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Dedication



We dedicate this book to our children:
Kyle Rehme, Katrina Hatch, Kayla Crockett, and Koy Rehme;
Dustin Hankins, Ryan Hankins, Meredith Hankins Bloxham,
and Kristin and Jonathan Evans.


Thanks for the memories...
and the (almost) empty bedrooms you left behind.
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Foreword


From the moment children enter our lives, whether by birth or by bonding, they become an extension of our selves. When she sings, we sing. When he hurts, we hurt. In a whisper, we plant seeds that say, “You will always be my baby. Forever and ever.”


And we gladly pour heart and soul — not to mention paychecks and stamina — into raising these precious beings. We become nurturers, teachers, advocates, and private booster clubs. We champion and chastise, shape and sustain, comfort… and complain. Complain that they’re unreasonable. Immature. That they need to grow up.


Then, at mach-speed, they do grow up.


One unexpected day, we awake to mortarboards, college tuition, and wedding toasts. And we discover that in building the boy, we molded the man; in growing the girl, we fashioned the woman. Those beautiful eyes that once locked into ours for protection and delight — that melted our hearts and pried open our wallets — now focus on the future, in pursuit of Bright Hopes and Big Dreams.


It matters not that we did this to our parents, who planted the same whispered seeds on our birth day. It matters not that leaving home is a rite of passage for all generations. The house heaves a sigh of relief yet echoes our footsteps in miserable loneliness. The washing machine spits out the last missing sock and hiccups to hold back its tears. The car belches, pats its unaccustomed girth of a never-empty tank, and naps in the drive, utterly bored. All because millions of our sons and daughters graduated or got married this year, moved out and moved on. And where are the middle-aged, Baby Boomer parents they’ve left behind?


Judging from the hundreds of stories submitted on this topic, they’re trying to focus on their own — newly or nearly childless — futures. Daring to dream new dreams or patching together the pieces of old ones they left strewn along the parenting pathway. They are mourning the years passed and past. Then, squaring their shoulders and lifting their heads, they are discovering exciting new ways to be part of their children’s lives.


The stories these Empty Nesters share will encourage, validate, and nourish those of us approaching or adjusting to this new season, those whose family defines them. After all, it is a rite of passage for us, as well. Just as we want our children to blossom, so must we.


And so we serve them up, these candid stories that portray an often over-looked and under-realized stage of life: The Empty Nest. Whether tender or humorous, tearful or tongue-in-cheek, these episodes and essays offer the wisdom of experience and the hope of example.


In the creases of these pages, may you discover solace and joy, courage and liberation — and the tools to forge ahead in the pursuit of your own Bright Hopes and Big Dreams.


~Carol McAdoo Rehme and Patricia Cena Evans


[image: Image]




[image: Image]


 


[image: Image]



First Flights



How do you know when a fruit is ripe?
When it leaves the bunch.


~André Gide
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Trading Spaces


A wise man hears one word and understands two.


~Yiddish Proverb


She’s leaving for college in just a few weeks and we’ve made all the preparations. Went to the dentist and had her teeth cleaned. Bought contacts. Checked off lists of things to take. Cleaned out her closet. Purchased tickets so she could come home at Thanksgiving.


And all the while, I mentally prepared a separate list: a calculated rearrangement of the furniture and trinkets crowding her bedroom to create a new space. A study. A place to call my own. A place where I can spread out. Room for everything. A file cabinet for my files. A bookshelf for my books. After years of squeezing in here and there, of sharing space with our son’s disks labeled X-Wing Fighter and my husband’s marked Orthopedic Review, I’m dreaming of a desk all to myself. My own space.


Everything seemed to be going along as planned — until today. Just before she left for work, we had a confrontation. Our voices were raised; our emotions ran deep.


“I can’t believe you want to pack all my things into boxes and store them in the basement. This is still my home. I live here. I’m just going away to college.”


“Honey,” I reasoned, “you’ll only be here for holidays.”


“And all summer!” She tossed her head and I caught a look in her eye. A look that said, “I’m really excited about this, but I’m scared too. I want to leave and grow up, but don’t you want to beg me to stay?”


Last night she curled up next to me on the couch.


