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      “There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though nothing is a miracle. The other is as though everything is a

         miracle.”

      


      —ALBERT EINSTEIN


   

      PREFACE


      IN THE FIRST DAYS OF PARENTHOOD, EVERYONE SAYS THE same thing: “Look at that.” The slightest change is reason enough to drop what we’re doing and watch. The baby smiles, the

         baby eats mashed carrots, the baby sits up or moves on her own. If we pay attention, a baby provides lots of opportunities

         for delight. We bore our friends and relatives, who are less stunned than we are by a new syllable that might conceivably

         mean “bird,” but they tend to forgive us.

      


      As a child enters adolescence, though, the inflection changes. “Look at that,” we say, pointing to a muddle of discarded clothes on the bathroom floor. “Look at that,” we wail, wagging a finger at the retainer the dog has swiped for a toy. Preteens are too old to be entertaining merely by

         being alive and too young to be a reliable presence. We get impatient because they are suspended between two lives and we

         don’t quite know what to expect of them.

      


      That’s when we start to worry about the next step. Within range of a driver’s license, it may come down to one terse word

         — “Look.”— a desperate attempt to get a teenager’s wandering attention. How can we assert authority over someone who may well

         decide to ignore us?

      


      If only it didn’t happen that way.


      My daughter, Sarah, was ten years old when I decided to write a book about our life together. I adored her — and yet the happier

         I was, the more mothers of older girls felt compelled to inform me that the end was near. We could not go on like this forever.

         They predicted that I would be miserable in direct proportion to my current state; if only we’d had less fun, those first

         ten years, I might have an easier go of it.

      


      Worse, the nightmare would likely start earlier than it had in previous generations. Girls started to break away in the tween

         years, between ten and thirteen. A rebellious sixteen-year-old was a late bloomer.

      


      I did not want to hear this. I sought out mothers I knew who had not voiced an opinion, mothers of older girls, and asked

         them if it was true: Was strife an essential ingredient of life with an adolescent?

      


      Of course not, I heard over and over again. Of course not. I found women who had always loved being with their now sixteen-and

         nineteen- and twenty-eight-year-old daughters. They’d always been close. They dismissed the embattled caricature, and they

         apologized for not having spoken up sooner. They hadn’t bothered to reassure me because they saw no reason for concern.

      


      I talked to some of their daughters, too, in case the moms were guilty of self-deception. I got the same response, with a

         slight twist: Not only did the girls value their relationships with their mothers, they were fairly sick of the prevailing

         notion that they must be, or have been, wretched adolescents.

      


      Yes, everybody fought. Yes, mothers and daughters said things that they wished they could reel back in. But that was only

         a small, noisy corner of the larger truth. Somewhere along the way we had mistaken the occasional melodrama for reality.

      


      I had told other people’s stories for years. What if I watched us, instead? Or rather, what if I watched the next three years

         with the same appreciative eye that had made Sarah’s first step such a memorable occasion? The happy mothers I knew had implied

         that there was a secret world behind the headlines and the outbursts, a satisfying place where mothers and their adolescent

         daughters lived most of the time. I might be able to find it, if I looked hard enough.

      


      I was predisposed to believe them, because I wanted to and because the numbers were in their favor. There are about seventeen

         million girls between the ages of ten and seventeen in the United States. The most popular books on troubled girls are based

         on interviews with fewer than a thousand of them, all told. And these were not random samplings, which might have had statistical

         credibility: These were girls in therapy or girls who had responded to researchers’ requests for subjects who had a particular

         problem; happy girls need not apply. One hundred percent of the sampling wanted to vent, or they couldn’t be part of the sample

         — and yet we extrapolated from that small group to all adolescent girls.

      


      Given the source of the data, assuming that all girls are troubled is like visiting Maine in December and assuming that the

         entire country is blanketed year-round with snow. It’s not fair to the rest of the country; it’s not fair to the girls.

      


      So I set out to watch Sarah and her friends and to talk to some of the researchers whose work helped to define this generation

         of daughters. I listened to other mothers. I am not a sentimentalist, nor even much of an optimist, but I had to believe that

         there was more to the coming years than discord. I had heard rumors of happiness and thought that they deserved to have a

         voice. I set out to do what I had asked friends and relatives to do, endlessly, since the first time Sarah opened her eyes:

      


      Look at that.


      She was ten when I started and fourteen by the time I was done. My small sampling is no more statistically significant than

         all the bad-girl data, but it is no less true. In fact, our experience seems to match that of most mothers and daughters.

