that paying expenses grants access to every detail. Requirements for records
access and decision-making vary; check institutional processes and seek qualified advice

when needed.

Make room for difference

Your child may make choices about work, faith, relationships, politics, or identity that you would not
choose. Curiosity does not require abandoning your values. It does require recognizing that an adult
relationship cannot be built entirely around correction.

A little something to keep

A useful opening: | want to stay close while making room for your life to become more your own.
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Room for What Comes Next

A new part of the season

Be a harbor, not a
control tower

Closeness and exploration do not have to be opponents.

A place to return and a base to leave from

Attachment-informed accounts of supportive
relationships distinguish comfort during
difficulty from encouragement to explore and
grow. Feeney and Collins offer a theoretical
model of both. [4] Our harbor metaphor applies
that distinction to this transition; it is not a
tested empty-nest intervention.

The parent needs a harbor, too

Ask who helps you feel steadier without making
your child the sole keeper of your peace. A
friend, partner, community, or clinician may hold
different parts. Needing reassurance is human.
Building more than one source of reassurance
makes room for your child to have an ordinary,
sometimes unavailable day.

A little something to keep

05 / Adult connection

What availability can sound like

I am here if you want help thinking it through. |
can listen tonight. Would practice together
make this easier? Support is not measured by
how many decisions you retain. Nor is
independence proved by refusing every kind of
help. A harbor offers shelter; it does not require
every boat to submit an hourly location report.

Fit support to the person

Autonomy is about having a meaningful voice,
not simply doing everything alone.
Self-determination theory distinguishes
autonomy from detachment or individualism. [5]
Disability, health, culture, finances, and safety
may call for extensive support. Negotiate it with
the adult child rather than treating either
constant oversight or total withdrawal as

the ideal.

Ask: Does this help offer comfort, support participation, or mainly quiet my own uncertainty? More

than one answer may be true.

ballastbh.com
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Room for What Comes Next 05 / Adult connection

Try it alongside an example

When distance feels like danger

Track a moment without assigning yourself an attachment label.

Use an ordinary, nonurgent situation. If there is concrete evidence of danger, follow the relevant
safety plan instead. A delayed reply alone does not identify an attachment style or establish that the
relationship is unsafe.

lllustrative example Your version
A message goes unanswered. 1 What happened, separated from what
| imagined
My chest tightens. The story is: | am being 2 What I noticed in my body, feelings, and
shut out. urge to act
Another possibility: They are at work. 3 Two plausible meanings, and any actual

safety information

| can follow our contact agreement and 4 A response that respects both
ask a friend for company tonight. connection and space

The goal is not to feel nothing. It is to have more than one possible response to the feeling.
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Read & reflect

05 / Adult connection

Close without becoming the

Same person

Differentiation, in plain language: | can remain myself while staying in relationship.

Difference is not
automatically disconnection

Your adult child may choose a faith, career,
relationship, or way of life you did not imagine.
You can feel disappointed or afraid without
making agreement the entrance fee for
affection. This does not mean tolerating abuse
or ignoring danger. It means distinguishing
another person's separate mind from a
personal attack.

Keep curiosity when you can

Try: What matters most to you about this?
Summarize before stating your concern. You
may still disagree. Becoming a wise parent does
not require turning into a serene woodland
creature who never mutters in the car. It means
having more choices than your first reaction,
and repairing when your first reaction gets
there ahead of you.

A little something to keep

Know where a boundary lives

A boundary describes your participation: | can
contribute this amount. | will end a conversation
if | am being threatened. A demand controls
their interior life: You must agree with me so |
can feel okay. Some shared-household
arrangements require negotiation; state the
practical need instead of smuggling it into a
verdict about loyalty.

Revisit the inherited script

Ask how your family handled separation,
gratitude, obedience, and disagreement. Which
traditions sustain connection? Which
expectations need revision? Honor cultural and
faith commitments without assuming every
inherited rule must remain, or every close family
is controlling.

A practice sentence: [ see it differently, and [ still want to know you.

ballastbh.com
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Room for What Comes Next A pause

Room to pause

A place to return. Room to go.

Availability does not require permanent supervision.

A goodbye can carry pride and an ache in the same embrace. What do you want your child to take
with them about being loved? The answer need not fit in a speech. Thankfully, because the car may
already be running.

One way | can offer welcome while making room for their life:

The harbor is a metaphor, not a rule about where an adult child should live. Some voyages are local,
supported, or shared.
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Room for What Comes Next 05 / Adult connection

Make it your own

Mine, yours, and shared

Clarify responsibility without withdrawing needed support.

Pick three recurring responsibilities. For each, decide who leads, what help is wanted, and what would
trigger a check-in. Adapt for ability, consent, cost, and safety. Revisit rather than assuming the
arrangement is permanent.

lllustrative example

Example: My child leads appointment scheduling. We practice once together. | help with
transport when requested. We check the plan again in a month.

1 My responsibilities and limits 2 My child's responsibilities and choices
3 Shared tasks: lead person, support, and 4 Safety or access needs that require a
review date more specific plan

Keep appropriate support. Do not use a missed task as an automatic reason to take over everything or
disappear entirely.
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Make it your own
A contact agreement
Connection works better when expectations are spoken.

