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“… the thing about children is, they push away any other world.”


—There Will Never Be Another You, by Carolyn See
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Proof of Love



Karen Stabiner


An old hard-shell suitcase is like a book. It sits open on the bed, symmetrical, cracked along its spine, waiting to see what story it gets to tell this time. A family vacation means shorts and sandals and a big floppy hat that rolls up; a business trip means good wool in a monochromatic palette. Either way, an old suitcase demands planning, and rewards economy of scale. There is no room for extraneous detail; the frame won’t yield. My husband has one that belonged to his father, stiff cream leather with trim two shades darker and brass fittings. We never use it.


A new suitcase is more of a receptacle, with its soft sides, its wheels, and zippers that open to reveal another six inches of space. It allows for indecision and spontaneity—an extra pair of shoes even though red goes with nothing else you brought, the goofy souvenir that will go onto the back shelf with all the other souvenirs. A mother might say that a new suitcase lacks discipline, having spent her share of trips lugging a bulging case that a little girl can no longer manage. A daughter sees it differently. A pouchy case on wheels is all about potential. It’s ready for adventure.


We don’t yet own a suitcase big enough for our next major trip, which will be to take Sarah to college in the fall. I doubt that such a case even exists; how can you pack an entire life into a finite space? I expect that we will have to use more than one: We will stride onto campus together, Sarah in the middle, Larry and me at either flank, pulling her future behind us in thirds, as we walk up to the first room she will live in that is not down the hallway from ours.


She was four when the Northridge earthquake hit, and I was down that hallway and at her bedside before I was fully awake. She giggled as I reached down to grab her and get her away from the windows. “Mommy, I tried to sit up, but the house made my legs fly up in the air!” she said. This is the thing about an impending departure: My mind scrolls back and forth through history, as though I could lock onto a memory and slow things down.


Not a chance. Like any child, Sarah has been leaving in increments since she got here, and she has stayed, briefly, in rooms that were not hers—summer programs and school trips to here and there. But we handled those with easy denial and a single suitcase. Sarah is the granddaughter of one man who sold restaurant equipment and another who sold liquor, so she has the DNA to pack light. One underfed red duffel? She couldn’t be gone long. Besides, there were brackets at either end of those trips, which always took place during spring break, or right before school started. The obligations of young life waited for her. We knew she’d be right back.


WHEN SARAH WAS a little girl, I was the one who traveled, just once or twice a year, and I had a simple and inviolate rule: I could pack anything as long as the suitcase fit as a carry-on. Homebound delays upset me. Sitting on the plane while we waited for an open gate, standing behind another passenger who wanted to complete her makeup before she walked down the aisle, walking behind what might have been an angelic child if not for the Beauty and the Beast wheelie she kept bumping into the seats, slowing us down—things that wouldn’t have bothered me if I were with Sarah drove me crazy when I wasn’t. I could not spend a half hour watching everyone else’s suitcases revolve around the luggage carousel. I had to be able to get off the plane fast, to trot down the moving sidewalk and head directly for a taxi.


I embraced minimalism. There was always a bulky sweater left behind, always a tough decision in favor of navy or black but never both. My suitcase was light, its top as concave as a starlet’s pelvis. I was coming home from the moment I walked out the door.


Sarah sat on our bed to watch me pack, the first time, silently considering the unfriendly way that time and space conspired to create separation. She tallied every sock and belt, and then she got up and disappeared down the hallway to her own room. Moments later she returned and held out a small stuffed bear to me. She always has a ramrod spine when important matters are on the line, and I could tell from the way she stood that we had entered a realm that had nothing to do with whether I’d packed enough underwear.


“Here,” she said. “You can take her with you.”


In a spasm of responsible parenting, we had bought three identical oatmeal-colored bears with lavender ribbons around their necks, all because someone with credentials had mentioned that it was very bad for little children to lose a favorite stuffed animal. Sarah was fairly tidy about her favorites, though, so we had a surplus of this particular model, which turned out to have an unexpected advantage. We might be separated by an entire country, but we each had an identical bear, and that link was as strong as a steel span between us.


I took the bear. While a more rational mom might have left it in the suitcase, I believed as devoutly as Sarah did in the magical ability of bears to erase distance, if properly displayed. It sat on my pillow for the duration of the trip.


As she got bigger, the tokens changed: I traveled to New York with a good-sized one-eyed patchwork horse, with a crib blanket that Sarah was proud no longer to need now that she had a big-girl’s bed, with a shredded baby blanket that we had to fold inside a plastic bag lest it shed flannel lint all over my dark suit. On one trip, I took the largest doll Sarah owned, a by now rather blowsy platinum blonde with one sagging eyelid, dressed in a shiny white polyester wedding gown.