         The whole country is not frozen under a foot of snow, after all.
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      Baby Love


      CHILDREN GET YOUNGER RIGHT BEFORE THEY GO TO BED. Sarah is ten, all angles and bones, but when she is drowsy, wrapped in her flannel cocoon, she is six, maybe seven, flushed

         peach cheeks, soft curls, and a hazy grin. Back then she had light bones; I could hoist her in the air long after other kids

         her age were earthbound. Now I wonder how long it will be before I cannot carry her.

      


      She says that if I pick her up every day I will always be able to, which makes sense so long as I do not dwell on it. I pick

         her up about once a week, but not the way I once did, scooping her up one armed, swinging her onto my shoulders, spinning

         her until I felt the centrifugal force tug at her wrists. I was loopy with affection; I could turn her upside down.

      


      |Tonight, lifting requires strategy and cooperation: She sits at the edge of my bed, wraps her arms around my neck and her

         legs around my waist, and on the count of three I step back and she holds on tight. My lower back complains, which it did

         not used to do, but we make it down the hall, Sarah squealing, “You can do it, Mommy,” and I drop her backward on her bed.

      


      She gets under the covers, I slide in next to her, and she tells me I should not go to New York tomorrow morning. We have

         this conversation every time I go, and I was wrong to think that it would get easier as she got older. Sarah clearly has inherited

         her father’s high school debate-team gene and believes that she can talk me out of what I have to do. Resolved: There is nothing

         so compelling that it can come between us.

      


      I say the same things I always say: lucky that I only go once in a while. Nice that daddy works at home. None of it makes

         a dent, and I don’t blame her. Life is not a consolation prize. Lunch an hour from now is useless when a child is hungry,

         and almost home does not help if she is tired. Back on Tuesday means nothing when I will be gone for the six days between

         now and then.

      


      I could act like leaving is no big deal and hope that she follows my lead, but who wants to raise a stoic? I pat the place

         where teachers still tell kids their hearts are. “You know,” I say, “it’s like me and my daddy. He’s always with me here,

         even though he isn’t around anymore. And I am always, always with you, no matter where I am.”

      


      That’s good. Reassure her by bringing up a dead parent.


      Luckily, she is too young to be morbid. For her, my father is shorthand for great parent, the kind of guy who still makes

         a strong impression twelve years after the cigarettes won.

      


      “Mommy,” she finally replies, “I would rather be with you forever than own a horse.”


      Sarah would rather have a horse than breathe.


      “When I’m mad at you it won’t feel that way,” she goes on. “But it will still be true.”


      Mad at me? I was happy being better than a horse. I do not look forward to being the object of her scorn — and for the first

         time, I realize that there may be no way to avoid it.

      


      A WOMAN I BARELY KNOW had come by a few weeks earlier to salvage my spindly rosebushes, a favor she dispatched with a quick display of five-leaf

         pruning and a stern lecture about horticultural neglect. Then she settled in for a cup of tea and the real fun, an unsolicited

         appraisal of my relationship with Sarah. I do not know her well enough to recall her teenage daughter’s name, nor did she

         observe us long enough for her tea to grow cold, but that did not stop her. The specifics of our life were frankly beside

         the point. She had a universal truth to impart.

      


      Life between a mother and a teenage girl gets as bad as it once was good, she said, and then, if the mother is fortunate,

         the girl takes off altogether.

      


      This was not the first time I had been so warned. Women who said such things always had daughters who were old enough to drive,

         and their girls were rarely around when they made the prediction, having driven to the mall, the movie theater, a friend’s

         house — the destination far less important to them than the ability to get there. They were elsewhere, which was all that

         mattered, while Sarah still wrapped herself around my shoulder like a vine.

      


      The visiting mom seemed quite relieved to have been left in the dust, since lately being in the same room with her daughter

         involved a level of histrionics she found intolerable.

      


      I meekly suggested that I would miss Sarah when she is grown up, but the older and wiser mom corrected me.


      “No, no,” she said. “Trust me. By the time she gets her license, you’ll be thrilled to have her out of the house.” Bereft,

         it seemed, was but a way station on the road to bliss.

      


      She had no qualms about saying this in Sarah’s presence, which struck me as unkind, like telling a child that the tooth fairy

         is a con. We were happy, even if it turned out to be temporary. Why did people want to tell us it would end? Because they

         were jealous, I told myself. I preferred this explanation to the alternative, which was that they were just like us, once,

         until adolescence made hash of their mutual affection.