“Scratch my head,” she purred. “Now my back. You won’t get to do this much.” Her declarations of independence tinged with pity puzzled me. But maybe I’m beginning to hear what she’s saying. She’s asking for reassurance that life won’t be quite as special once she’s gone. She needs a place to come back to — just in case.


And maybe I need to acknowledge that her departure is ripping a hole in my heart.


When I look at her, I glimpse the child she was. I can feel the press of her tiny fingers as they wrapped around mine a moment after her birth. I can smell her fresh new baby skin and feel her fuzzy head against my cheek. I can all but hear her toddler’s plea of, “Mom-mom, hold me-me.”


Perhaps she needs to be sure that no one could ever take her place, and that I’ll miss her more than she’ll ever know. Maybe she wants to see me ache — just a little — and to know I mourn losing her. Instead of being eager to turn her room into a study, perhaps she longs for me to melt into a puddle of tears. To exhibit the hurt that tells her she is irreplaceable.


Maybe she’s right.


Instead of putting up this brave front — this shield of reorganization and continuance of life — I need to allow the pain of parting to sweep over me. To taste the grief. To acknowledge that our family is changing and will never be the same. To accept the young woman replacing my little girl. To admit that, while I’m very proud of her, I long for the days when she needed me in so many ways.


Maybe she knows that in the coming months it will be better for me to have access to her old familiar bedroom. Maybe she recognizes my need to grab her favorite stuffed polar bear, bury my face in its soft fur, and cry because my baby grew up too fast. Maybe she understands that if I pack away all her knickknacks and keepsakes, my fingers will have nothing to grasp when my arms ache to hold her.


Maybe… just maybe… she knows I’m not ready for a study yet and losing her is harder than I want to admit. And that the only space needing to be rearranged is the empty one in my heart.


~Susan M. Cameron


[image: image]


    


[image: Image]




[image: image]


Forty Weeks


I walk into my teenage daughter’s room to find — once again — her bed, floor, desk, and most other surfaces covered with papers, books, projects, or clothes. I offer to help clean her room and reorganize her closets and drawers.


With a sly grin, Tara replies, “No need to, Mom. I’ll be leaving soon.”


“Oh, where are you going?” I ask, trying to remember if she has soccer or piano that evening.


“You know, Mom, to college. I’ll be leaving in about ten months. Only forty more weeks. It’s not worth reorganizing my room since I’ll be going so soon.”


I blink, startled. She’s serious.


An hour later, I walk into her twin brother’s room to check his progress with college applications. My effort is far from appreciated.


“Mom, you need to stop nagging me,” Jake says. “I’ll be leaving for college soon. In only forty more weeks, you won’t know what I’ll be doing or where I’ll be.”


My heart skips a beat. Can it be true they’ll both be off to college so soon? I suddenly remember countless mothers peering into my twins’ stroller commenting on how fast the years would go. They were right. But it feels surreal.


Who could have known our inquisitive daughter would grow into a beautiful young woman with plans to study psychology and neuroscience? Likewise our toddler son, who beat table tops and toy drums with an array of silverware and sticks, will soon enter a conservatory to pursue his passion for composing and performing classical percussion music.


Only forty more weeks. Although I have spent their lifetimes teaching, loving and encouraging them, somehow — at this moment — it doesn’t seem enough. So much left to be said and done. Myriad bits of advice dance and tumble in my head like loose buttons in a spinning dryer.


I feel an urgent need to ensure that Tara and Jake will have the skills necessary to manage the multiple demands placed on them. Practicalities like opening checking accounts and the art of monthly balancing must still be taught. I want to emphasize the importance of relishing each day while setting limits in an unbounded environment. I feel the need to talk more about dating, relationships, marriage. And what about daily exercise and sleep? I want to reinforce how important it is to follow their dreams and passions, work hard and play hard, and do ordinary things in an extraordinary way.


Further, we need more time together. Time for picnic breakfasts by meandering streams. Time for more bike rides encircled by beautiful mountains.


I find it difficult to acknowledge that our daily interactions over these past eighteen years will come to an abrupt end. Although I’m elated that their departure will open new doors for all of us, I also feel my heart breaking. I picture myself peeking into their silent bedrooms before I leave for work only to see dust particles floating in rays of early morning sunlight. But I vow to follow my own advice and relish all the surprises and opportunities that await us in this next phase of family life.


Recently, Tara argued about her curfew. “Give me one good reason I should be home that early!”