In return, I made a book out of colored construction paper each time I went away: “Sarah’s Book about Mommy’s Trip,” “The Story of Sarah and the Magic Heart,” titles like that, illustrated with plump airplanes that smiled, talking horses, and floating hearts. If it seems slightly frantic in retrospect, it seemed as essential as air at the time. We had been a family for such a short time; the way it felt was so new, and as fragile as it was overwhelming. We had to keep love right in front of our eyes at all times. Evidence reassured us.


THE INSIDIOUS THING about Sarah leaving is how subtly the balance tipped—how we endorsed the inevitable without realizing it. We taught her to flee, didn’t we: Her first piece of luggage, the diaper bag, got her not just to the park but to the train station, to the airport, to places no self-respecting baby would ever go unless her parents packed her supplies and took her there. We encouraged her to take a look around, and once she’s gone I will have lots of time to wonder why we didn’t stick to the neighborhood, where we might have successfully raised a kid who never wanted to be more than a zip code away.


By the time she started first grade she had a passport and her own little flowered knapsack, into which she packed the things that mattered to her when we went on a vacation: eight or nine stuffed animals and a pad and colored pencils for drawing. On one trip she listened to Charlotte’s Web while the grown-ups talked, our separation from her punctuated by the occasional random chuckle or sigh from the backseat of the rented car. She might not have had any idea of what to pack to survive on her own, but she had learned that going places was fun, and that she could find ways to entertain herself while the adults droned on about whether we should’ve taken that last left turn and the likelihood that we were lost.


Once she got to middle school, she acquired a series of backpacks of increasing and worrisome heft. A tiny friend who hoisted her pack onto her shoulders but forgot to lean forward to compensate fell right back on top of it, and lay there for a minute, helpless, her arms and legs wriggling like a beetle flipped onto its carapace. The other girls had to grab her arms and help her up—and yet we could not persuade Sarah to leave the history book in her locker until she needed it at the end of the day, or to leave the math book home if she didn’t have math class. Those literally weighty tomes were the keys to the kingdom, though we didn’t comprehend it at the time: Learn all this stuff, fill out a bunch of forms, graduate, and presto, you get to go to college.


In a scramble to manage the growing distance between us, I worked her magic in reverse and gave her things to carry with her that would remind her of home, even though she was no farther away than school. I tucked notes into her flowered bag, I gave her my wallet, I made sure she had a little elastic-bound notebook like mine. I presented one memento after another, as she did when I left town, to make sure that we were together even when we weren’t. I did so with the increasingly bleak awareness that Sarah’s departures were different. For me, the best part of leaving was coming back. We had no guarantee that Sarah’s trajectory would bank into a similar return curve.


ONE DAY, ON the way home from elementary school, we ran out of conversation before the traffic cleared, so I raised a question that had bedeviled generations of philosophy 101 students, including myself: If a tree falls in the forest, I asked Sarah, does it make a sound?


She looked at me as if I were mad.


Of course it does, she said.


I presented a counter-argument. What if sound requires a witness? If I said I’d bought a blue sweater, it undoubtedly wouldn’t be the same color as if Grandma said she’d bought a blue sweater, so maybe some part of color and sound, some part of what our senses perceived, resided inside us, not in the thing itself.


Now she knew I was nuts. She went on at some length in defense of her position; having mastered all of her senses far more recently than I had, she wasn’t about to abandon her hard-won notion of a universal order.


I’d mentioned the falling tree because Sarah liked puzzles, and I thought we’d dispatch it before we got home—but the conversation continued for years, off and on, with increasingly sophisticated references to sound waves and audio nerves, to tape recorders and surveillance equipment. No matter what the level of discourse, Sarah remained as firm as she had been in the car, that first day: Noise and the elements of the color wheel and lots of other things existed even if nobody was there to see or hear or touch or smell or taste them. Some things, she insisted, just are.


THAT WAS A while ago, when the simple fact that I had a driver’s license and she didn’t guaranteed that we would have plenty of time to chat. Now, at the start of her senior year in high school, a disproportionate number of those conversations have as their subject the coming shift in our family landscape. I struggle not to compile a list of what a friend with an older daughter calls “the lasts”—the last time we are guaranteed all holidays together at home, the last year we definitely will celebrate all of our birthdays in person, the last time I will take a first-day-of-school photograph of Sarah posed in the same place she’s stood every year for the past twelve. How will I persuade her to let me take a first-day photograph next year, and where will the new wall be?


I see that the fulcrum of her life was the college tour she went on over spring break in her sophomore year. It was the academic equivalent of speed-dating—a college every three hours!—and in truth, we sent her not so much to find a campus as to let her have ten days of fun with her pals. It worked. Before the ink on the check was dry, we were getting calls like this: “I’m on the corner of Sixth Avenue and Forty-fifth Street. Where’s the restaurant with that cheese and tomato thing?”