      


      Sarah was staunch in her defiance, probably because the woman’s pronouncement scared her as much as it scared me. She clung

         to me ever more tightly and announced that it would not happen to us, and the other mother smiled a knowing smile and shot

         me a wink. I did not offer her a second cup of tea.

      


      After she left, Sarah wondered how anyone could say such a thing. I shrugged. I told her I love her, which is my default position

         when I am confused.

      


      My mother lives half the country away, and I do not recall much talk of love between us, but then, I had a more restrained

         childhood than Sarah does. In a midcentury midwestern suburb, we were big on proper behavior and suspicious of extremes of

         any kind. When my mother spoke of love, she did so with exasperation: It was a given in any good family, which was what we

         aspired to be, so there was no need to mention it. I suppose I am making up for lost time. I like to talk about love.

      


      Bedtime always brings on the hyperbole. We can get a call-and-response going to rival a revival meeting. Sarah usually starts

         with a question, to signal that normal conversation has ceased:

      


      You want to know something? she asks me.


      What?


      I love you.


      I love you, too.


      You’re fabulous.


      I think that about you, too.


      We invoke infinity and endless galaxies, and then, when superlatives threaten to fail us, I bail us out with the same last

         line I have used since we started to do this.

      


      “I love you more than words,” I say, and she is satisfied. My husband, Larry, once asked if I meant that I love Sarah more

         than words can express or more than I love words.

      


      Yes, I said.


      The older she gets, the longer we go on, even on nights when I do not have a suitcase to pack. Mere mortals like the rose

         lady might fall by the wayside, but not us.

      


      Or maybe we both know the truth, which is that someday she will want the car keys, and I will stay behind. Maybe we are shouting

         across the abyss.

      


      THE ECONOMY DEPENDS on girls’ having a hard time with adolescence, and on their parents having a hard time with them. If not for the hormonal

         tsunami known as puberty, there would be no market for parental-advice books, magazines that tell girls how to find a boyfriend

         and get their parents off their backs, fashions that change as quickly as a teenager’s estrogen level, personal-care products

         to arrest or enhance the slightest deviation from the norm, or celebrities to mimic. Adolescence, the choppier the better,

         is a retailer’s dream.

      


      Parents are supposed to take on a new role when their children reach this turbulent age. The experts exhort us to be the anchor,

         the foundation; any bottom-loaded, inert object will do. The more mercurial our daughters become, the more grounded we are

         supposed to be. The mother who wants to be a pal to her girl is immature, self-indulgent, and in denial, and the mother who

         allows her own feelings to get in the way is shortsighted and irresponsible. The good mother should be firm and placid.

      


      Like a concrete lake.


      I’m sorry. The members of my family don’t even sleep calmly. We consider tranquillity an altered state, little more than catatonia

         with a smile, and as such we do not expect to keep an even keel throughout dinner, let alone throughout a complete adolescence.

         I expect to vent as Sarah grows up, because venting was a second language in my parents’ house — and because I have not forgotten

         how it feels for a blimpy little toddler to nestle in the curve of my neck, her warm breath making a steam spot on my skin.

         Growing up might be a new kind of fun, but it is still a good thing gone. There is an element of loss. Under the circumstances,

         I am skeptical, if slightly envious, of the perfectly composed.

      


      I remind myself that this is not a tragedy. Tragedy is a forty-five-year-old kid who still lives at home, expects a homemade

         dinner every night, and never once offers to do the dishes. This is a comedy, in which a last-minute mom gets everything she

         ever dreamed of, familywise, and tries to hold back the hands of time because she is afraid of her daughter’s inevitable adolescence

         — or rather, afraid of what people say about her daughter’s adolescence. On any given morning, she wonders who will walk into

         the kitchen for breakfast, her daughter or her daughter’s evil twin, and she wonders how she will let go, whoever it is.

      


      I once worked with a woman who talked about emotion as though it registered on a Richter scale. Her goal was to stick to the

         midrange, where she felt safe, and she was prepared to sacrifice ecstasy, she said, if it meant she could avoid depression

         as well. Not me; no coward here. For a decade I have clambered the high peaks of motherhood like Heidi with her little goat.

         Now I wonder if I am doomed to fall as far in the other direction, in the name of some cosmic equilibrium.

      


      SARAH’S FIRST TOOTH appeared on a TWA flight from Los Angeles to New York, and as soon as we got to the hotel I compromised her eyesight to get

         a close-up picture of her smiling mouth. Teeth were hardly a surprise, but they did mean that the pink-gum phase of her life

         was over. I did not want to forget it. We were still in the archival stage of parenthood, which included monthly so-big pictures

         of a naked baby set on a white blanket next to Larry’s outstretched hand. In the context of new parents who have made one-hour

         photo labs a growth industry, I figured that first-tooth photos were pretty normal.