Without a moment’s hesitation, her dad grinned and replied, “Because you’ll be leaving soon. In less than forty weeks. And we want to see a lot of you before you go.”


She returned his grin, hugged him and headed quickly out the door.


~Marian Gormley


[image: image]




[image: image]


Baby Steps


I woke my son David for school for the last time ever yesterday. Not a big deal, really. I wouldn’t have even thought of it if he hadn’t reminded, “Don’t wake me tomorrow, Mom. I’m going in late for a final.” Then he added, “In fact, you won’t have to wake me from now on.”


And that’s when it hit me. He’s done with high school. Again, not a big deal, really. Except that it is. He’s my baby, this 6’ 4” man.


Twenty-seven years ago, I managed my firstborn the best I could with my entry-level maternity skills. My second child, four years later, was easier, because I knew what to expect. Then, after the heartbreak of a miscarriage, there was David. He was it, my last baby. That awareness made me savor every moment of his babyhood in a way I hadn’t with the others.


I rocked him to sleep, and then continued rocking, feeling his warm weight on my shoulder, instead of plopping him in his crib to “get something done” as I’d done before. On walks, I didn’t hurry him past the storm drain when he knelt to plop pebbles into the water. I didn’t hurry David on to the next step. I let him unfold like the leaves in spring, sometimes early, sometimes not.


Now my final fledgling is ready to fly and I’m ready to let him go. Life is unfolding as it should. I raised David to stand on his own two feet, find his path in the world, and be productive in a way that matters.


He is my baby, but I didn’t baby him. I shortened my pace for him. I walked slowly with his small hand grasping mine. I stepped lively along as he wobbled on his first bike. I sat stiffly and pushed my foot on an imaginary brake as he learned to drive. Now, I just wave out the window as he heads off somewhere. I let him test his wings. I know he’ll soar.


I’ll miss him. I’ll look forward to having him come home to roost now and then. Meanwhile, I’ll set my own pace. There’s a new life waiting. For both of us.


~Ruth Douillette
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Giving Birth


Two children born eighteen months apart. The years zip-pity-doo-dah by and suddenly it’s time for our darlings to choose a wider life.


In 1986, Greg sprints to Oregon and college. The following year, Kaaren scoots to a university on the Washington coast. With each departure, my husband John and I snuffle and feel bereft. For about a month. After all, the kids will be home for holidays and we will make occasional weekend treks in their directions.


Three years pass. Greg falls in love. He and our daughter-in-law to-be make a surprise visit proclaiming a summer wedding. We are thrilled. In tandem, Kaaren learns she will spend her fall term as a study abroad student in Tanzania. We are elated.


August 17, a sweet wedding in Eugene, Oregon. Our family expands. I ignore the lump in my throat. August 18, en route to Sea-Tac Airport to send our “baby” to Africa I am unsettled. But why? Such joyful times, such opportunities, such a short separation.


An hour before we arrive at the airport, I sniff. John asks if I’m getting a cold. Unable to deny any longer that our precious quartet has changed forever, my mother-water breaks. I wail, as out of control as the Cowardly Lion.


When we pause at traffic lights, I notice Kaaren stretched across the back seat. She’s hiding because people are staring as I flail about the passenger seat. What neither John nor Kaaren understand is that a birth is in process — get me to a delivery room.


Inside the airport, I tone it down to an occasional gasp with a hiccough chaser. My nose burnt sienna, my eyes swollen slits. Kaaren fast forwards a half mile ahead of us. John vaults beyond my grasp. Where is the doula?


When it’s time to say goodbye, Kaaren appears relieved I am not gripping her ankle and shrieking her name. We hug. It’s not enough. I desperately need to forge a link before she leaves.


“Darling, remember to find the last star on the handle of the Big Dipper — and know that we are looking at it with you. There are a few oceans between us, but we’ll be with you every step.”


On our return trip to Spokane, like a stuck record I weep out a sound track of aborted grief for 267.9 miles. My twenty-two-year pregnancy of holding on has come to an end. This birth is about letting go.


After many evenings of Dipper-spotting, January finally arrives and we return to Seattle to collect our changed-forever daughter. I cry grateful tears.


“We looked at the Big Dipper nearly every night the stars came out. Did you?” I muse to my daughter.