The pace picked up dramatically after that. The girl who had never evinced the slightest interest in sleepaway camp—or in spending more than the very rare night at a friend’s, for that matter—came home one afternoon with a brochure for a three-week summer program and didn’t call home as often as any of us had anticipated once she got there. The summer before her senior year, she found a four-week program in a city where she could see friends she’d made the previous year. Temptation was everywhere; suddenly colleges in cities neither Larry nor I had ever visited were sending seductive brochures addressed not to us but directly to our daughter—and she looked at them and started to construct a hierarchy of desire.


And we, the reluctant but dutiful coconspirators, bought her a file cabinet in which she could keep all the brochures and letters and applications, so that she would have an alphabetized plan for her escape at her very fingertips. As much as I didn’t like the idea of losing her for four weeks, I began to look forward to the summer program—as I might look forward to root canal, which would hurt temporarily but would protect me, down the line, from a world of pain. For I had come to understand the subtext of all these small departures: Whatever a program like this offered our children, it offered parents an honorable experiment in being alone. This was a chance to build up calluses so that the real thing wouldn’t hurt so much.


Sarah packed for her month away without any assistance from me; in fact, she preferred that I not offer any opinions unless she asked. But Sarah is not unkind about growing up, so she did allow me to sit on her bed, as she had sat on mine, back in the day. I made a conscious effort not to give her something to put in her suitcase, to rise above magical thinking—and in the end I failed, sort of. I gave her a little leather horse on a key chain, a little horse emblematic of a couple of favorite family trips, but I dignified it by pointing out that she needed a key chain for her room key and the main key to the dorm. This was no mere totem. This was something a young woman could use.


If she saw right through me, she let it go. We got all the way to our destination before she suddenly realized that the one thing she absolutely needed and did not have was a summer-weight cardigan exactly like the one I had happened to pack for myself. I transferred it from my suitcase to hers without complaint. I like to think she took it not just because she was afraid her shoulders might be cold.


A few days before Sarah was supposed to come home, she called to say that her throat hurt, so she was going to sleep for the afternoon, because the next day was full of wonderful events she could not possibly miss. It was a half-and-half call: the little girl who wanted her mom to make the sore throat go away, and the busy young woman who had to get over it fast so that she could get back to her life. We went through the regimen—liquids, rest, compulsive hand-washing—and then we got to the truth.


“I really want to see you and Daddy, and you know I miss you,” she began, “but I wish this could go on for another month.”


There it was: If she had the choice, she would have stayed away a while longer, which did not mean that she no longer cared about us. It took me a moment to find my breath.


“Somebody asked me if you were having a good time,” I said, “and I told her that if you could find a way to stay in the dorm room and start your freshman year in the fall, you’d do it. And that would be okay with Daddy and me.”


I could not believe that I had said such a thing. I could not believe that I meant it, but in fact, I did. This was startling to me. Faced with a truly happy child, my complaints vanished. Faced with a truly happy child, I could not mention such pinched and irremediable concerns as missing her, as wishing that time would stand still, as wanting just for a moment to have a toddler in my arms.


I can’t hang on to it; blithe will not be a word anyone uses to describe me once Sarah goes to college. I will tuck a memento into her freshman suitcase, knowing that it will not bring her back the way we used to count on. I’m sure I’ll call too often, I’ll send an e-mail for no good reason, I will find compellingly irrelevant excuses to visit, and sometimes I will be hurt if she’s too busy to talk. I will feel all the things I felt in miniature this past summer: lost, lonely, old, irrelevant; and, yes, capable, rested, focused, and occasionally even well groomed. It was, and it will be, intolerable and appropriate. Painful and a vicarious thrill. Heartbreaking and elating. F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote, “The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to function,” in which case I am in the midst of a very smart season.


People don’t usually quote the next sentence: “One should, for example, be able to see that things are hopeless and yet be determined to make them otherwise.” We cannot hold Sarah back, and who would want to? Sarah leaving is a work in progress—and leaving really is the wrong word, since it implies an absolute state, either here or gone, and she is not that. She will never be gone, no matter where she is, because feelings, because family, survive circumstance. The tree in the forest resounds without witness—and Sarah is our girl, always. That is our “otherwise”: If I pay attention to it, I might be able to put the sad moments in their place, and to be glad that my happy child wants to stay at the party, whatever that party is, for just a little while longer.


