The following column ran in the Boston Metro, 9/18/02

He’s Leaving Home

By Suzette Martinez Standring

School bus yellow, an evocative fall color, is a welcome breather from the 24/7 of children home for the summer.  For my sister, school bus yellow sadly reminds her that her son is saying goodbye to childish things as he leaves for on-campus college living. Never mind that Kevin’s Honda is loaded down with home comforts, a great wardrobe and an appliance or two.  Mamma only sees a helpless bindlestiff  lurching forward into the dark maw of an alien world, and she weeps into her apron strings.  Christine’s brave voice brimmed over with tears as she reported their ritual farewell hug.

She’d been preparing for this day for the last six months ever since she first asked me for big sister advice.  What did I fear most when my daughter left for college?  I dreaded how empty the house would feel like.  I imagined I’d be a pebble rattling around in a tin can.  Christine took note and bought a brand new puppy.

What else?  Well, I said, there’s time to focus on yourself, so maybe you can learn something new. Christine soon took up quilting and we’ve been festooning our homes with wallhangings ever since.

What was the worst? she asked.  My former husband and I had become estranged, and frankly, without our daughter, we were headed for divorce.  Christine promptly scheduled counseling appointments.

But no amount of advance planning prepared her for this day.  “I can’t stop crying,” she wailed, “I wonder if I’ll ever stop feeling so blue. How long did it take before you stopped missing Star?”

I said, “It took me about 15 minutes to adjust.”

Christine felt blasphemed.  “What?! Oh, stop making fun of me!”

My voice became a firm hand on her shoulder from 3,000 miles away.  “Listen, I was stressing about her college departure when she was still a high school sophomore.  I stood on the streets and cried for ten minutes when she first drove off for Seattle.”

Then something strangely freeing happened to me.  Less cooking, more free evenings.  To no longer wade through her 36 phone messages was an epiphany.  No more sitting up late at night, waiting for the door to open. Oh, you still worry, but what a relief not to witness youthful folly first-hand.

The great parental gift is self-sufficiency and confidence. Living away means independence, resourcefulness, and finally understanding that mommy and daddy cannot clean up the messes, both physically and metaphorically.

I reminded my sister how darling Kevin had driven her crazy in the last year. Is he now gaining sainthood with distance?  Soon her tears gave way to a litany of missed curfews, sloppy communication and cancellations due to something better coming up with his friends.  She stopped her sniffling, and said, “God! How could I forget all that?” Then she added, “Maybe it’s best he’s out of my hair.”

I nodded my head sagely.  “Believe me, Chris, nature has a way of making it all happen. By the time they’re ready to fly away, you really, REALLY want them to!”
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