      


      A few months later, she crawled across the living room and out of my line of sight, of her own free will. Until that exact

         moment, distance had been up to me. I left for work or had lunch with a friend; if Sarah went anywhere it was because Larry

         or I decided she should. But this time, she was the one who decided to split, and the only proof that she was still around

         was a maniacal giggle from the hallway, as she considered what she had done.

      


      Things moved fast after that. We enrolled in a mommy-and-me program when she was two and a half, and for my pains I was rendered

         obsolete a year later, when she started preschool. She was so used to the building where we ate Goldfish crackers and drank

         juice that it was no big deal if I left her there, at least not for her.

      


      It was not the kind of preschool I went to, where a stranger in a station wagon picked me up on the first day, and three hours

         later my mother had to borrow a car to retrieve her bewildered, weeping daughter, who was wedged behind an art easel and refused

         to come out. No, Sarah’s preschool took separation issues seriously. Parents were on call for two weeks, until every last

         toddler was able to get out of the car alone. Our kids came home with masking-tape messages stuck to their shirts, and a big

         one, at the start, was “Mommy always comes back.” It was hard to dig in the sand and finger paint, in those early days of

         independence, without the promise of Mommy to lean on at the end of an arduous morning of fun.

      


      Nobody gave me anything to ease my side of the transition. I worked, but I felt like a slavering golden retriever; I lived

         to bring that bundle back home.

      


      The last spring before kindergarten, I had to go to New York, so I bought five little white T-shirts and two fabric pens,

         and I designed a separation wardrobe for Sarah while she slept. She was reading by now, or memorizing passages in favorite

         books so that it sounded like she was reading. I wasn’t always sure which, but I knew absolutely that there was one sentence

         she could read. Shirts one through four said, “Mommy always comes back,” with a red X for each day that had passed. Shirt

         five added a new word and proclaimed, “Mommy comes back today!” Sarah politely stacked them in her drawer and refused to wear

         them. Who wants a T-shirt to commemorate loss?

      


      It took me years to figure out that those shirts were for me. “Mommy always comes back” was potentially the cruelest hoax

         ever perpetrated on a bunch of three-year-olds, since who knows if anyone ever comes back from anywhere, but I needed to buy

         it wholesale if I was going to be able to walk out the door.

      


      By the time kindergarten rolled around the following fall, I was smug enough about my separation technique to feel superior

         to the parents who simply dropped their kids off for the first day of school. I knew better. I milled around the yard with

         Sarah — for the record, I wasn’t the only one — and when the kindergarten teacher asked everyone to line up, I dutifully took

         my place behind my only child. Then the teacher announced, “The parents can leave now, because we’re going inside. We have

         work to do,” and I stepped out of line. Elementary school had new rules of disengagement — and no, Sarah did not glance back

         at me as she marched into the building.

      


      The stakes got higher after that. I have left Sarah at school, at friends’ houses, at the bus for the annual out-of-town class

         trip. So what if I secretly rejoiced at her lack of interest in sleep-away camp? I took her where she needed to go, and I

         smiled and waved with the other adults. I am a high-functioning parent. I do what I am supposed to do, and nobody sees the

         effort.

      


      ADOLESCENCE IS THE OLYMPICS of separation events; everything so far has been but a training program for the big developmental break, and I do not feel

         prepared. To my left, the worn road to embittered, the place where those mothers live who always wonder why you don’t call

         more often, even when you call more often. To my right, the mysterious road to someplace better, for which the American Automobile

         Association has not yet published TripTiks. The rosebush mom was half right: Children do grow up and go away, and the pace

         in our household is about to pick up. I understand that big changes are coming. It is the pitched-battle part of her narrative

         that leaves me cold.

      


      Sarah’s childhood was such easy bliss, as I looked over my shoulder at its departing form. It was codependence at its finest.

         I was omnipotent and wise, she was needful and charming, and there was relatively little back talk. Daily life was full of

         the smallest of firsts — that bottom tooth, a scrupulously peeled inaugural apple wedge, the ringlet I had in a drawer someplace,

         an early Sarah written with a backward r — that were no less remarkable for being duplicated in billions of other households in the known universe.

      


      It is hard to let go. Not chronic-depression hard. More like a squall: It hits and it passes. If I do a good job of being

         the mother of an adolescent, I guarantee myself only a temporarily broken heart. If I do a bad job, it could be much worse.