Love like this requires faith. I will have to work hard to remember what Sarah insists is true: Some things, she says, just are.
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Flown Away, Left Behind



Anna Quindlen


I was something of an accidental mother. I don’t mean that in the old traditional whoops! way; it’s just that while I barreled through my twenties convinced that having a baby would be like carrying a really large and inconvenient tote bag that I could never put down, I awoke one day at thirty and, in what now seems an astonishingly glib leap of faith, decided I wanted that tote bag in the very worst way. It was as though my ovaries had taken possession of my brain. Less than a year later an infant had taken possession of everything else. My brain no longer worked terribly well, especially when I added to that baby another less than two years later, and a third fairly soon after that.


That was twenty years ago. You do the math. The first one went to China to polish his Mandarin. The second left for college in the fall. I still have a chick in the nest, and what a chick she is, but increasingly it feels like an aerie too large for its occupants. Recently I told her we were going to be doing something we had always done as a family. “We don’t have that family anymore,” she said. (Here I pause to remove the shiv from between my ribs, breathe deeply, and smile.)


Tell me at your peril that the flight of my kids into successful adulthood is hugely liberating, that I will not believe how many hours are in the day, that my husband and I can see the world, that I can throw myself into my job. My world is in this house, and I already had a great job into which I’d thrown myself for two decades. No, not the writing job—the motherhood job. I was good at it, if I do say so myself, and because I was, I’ve now been demoted to part-time work. Soon I will attain emerita status. This stinks.


I wonder if this has a particular edge for the women of my generation, who found themselves pursuing mothering in a new sort of way. We professionalized it, and in doing so made ourselves a tiny bit ridiculous and more than a little crazy. Women who left their children in the care of others to work for pay often wound up, by necessity and habit, scheduling their mother life as they did their working one. (See us logging teacher conferences into our PDAs in the parking lot of the preschool.) Women who eschewed the job market despite the gains of women within it sometimes wound up making motherhood into a surrogate work world, full of school meetings and endless athletic teams. (See us chairing bake sales even though it would be cheaper to write a check than to make brownies.) For both groups, the unexamined child was not worth having: from late crawling to bad handwriting to mediocre SATs, all was grist for the worry mill. Motherhood changed from a role into a calling. Our poor kids.


The end result is that the empty nest is emptier than ever before; after all, at its center was a role, a vocation, a nameless something so enormous that a good deal had to be sacrificed for it, whether sleep or self or money or ambition or peace of mind. Those sacrifices—or accommodations, for those of us waxing poetic about their end—became the warp and woof of our lives; first we got used to them and then before we knew it they had become obsolete. Those of you waiting for your babies to sleep through the night will be amazed how quickly they come to sleep through the afternoon after a night out.


For years I wrote only between the hours of nine and three, when the children were at school. (God forbid they should actually see me work.) Now that two of the children live at school and one has play rehearsal, basketball games, and random hanging-out when school is done, I still write only between the hours of nine and three. It has become my routine; I did not choose to change it. In the kitchen is a magnet that says MOM IS NOT MY REAL NAME. See our heads snap up in the supermarket when someone yells the word, as surely as our milk once let down when we heard a baby, any baby, cry.


Much has been written about the pernicious nature of having it all, the perfection syndrome required of women who must play so many roles in the lives of others, jamming loving obligations into days that feel too short, discussing endlessly how to balance work and home. But many of us eventually ratcheted up our metabolisms accordingly. First overfull was a cross, then a challenge, eventually a commonplace. Anything less is empty.


It’s not simply the loss of these particular people, living here day in, day out, the bickering, the inside jokes, the cereal bowls in the sink, and the towels in the hamper—all right, on the floor. It was who I was with them: the general to their battalion, the president to their cabinet. The Harpo to their Groucho, Zeppo, and Chico. Sometimes I go into their rooms and just stand, touching their books, looking out their windows. “The shrine,” the youngest says derisively, although she misses the other two as much as I do. But she has her own plans, has one eye now on the glitter past the window glass. At the end of the month she heads Down Under on a six-week school exchange, leaving the bulletin board, the photograph albums, and the wallpaper with butterflies on it behind. And me, of course. Three rooms empty, full of the ghosts of my very best self. Mom is my real name. It is, it is.
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Regime Change



Charles McGrath


We delivered our youngest child to college the other day. This was a moment my wife and I had been both dreading and anticipating for weeks, and it happened so swiftly, so unceremoniously, that the actual instant of separation took place almost before we could register it. We unloaded the station wagon: computer, trombone, popcorn maker, and, wrapped in the original plastic bag, a Brooks Brothers time capsule—a navy blazer and gray flannels that can be dug up, mold covered, from the closet four years from now. We met the roommates, shook hands, and stood around awkwardly for a while. We inspected the bunk beds—testing those gridlike springs that with only the slightest squeaks of protest have borne aloft the bodies of so many sleeping freshmen (excuse me, freshpersons)—and toured the unisex bathrooms. (They were, well, unisex.) We waited in lines for a while, and we wrote a bunch of checks. Then we went out and wandered around town for a bit, and while we were waiting at a corner for the light to change the nest suddenly emptied. A quick hug, a wave, a promise to call, and, in an instant, he was gone.