Complete this together if your child is willing. Aim for a trial arrangement, not a contract proving love.
Include work or class schedules, time zones, access needs, and different communication preferences.

lllustrative example

Example: We will try a Sunday call and occasional texts. A delayed reply is not automatically a
crisis. We will agree on what happens if an important check-in is missed.

1 The contact rhythm we both want to try

2  What a slow reply usually means, and how we will follow up

w

Visits, photos, location sharing, and other privacy preferences

4 Areview date, plus how either person can request a change

A slow reply is not a referendum on twenty years of parenting. For concrete safety concerns, use your
agreed plan. For ordinary uncertainty, let the agreement do some work.
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A small sequence

Before the third just-checking text

A brief pause for ordinary uncertainty, not for emergencies.

Name the situation

1
Write the fact in one sentence: We last spoke yesterday; there is no new safety concern. If
facts indicate danger, use the agreed safety plan or urgent help. This routine is not a waiting
rule for emergencies.

5 Notice the assignment
Ask: Am | sharing affection, coordinating something, or asking this message to remove every
uncomfortable feeling? All three can feel like just checking.

3 Choose a small pause
For a nonurgent urge, put the phone down for ten minutes if that fits your circumstances.
Feel the chair, look around, drink water, or step outside. The pause is an experiment, not a
clinically established dose.

4 Return to the agreement
Use the contact plan you made together. Send one clear message when appropriate, without
guilt hidden in punctuation. A question mark does not become more loving when it has
six friends.

5 Rejoin your own evening

Choose a task, a book, a meal, or another person. If repeated checking is hard to control or
disrupting life, seek support. The answer is not always a stricter phone rule.

Start small. It still counts.

Try: Thinking of you. No rush to reply. Then let no rush mean what it says.

ballastbh.com Contents 23


https://ballastbh.com
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Words to borrow

Words for the difficult phone call

Use the sentence that fits. You do not need the whole script.

When they are upset That sounds really hard. Would you like me to listen, help think
through options, or help with one practical step? If there is a
possible emergency, ask about immediate safety first. Listening is
not the same as minimizing a serious problem.

When you disagree | see this differently, and | want to understand what matters to
you. Would you like my concern now, or should | listen first? You
can state a limit about your own money, home, or participation
without threatening affection.

When you | moved into fixing before asking what you wanted. Let me start

have overstepped again. What kind of help would be useful? Avoid following the
apology with a long defense that returns the emotional work to
your child.

When you | miss you. | am building some new routines here, and | would enjoy

need reassurance hearing your voice when you have time. Compare that with You

never call and | have nothing without you. Share affection without
assigning your child responsibility for your whole well-being.

A little something to keep

Practice aloud with a friend or partner before you need the words. Keep the wording natural to you.
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Make it your own

The repair after the reflex

You do not need flawless responses to practice a different relationship.

Choose one specific overstep. Name it without defending your whole parenting history. Respect
requests for space and do not use an apology to reopen unwanted contact. Joint repair may not be
safe in an abusive relationship.

lllustrative example

Example: | contacted your supervisor without asking. That crossed a boundary. | am sorry. Next
time | will ask what help you want. You do not need to reassure me or answer immediately.

1 The action | am taking responsibility for

2 Theimpact | understand, and what I still need to listen to

3 A change within my control that | can make concrete

4 How | will tolerate a response that is slow, brief, or not forgiveness

A repair is an offering, not a receipt that must be stamped forgiven.
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Make it your own

The support handoff

Practice access to help before it is urgently needed.

Use this for college, work, training, service, travel, or another move. Identify supports near the
destination. The child should participate as fully as possible. Do not record passwords, account
numbers, or sensitive medical details on a sheet you plan to share.

lllustrative example

Example: Together we locate the health service and pharmacy, practice requesting an
appointment, and agree on what help is wanted if symptoms worsen.

1 Health care, medication refills, insurance questions, and accessibility contacts

2 Transport, food, housing, and one dependable local person

3 Documents or permissions to ask the institution or a qualified professional about

4  One skill we will rehearse, and who owns the next step

Confirm current local procedures directly. This page is an organizer, not medical, legal, insurance, or
emergency-response advice.
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Make it your own
[
Money and help, spoken plainly
Affection is abundant. The checking account may have questions.

Use this as a conversation organizer, not a financial plan. Separate ongoing support from occasional
gifts and emergencies. Be honest about your capacity. Do not promise money that puts essential
needs at risk or leave major conditions unstated.

lllustrative example

Example: We can contribute a set amount through December. Travel needs advance discussion.
If housing changes, we will review the plan rather than assume unlimited support.

1 Support we can reliably offer: amount or type, frequency, and end or review date

2 Expenses the child will manage, and support needed to do that

3 What counts as an emergency and how a request will be made

4 What changes would require us to revisit the agreement

For borrowing, taxes, retirement, benefits, or legal obligations, seek qualified individualized advice. Love is
not measured by unlimited financial availability.
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Make it your own

Prepare the goodbye

A thoughtful departure can be simple.

Ask your child what kind of goodbye they want. Choose one shared ritual and one source of support
for yourself afterward. Plan the logistics so that tears, fatigue, or last-minute stress do not have to
make every decision.

lllustrative example

Example: We will have breakfast together, help unload, say a brief goodbye, and leave at the
agreed time. | will call a friend before the drive home if | need to settle.

