
How A Girl Grows 

 

I WALK PAST my daughter’s bedroom, past the black and red and purple blur of Murder City 

Devils and Doors posters that cover the beautiful pine paneling of her vaulted ceiling. She lies on 

her stomach, diagonally over her long bed, head and feet hanging off either end. I try not to look 

in. Eyes ahead, or on the laundry basket resting at my hips. 

There is always a glance though. Or a sniff of stale, balled socks poorly masked by a fruity 

candle she’s burned. An ear pricked to the offensive dirge of her music. 

It is always difficult, too, for me to pass without calling out a few words. “Dinner’ll be ready 

in ten minutes,” I say. 

She nods with her body, the mattress rolling under her. 

 

IT IS ALMOST impossible, even though I’ve been witness to it for a long time, not to notice 

Allison’s head skimming the dining room’s ceiling beams. Last year, when she was a 

sophomore, I would catch my breath and shake off my terror when she came into a room. The 

sight of her long body folding into a chair sent me into paroxysms of guilt and fear. But this year, 

I think her growing has slowed, that it may even stop soon. 

She sits in the chair facing the sliding glass door, out which she often gazes during 

mealtimes. Tonight, her eyes trip from plate to water glass to kitchen clock to bird feeder in the 

bur oak, taking in nothing. 

“How’s the column coming?” I ask. 

She looks at the pumpkin ravioli, the hunk of sourdough in her hand. Her voice comes as a 

surprise to people who haven’t heard her speak: softly and liltingly. She sounds like a sexpot, my 

daughter. Like a Marilyn Monroe or Pamela Anderson. She hates her voice. “Stuffed 

cucumbers.” 

Gourmet Girl, for which she creates her own recipes and tests them in our kitchen, started as 

an English project. Students submitted story ideas to the Herald-Republic for one-time 

publication. Allison’s was picked up permanently. 

I remember well the day her teacher announced the news. Allison came home on tiptoes, 

almost hopping. She had something special, something besides height. 

“The sauce is a little thick,” she says. 

“I know. I got folding clothes and it globbed up.” 

She scowls. 

I say, “Just because I’m not a culinary prodigy, okay? I could be feeding you fish sticks and 

tater tots.” 

“Yeah, well,” she smiles a little. “I get the raw end of the deal.” Because on her nights to 

cook I am served amazing things. Dishes so vibrant or so perfectly subtle that I have to close my 

eyes when I chew. 

“No one can iron shirts like I can,” I say. Allison’s long shirts and long pants that we have 

to buy in a Seattle store called Tall Girl. For which we drive through the Cascade mountain range 

three times a year. 

She shrugs because she cannot argue. Every week I provide her a closet of straight, pressed 

clothes–beautiful clothes in blacks and grays and crimsons so that even though people call her 

Stretch and Too Tall, they can’t call her badly dressed. 

Or maybe she shrugs because I’m not worth the argument. 



I’d almost hoped, a few years ago, that exceptional stature would lessen her mother-directed 

teenage disdain. There was a time soon after her father died (which was, of course, horrible and 

dark and tragic), when she was thirteen and I thought we might glide right through the teen years 

relatively unscathed. She was six-one by then, taller already than anyone in her class and most 

teachers and willing to forgive me anything as long as I provided her a refuge from the laughing 

and teasing at school. 

She chattered through our dinners together and often afterward on the couch pressed the side 

of her long, warm body to me and did her homework that way or read books like Larousse 

Gastronmique and Under the Tuscan Sun. 

Her idolatry, however, soon mutated into sullenness and anger, so every time she looked at 

me I felt accused of something. 

Her knees hit mine under the table and through her bread she mumbles, “Sorry.” 

I hear her throat squeak when she swallows, her spine crack as she hunches over the table 

for another bite. After a few minutes, she says, “Something bad happened today.” 

My heartbeat picks up. “What?” 

“Gourmet Girl was cut.” 

“What do you mean cut?” 

She drinks water, ice sliding against her upper lip. She lowers her glass and says, “Cut for 

this week. Too much newsy news. Not enough room for apple and onion tartlets.” 

“Oh, Ally. I’m sorry.” But I’m also relieved. The bad thing that happened that day could 

have been so much worse. 

She watches a red squirrel twirl its way up the bur oak. “It’s okay.” 

“That’s publishing, I suppose,” I say. 

She is no longer listening though, is perhaps, conjuring worse scenarios, worse bodies, 

worse fates. 

 

GOURMET GIRL IS cut the following week and the week after until I threaten to call the editor and 

ask her: Don’t you know? How can you not know what this weekly assignment means? How can 

you, with the slash of a pen or your keyboard’s delete button, just exterminate this thing that is so 

good for my daughter? 