Kaaren stalls. “Um, no, Mom. I considered writing you about this, but it didn’t seem like such a great idea. Actually,” she cleared her throat, “the Big Dipper doesn’t appear in the African sky.”


And then, we all give birth… to laughter.


~Gail Goeller
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At the Close of the Day


We should have been asleep, but we weren’t. David because he’s eighteen, and me, because I lose track of time when I’m at my computer.


I’m usually in bed long before he is, reading or maybe curled with the cat. Sometimes David stops outside my door and says goodnight. Other times, he comes in, pats the cat, and gives me a kiss. If I’m really lucky, he stretches out beside me and shares his day, making the scenes alive with his talent for imitation.


He’s already in charge of his own time and activities — up to a point. But he’s still my baby, so when I heard him whisper, “’Night, Mom,” on my way down the hall, I pushed open his door, and sat on the edge of the bed to give him a kiss.


“Remember when you used to fall asleep on the floor beside my bed?” he asked.


I do remember. It eased him through his nightmare stage. I’d lie on my back, so tired I’d often wake hours later to crawl into my own bed. If he woke in the middle of the night, he’d come and sleep on the floor beside me.


I was glad when that stage passed. I was glad when he’d go upstairs by himself to wash his face, brush his teeth, and put on his pajamas.


“’Night, Mom,” he’d yell from bed. “Will you come up and tuck me in?”


I was glad when the bed-to-living-room conversations ended, too. Just when I settled with a cup of tea and a book, he’d yell down, “Mom?”


“What?”


“Who do you think would win in a fight? Tyrannosaurus Rex or Spider-Man?”


“Tyrannosaurus. Go to sleep.”


“Mom?”


“What?”


“What was your favorite thing to do when you were little?”


“Read. Now go to sleep.”


By the time my tea was finished, my patience was drained as well. To his “Mom?” I’d shout back, “WHAT!” It was a horrible sound, a shriek that escaped my throat with the force of a sneeze.


After a pause he’d say in an aggrieved tone, “I was just going to say, ‘I love you.’”


“I love you, too, David. Now go to sleep.”


Who knew that I would miss those days? Who knew they would seem so sweet in retrospect? Soon he’ll be sleeping in a college dorm, the first tentative steps toward a life on his own. But I’ll still whisper, “’Night, Dave,” when I turn off my light each night.


~Ruth Douillette
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A Close-Up Shot


A daughter may outgrow your lap, but she will never outgrow your heart.


~Anonymous


I plopped in my easy chair after lugging the last piece of equipment back to storage. It had been a grueling day — another day of chasing a bride. That’s what we call it in the photography business. You play tag with the bride as she flits from the make-up table to hugs; from flowers to dresses; from the aisle to the cake; from reception to a limo.


All while you try to capture memorable photos.


It is demanding physically and emotionally. Months of detailed planning and preparation precede each wedding and everyone’s feelings float warily on the surface. For many, weddings mile-mark the beginning of an empty nest. Someone’s son and someone’s daughter are leaving home and parents behind in anticipation of forging a future and a home of their own. Because it’s the event of a lifetime, everything must be perfect. After all, there are no second chances for the photography — it must be done right. And it must be done right the first time.


Everyone seems to know of a sad photographic experience at a wedding. That is why I triple check everything, have backup equipment, and force myself to keep a level head. My clients and even my wife compliment me on my ability to go with the flow and not get stressed during these highly stressful occasions.


Satisfied with the day’s results, I balked at the thought of the next bride, surprised to acknowledge that, after thirty years of honing my craft, I felt insecure.


This sitting would be tougher than most. It was a bridal portrait and the final image would be large and displayed on an easel at the wedding reception. Mothers-of-the-brides are infamous for their demanding reputations, distress over letting go of their daughters, and angst at the thought of the holes left in their lives. This particular MOB carried the added burden of being a relative.


Yes, a relative. They are always the most difficult. Relatives expect more. They expect perfect work. And they expect perfect work for free. Many photographers refuse to photograph family events. But I am a pro and pride myself on keeping all those tensions in check. Once I commit there’s no turning back.


Shouldering the responsibility, I load my car and drive to the site the bride chose. A glance upward confirms a cooperative sky as I hunch to inspect the gear packed into my trunk. I load film first — sure don’t want to make that simple mistake. Then I double-check the lighting systems, set up the tripod, and make test shots. All is well; all is calm. And I’m ready just as the bride arrives.