         I frankly haven’t given much thought yet to what constitutes a good job in the next phase, but this business about her being

         mad at me someday got my attention.

      


      I should be grateful for the early alert. Sarah is ten, a new tween — which, by the way, is what we called ourselves a lifetime

         ago, even though some millennial advertising type swears he invented the label and discovered the target audience. She is

         on the road to being a teenager. I have three years to get my act together.

      


      IN NEWSROOM PARLANCE, If it bleeds, it leads. That is why the story about the teenage sniper runs at the opening of the newscast and the story

         about the altruistic students who tutor children with learning disabilities comes way after weather and sports. Stories about

         kids in between, the normal, run-of-the-mill ones, never run at all. We eat anguish for breakfast, and adolescent girls provide

         a lot of the fodder.

      


      The public consensus is that they are a collective pain in the neck. They weigh far too little or far too much, they steal

         the car keys and the credit card, they lie through their orthodontured teeth about where they went and with whom, they hate

         themselves and their parents and the girls above or below them in the pecking order, and they think that oral sex is merely

         a southern-hemisphere version of a good-night kiss. They dress like tramps. They drink and smoke and spill booze and ash on

         the shoes they forgot to mention they were going to borrow. Their poor parents usually express helpless bewilderment, like

         folks who just watched a tornado take the roof off the house and hurl the pickup truck into the bedroom wall. Why, only yesterday,

         they say, my daughter looked like that sweet little cherub in the photo on the piano.

      


      A causal link would at least provide a little comfort. A mom who fed her daughter junk food and never got her to school on

         time could speculate about the great girl she might have raised if only she had done a better job. Unfortunately, the commutative

         property does not seem to hold for child rearing: Stable girls have wretched moms, and troubled girls have pleasant moms,

         which means that even the best of intentions could lead straight to catastrophe.

      


      Sarah may find ample reason to be angry at me as she gets older, whether I give her what I consider to be cause or not.


      THE BOOKEND TO PUBERTY is menopause, which we have long believed would turn even Betty Crocker into Lady Macbeth, just as adolescence turns our

         lovely daughters into harridans. How scary is it? My internist began to lay the groundwork for hormone replacement therapy

         years in advance, making veiled comments at my annual physical about how much easier the aging process was for his patients

         on hormones, as though they stormed the office wild-eyed, wielding daggers, if they forgot to fill their prescriptions.

      


      “Easier for whom?” I asked him once, and he chuckled and hit my knee with that little hammer.


      He was wrong, as it turned out. Our worldview came from women who went to the doctor to complain about their menopausal symptoms,

         which was kind of like asking an agoraphobe how she liked the Grand Canyon. Nobody bothered to track down the women who were

         too busy enjoying life to drop by the doctor’s office. When researchers finally did think to ask them, about two-thirds of

         menopausal women had no idea what the fuss was all about.

      


      There it is. For a long time we thought that all women suffered, but we were wrong. Most of us lived outside the fray. What

         if most girls did, too? It might be that the girls who regarded hating their mothers as a team sport, and the girls with the

         kinds of problems that spawned headlines, were a vocal minority. Extrapolating from them to the population at large could

         set us up for calamities that will never happen.

      


      What a glimmer of relief, just to consider the possibility. I imagined us happy when sixteen-year-old Sarah drove off in the

         car, and happy still when she returned. Happy through the process; unwilling to hate each other just for the sake of her growing

         up.

      


      We would have to fight once in a while. As I recall, half the joy of shoes with decent heels was winning the battle with a

         mom who honestly believed that a nice pair of flats would not make you the target of instant ridicule. In my youth, everyone

         had to have at least one boyfriend her parents did not like and had to insist that any curfew was, by definition, an hour

         too early, just as any hemline was an inch too long. But those were episodic spats; anyone who has been married for more than

         a day knows her way around that kind of argument. What I wanted to avoid were the lingering, festering resentments.

      


      That may not sound like much of a goal, but my family crest is anxiety rampant on a field of endless criticism. It would not

         be easy for me to get through the coming years without resorting to the dark parental arts — nagging, second-guessing, and

         the inducement of guilt.

      


      MY FRIEND ANNETTE says it is possible. Annette has tremendous credibility because she is as unlike me as anyone of the same species and sex

         can be — tall, big boned, an observant Catholic possessed of a genuine faith, a serene presence — and since I am prone to

         self-doubt, I often embrace the voice of the admired Other as gospel. She and her husband have two exemplary sons, and I have

         sought her advice since the days when having a child was merely a topic for debate.