1 Arritual or memory we would both welcome

2  Departure roles, timing, travel, and a safe plan for getting home

3 What | want to say without asking for reassurance

4 What | will do afterward and who can be with me

The goodbye does not need an Oscar-worthy speech. A hug, a true sentence, and knowing where you
parked may be quite enough.
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A new part of the season

Do less, on purpose

The first days do not have to prove what the next decades

will be.

Give the body something familiar

Eat a regular meal, keep a reasonably steady
sleep routine, move in a way your body allows,
and have contact with someone safe. These are
ordinary supports, not a treatment guarantee. If
symptoms are severe or concerning, seek care
rather than trying to solve them with

routine alone.

Allow a pause before irreversible decisions

Unless circumstances require action, consider
delaying major changes to possessions,
housing, or commitments until you can think
them through. There is no rule against a new
project; the question is whether it reflects a
considered choice or an urgent attempt not
to feel.

A little something to keep

07 / The first quiet days

Expect ordinary reminders

You may keep buying enough bananas for a
small marching band. Habits sometimes notice
departure later than the calendar does. An
empty chair or a quiet hallway can catch you off
guard, too. Name the moment: This is one of the
things | miss. You can change a routine, keep it,
or decide later without making it a verdict on
the future.

Build support beyond the next reply

Contact a friend, relative, counselor, faith
community, or group you trust. It is possible to
miss your child and also give yourself other
places to belong. The next notification cannot
be the only event holding up the day.

For today: a meal, a little movement or rest, one human connection, and permission not to have the

whole answer.
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Make it your own
My firs ours
y first 72 h
A short plan to reduce avoidable loneliness and decision load.

Fill this out before departure if possible. Keep it modest and low-cost. Include a backup if plans fall
through. This is not a deadline for recovery, just a plan for the first few days.

lllustrative example

Example: Easy dinner ready at home; a walk with my neighbor the next morning; no expectation
of reorganizing the bedroom; a backup call with my sister.

1 Food, sleep, travel recovery, and 2 One person and a specific time
essential tasks to connect

3 Agentle activity for the hardest 4 If | feel much worse than expected, |
likely hour will contact...

Your first assignment is not to discover your purpose. It may be dinner. Tell a support person what would
help, and let the answer be ordinary.
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A menu, not a to-do list

07 / The first quiet days

Morning and evening, gently revised

Choose one anchor. Shift workers can use waking and winding-down times.

After waking / five ordinary minutes

Open a curtain or sit somewhere comfortable.
Have a drink and plan the next meal. Ask: What
matters today, and what can wait? Before
checking your child's updates, consider one
small action in your own life.

At dinner / feed the people
actually present

Try one familiar meal in a smaller amount, freeze
portions, or share leftovers by arrangement. Set
a place for yourself even if you are alone. This is
care, not a cooking competition.

On a hard day / the small version

After work or daily responsibilities / a
landing strip

Change clothes, sit quietly, or take a short
accessible stroll. Let the transition have a
beginning and end. You do not have to turn the
first quiet moment into

household administration.

Before bed / close the open tabs

Write tomorrow's one necessary task and one
worry to revisit. Follow any safety-related
contact plan, then choose a phone stopping
point that fits. Read a few pages, listen to
music, or pray if welcome. This supports
routine; it does not replace care for insomnia
or distress.

Eat something accessible, attend to essential care, and contact someone safe. The beautifully
designed routine may remain beautifully unused. Begin again with the next ordinary need.

Start small. It still counts.

Try one anchor for a week. Keep what serves you. Nobody needs a quarterly report on your

evening tea.
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A small sequence

Sunday evening needs a plan

Use this for any reliably difficult hour, not just Sundays.

Before the difficult window

1
Put an easy meal in place and arrange a modest point of contact. Say: Sunday evenings are
odd right now. Would you like a short call or a walk? Ask before relying on
someone's availability.

5 Give the missing routine a successor
If this used to be family supper, try soup with a neighbor twice a month, an audiobook while
cooking, or a favorite meal with one place set. The new ritual does not need to compete with
the old one.

3 Plan pleasure that does not need a reply
Choose a library book, a familiar film, music, a puzzle, or a small making project. Stop while
you still want to return. Scrolling your child's activity is not the only available programming.

4 Make Monday slightly kinder
Spend ten minutes preparing one practical thing: clothes, breakfast, a short task list. Then
stop. Preparation is useful; an emergency reorganization of all kitchen drawers may be a
different project.

5 Keep a backup

If company cancels, use a preselected solo activity and contact another support if needed.
One lonely evening is not a forecast. Worsening or persistent distress deserves more than a
Sunday plan.

Start small. It still counts.

Choose the hardest hour, one anchor, one person, and one backup. That is enough planning
for now.
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Room to pause

The table is still a table.

It can hold memories and a meal you have not made yet.

,4” 3
h‘u".?r’ 4a

Company does not require a polished house or an impressive menu. Sometimes it needs two mugs
and someone who also bought too many bananas. Who might enjoy sitting at your table, or inviting
you to theirs?

One person | could invite, and a simple way to ask:

No hosting project is required. A cared-for place for one person is also a home.
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A new part of the season

Meet each other in the

changed house

You may be in the same transition at different speeds.