It’s too late for us now—we will have to work through our grief in other ways—but I kept wishing that the college had arranged some ceremony to mark the occasion. A circling of the wagons, perhaps—with those Conestogas of the suburbs, the parental Volvos, Cherokees, and Caravans, lined up according to age and mileage while the dean affixes a brand-new college decal to the rear window of each. Or maybe an interfaith blessing of the first-year stereos, with suitable prayers offered up by the chaplain for hours of distortion-free bass and superior graphic equalization.


As it happens, my son is attending the same institution of higher learning where my parents dropped me off some thirty years ago. My father, who had never been to college, wore his best suit and tie and was so nervous he couldn’t speak. My mother, equally nervous, couldn’t stop talking. They’ve both been dead for years now, but I found myself wondering what they would have made of parents like the couple I saw, in matching T-shirts, sunglasses, and Tevas, lugging an Oriental rug between them while their daughter trailed behind, bearing a cocktail shaker. Or what they would have made of the safe-sex display in my son’s dorm, featuring not only free condoms but free dental dams and instructions in dental dam etiquette. (Actually, in my mother’s case, I think I know. Sex, she always said, was too beautiful to talk about.)


What would they have made of me, for that matter, concerned less with my son than with whether or not I was going to blub. (I didn’t, thank goodness.) All over the campus I saw, or thought I saw, dozens and dozens of parents in a similar state, trying not to do or say anything that would embarrass their offspring or themselves. I’ve never witnessed such a concentration of good behavior.


In private a couple of us parents remarked that college was wasted on the young, and volunteered to become freshpersons again, now that we know all that we know. In truth, though, we probably don’t know the first thing. Who would install our computer software? Who would tell us what music to listen to and which side to get our ears pierced on? I had a momentary and depressing vision of myself and my roommates of thirty years ago reunited now in the old suite. There we are, four middle-aged guys without a clue. We pop a few brewskies, maybe spark a jay or two—just the way we did in the old days. Somehow, though, it isn’t the same. As night falls, we make a big effort. We turn the radio up full blast, put on the bedsheets, and do the toga dance across the quad. It isn’t as much fun as we’d hoped. We’re tired and out of breath, and our feet hurt. Most of all, we’re lonely. We miss the kids.


I WROTE THAT more than ten years ago, though it hardly seems that long. The college dean—who had actually been a classmate, of the studious variety and not one of the toga dancers—sent me a decal in the mail. I got a very nice note from the literary critic George Steiner, of all people—not someone I imagined to be preoccupied by empty-nest issues—and one of my son’s high school friends began eyeing me with new respect. He said he especially liked the part about “sparking jays.”


I also heard from someone who wrote: “It’s interesting, and typical, that people who love their children very much approach this important moment in their children’s lives with almost total self-absorption. I’m a parent. I don’t feel that way. Frankly, I just don’t understand it. Must be part of this ‘me’ thing.”


Guilty as charged, and why not? I wasn’t worried about my son, who went on to enjoy himself immensely in college, just as I suspected he would. I was worried about me, and about how my wife and I would cope with a house that for a while seemed to echo with emptiness. The refrigerator no longer needed to be replenished daily. We needed to run the dishwasher no more than once or twice a week. My son’s room no longer needed to be tidied, or to have the door shut so that we needn’t look upon the mess within. It was like a museum of boyhood—the sports trophies gathering dust, the baseball cards under the bed, the paper crown from the senior prom dangling from a lampshade.


There were a couple of evenings early on when my wife and I were at a loss for words. What was there to talk about, if not the kids? Plenty, it turned out, as gradually, like a change in government, a new era of liberation set in. Dinner on TV trays! Wine! Living room nudity! We slept soundly at night, no longer waking up in those early, white-knuckle hours, waiting for the blessed sound of a car pulling into the driveway and the back door softly shutting. On weekends, we stayed in bed late if we felt like it or else, on the spur of the moment, we hopped in the car and went somewhere without a thought as to when we might return. In a way, we became kids ourselves.


Eventually, in classic American fashion, we enlarged the nest. This was in part an attempt to create a grandchild trap—a place to attract the offspring of our offspring—because by now our daughter, the first to fly the coop, had a husband and a daughter of her own. But in a way I suppose we added on to the nest simply because we could—because there were no children to get in the way of the construction. So now we have state-of-the-art bathrooms that are always clean, and where we can conceal the various geezer pills we have lately become obliged to take. We have an upstairs sitting room where we can unself-consciously play any kind of music we feel like. We have fewer disagreements than at any other time in our marriage. This must be the condition that real estate agents call “tranquility.”