      


      Some of what she did will not translate. I cannot support Sarah by making the predawn commute to swim practice, like Annette

         did with her older boy, because being a swim champ in our family means not drowning. I cannot befriend members of the religious

         bureaucracy, because I was force-fed piety as a child. I am not without skills of my own, though — I can bake desserts that

         make people want to invite us for dinner as long as I’ll bring one, I know every Motown lyric worth remembering, and I can

         make up stories on the fly.

      


      Does that make me a good enough mother to relinquish a daughter? “We raise them to go away from us,” Annette once said, as

         though it were as simple a matter as making sure they had enough clean socks, “and if we do a good job, we make it easier

         for them when the time comes.”

      


      I was in awe. Unfortunately, I forgot to ask her how.


      MY FRIEND CAROLYN says it is possible, too, having raised two daughters who not only love her but seek out her company. She did nothing as

         a parent that I care to emulate, as far as I can tell from her stories. If there was a rule in the parent handbook that she

         did not break, she cannot recall what it was. She is in no position to pontificate about child rearing, except that she survived

         two bouts of adolescence without any lasting scars.

      


      She was appropriately cryptic when I asked her for advice. “Rewrite the script,” she said.


      I was not intimidated. There may be no more arrogant hybrid than the baby-boomer journalist; there’s the sense of entitlement

         that comes from being part of the largest population blip of the last hundred years, along with an urge to scour the earth

         for answers despite compelling evidence that they do not exist. In my lifetime, we have changed our attitudes about participation

         in foreign wars as well as about the benefits of whole milk, virgin brides, and foundation garments. I have witnessed a paradigm

         shift since I was Sarah’s age. I am flexible and curious. Surely this qualifies me to survive her adolescence.

      


      THE CAB HAS ARRIVED to take me to the airport, and the cabbie, wondering why a woman whose suitcase and coat are already in his car is still

         inside her house, has come to the door to see if I intend to join him anytime soon. Sarah, barely awake, squints at him with

         displaced resentment.

      


      I sit down and she plops onto my lap. Sarah has always smelled to me like hot sand and driftwood, a wonderful dry smell that

         has nothing to do with people, and I have been known, over the years, to go back into her room to kiss her forehead long after

         she has fallen asleep, trying, in part, to memorize that scent. She smells that way right now. It has to go away someday,

         but it is not gone yet, she is not angry at me yet, and who knows if both those things will still be true when I get home.

      


      I put my arms around her and start to sob. The cabbie retreats to flip the meter. We don’t have to leave the curb at all,

         as long as I’m paying.

      


      Like I said, it hits and it passes.


      WHEN I GET TO MANHATTAN, I walk up to Central Park for a quick review of the carriage horses that have pulled the evening shift. I call home before

         I go to bed and tell Sarah about the good-looking white horse third from the front of the line. She tells me all about school

         and what Larry cooked for dinner. She hands the phone to him on the condition that she can talk to me again, and finally we

         run out of information to exchange. It is past her bedtime, and she has promised to get up early to walk the dog with Larry.

      


      “Sweetheart, it’s time to go to sleep,” I say. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


      There is a sleepy silence.


      “You could just put the phone on the bed and we could both go to sleep,” she says. “Then we’d both be there in the morning.”


      “Sarah, it’s really time for bed. You’ll be tired tomorrow.” “Don’t hang up, Mommy,” she replies.


      I don’t, not right away.
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      Ten Going on Twenty


      SUMMER IS MADE FOR SELF-DECEPTION. TIME IS LESS INSIS-tent without school — is today Tuesday or Wednesday? — and there is more of it, so we get cocky. Sarah’s biggest responsibility

         for the past twelve weeks had been to wear enough sunscreen and to remember to carry a water bottle. We watched old movies

         at odd times, and occasionally we broke media discipline altogether and ate dinner while we watched.

      


      Now it was over. In two hours we had to show up at school for a traditional open house, to say hello to the teachers and see

         if last year’s locker occupant left behind anything that grew. Tomorrow Sarah would begin sixth grade, her last year at her

         elementary school. In preparation, she had been in the shower for so long that the third person in the rotation could forget

         about hot water, singing so loudly that I heard her two rooms away: “Slap that bass, bada bada bada, slap that bass, slap

         away your trouble, learn to zoom, zoom, zoom — slap that bass.”