She looks so young. Too young to get married. “Are you sure you’re old enough to be legal?” I deadpan.


She looks startled, then grins. “Almost twenty-two,” she insists. “Legal and beyond!”


My brows shoot up and I shake my head doubtfully.


“Don’t you feel some guilt for leaving your parents?”


She shakes her head and giggles.


She’s giddy — just like all the rest. She’s in wispy white — just like all the rest. She’s accompanied by her faithful entourage — just like all the rest. It’s her final picture as daughter, her first as a bride. And I can see by the expression on her face that she’s ready to grasp the kite-tail of her dreams and fly into her future.


I am fully prepared to make a beautiful portrait. I know the procedure so well — place her feet just so, shift her weight, angle her shoulders, tilt her head, position her hand into graceful “Barbie doll fingers” …and then be ready for the perfect expression she and this picky MOB hope for.


Both of them have planned this image all their lives. They’re expecting that Cinderella look-and-feel they always envisioned. Well, this bride is drop-dead gorgeous. I nod in approval. It’s going to be a piece of cake.


I bend my head to look through the viewfinder. Something is dreadfully wrong with this picture. It’s out of focus. The bride looks odd, she looks too… young. I check the settings and try again. Now the bride is fuzzy.


“What’s going on?” I mutter.


Once more, I examine the camera. All is in order.


No, wait. The lens is fogged.


My heart flutters and I steady myself. Yet, no matter how hard I try to call on my years of professional training, I can’t seem to make this picture clear. A jagged breath catches in my throat and I suddenly understand the problem.


With a rueful sigh, I turn away and swipe roughly at the mist of tears blurring my optics. No pro worth his salt would let them be discovered.


I corral my emotions. “Turn a little. And, lean in,” I hear myself say in a surprisingly normal tone. “Now, a sweet smile, Sweetie,” I swallow hard. “A special smile just for your old… er… for your groom.” I force myself to separate my personal feelings from the image in the lens. “That’s it. That’s it. Yes… wow!”


Click.


Click, click, click.


I clear my throat and manage a broad beam in spite of myself. “What a beautiful, blushing bride.”


Another daughter leaving the nest to find her future. I shake my head ruefully. My daughter. This daddy’s little girl.


~Norman L. Rehme as told to Carol McAdoo Rehme
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Condo-lences


“By the way, Mom, I won’t be home for dinner tomorrow night.”


Those words, “by the way, Mom,” make me shudder with fear and dread of unimaginable proportions ever since my son, Jeff, first began to utter that phrase.


He used it innumerable times during his early school years, usually at bedtime. “By the way, Mom, my report is due tomorrow.”


As he grew older, the subject changed, but never the phraseology and never, never the method. “By the way, Mom, tomorrow’s the prom, and I didn’t order any flowers.”


For some reason, his use of the phrase this time caught my attention. “Why will you miss dinner, Jeff?”


“I’ve got an appointment to go see a condo.”


Condo? Jeff moving out?


Thoughts tumbled in, out, and around my head. I knew, deep in the depths of my heart, that a parent’s goal is to prepare her child for an independent, productive life to prepare him to spread his wings and soar. I was all for that. But in pursuit of that goal, I hadn’t prepared myself for that moment.


Jeff put in a bid for the condo the next day and we waited for a response. As the evening drew to a close and I still hadn’t heard from him, I had a sinking feeling his bid wasn’t accepted. Setting aside my sadness and angst, I felt concern for Jeff’s disappointment. First, I worried about Jeff getting the condo; then I worried about him not getting it. Even I could sense the irony in the situation.


“She accepted my offer.” Jeff’s cryptic text message suddenly appeared on my screen. I called him immediately and congratulated him.


As soon as he got home, I questioned him. “When will you close?”


“Either thirty or sixty days, I’m not sure.”


Grappling with the impact of this information, I gasped. “But, that’s not enough time!”


“Mom, it’s okay. That’s plenty of time to get a mortgage.”


“Sure, that’s plenty of time for a mortgage and for you to get ready to move; it’s just not enough time for me to prepare.” Then I smiled to signal I was half joking — the half that wasn’t serious.