We’re fortunate in that both of the kids live nearby, and visit fairly often. They come in like whirlwinds, with all their stuff—the duffels, the iPods, the laptops, and, lately, the toys, the portable crib, the bales of disposable diapers. Who are these people? I sometimes think. They lead such busy lives and have such funny and interesting things to say. It barely seems possible that they’re related to us.


And then, after a day or so in which the whole house seems to vibrate with energy, they’re on their way again, as suddenly as they turned up. We hug them, thank them, promise to be in touch by phone and e-mail, and then we start to clean the counters, dump the towels in the washer, rearrange the silverware drawer, stack the magazines, put the CDs back on the shelves. We love it when they come. We also love it when they leave.
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Careful What You Wish For



Susan Crandell


As my daughter Brook checked items off the packing list and filled boxes with sheets and towels and computer components, getting ready for her freshman year in college, I found myself worrying more about me than about her. I imagined that my husband and I would rattle around the empty nest like the last two crullers in a big Dunkin’ Donuts dozen box. Brook was lifting off into an exciting future, opening a new chapter in her life while we were slamming one shut. Without the manic sideshow of a joyful, emotional, hyperscheduled teenager, I feared our days would be thin, pale, anemic. I brooded extra-much because Brook is our one and only. In the days preceding her early-September departure, I ricocheted between emotions—sad for us, happy for her. I only hoped that together Steve and I could withstand the wave of sorrow that was sure to wash over us when we returned to an unnaturally quiet house.


There is something worse than an empty heart, though; it is a homesick child. On a soggy September morning, the day after we’d settled Brook into her new college digs, we walked from the little guesthouse near campus to her dorm. Brook was standing out in the rain waiting for us, tears streaming down her face. Did she hate her roommates? No, all four young women were lovely, and everyone had been gracious about deciding who’d get the desk by the window and the larger of the two sleeping rooms. Was she terrorized that she’d gained entry to one of the top schools in the country by some hideous clerical mistake and would soon be found out as an intellectual imposter? Nope, that was my paranoia at her age, not hers. Brook knew she’d worked hard for her grades and accolades in high school; she could do the same here.


She was just plain homesick. Right now, her future was a question mark. She didn’t know another soul on campus. Raised in a little time-forgotten Hudson River town, she would be living in a bustling city two hundred miles from home. When I went away to college, I couldn’t wait to be independent. A wallflower in high school, I saw it as an opportunity to reinvent myself—to be the popular girl, not the nerd, to have more friends and to study subjects that weren’t even on the radar screen at my humble secondary school. Brook, on the other hand, was quite fond of the life she would hereafter refer to as her past. She had a great circle of friends, a happy enough family life to outshine the bumps and scrapes of adolescence, and a boy she would be leaving behind. Al was a year and a half younger, a handsome high school junior with a brilliant smile. He was the quarterback and the school’s best pole-vaulter. More important, he was Brook’s first love. In her mind, at college she had everything to lose, and who-knows-what to gain.


Steve and I did our best that sad September day to cheer her up before we hugged all around and climbed in the car. On the drive home, I fought back tears of my own, worrying about my little girl in the big bad world. My friend Ellen and I used to laugh about her mother-in-law’s comment when Ellen was facing a breast biopsy: “This is so much harder on Alex than on you.” There was my friend, lying on a hospital bed facing surgery and an unknown prognosis, and who’s enduring the greater pain—her husband! Suddenly I understood what Alex’s mother meant: In the calculus of parenting, all pain is raised to the tenth power if it’s happening to your child.


Brook’s unhappiness didn’t come out of nowhere. She had a history of battling the blues; for her, homesickness was a chronic condition. When she was twelve and crazy for ballet, she’d signed up for a two-week dance camp at a college campus forty-five minutes from our house. A few days after she got there, she called in tears. She was miserable, would we please, please, please bring her home. Steve was unreachable, out of the country on business, so I had to figure out what to do. There was no decision, really; I was a mother lion protecting her cub. I canceled the day’s meetings, hopped a commuter train, and went to fetch her.