      


      The fifth and sixth graders occupied the prestigious second floor, and all the kids knew to stick to the staircase closest

         to their classrooms. We followed Sarah as she headed up the sixth-grade stairs for the first time. Standing at the top, guarding

         the entrance to nirvana, were two girls Sarah has known since they were the smallest kids on the playground.

      


      Over the summer they had acquired blond highlights, hairstyles that required not just a blow-dryer but the dexterous use of

         a round brush, and painted fingernails and toenails, the latter visible because they wore strappy platform sandals. Their

         tank tops were barely longer than a good sport bra, and they wore low-rise capri pants on their incipient hips.

      


      They were eleven. One of them tilted her pelvis like a runway model and smiled a smile she may have seen in a magazine but

         had yet to grow into.

      


      I thought about fleeing the country. I thought about calling their mothers to ask what the hell they were doing, allowing

         their little girls to look like that. Not that Sarah was spared appraising comments. Even with her limbs covered and her nails

         plain, people seemed to think that girls were put on this earth to be the object of public scrutiny. She did a decent impersonation

         of one of her admirers: “What big eyes,” she cooed, rolling them toward the heavens. “What long eyelashes. What good posture.”

         All true. Large slate gray eyes, ridiculous lashes, and the straight back of someone who would like to be taller soon. A broad

         forehead, and a mouth whose natural inclination is happiness, even in repose — full at the center, naturally tipped up at

         the corners. It is the same smile my mother wore in the photograph from my dad’s college formal.

      


      Sarah is slim and, for the moment, shorter than her friends. She has long hair that has not yet decided whether to be brown

         or very dark blond. My opinion of her appearance is properly suspect. When Sarah was a baby, she once threw up on me as our

         transcontinental flight took off, and all I could think, after I changed into a clean shirt, was how lovely she looked sleeping.

         But other people like the way she looks, too, so we have had to develop a point of view.

      


      The man who sells bread at our farmers’ market told Sarah recently that she could have a pretzel for free because she was

         so beautiful. The implication was that he would not have offered a pretzel to a plain girl. I had to wonder what he would

         have given Sarah if she had been dressed like the sixth-grade gatekeepers — an entire coffee cake?

      


      I could not stop myself. “I’m having a pin made for her shirt,” I told him. “It reads, ‘I have a brain, too.’”


      He handed her the pretzel, abashed. “Your mom is right,” he said to her. “By the time you’re my age nobody’s gonna care how

         you look.” He made a goofy face. She smiled.

      


      A week later we bumped into a couple we know, and I got my first glimpse of their fabled sixteen-year-old daughter, who had

         Snow White’s striking coloring without any of the chirpy facial expressions. I forgot myself and blurted out, “You are so

         beautiful,” although I did stop short of offering her a free pretzel. Her mother, being six years ahead of me, had long since

         left righteous indignation behind.

      


      “Inside,” she said, with a conspirator’s smile, “as well as out.”


      Oh, how I wished I had said that to the bread man. How I admired that mom, who saw a way to turn surface flattery into a lasting

         compliment. A girl who got a great roll of the genetic dice might as well enjoy it, but we live in a culture where women age

         faster than men do, and beauty too often gets mixed up with youth. A parent can help. A parent can point out the more lasting

         qualities that a mere passerby might not notice.

      


      I had tried to stay away from fashion altogether, so far, save a single edict that mattered only to those of us whose complexions

         lack pink tones: “Beige is not your friend.” If the sixth-grade style twins were any indication, though, there would be thornier

         issues ahead, and I vowed to talk to Larry about a timetable for age at first manicure, age at first lipstick, age for pierced

         ears, for heels, for dates. I would not speculate beyond that. Sarah still thought that beautiful meant Katharine Hepburn

         in The Philadelphia Story or Grace Kelly in To Catch a Thief. When peer pressure kicked in — and I saw her give her friends the appraising eye — old movie footage might not hold up.

      


      I mentioned various aspects of the teenage future to Larry that night, right before we went to bed. He responded with a look

         of complete bewilderment; I could not tell if the source of his confusion was the notion that Sarah would someday date or

         the cold realization that my X chromosomes were not encoded with the answers to such questions.

      


      I KNEW ALL ABOUT the peer pack mentality. My junior high school friends and I always spent the waning weeks of summer looking for that must-have

         back-to-school fashion item. Every Saturday we took the bus to a nearby shopping center, and after an exhausting round of

         window-shopping, we retired to our favorite table at Edwards coffee shop for a round of strawberry ice-cream sodas and french

         fries.