Do not assign feelings by gender

A father may be the parent most undone by the
quiet house. A mother may feel mostly relief.
Either may respond differently tomorrow. Tears,
silence, busyness, or enthusiasm do not tell the
whole story. Ask what departure means to each
person rather than deciding who is coping
correctly or who loved the child more.

Make the invisible work visible

List what still needs doing: appointments,
relatives' updates, meals, remembering
birthdays, and maintaining contact. Do not let a
new chapter quietly reassign everything to the
same person. Decide who owns each task,
including noticing it. Then plan time together
that is not another operations meeting. Nobody
fell in love because the dishwasher had a
project manager.

A little something to keep

08 / Life with a partner

Reintroduce yourselves beyond logistics

You may know exactly who renews the car
registration and less about who the other
person has become. A household can be an
excellent logistics department and still need a
conversation. Ask about changed interests,
bodies, worries, friendships, and hopes. You are
not required to return to the couple you were
before children. Those people had different
knees and less experience.

Approach intimacy without pressure

Affection, emotional openness, sexuality, and
alone time may need fresh conversation. Ask
what feels welcome. Do not prescribe sex as the
solution to distance or treat consent as a marital
obligation. Pain, desire changes, conflict, or
trauma may warrant professional support.

Try: What do you hope this season makes possible, and what are you afraid we will miss?
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Make it your own

A conversation for two

Take turns. Listen to understand before negotiating a solution.

Set aside twenty minutes. Each person answers the first two prompts while the other listens and
summarizes. Then choose one shared experiment and one space for individual life. Skip joint exercises
if there is fear, coercion, or abuse; seek confidential support instead.

lllustrative example

Example: One partner wants more outings; the other wants rest. They try one shared Saturday
breakfast and keep two evenings free of plans.

1 What | am feeling, and what | need you to understand

2  What | miss about us, and what | appreciate now

3 One shared experiment and one individual need we will protect

4 Ourreview date and how we will repair a misunderstanding

Try: What | hear you saying is ____. Did | get that right? Resist cross-examination. This person is your
partner, not a witness who has become difficult.
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A menu, not a to-do list

08 / Life with a partner

Dates for people with actual lives

No plane ticket, performance, or mandatory romantic revelation required.

The curiosity walk / free, 20 minutes

Walk, roll, sit outside, or look through photos
together. Each person asks one question: What
has surprised you lately? What do you miss that
I might not know about? No problem-solving
unless invited.

The kitchen-table double feature / at home

Each chooses a song from a different chapter of
life and tells the story attached to it. Or trade
ten-minute readings from books you like.
Curiosity is the activity; identical taste is not
the goal.

The practical meeting / keep it separate

The miniature field trip / choose a
small budget

Visit a library section neither of you usually
enters, a local exhibit, or a nearby street you
rarely notice. Each points out one interesting
thing. Shared discovery can be very small.

The bad-art evening / use what you have

Draw the same ordinary object for ten minutes.
Show the results only if both want to. You are
practicing play, not auditioning for a museum
with unusually low standards.

Set another time for money, chores, and scheduling so the date does not become a staff meeting
wearing nicer shoes. Ask what affection feels welcome, including none. Stop joint exercises if there is

fear or coercion.

Start small. It still counts.

Afterward, ask: Did we feel more known? What would we repeat? An awkward first try is

information, not a marriage diagnosis.
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Make it your own

If you are doing this without
a partner

Your next chapter does not require a couple-shaped solution.

Use this if you are single, widowed, separated, or carrying the transition mostly alone. You may need
practical help as much as company. A new romantic relationship is one possible choice, never

an assignment.

lllustrative example

Example: Dinner is the loneliest hour, but mornings feel peaceful. | will keep one evening meal
with a friend and ask a neighbor to be my practical backup.

1 The time of day or task most likely to feel different

2 People | could ask for companionship, practical help, or deeper support

3 One part of living on my own terms | want to explore

4 A specific invitation | will make, plus a backup plan

A next chapter need not arrive with a dinner reservation for two. lf bereavement or separation is also
present, seek support for that loss on its own terms.

37
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Read & reflect

09 / Different family paths

When the nest is not simply empty

Adapt the metaphor to your life.

Ongoing disability or care needs

The change may be a transfer to supported
housing, a partial increase in independence, or a
shift in your caregiving role rather than a
complete departure. Plan with the adult child
and relevant professionals. Do not equate
autonomy with withdrawal of assistance.

More than one transition at once

lliness, job loss, displacement, bereavement, or
care for an older relative may leave very little
capacity for reinvention. Your first next chapter
may be stabilization. A small routine or reliable
support person can be a meaningful goal.

A little something to keep

Estrangement, conflict, or
involuntary distance

There may be no mutually agreed contact plan.
Honor stated boundaries and consider
individual therapy for grief, accountability, and
choices about contact. Repeated unwanted
outreach is not made respectful by good
intentions. If separation followed violence or
coercion, prioritize safety.

Closeness has more than one
cultural shape

Frequent calls, shared housing, financial help,
and extended-family decision-making may carry
meanings of belonging and mutual
responsibility. Ask what is chosen, what is
expected, and whether each person has a voice.
Neither race nor culture predicts one
preference. Revisit arrangements together;
distance is not a universal measure of health. [1]

What kind of support would fit our actual circumstances, even if it does not look like the

usual story?
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Make it your own

A values compass for the
next chapter

Choose a direction before choosing a project.

