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INTRODUCTION
And a Child Shall Leave Them
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SHES LEAVING HOME, BUH-BYE!

You had a farewell party (or two), took her on a couple of shopping sprees, and looked over her shoulder as she registered for classes online and became acquainted with her new dorm mate through Facebook. You wondered aloud whether said dorm mate didnt maybe look like someone who smokes a lot of pot. You helped her pack, making sure she had extra washcloths and those furry socks she likes to wear to bed.

Now shes gone. She really left. And youre already wondering when the first Parents Visiting Day will be. Soon, you hope.

Perhaps you havent gone so far as to rent an apartment within spitting distance of your childs dorm room. But you do check her Facebook page first thing every morning, leaving little notes on her wall, sending her long messages throughout the day. And its so great that she taught you how to text, because now you can check in constantly at the touch of a thumb, just to ask her how things are going. You know the details of lost books and missed classes, and whos hooking up with whom on her dorm floor. Youre finding the house a little quiet, so you spend your days organizing her old high school papers and projects, finally getting around to selecting the really standout pieces of elementary school art and sending them out for framing. You mail her a weekly care package full of her favorite snacks, just in case shes feeling a little peckish between meals. And when your child complains about a professor being a really hard grader, well, you just call up that professor and give him a piece of your mind.

If you find yourself inching toward this kind of insanity in the wake of your child leaving the nest, it could be time to assess your own life. Have you spent the last eighteen years devoting every waking moment to your childs survival, happiness, enrichment, and entertainment? Have you come to the realization that your child has been your only hobby? Do you feel like your only reason for existence is gone, leaving you with nothing to do but create scrap-books of your childs first eighteen years of life?

But, you say, what else is there to do other than create scrap-books of my childs first eighteen years of life? And what if we really like each other and want to talk on the phone five times a day? You, Christie Mellor, are a bad, bad mother, who must hate her child.

That is not completely true. I only hate him when he does that annoying thing with his hair and when he disagrees with me over his excessive use of the computer.

Lookyou are not abandoning your child. And he is not abandoning you. Your child is entering the first stage of his life as an adult. Thats a good thing. Getting away from his childhood home is an important step in his growth and maturity. Andwho couldve imagined?in yours.

Heres the thing: Kids grow up. They leave home. Theyre supposed to do that. Now its time to rekindle some former interests, talents, skills, and dreams. Its time to find something else to do. Finding something else to focus on doesnt mean you dont love your children. It doesnt mean you have ceased to be a mother. It doesnt mean you arent interested in their lives. But now your relationship with your kids will ebb and flow, and its a perfect opportunity to explore those passions you left behind when you became a parent. At the very least, youre probably going to need a few activities to fill up those extra hours youve got.

This handy guide aims to get you through that initial empty-nest adjustment periodand beyond. Because the beyond part is really important: Wouldnt it be nice to be well into living your own life by the time your little darling has graduated from college?

Sure, living your own life is probably something you should have been doing all along, even with youngsters at home. One hopes that weve managed to pursue interests and hobbies other than our children while simultaneously being a parent. But if you find that your other life somehow dropped by the wayside while you were busy creating the perfect child, perhaps you can pick up where you left off. Now that that perfect child has left home, its time to create your perfect life.



Part I
So Long, Farewell




[image: Image 2]





1 Big Mom on Campus

YOU HELPED HIM WITH HIS KINDERGARTEN ALPHABET HOMEWORK.

Youve seen him through Mommy and Me; Gymboree; endless weekends of T-ball, Little League, ballet, and piano lessons; and a plethora of playdates. You hired that high-end math tutor in third grade and helped him build that relief map (with a working volcano!) in fourth gradebecause, after all, you both wanted it to be perfect. You made sure he always had the best teachers, even if it meant the principal of the school ducked into a doorway every time she saw you coming. You helped your child find service and volunteering opportunities starting in sixth gradebecause really, its never too soon to start thinking about what looks good on a college application. Youre betting that there wont be many kids who built shelters for the homeless and worked as a medical aide in Guatemala during spring break. And yes, as far as youre concerned, manning the Water-Dunk Booth at the school fair does count as community service.

You got through high school together, as a team. The AP classes and academic workload piled up, but you knuckled down, along with your child. Sure, you started to freak out during sophomore year, what with college looming on the horizon. It didnt seem too early to start panickingyouve been attending College Night with your child since eighth grade!but by the tenth grade, it was starting to seem like a real reality.

Junior year was a blur of precollege activity. Three hundred dollars an hour for an SAT coach seemed a little steep, but everyone else was doing it, and you didnt want to be behind the curve. You pored over college brochures and searched campuses online, but so many moms and dads seemed to be taking their children on grand College Tours that you planned an elaborate fifteen-stop tour as well. Sure, it meant no vacations for the next few years. But your little darling was worth it.