      


      Since we had far more time than money, we winnowed our desire down to a single, talismanic item. The summer before eighth

         grade, it was a slimy vinyl purse that hung in the window of a Chandler shoe store. I did not like the purse, which looked

         like a bowling ball crushed flat, but I had to have it, because the girls I wanted to hang out with had chosen it as the emblem

         of our friendship. My mother tried to convince me to get a red one instead, which only proved how out of it she was. No matter

         that I loved red and loved her. I spent $3.99 of my hard-earned baby-sitting money on the black one.

      


      I had not thought about that purse since the day, halfway through eighth grade, when I quietly abandoned it, just as those

         girls would soon abandon me for being insufficiently cool. I supposed I would have to let Sarah buy the equivalent of a bad

         vinyl bag, if she should yearn for it, but not if it was as revealing as her friends’ new tank tops.

      


      How I would make sense of that contradiction — you may do what you want as long as it is what I want for you — was beyond

         me.

      


      USA TODAYHAS CALLED today’s teens the “richest generation ever.” They spent ninety-four billion dollars of their own money in 1998 and forty-seven

         billion of their parents’; they influenced another three hundred billion dollars in family purchases by sighing loudly when

         Dad and Mom considered the wrong model car. Teenage girls spent thirty-seven billion dollars a year on clothing and about

         eight billion on health and beauty aids, and the reason they never had time to set the table was because they went shopping

         a minimum of once a week. One study swore the figure was as high as fifteen times a month.

      


      All of this makes the slightly younger and more impressionable tweens a particularly delicious target for companies looking

         to establish brand loyalty — the kind of lifelong affiliation that makes soft drink manufacturers so eager to put vending

         machines in school cafeterias. Tweens are ripe for the picking because they wobble, as one marketer put it, “between childlike

         folly and advancing maturity.” Loosely translated, they aren’t sure who they are. They are willing to listen to any retailer

         with the right image to sell.

      


      Just as a parent’s credibility starts to fade, the booming voice of marketing says, Own this particular item and you will

         be cool. The other girls chime in. If parents are not careful, what used to sound like personal taste might soon sound like

         a dinosaur chorus.

      


      ON THE FIRST MORNING of school, Sarah stood against the dining room wall for her annual photograph. When she was in the second grade, an overzealous

         housepainter covered over our penciled hash marks before we could stop him, so we depended on these pictures to show us how

         she had grown. This year she was taller than the light switch, which had not been true on the first day of fifth grade.

      


      “You’re going to be taller than me,” I said, not for the first time but with a new certainty.


      She insisted that she would not, even though she knew I was right. The first day of sixth grade was change enough, for now.


      We got into my smug little mom car — the four-door, box-shaped, safety-enriched Volvo sedan I would have bet my life I would

         never own, the one that made hip single people (like I once was) snicker when I pulled up next to them with a backseat full

         of girls. It had taken me months to convince myself that my own personal brand identity would survive a Volvo, and yet at

         the moment — the car smelling of newly sharpened pencils, plastic binders, and spin-dried clothes — all I wanted to be was

         the mom.

      


      When we got to school, we forgot ourselves and started up the fifth-grade stairs out of habit. Halfway up, Sarah realized

         her mistake and turned to head back down.

      


      “We’re going up the wrong stairs,” she said.


      “But there’s a hall upstairs you can go across,” I said, failing to grasp that her very identity was at stake.


      “Mom,” she said.

      


      I was chastened.


      Why not get the red purse.


      Mom.


      We walked across the playground to the sixth-grade staircase, where she stopped.


      “Want me to go up with you?” I asked. “No, that’s okay.”


      And she was gone. Just like that.


      IF PEOPLE NEEDED a justifiable reason to be in a funk, there would be fewer of us taking Zoloft or Prozac. Members of my parents’ generation,

         the ones who survived uppercase bad news — the Depression, World War II — doubtless consider my generation to be emotional

         hypochondriacs, frantic over the psychological equivalent of a hangnail, medicated to blunt the sharp edge of life being less

         than perfect. I have an alternate theory. Perhaps all those years of encounter groups and trust exercises have paid off, and

         we are simply more in touch with our feelings than our ancestors were.

      


      However you look at it, the big blues of my day were that my daughter had begun her last year of elementary school. I could

         have been pleased to have a morning to myself, but I focused instead on what I didn’t have — Sarah to talk to, and anyone

         else to listen to me complain. Yes, Larry was in his basement office, but I tried to respect the separation of church and

         state and not bring my personal issues into his work space, at least not while he was sitting at the computer or on the phone.
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