Consider connection, learning, creativity, service, justice, health, play, faith, or rest. Select two that
genuinely matter to you now. If faith is part of your life, prayer or sacred reading may support
reflection. If it is not, use silence, journaling, or conversation.

lllustrative example

Example: | value friendship and learning. My first step is not a major reinvention; it is inviting
someone for a walk and attending one class within my budget.

1 Two values | want more room for 2 What living each value might look like in
an ordinary week

3 Ashould | may be carrying that is not 4 One small action that fits my capacity
actually mine and resources

Choose something that matters to you, not something that would look persuasive in a photograph. Optional
faith question: What might loving care look like when | am not managing every detail?

ballastbh.com Contents 39


https://ballastbh.com

Room for What Comes Next

A new part of the season

Fruit, not just output

An optional Christian reflection, with an equally usable

nonreligious doorway.

A question beneath the task list

In a Christian frame, love, patience, kindness,
and faithfulness invite a different question from
How much did | accomplish? Ask: What sort of
presence am | becoming? Outside that frame,
consider the qualities you want others to
experience in your company. Neither requires
pretending that grief is failure.

Release is not abandonment

An optional prayer: Help me love without
possessing, offer help without taking over, and
receive the life in front of me. A nonreligious
version: Let me notice what is mine to do and
what is another person's to choose. These are
invitations, not tests of faithful parenting.

A little something to keep

10 / Meaning & possibility

Receiving is not a demotion

If you have spent years serving, receiving care
may feel suspiciously like leaving work early.
Practice letting someone listen, help, or sit with
you without immediately becoming their
counselor. Your worth does not have to be
proved by the usefulness of your response.

Let faith be spacious enough for honesty

You may bring lament, doubt, anger, and
gratitude. Do not use providence, calling, or
your child's choices to explain away distress. If a
faith setting has been harmful, you need not
return to it for support. Choose people who can
hold both your convictions and your questions.

At the end of a day: Where did | make room for love? Where did | need care? What can remain

unfinished tonight?
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Room to pause

A garden is not behind schedule.

The season changes what needs tending.

Instead of asking what you should produce, ask what needs water, what needs room, and what might
need a period of rest. A life is not a factory that happens to have houseplants.

Something | want to tend without demanding a quick result:

The growth metaphor has limits. lliness, loss, and constraints are not evidence that you tended your life badly.
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A new part of the season

Pass something on. Keep
something for yourself.

Care can widen without becoming another place to disappear.

A wider circle, not a replacement child

Generativity here means investing in people or
work that can outlast your immediate

involvement. It could be mentoring, teaching a
skill, tending a place, preserving family stories,
or ordinary neighborliness. A younger person is

not a substitute for the child who moved away.

Meet them as themselves.

Check the cost of being indispensable

Before saying yes, ask: Is this meaningful? Do |
have capacity? Can | decline or step back
without losing my sense of worth? If the role
depends on endless availability, examine the
arrangement. A cause may be worthy and still
not be yours to carry this month.

A little something to keep

10 / Meaning & possibility

Make the invitation bounded

Offer one conversation to a newer colleague, a
short skill-sharing session, or one recurring shift
with a clear end and review date. Ask what is
genuinely wanted. Do not confuse someone
accepting help with agreeing that you should
supervise their life.

Let some good things remain delight

A garden can feed a neighbor and also simply
please you. A song can stay in your living room.
Not every interest must become service,
income, or a legacy project. You can bake bread
without becoming the executive director

of bread.

Choose one way to contribute and one thing you will enjoy without justifying it.
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Make it your own

A small experiment, not a
new identity

Try something before committing your calendar or your money.

Choose an experiment lasting one to four weeks. Keep the cost and effort low enough that stopping
is allowed. Plan what you want to learn, not only what you hope to achieve.

lllustrative example

Example: | will attend two community choir rehearsals to learn whether singing with others feels
nourishing. | do not need to become a choir person forever.

1 The experiment and why it interests me 2  Time, cost, access needs, and limits
3 What I will notice: energy, connection, 4 When | will decide to keep, change, or
meaning, enjoyment stop it

You can attend pottery once without becoming a ceramics person. You can also become a ceramics person.
The mug does not need your decision today.
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A menu, not a to-do list

10 / Meaning & possibility

Things to do that are actually things

to do

Choose one. Most can be free or use supplies you already have.

Curiosity / ten to thirty minutes

Borrow a book on a subject you know little
about. Visit a local-history display. Ask an older
relative about one ordinary childhood day.
Choose three unfamiliar birds or trees to learn,
without requiring yourself to identify the
entire outdoors.

Movement and noticing / match your body

Take an accessible walk or roll with a
photography theme: doors, shadows, red
things. If going out is not possible, watch the
sky from a window or choose comfortable
movement consistent with your health needs.
No step count is required.

Rest / sometimes this is the experiment

Making / begin badly on purpose

Sketch your mug. Mend one item. Plant herbs in
a reused container. Arrange five family
photographs with captions. Play a familiar song
on an instrument you have. The smallest
finished version is a perfectly

respectable version.