I didn’t want to stop him, not really. It’s just that Jeff and I have always been close. I thought back, remembering when, as a four-year-old, he took it upon himself to become my coach before, during, and after physical therapy sessions during the dark weeks that followed my two spinal cord surgeries.


At day camp that summer, Jeffrey had approached a counselor who led the camp in exercises. “My mom’s having trouble moving her fingers,” he said. “Can you show me some exercises to help fix her hands?”


The counselor obliged by demonstrating a simple technique.


When Jeff came home, he promptly closed my hands into fists. “Look what my counselor showed me.” Jeff pressed his small fingers against mine for resistance. “Now, try to open them, Mom.”


He worked with me over and over that summer, helping me to regain gradual mobility until I could use my hands and stretch my fingers wide. His determination and effort bonded us in a way that nothing else could.


Now, witnessing Jeff purchase his first home was, I understood, a joyous time in spite of my sadness and nostalgia.


I knew I must let him stretch and spread his wings — because he once helped me do the same.


~Donna Lowich
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My Nice Surprise


Simon came to live at our house when my daughter was three.


I had promised Jessica that when we went shopping for clothes for her new baby brother, I would buy a nice surprise for her, too.


We walked among the toy aisles searching for just the right thing. I pointed out Birthday Barbie, Silly Putty, and Polly Pocket. Judiciously, she looked each item over, then carefully slid it back onto the shelf.


“No,” she said thoughtfully. “I’ll know it when I see it.”


I was about to give up that she would ever see it, when suddenly she stopped — eyes fixed on a shelf above her head — and clapped her hands together. “Mommy, there it is! There’s my nice surprise!”


I could see nothing that might appeal to a three-year-old girl. It was definitely the “boy side” of the aisle, filled with Legos, Hot Wheels, and forty-nine renditions of Batman action figures.


She stood on her tiptoes. “There! Right by you. My nice surprise.”


A rubber snake hung suspended, halfway off his perch, on a shelf that was my eye level. I reached for him and Jessica bounced with glee.


“This?” I asked, sure I was mistaken, and that there must be a silver-swirled My Little Pony hidden at an angle I just couldn’t see.


“Yes!” She reached up to take the snake, a look of pure adoration in her brown eyes. “Oh, yes, Mommy. Isn’t he cute?”


“Uh… yeah. He’s cute.” I bit my lip. Now, I was worried. Not only did my little angel show a total lack of interest in girl toys today, she chose something so hideously ugly I would hope even a boy would pass over.


“I’m going to name him Simon. Simon the Rubber Snake.”


Oh, brother. There was no turning back now. But I had to try, anyway.


“Wouldn’t you rather have some Play-Doh?”


“No. You said it’s too messy, remember?”


Yes I had said that — it’s really hard to get out of carpet.


“How about a box of crayons? A really big box.”


She held Simon the Rubber Snake close. “Can I have the crayons, too?”


I was about to say no, but something stopped me. Simon was beyond ugly, and I had never been a fan of reptiles, but…


“Mommy, no one will love him if we don’t buy him. He was all alone up there on the shelf.” She looked at the snake again, then back up at me. “Please?”


I hugged her, my eyes filling with tears. Tears for a rubber snake. Simon, the Rubber Snake.


“You’re such a good girl, Jessi.”


“An’ Simon’s a good snake, too.”


I nodded. “Yes. Let’s take Simon home with us. But first, we’ll go pick out that box of crayons.”


I couldn’t understand her fascination with Simon. She had a room full of Beanie Babies and baby dolls, but Simon the Rubber Snake got to sleep under her pillow every night.


Simon roamed the house. At times, he found his way under my pillow or into the clothes hamper. I’d always be properly startled, squealing in mock fright. “Oh, Simon,” I’d laugh. “You really got me that time.”


Because this game delighted Jessica so much, I began hiding Simon in her room for her to find. I always knew when she made the discovery. I’d hear her infectious giggle, followed by, “Oh, Simon. You really got me that time!”


Eventually, Simon was relegated to the toy shelf, then the top of the closet. But suggestions to pack him away were met with stern opposition.


Jessica’s high school graduation day came and went. In the blink of an eye, she was headed to college. Even though she would be only an hour’s drive away, I felt the hole in my heart as surely as if she were moving across the country. Becoming a college girl marked a new phase of her life, a new level of independence.