And you were pretty darn proud of those college essays: concise, thoughtful, and with just that bright edge of humor. (I mean, of course your child wrote them, but you had to help a little with the outline. And the basic concept. And he really needed a hand with that introduction. But he wrote the essay himself. Once you got that first draft started. And did the editing.) You were thrilled when all your hard work paid off and the college acceptance letters started arriving.

Okay, fine, maybe there were a few rejections. But must we dwell on that kind of negativity? Its important to remember, he probably hasnt had to deal with much rejection in his life yet (barring an occasional kickball pick, or a painful crush or two), from his days in Little League, when everyone got a trophy simply for showing up, to his school career, throughout which he was told he was wonderful in every way. Youve fought on his behalf when you felt he was unfairly graded, and you did what you could to help ease the unpleasantness when a few of his teachers did not appreciate his gifts as much as they might have. Now, apparently, a few Ivy League colleges dont recognize the value of his well-rounded, creative approach to learning. Perhaps his hopes of a Harvard or Princeton education have been quashed; but since they were really more your hopes than his, hes actually fine with it. Whew!

Luckily, he made it into a decent college, and you got busy buying him dorm furniture and supplies. The days became a whirl of preparation, a series of precious snapshots, of fleeting moments: your child, taking finals. Ordering his cap and gown. Signing his yearbook. Vomiting up the vodka smuggled in by the valedictorian on prom night.

And now its College Move-in Day! You drove hundreds of miles with a packed car and a small U-Haul trailer. After all, how can he do without a microwave oven in his dorm, for late-night snacks? And of course the large flat-screen TV that hell need for his PlayStation 2 and movies? The desktop computer and printer (plus his laptop for classes) are a must, as is his new iPad. As well as the steamer trunk full of bath towels, bedding, and his special hypoallergenic mattress pad.

Move-in Day! Day? Youve decided to stay for the week. Just to get your youngster settled. In fact what a nice location! Maybe it would be a good idea to get a little apartment nearby, just to help your child get acclimated to college life.

Just about now you should be hearing the sound of a large vehicle coming to a screeching halt. Okay, you werent really thinking of moving down the street from your childs dorm, were you? Parents: Its not his first day of preschool. Your eighteen-year-old will be okay if hes living in a dorm thats more than a hundred or a thousand miles away from you.

If four or five days have gone by since you arrived to settle your child into his dorm  if you find yourself wanting to stay on just a few more days, or if you find yourself standing in front of the postings in the window of the local real estate office and you dont really know how you got there  if you find yourself wanting to hang out in your childs dorm room just one more night, or you start Friending your childs new dorm mates then its time to extricate yourself. Just be honest with yourself. You are not alone, you know: Its now common to find actual seminars offered by the college for parents, to help you face the moment of departure. The seminars came about because of the sheer numbers of parents who simply would not leave their child on move-in day. If this sounds appealing to you, then sign up immediately. Or, just take a deep breath. Say your good-byes, get in your car, and drive away.

Now, just to be clear: Im not suggesting you coldly send your child far, far away, change the locks on your door, and never look back. You may have a very close relationship with your child. I will be the first to admit, as a mother of boys, that my relationship with my boys may not be the same as yours with your girls. As sweet and sensitive and caring as my college boy may be, he is not likely to call me five times a day to gush over the cute girl in Economics or opine about the relative awesomeness of his Comparative Lit professor. Nor is he apt to text me about love, music, and adorable boots. Okay, sometimes about music. But never about footwear.

I have friends who are as inseparable from their daughters as Siamese twins. They chat with each other ten times a day, and when the daughters come home for visits, they shop, giggle, and endlessly share. I admit I sometimes wistfully long for a little more sharing than a Facebook message reminding me to fill out the financial-aid applications and telling me, Everythings going great!  And its true I get more information from a glance at my sons Facebook profile than anything hes ever written in an e-mail or told me in a phone call. But once in a while, when I do see him in person and were on a walk or sitting together over a cup of something, we do end up talking. And he does fill in the gaps, and clue me in on details. He just does it in his own way. Sadly, there is no shopping involved.

So, every parent has their own unique relationship with their child, and Fm not here to tell you that you shouldnt enjoy a close, warm, and loving friendship with your kids after they move away. That kind of connection is more rare than it should be among parents and children, and is to be cherished and applauded. Fm simply suggesting that part of the experience of leaving home is, your child gets to discover who he iswithout his parents!just as part of having your children leave home is about you discovering who you are without your children to define you. Of course youll always be a mother, and theyll always be your babies. Being a mother may define who you are forever, and you may want it that way. But you can define yourself in other ways, too. And as the kids leave the nest (as they mostly tend to do), youre going to find yourself with plenty of extra time on your hands for finding new ways to define yourself.