Play / no useful result necessary

Try a cooperative board game, a borrowed
puzzle, a silly drawing challenge, or a familiar
comedy. Invite a friend to teach you a game. Let
being a beginner be part of the pleasure rather
than evidence that you chose incorrectly.

Sit outside, listen to a whole album, read something unrelated to improvement, or take unclaimed
time. If rest brings up guilt, notice the rule underneath it. You need not become exhausted enough

to qualify.

Start small. It still counts.

Pick by interest and access, not by which activity makes the best next-chapter announcement.
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10 / Meaning & possibility

A little farther from the usual

Try a short trial before buying equipment or giving away every Tuesday.

Become a repeat visitor

Try a library group, community class, accessible
nature program, or faith-community gathering if
welcome. Check current schedules, cost, and
accessibility directly. Attend twice if the first
time is merely awkward, but leave settings that
are unsafe or disrespectful.

Host something deliberately small

Invite one or two people for soup, coffee, a
game, or a bring-your-own supper. State the
start and finish time. You are offering company,
not opening a restaurant that has somehow
forgotten to charge.

Contribute with a clear edge

Make a tiny adventure

Choose a nearby place you have never explored.
Set a modest time and spending limit. Bring a
friend, travel solo if comfortable, or make it
virtual. The adventure may be an unfamiliar
neighborhood, not a new passport stamp.

Learn with your hands

Try a single repair session, craft workshop,
community garden visit, or recipe. Borrow
before buying when feasible. Choose safe
instruction for unfamiliar tools. Interest is useful
data even when talent is not

immediately evident.

Ask a local group about one defined task that fits your capacity. Confirm training, privacy, and
safeguarding expectations where relevant. Decide in advance what you can offer and when you will

review it.

Start small. It still counts.

Before you commit: What do | hope to learn? What will this cost in energy and money? What is my

graceful exit?
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Make it your own

My circle of support

Different needs may belong with different people.

List names or places for companionship, practical help, honest conversation, and professional care.
One person need not fill every role. If your circle feels thin, name a setting where repeated contact

could grow slowly.

lllustrative example

Example: My neighbor is a walking companion, my sibling can help with a practical task, and my
counselor is where | discuss the heavier worries | do not want my child to carry.

People who can hear the harder truth

1 People or places for ordinary company 2
3 Practical and professional support | 4  One specific invitation or request | can
can access make this week

Try: Would you have coffee with me Thursday? | would enjoy some company. You do not have to disguise

the invitation as an errand you are doing for them.
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A menu, not a to-do list

11 / People & rhythms

Friendship without the

school calendar

When incidental contact disappears, invitations may need to become more deliberate.

Start with a person, not a new
social identity

Think of someone you already like a little: a
former school parent, neighbor, colleague,
relative, or acquaintance. Try: | miss our
conversations. Would you like coffee next
week? No explanation of your entire season
is required.

Return to a place

Choose a setting with repeated contact around
something you enjoy. Learn a name, ask a small
question, and return when it fits. Familiarity
need not become intimacy immediately.
Nobody needs your complete autobiography
beside the library printer.

Use a second route

Make a specific, easy invitation

Offer a short activity and a real option to
decline: Would a twenty-minute walk Tuesday
work? If not, another week is fine. Vague
promises to catch up are pleasant; a possible
time gives them somewhere to land.

Let mutuality grow

Ask about their life and share a little of yours.
Notice whether curiosity and effort travel both
ways. Being the endlessly helpful person can
win you tasks without giving you
companionship. You are looking for a
relationship, not a volunteer position in
someone's life.

If an invitation is declined or unanswered, avoid turning one response into a conclusion about your
likability. Try another person or setting. If isolation feels entrenched, a group or clinician can help you

find a manageable next step.

Start small. It still counts.

This week: one specific invitation, one place to return, and no requirement to become

instantly fascinating.
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Make it your own

A week with anchors

Create a little structure without filling every opening.

Choose a few repeatable anchors: a meal, movement or rest, connection, necessary work, and one
meaningful activity. Leave some unplanned space. Adjust for shift work, health, money,
transportation, and caregiving.

lllustrative example

Example: Monday walk, Wednesday call with a friend, Friday simple dinner out or at home. The
other evenings do not need an assignment.

1 Ananchor for my body and basic care 2 Ananchor for connection
3 Ananchor for interest, meaning, 4 Anopen space | will protect instead of
or enjoyment immediately filling

If you color-code the whole week and then resent every color, simplify. This is a support plan, not a hostile
takeover of your remaining free time.
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Make it your own

A rule of life, written in pencil

A few commitments that support your values, not a constitution with penalties.

Choose a small rhythm for care, relationship, meaningful activity, and rest. In faith traditions this may
be called a rule of life; here it is simply a flexible pattern. Include the smaller version for hard days and
permission to change it.

lllustrative example

Example: Morning tea without scrolling; Wednesday call with a friend; twenty minutes of music
Saturday; one evening unplanned. On hard days: a meal, essential care, one message asking
for support.

1 Daily: one small practice and its 2 Weekly: one relationship and one
low-energy version meaningful or playful activity

3 A boundary that protects rest, money, 4 Myreview date: what | will keep, loosen,
health, or attention or stop

[f the plan makes you feel perpetually behind, revise the plan before issuing a character judgment.
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Print & reuse

A week with room in it

Write in pencil. An empty square is not an emergency.

