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Sleepless in Singapore

Losing sleep over letting go

My daughter has left home to study in the UK, leaving a vacuum in my life, but
I will cope and find a new normal and root for her from where I am

As a youth, I knew life would last forever. I worried little of loss. Now age 50, I

understand my life is half over and loss, in the form of letting go, has taken on a

different significance.

Even with the best outlook as a glass-half-full eternal optimist sort like myself, we

cannot sugar-coat the fact that our lives are overflowing with times when we must let

go, relinquish, set loose a person, place or thing.

As parents, this is most tender and painful when it comes to our children. We long for

former stages in our little ones' lives, remembering affectionately those first inept,

awkward steps; their countless colouring-book pictures we applauded although every

colour protruded beyond the lines; and those loud, wet smooches we planted on their

stomachs, making them squeal and giggle. Then, in a wink, those moments are gone.

I recall when Happy, now 16, was just over a year old and we both became ill.

Breastfeeding her, having her exist and thrive, because of my presence, had created,

quite literally, the strongest bond.

Paige Parker
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Watching her intently, while holding her in my arms to feed her, I was mesmerised by

Happy's chubby cheeks, beckoning for kisses; her tiny, elongated fingers, sure-to-be

perfect for the piano; and the few strands of hair sprouting from nowhere atop her

nearly bald head, as she blossomed from day to day, week to week, then month to

month.

With the virus depleting my milk supply, I was forced to let go of our daily nursing

schedule. The loss of that year-long constant was dreadfully difficult. Happy, never

missing a beat, left the breast and went straight to cow's milk in a sippy cup - with my

mummy heart yearning for what had been.

Similarly, in Primary 5, when she joined a school trip to Shanghai, I stood outside of

Changi Airport's immigration checkpoint waiting for her to turn back, wave and show

a bit of yearning for me. Instead, she just kept walking, eager to progress and explore,

never looking behind her. I was equal parts proud and pining.
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Of course, we parents want our children to be confident and ready to take on the

world. Yet, when we grasp that we are no longer needed, that is fundamentally tragic.

Understanding unconditional love and emotional support will be required forever,

ironically, keeps parents sane and sleeping soundly.

I am convinced the one who leaves is in a better space than those left behind, who

have an endless repetition of memories filling the void.
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When I was almost 10 years old and left home for my first summer away to attend a

dance programme at the North Carolina School of the Arts, I was uneasy, although the

anticipation of the opportunities ahead far outweighed any angst. I never paused to

consider how my parents might be feeling as I, their only child, left them.

It was the same with university. I lucked out with a terrific roommate, adored classes,

wrote for the newspaper and yearbook, and thrived. I was busy, engaged and never

took the time to think of how my parents were likely missing me silly. In hindsight, I

certainly did not call home often enough.

"Letting you leave that first time was perhaps harder than the following partings, but it

was never easy to allow you to walk out the door, drive off from home or board a

plane," my mother recalls.

She adds: "Motherhood is a series of simultaneous firsts and lasts, with countless

sleepless nights tossed into this bittersweet mix."

Today, I find myself in her shoes, in that universal comeuppance all parents face, from

Eunos to El Paso, no matter race or social class. Whether it is a school trip or camp,

national service enlistment or taking off for university, when our children leave, we

agonise over the loss, while celebrating their prospects and faithfully counting down

the days to their return.

In truth, over the past several months, I have suffered many a sleepless night while

pondering love and letting go, since Happy accepted a place at a boarding school in the

United Kingdom. No matter the vehicle, reason or rationale that takes them away, it

hurts.

Having her leave home two years too soon - I had always assumed I would have her

until university - has me feeling a bit cheated. Although Happy was contented in

Singapore, I have come to believe she will thrive more there. I cannot cage her when

she is ready to fly solo.

I suppose that is what makes leaving and letting go palatable: There are always new

pastures, people, experiences and educational opportunities awaiting.
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The vacuum she leaves behind in my life, her 11-year-old sister Bee's world and that of

my husband Jim, her father, feels mammoth - "the expanse of the universe", I have

lamented to anyone who will listen.

Happy's new world, in contrast, is jam-packed with all things fresh and undiscovered,

which will nourish her mind and soul. When Jim and I dropped her at boarding school

- spending the day organising her room, then meeting her roommate, the principal

and other major players - my heart throbbed knowing the end was imminent.

For this loss, leaving her there, meant losing so many of my knowns: ferrying her to

and from school; having her debate me at the dinner table; letting her borrow my

moisturiser; hearing her squeal over a Taylor Swift lyric; having her just be there in her

room - reading or playing with our labradoodle.

Although I understood she would come home, often, this was goodbye. Goodbye to an

era. Goodbye to a significant chunk of me. Goodbye to one of the finest, most

gratifying periods of my life.

When I did walk away, leaving Happy standing on the front porch of her dreamy pink

boarding house, wearing a by-chance matching pale pink sweater from Uniqlo, making

that last picture of her absurdly utopian, I knew I was leaving a piece of my heart there

in her form.

She would go on to meet her tutor and teachers and set about adjusting to her new

normal, as I took the long drive to London's Heathrow Airport - wearing my dark,

oversized sunglasses to mask my swollen eyes-to fly home to Singapore.

There, Bee would surely welcome me with a much-needed, too-tight bear hug. Our

normal would be new too. She finds herself an only child of sorts for the first time. My

plan is for her to remain home until university. But do we really know what shape the

roads of our lives will take?

As we progress through life, we become wiser and are more discerning of the people,

places, experiences and things we include in our lives.

Letting go, though, and the loss from it, particularly with a child, does not ease. This is

life. I, we, all of us, will cope.
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"Motherhood is a love story with no ending," I saw recently on Pinterest. In my sad

state, I am finding solace in this borderline cheesy expression, knowing Happy has set

off on the important journey to shape the initial chapter of her life's story, which I will

savour for as long as my time allows.
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