Its time to say good-bye. And how in the world do you do that? Well, if acceptance is not exactly coming naturally to you, the answer may lie more in what not to do. If youve been asking yourself, How in the world am I going to say good-bye? since before your child started his senior year of high school, then perhaps youve built the moment into something bigger than it needs to be. If youve been constantly repeating to anyone who will listen, Im going to be a wreck when my kid leaves, or I dont know what Im going to do with myself once hes gone, then youve been conditioning yourself to assume that its going to be a horrible, unbearable, depressing, negatively life-altering experience. And of course, youre heading straight into the land of self-fulfilling prophecy. Its really not that surprising, if you repeat something often enough, it becomes an accepted truth. Do you really want that to be your truth?

Im not saying its not a significant and meaningful moment. Its a big step for both of you. And because its big, its easy to confuse it with bad. But its also the beginning of a great adventure for you and your child. And, you know, chances are youre going to see him the first time he has a holiday. As they say, this isnt Good-bye so much as it is Farewell, or See ya. You dont stop being her mother just because shes spreading her wings. Its not the end of you being a parent. And the best thing you can do as a parent is wish her well as she heads off to her next stage in life. Its just another transition. It doesnt have to be an agonizing ordeal, unless you want it to be one. It wont be, unless you make it so.



PARTING IS SUCH SWEET SORROW

So, lets just assume youve dropped off your child at the campus of choice and somehow she has managed to pry your fingers from her legs without too much of a struggle, or maybe you were discreetly escorted off the college premises by campus security. In any event, youre on your way home. You may find yourself laughing hysterically, or weeping uncontrollably. Indulge. Enjoy. Feel. You are entitled to any feelings that may be coming up for you. (You might want to pull the car over first.) Wallow in your emotions. Youve spent the last eighteen years molding your progeny into the fine, upstanding young person he or she is today. Have at it. Let there be wailing and rending of garments and pulling of hair. Howl and keen. When else will you get a chance to keen, unless youre an Irish grandmother?

But heres a little suggestion: Avoid dramatic retellings of the day you dropped off your child at college. Your friends and colleagues may indeed be enchanted at the thought of the tears that streamed down your face as you drove the five hundred miles home, but consider sparing them. It was, no doubt, the most difficult day of your life, and no one feels as deeply as you do. About pretty much everything. You feel you are the first parent to ever leave your child at college. Perhaps we dont understand fully because, after all, the love you have for your child is beyond what most mortals feel for their children. We get that; we really do. But keep the gripping details of your parting to yourself. Dont torture your support system. Dont torture yourself, either. Let the story be your own sweet, sweet memory.

A PEARL OF WISDOM
 FOR THE CHILD WHO HAS LEFT HOME

Never, ever write anything on paper, in an instant message, a text message, or an e-mail that you wouldnt be proud of seeing splashed across the front page of your hometown newspaper.

OUTFITTING THE DORM: GIRLS AND BOYS

It is not my intention to be flippant about the actual move-in day. It is very hard work and, big picture, it is truly momentous. But as Ive said elsewhere, in the spirit of remembering that perspective is your friend (and a positive perspective is your very best friend), theres no need to make it even more momentous than it already is.

It may be a little more momentous if you have girls rather than boys. I dont know if my particular son is some kind of monastic ascetic, but he packed for college like a true minimalistand then, after arriving and unpacking into his new dorm room, he gave me two boxes to take back home with me. I had to convince him that keeping one extra pair of pants wouldnt be excessive. I doubt he has ever cracked either of the two special Mom boxes I packed for him (even though hes well into his first year of college as I write) containing extra vitamin C; my favorite Dr. Schulzes nutritional supplements (Echinacea Plus, SuperFood Plus On the Go, SuperTonic); an electric kettle; cold-barley tea bags and a pitcher; several sets of chopsticks (because every college freshman needs extra sets of chopsticks, right? What was I thinking? I have no idea); writing paper [writing paper? What are we, Amish?); extra floss and toothbrushes  I cant quite remember what else. Just one mother attempting to make sure her baby boy wouldnt be without his rations of Gummi Vtes and seaweed snacks. He may have used the shower caddy and shampoo I got him. One hopes. Boys are  different.