Add one or two anchors a day, not a full replacement for every lost routine. Include work, ongoing
care, access needs, and unplanned space. Use the last column for a smaller version if energy or
circumstances change.

CARE / CONNECTION / MEANING SMALLER VERSION OR SPACE

Mon

Tue

Wed

Thu

Fri

Sat

Sun

This week | want to practice being...

At the review: What gave life? What became another obligation? What can | leave out next week?
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Keep a thread. Do not tie

a knot.

Ritual can preserve connection while allowing the shape

to change.

Translate an old ritual

If you used to cook together, exchange one
recipe or cook the same meal in different places
when both want to. If car talks mattered, try an
occasional phone walk. Keep the meaning while
asking whether the old form still fits. A ritual
becomes a burden when participation is treated
as proof of love.

Plan holidays before nostalgia writes
the agenda

Discuss travel costs, work schedules, other
households, partners, care needs, and how
much time is actually available. Choose one
gathering or tradition to protect if mutually
wanted. Your family may now need a calendar
conversation instead of an assumption.

A little something to keep

12 / Rituals & returning

Try a light-touch shared thread

Offer a monthly photo of an ordinary good
thing, a small shared playlist, or a family story on
a birthday. Ask first, keep privacy in view, and
do not require symmetrical enthusiasm.
Someone may receive your affection warmly
and still never become a person who sends

long captions.

Make a ritual for your own life, too

Mark the first month with a friend, a walk, a
meal, or a page of writing. Honor a hard
anniversary without requiring your child to
reenact the old household. A thread connects
separate lives; it does not prevent either person
from moving.

Ask together: What should we keep, what may change, and what could be smaller?
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Let the house change at a
human pace

A room can hold memory without becoming a test of loyalty.

Talk about belongings and shared space before discarding, donating, or repurposing them. Consider
actual space needs and ownership. You can make a temporary change and revisit it later. Neither
preserving everything nor changing everything proves love.

lllustrative example

Example: We agree to keep personal keepsakes boxed safely, leave a place to sleep on visits,
and try using part of the room for reading.

1 What | want to preserve, and why

2 What could change with agreement

3 Whose belongings or preferences need consideration

4 Avreversible first change and a review date

Neither a shrine nor a spin studio by Thursday is required. Discuss belongings, make a reversible change,
and allow your feelings to arrive at their own speed.
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Make it your own

Coming home as an adult

The love is familiar. The house rules may need a software update.

Before a visit or a longer return, discuss plans directly. Include privacy, guests, shared spaces,
household work, costs where relevant, and likely duration. Do not assume the old child-at-home rules
automatically settle adult expectations.

lllustrative example

Example: On a holiday visit, we plan two shared meals and ask for notice about overnight plans.
For a longer stay, we agree on contributions and a review date.

1 What welcome will look like

2  Shared-home expectations and privacy boundaries

3 Contributions, support, and any practical constraints

4 How and when we will revisit the arrangement

A return home may reflect economics, health, care, culture, or choice. Treat the specific situation as a
planning problem, not a verdict on the family.
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When support matters

Do not dismiss pain as just
empty nesting

A life transition can coexist with a condition that deserves treatment.

Notice persistence and impact

Seek assessment for persistent low mood, loss of interest, hopelessness, major changes in sleep or
appetite, or trouble functioning. Depression often involves symptoms most of the day, nearly every
day, for at least two weeks, but duration alone is not a diagnosis. Do not wait two weeks if symptoms
are severe or safety is uncertain. [3]

Consider the whole picture

Anxiety, substance use, medical illness, medication effects, grief, trauma, and relationship distress
may also need attention. Tell a clinician what changed, when it began, how it affects life, and what
support you have. A workbook cannot distinguish these causes.

Know what requires urgent action

Take thoughts of suicide, self-harm, or harming someone else seriously. In the U.S., call or text 988 for
crisis support, including concern about someone you love. Call 911 or seek emergency care for
imminent danger. Outside the U.S., use local crisis and emergency services.

Make asking easier

You can say: Since this transition, | have been struggling with ____. It is affecting I would like an
appointment to understand what is happening. Bring this workbook if helpful, but you do not need a
completed worksheet to deserve care.

A little something to keep

You can be grateful for your child's opportunities and still need help with your own suffering.
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Room for What Comes Next 14 / Put it into practice
Try it alongside an example
My firs ays
y first 30 day
Support first. Experiments second. Reassess as you go.

Choose one modest intention for each week. This is a planning window, not an emotional recovery
schedule. If departure has already happened, start with the week you are in.

lllustrative example Your version

Week one, regular meals and a friend. 1 Week 1: basic care and support

Week two, try our call rhythm. 2 Week 2: connection and communication

Week three, one new activity. 3 Week 3: one small experiment

Week four, review what needs changing. 4  Week 4: what | will review, with whom

A month is a planning window, not a deadline for looking breezy at brunch. Keep a smaller plan for difficult
days and ask for help when needed.
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Room for What Comes Next 14 / Put it into practice

Make it your own

A 90-day direction

Hold a direction lightly enough to learn from real life.