That fall, Brook threw over her passion for dancing to join the tennis team, and the next summer, she begged to go to tennis camp. “Okay,” Steve and I bargained, “we’ll send you, but this time there’s no early dismissal option. If you decide to go, you have to stay.” Absolutely, Brook promised. Her best friend Randi was going too, they’d room together, it would be wonderful. Well, Randi made new friends at camp while Brook sank into homesickness. Two days in, my office phone rang. When I reminded my distraught daughter of our deal (and contemplated the crafty planning of my husband, who was out of the country again), she played her ace: “If you loved me, you’d pick me up.” I didn’t have a snappy response; in my heart of hearts, I agreed. But with the tough-love encouragement of an Aussie friend who’d trotted off to boarding school at age eight and—Brook’s bad luck—happened to be in my office when she called, I managed to hold the line. She would have to stay. Shaken, I hung up the phone.


Brook survived that week at tennis camp. Her next foray into independent travel came her junior year of high school, when one very brave French teacher took two dozen hormone-drenched adolescents on a fourteen-day exchange program to Provence. Sobbing phone calls ensued.


Given that Brook had once again stuck it out, and remembering my own unbounded joy at being on my own, I figured she’d be okay for college. Call it denial, but I truly believed that she had scaled the barrier of homesickness. Now here we were in the September from hell. Brook was melting down in Boston, and I was doing a good impersonation back home. I worried that she’d drop out of college, move home, and marry Al. They’d have babies right away and go to work flipping burgers. That was the night terror that had me snapping awake in a chilling sweat at 3 A.M. The bright future I had imagined for my daughter seemed in danger of vaporizing at any minute.


All that fall, my stomach churned every morning as I booted up my computer and scanned my e-mail. I jumped every time the phone rang. Steve had been the on-duty parent who worked from home and raised Brook while I commuted a hundred miles a day to New York City. I was the touchy-feely one; my shift started when the emotional chips were down, yet I felt inadequate to the task of helping her find her way.


Alongside empathy for Brook’s pain, I was serving myself a heaping helping of guilt. No matter what theory I embraced to explain her unhappiness, it all boiled down to one inescapable truth: It was all my fault. Had my “let’s be pals” relationship with her created fertile ground for homesickness to flourish? Had I cuddled her too much, breast-fed her too long, urged her to spend time with me instead of her friends, made her too dependent on me? Then again, homesickness could be my responsibility in a completely different way—maybe it was genetic.


I remembered my own failed experiment at childhood independence. When I was eleven, I headed off to a girls’ camp on a little lake with a school friend who’d been attending happily for years. It was two weeks of pure misery. I had no idea I could be so unhappy, but I never let my parents know. Phone calls home were forbidden except in an emergency (hard as that is to imagine in this day, when kids don’t go anywhere without a battery of personal communication devices), and the camp director encouraged us to write upbeat letters to our folks. As I recall, in my series of chirpy, chatty notes, I only let my game face slip once, asking my parents to please come early on the day they’d pick me up. I never went to camp again, but I always figured that being forced to deal with the difficulties had been beneficial in that medicinal “has to taste bad to be good” way.


Struggling to make it through the fall from hell, I printed out and kept all of our e-mails, hoping that rereading them would somehow suggest a solution. Recently, I found them stuck in a file folder at the back of a drawer. As I page through them now, almost ten years later, I am struck by how lame my advice to her was. “Set goals for yourself,” I suggested. “Make sure you talk to three or four new people every day. Once you have a good friend, it will color your whole attitude. And remember, you may have to do a little interviewing before you find your soul mate.” Gag! Okay, I was a women’s magazine editor, well versed in platitudes and simplistic advice, but did I really write this stuff?


In my own inept way, I also managed to imply that she was letting the entire family down—no, make that the entire family tree. “You come from tough stock,” I lectured. “Your grandfather went off to war when he was your age. Your grandmother left high school to take over her parents’ business when they died.” What was I thinking?


Like the boomer mom I am, when I wasn’t writing treacly or belligerent e-mails, I was trying to micromanage Brook’s “independent” experience. As soon as we got home that rainy September day, I called her resident adviser, a first-year law student who lived across the hall. When I told her about Brook’s difficulties, Amy was cordial but brief. “I can’t even talk to you about this without Brook’s permission. She is an adult, and those are the rules.” I was momentarily dismayed, but somehow the message got through. A few weeks later, when Steve and I thought Brook should have a talk with the dean, we were smart enough to suggest that she set up a meeting rather than ringing him up and getting her on his calendar ourselves. This powwow would prove to be a turning point, though for a reason we didn’t imagine. I had figured the dean would put Brook on the couch, probing the roots of her homesickness, but he took a more pragmatic approach. If she was that unhappy, he told her, perhaps she’d like to take a semester off. The school understood and would welcome her back. Far from an opportunity Brook was craving, the offer came as a shock. “I worked so hard to get here,” she told us. “There’s no way I’m going to leave.” This didn’t make Brook’s day-to-day any easier, but it helped keep her eye on her goal.