With mixed emotions, I waved goodbye as she pulled out of the driveway, car radio blaring. She rolled the window down and shouted something I couldn’t hear above the roar.


“What?”


“Look in your bedroom!”


I nodded, and waved again. I reminded myself that I had known this day was coming, but it didn’t help. I waited until she drove around the corner. Then, I went inside and opened my bedroom door. Nothing was different. I must have misunderstood what she was telling me. I sat down on the bed, then lay full length.


But when I put my head down, I felt something odd. I pulled the spread back. There was Simon the Rubber Snake staring up at me from hellish orange-red eye sockets, his fangs still intact after all those years.


“Isn’t he cute? Simon’s a good snake,” a childish voice from the past echoed in my head.


A yellow sticky note wrapped his body. I unfastened it, reading slowly.


Take care of Simon the Rubber Snake for me, Mom.
I’ll see you this weekend.
Love, Jess


I hugged Simon to me, remembering that long-ago day when he’d come to live with us — and all the years in between. You’re such a good girl, Jessi, I thought. “Oh, Simon,” I whispered. “You really got me that time.”


~Cheryl Pierson
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Send Cookies


Yes, I’ll admit it. I cried when my daughter went to college. A mother-in-mourning, I curled on her bed hugging one of her little pink teddy bears. When she finally called to say — in a voice radiating sheer joy — that she was unpacked and settled, I got up, baked her some cookies, and moved on with life.


Two years later, the scenario replayed itself when our older son packed his car and headed to college. I felt like my heart was broken. Like a good mother, I carefully researched and wrote out a list of every possible place along the route where he could find friends and refuge. I even called people and told them he might show up on their doorstep. He, too, phoned to say he had arrived safely and was excited about his new beginnings. I got up, baked him some cookies, and moved on with life.


Then our younger son turned seventeen and announced he intended to enlist in the Marines. Nothing — and I do mean nothing — could have prepared me for that bombshell, no pun intended. A huge lump of steel dropped straight into my stomach and lodged itself there.


“No,” I gasped. “You’re just a boy.”


“Mom, I’m almost out of high school,” he argued. “Besides, I’ve already talked to the recruiter.”


I waited for my husband to say something like: “No, not only no, but NO!” Instead, all I saw was a father’s beaming grin.


Granted, no wars were going on at the time, a fact the boy made certain I knew. But why had my quiet, tender-hearted son decided to be a Marine? This time I didn’t wait until he drove off into the sunset. I broke down and cried right there on the spot.


Fortunately, a calmer head prevailed. My husband, an Army veteran, took it upon himself to educate our son in the whys and wherefores of military service — including the fantasies and realities of boot camp as well as the loneliness of being far from home and family. When our son grinned with anticipation, I knew I had lost not only the battle, but the war.


In the end, we did sign the early enlistment form — after he fully investigated all branches of the military, finally choosing the Air Force. With utmost care, he studied the calendar and made certain he could finish boot camp and be home for up-coming events, like his sister’s wedding in October, and all important holidays.


At the end of summer, he boarded a plane for Texas.


“Mom,” he informed me, “Don’t be sending me stuff, okay? And don’t be writing. It will make me look like a wimp.”


I gulped and nodded, all of my motherly instincts squashed. When he left, I bawled like a baby. He did not call to say he arrived safely. That would not have been soldierly, I guess. A week crept by before he rang.


“Hey, Mom. I’m here. I’m fine. I hate boot camp!”


My heart soared. He wanted to come home. Not.


“Send cookies,” he begged. “And write letters. Lots of letters. Everybody is getting mail but me!”


I baked and mailed cookies before day’s end.


When boot camp ended, our son prepared to come home as planned. Instead, our phone rang and, while a horn honked in the background, he told us he was being transferred.


In the wee hours of the morning, he called again. His voice cracked with uncertainty. “Mom, I’m somewhere in Florida and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I only have $10 and I haven’t eaten since morning. I’m starved.”


Now large and in charge, I gave instructions on “how to survive far away from Mommy” and told him to call me from the new base as soon as he could.


Suffice it to say, in the weeks following, he missed his sister’s wedding, his birthday celebration, Halloween parties, Thanksgiving, and — yes — Christmas with the family. Our holidays were significantly subdued.
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