Name a few changes you hope to see, then describe observable signs. Include something about
relationship quality or meaningful living, not only productivity. Choose a check-in date rather than a
deadline for becoming a new person.

lllustrative example

Example: | want our calls to feel less like monitoring. | will ask before advising and notice
whether both of us have more room to talk honestly.

1 Adirection for my relationship with 2  Adirection for my own life
my child and well-being

3 Support, resources, or boundaries that 4 Adate toreview what is working and
would help what needs care

Progress may look like one honest conversation and fewer imaginary arguments in the shower. Notice the
quality of your life, not just what you completed.
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Room for What Comes Next 15 / Carry love forward

Make it your own

A letter with an open hand

Write it for yourself first. Decide later whether to share it.

Offer appreciation without a hidden bill for sacrifice. Name a memory, something you admire, and a
wish for your child's life. Avoid asking them to promise a particular career, identity, faith, relationship,
or level of contact in return.

lllustrative example

Example: | treasure our late-night kitchen talks. | admire how you keep learning. | hope you find
people with whom you can be fully yourself. You do not need to answer this beautifully.

1 A memory | want to keep

2 A quality | appreciate in you

3 What | hope for you without trying to control the outcome

4 What | want you to know about my continuing love

This is a love letter, not the closing argument for everything you sacrificed. A few specific, generous
sentences are enough.
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Room for What Comes Next 15 / Carry love forward

Make it your own
[
What | am learning
Return to this page when the season shifts again.

Notice changes without grading yourself. A hard visit, quiet weekend, or unexpected return does not
erase earlier growth. Ask what you know now that you could not have known at the beginning.

lllustrative example

Example: | thought | needed daily updates. What | actually needed was a dependable rhythm, a
friend who understood, and a life | looked forward to between calls.

1 Something that surprised me

2 Aloss | am learning to carry and a possibility | am noticing

3 Arelationship or boundary that feels healthier

4  The next small act of care for my child and for myself

You are allowed to miss the old life and like parts of this one. The permission slip does not require your
child's signature.
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Room for What Comes Next Evidence & limits

About this workbook

Evidence and thoughtful limits

The research informs the posture. The exercises are original educational tools.

How to interpret the evidence

The empty-nest literature includes different cultures, ages, family structures, and reasons for children leaving
or returning. Observational associations cannot establish that departure caused a particular outcome. This
workbook does not claim that all parents grieve, that couples necessarily grow closer, or that any exercise
prevents depression.

What has not been tested

The prompts, communication scripts, 72-hour plan, and 30- and 90-day planning windows are practical
suggestions, not a validated intervention or clinical assessment. They should be adapted to ability, culture,
resources, health, and relationship safety. This document does not replace medical, psychological, legal, or
financial care.

[1] Hartanto, A., Sim, L., Lee, D., Majeed, N. M., & Yong, J. C. (2024). Cultural contexts differentially shape
parents' loneliness and wellbeing during the empty nest period. Communications Psychology, 2, 105.

https://doi.orq/10.1038/s44271-024-00156-8

A theoretical review supporting a culturally sensitive, non-uniform account of the transition.

[2] Davis, E. M., Kim, K., & Fingerman, K. L. (2018; online 2016). Is an empty nest best? Coresidence with adult
children and parental marital quality before and after the Great Recession. The Journals of Gerontology: Series
B, 73(3), 372-381.

https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbw022

Research on living arrangements and marital quality; not a rule for an individual family.

[3] National Institute of Mental Health. Depression.
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/depression

Signs, assessment, and treatment information. Used for the guidance on seeking care.

Prepared September 2026 for Ballast Behavioral Health Group. Intended for personal reflection and educational use.
Share blank pages freely with family or care providers; share completed pages only by choice. Printable or digitally
annotatable, not an interactive form.
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Room for What Comes Next About this edition

About this edition

ldeas, stories, and original artwork

Theory informs the lens. Your life is not required to match a theory.

[4] Feeney, B. C., & Collins, N. L. (2015). A new look at social support: A theoretical perspective on thriving
through relationships. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 19(2), 113-147.

https://doi.ora/10.1177/1088868314544222

A theoretical model of relational support. The harbor metaphor and parent exercises are our educational
applications, not a tested protocol.

[5] Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social
development, and well-being. American Psychologist, 55(1), 68-78.

https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.55.1.68

Used for the distinction between autonomy and independence. This does not prescribe a preferred
household arrangement.

[6] Pixar Animation Studios. Inside Out. Official film information.
https://www.pixar.com/inside-out

The emotional-ensemble reflection is original commentary, not a clinical model or quotation from the film.

[7] Pixar Animation Studios. Toy Story 3. Official film information.
https://www.pixar.com/toy-story-3

The changing-role reflection is original commentary. No film dialogue, stills, or character artwork is reproduced.

Formation, differentiation, generativity, and a rule of life are used as reflective concepts, not diagnoses or
validated scales. The routines, humor, metaphors, and activity menus are original suggestions. Adapt them to
your culture, resources, health, and safety. Story references do not imply endorsement or affiliation.

Artwork: original Al-generated editorial illustrations developed for this workbook. Scenes invite reflection on
connection, everyday life, and growth; illustrated people are fictional. No personal family stories are presented
as case material. Printable and digitally annotatable; not an interactive form.
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