Meanwhile, back at home, I was developing a serious case of maternal envy. In early October, I rounded up the mothers of four of Brook’s friends for a chatty dinner where we’d swap stories and help one another deal with the adjustment of sending our kids off. I brought us together with an ulterior motive in mind: to learn some smart strategies for handling homesickness. The first meeting of the Lonely Moms Club was a wakeup call of quite another kind. These other mothers weren’t moaning about how unhappy their kids were; they were complaining about how little their kids missed them. I wanted to shake them, saying, “Don’t you know you’re the lucky ones. Your kids are thriving. Mine is counting the days until she can be released from this emotional torture chamber they call college life.”


Brook made it through her first, rough year with determination, gumption, and lots of trips home. That summer, she and Al broke up. When September rolled around, I was stunned to deliver a very different young woman to her new dorm room. She embraced her roommate with a big grin, a smile that never faded even after the last carton had been unloaded and I was back in the car waving good-bye. This time, it was me who was crying, tears of happiness and pride that my daughter had found her place in the world. Could it be that she hadn’t been homesick at all—that this time, the sorrow had been garden-variety boy trouble?


That seemed to be the case. For the next three years, she came home only for the between-semesters vacation—plus spring break if she didn’t have a more delicious destination, like Cape Cod or Barcelona, at her disposal. Otherwise, if we wanted to see Brook, we drove up to Cambridge. I realized that this was just fine with me. She was making the proper transfer: As Steve reminded me, “home” was not her bright fuchsia bedroom under the big catalpa tree; it was room 507 in Pforzheimer House. Because I’d spent her freshman year in a cold sweat, worrying about her future, I’d accommodated to the empty nest without noticing. Her misery had trumped the let-down I would have felt otherwise. By the time I was able to focus on the hollow spaces in my own life, they had magically filled.


Brook surprised me again a few years later, with her graduation gift request: an around-the-world air ticket. Five days after receiving her degree, she set off for Asia with an enormous backpack and plans to spend nine months seeing the world on twenty dollars a day. Maybe all those traumatic trips as an adolescent and preteen had been character building, after all. Meanwhile, I was left to reflect on how quickly we can swap seats on the good mom/bad mom teeter-totter of life. Now, other parents were congratulating me on what a resourceful, independent child I’d raised, saying their kids could never travel to far-flung foreign lands alone. I’d smile and say, “Be careful what you wish for.” Now, Brook was off on a grand adventure, and I was homesick for her.
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Always Close



Annette Duffy


Everything I know about mothering I learned from my father. This is an accident of history, and maybe also of biology. My mother almost died when I was born, and for the first few months of my life my father had to feed me and clean me and dress me and put me to sleep while she recuperated. When my mother was finally well enough to care for me herself, she learned that her own mother was dying, and she turned all her energies to nursing my grandmother through her illness. I was two years old when my grandmother died and my mother at last became free to mother me. But by then, the bond between me and my father was absolute, and his eccentric way of mothering was the only kind that could interest me.


For me, mothering was when, at one, you stood in your crib while your dad fed you, and you rattled the crib’s bars and roared, and he loved it and he laughed and fed you some more. Mothering at two was when you plunged into the huge breakers of the Atlantic Ocean on your dad’s shoulders, and you weren’t too afraid because he’d mimed for you the way to hold your breath when the breakers hit. Mothering at three was when you rode ponies in Van Cortlandt Park, in the Bronx where you lived, and your dad wouldn’t let the stable boy lead you because he knew you could control the pony yourself. Mothering at four and five and six was when you walked with your dad for hours every weekend along the eastern bank of the Hudson River, and he showed you how to avoid the third rail of the Hudson Line’s tracks, which ran that way, a trick that it was obvious every little girl should know. Mothering was when you learned how to tell what direction you were headed in—New Jersey being to the west across the Hudson, you could easily figure out the other three directions. Mothering was when, walking on the bank of the Hudson, you heard brilliant stories from your father about a little girl who just happened to have your same name, and who led her male cousins across the Hudson to Animal Land (sorry, New Jersey) in astonishing adventures in which she figured as the only one with any brains. She knew how to build a raft to cross the River, she knew how to talk to the unpredictable Lion King of Animal Land and save her cousins’ skins, and she knew how to get them all home safe before any of their parents even missed them.


Because, you see, mothering assumed that children had secret lives and their own adventures that their parents didn’t have a clue about. Mothering understood that separation is the destiny of mother and child, and it is the mother’s job to remember this—for the child’s sake. Mothering knew that you have to raise your children to go away, or else you’ve failed utterly.
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“A valuable road map through one of life’s most daunting transitions.”

—ARIANNA HUFFINGTON, author of On Becoming Fearless
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