If Id been moving a daughter into her dorm as many of my friends have done the preparation would have undoubtedly been much more, urn, extensive. The move-in itself: epic. One friend of mine took her daughter on one of those grand shopping sprees once they had arrived at her new Midwestern college town. You know, one of those Ill just stop in Target and pick up a shower curtain and a few towels kind of shopping trips, and you find yourself at the checkout stand with two overflowing shopping carts and a vague sense of having blacked out. But how in the world could anyone resist those hot-pink beanbag chairs, and that cute armoire with the foldout desk? And of course, this girls good mama could not have left her daughter at college without first purchasing the family-size box of (wait for it) condoms. Imagine the varying hues of purple and red blooming on this girls face as they waited in the checkout line, a jumbo box of condoms sitting atop a pile of bright bedding and a duvet. With dear mama wondering aloud, Ribbed? Flavored? I just dont know what the kids like these days.

How much involvement in your childs dorm-room dcor is too much? Outfitting the entire suite straight out of the Pottery Barn Teen catalog? Framing her posters, and then hanging them artfully around the room? Boy or girl, heres the Golden Rule: Theres no need to overdo. Buying him or her a lot of stuff wont secure his or her love and loyalty, which Im sure you figured out during his or her teenage years. There are companies that will attempt to sell you entire dorm-room outfits: fitted bedsheets, duvet covers, bath rugs, shower caddies, hampers, pillows and extra pillows, mattress pads, mattress-pad covers, bulletin boards, waste-paper baskets.

Wastepaper baskets? Really? Does your child really need that plastic hunter-green wastepaper basket that matches the plastic hunter-green hamper that matches the plastic hunter-green storage bin? No; it turns out a teenager can actually muddle through his first year of college without the bedspread matching the curtains and rugs. Nor do your children need five steamer trunks worth of clothing and a couple of crates full of room decorations. They dont need to bring every poster they had up on their wall at home; now is the time for them to start fresh. Enough new stuff will be collected, as it should be. And when the end of the school year rolls around and you have to help them move everything out again, you will thank me.

THE CARE PACKAGE:
 IF I DONT SEND ONE,
DOES IT MEAN I DONT CARE?

Just a little warning the same outfit that sold you that complete matching bedroom set for your childs dorm is out to sell you another bill of goods: the Care Package! Thats right, youll be getting snail-mail and e-mail reminders every few weeks, just to make you feel like an extra-lousy parent for not showering your first-year college student with boxes of stuff every few months. After all, its Groundhog Day! Doesnt your freshman need to know how much you love him on this very important holiday? Dont you need to send him a package full of care?

If the boxes really were full of care and love, Id be sending one off every day (assuming someone could lug it to the post office for me; for Petes sake, Im a busy girl and boxes full of love are heavy). But are these boxes really full of love for your child? No, these boxes are full of crap. Thats right, celebrate your love for your child by sending him a box full of Doritos, soda, and candy. Want to help him out during finals week? Show him how much you really care by making sure hes raising his cholesterol levels with chips and dips, and then help him stay up all night with a sugar rush from that case of Snickers bars.

Of course, you can send the Healthy Choices Finals Pack, but I guess Im wondering, since when did snack items become the de facto stand-in for parental love? Okay, sure, grandma baked cookies and a zillion moms since the beginning of time have used food to show how much they care. So fine, bake some cookies and send them to your student once in a while. But a regular delivery of prepackaged and processed snack items? Dont let the guilt get you.

It might be difficult resisting. Youll be seeing your progeny on the major school breaks, but if those little holidays were always important in your houseif youve always celebrated Valentines Day at home with a heart-shaped meat loaf, red doily placemats, and chocolate hearts; if Easter means baskets of chocolate eggs, a treasure hunt, and a big ham dinnerthen you may feel those heartstrings tugging when the Care Package people send those insidious little reminders just before Halloween and April Fools Day.

If you really, truly feel like sending a care package, find a box and fill it up with personalized goodies you know your kids love. Along with a new T-shirt, perhaps, or a hat or muffler, depending on the climate of his new college home. Maybe a few articles from the newspaper (my dad and mom were always sending me articles from the newspaper), or a few photos from home.

I know, I know, who reads the newspaper anymore? Who has photographs, when everything is downloaded on an Phone? Well, thats sort of the point. Its a comforting, physical thing, like sending a letter. Although some of your kids may not know what a letter is, it does them good to receive one once in a while. And if they get a Care Package containing actual photos, written words, and cookies, it will probably strike them as a little old-fashioned, which they will probably think is totally hip and retro. Its not the only way to show you care, but it is a special way of saying, Hey, Im thinking of you! How ya doing?

But go easy on the Care Packages. You dont need to send them too regularly, or it will become just another boring expected thing. Of course, if sending a Care Package will keep you from dressing up in that giant bunny suit and hand-delivering colorful, beribboned baskets to your son or daughters dorm room, then by all means, have at it. Your children will be so grateful. Not that they dont get a big kick out of you in that bunny suit. Really.
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