Allison negotiates me out of it, says the editor is sorry, always very sorry, that it’ll reappear 

eventually. And I can’t tell if Allison is truly upset over this. So I don’t call, but I want to. I think 

about it every time I pass the phone, every time it bleats at us. I would do more if I could. I 

would tail her to school and, with the force of my hard gaze preempt whispers and looks and 

cackles. I would sit in the office of Carol Sugar, the volleyball coach, until she agreed to stop 

stalking Allison. I would do more than just order her long clothes and mattresses. If she’d let me. 

 

THERE IS A dance. I try to distract Ally from it. I suggest a weekend in Spokane or at least a play 

Saturday night. But she wants the barely lit gym, the smell of sweaty boys, glitter that girls wear 

on their eyelids for these things. 

There have been other dances, of course. None, though, she’d been interested in. “Is there a 

particular boy?” I ask. She scowls at me. I wish the thirteen-year-old version of Allison were 

here in place of this sulking thing. 

I wonder about future versions of my girl: how tall she will be when she starts college. And 

my heart surges. Will we have to raise doorways, lengthen bathtubs? Will height eventually 



cripple her, cause her to walk with a cane and lean on things just to stand? Will she someday be 

the subject of school assemblies for which she lectures the benefits of “being different”? 

Because I don’t want her to be different. I want recognition of her culinary skills, higher 

grades, maybe a husband and subsequently a child who won’t have to be screened for Marfan’s 

syndrome or an overactive pituitary because people can’t imagine how a girl grew so tall. 

Or maybe she will have a son. A basketball player who only has to go to Big and Tall stores 

that we even have here in southeastern Washington. 

“A dance,” I say, laying the novel I am trying to read in my lap. “Do you need a ride?” 

Because it’s winter and our car is manual transmission, she has not yet gotten her license. 

She says Nicole is driving. 

“Nicole drives a Civic.” 

“I can fit in her Civic.” 

She wears black pants and a light gray sweater. Her hair is in a ponytail and I can’t stop 

chanting in my head: Please God, let her dance. I almost keen with the words, trying to read my 

book, regretting what I’d said about the Civic. 

 

THE DANCE ENDS at ten. By 10:30, it’s still just me in the house. Several times I pull back the 

curtains and look into the driveway, as if this will bring her home. Cold comes off the glass and, 

with my fingertips, I rub at the condensation. 

There is no question that I will not sleep. I am more awake at midnight than two hours 

before. I walk the house, upstairs, into her room. I flick on the light, look at her posters, the first 

Gourmet Girl I had framed for her last birthday that hangs a foot higher than anyone else 

would’ve hung it, her iPod, candles, a stuffed cat and the brown, quilted extra long twin bed. 

My fear, of course, is that she had a miserable time, that her friends all bucked around to 

their songs while she sat on a too-small chair or crouched in a bathroom stall, then left early. Left 

alone. 

It is almost twelve-thirty when Nicole’s Civic pulls into the driveway and two figures, one 

only slightly more upright than the other, lurch to the front door. I can see right away in Allison’s 

face (I had, in fact, known by the her gait) that she’s drunk. 

Her eyes shimmer at me. Her cheeks are red, her lips and tongue slow when she thanks 

Nicole. 

I thank Nicole, too, then sit Allison in a Shaker rocking chair that had been a wedding gift. I 

get her a glass of water. “Take as much as you can,” I say. “It’ll help.” 

She drinks like she did when she was four, gulping until she’s out of breath and not caring 

what clings to her upper lip. She belches softly. I refill the glass. “Aren’t you at all mortified that 

I’m seeing you drunk?” 

She shrugs her infuriating shrug. 

“Did you dance?” I ask. 

She rolls her eyes. “Once. With stupid Tim Dwyer who is about five-one without his Prince 

boots.” 

“And then you went out with Nicole?” I crouch in front of her, cover her hands with mine. 

She nods. “Can I go to bed?” 

I give her hands a squeeze and step back. “Yeah, you can.” 

She hoists herself from the chair and clumsily pushes hair from her face. When she turns, I 

see a greasy streak on her sweater that I will have to soak and scrub, but say nothing. At the 



bottom step she pivots back around and says, “You’re mad, aren’t you? I mean, I would be if I 

were you. I’m shit-faced. I mean…” She looks down at herself. 

“Just go to bed, sweetie. Okay? Just go on up to bed.” 

She sighs and takes her long, long body up the stairs. 

Her door closes and I let myself breathe. Even though she is hidden away, I try not to smile. 

It feels like it did when, in second or third grade she came home from a birthday party, hair 

dripping from the Holiday Inn pool where she’d swum, her cheek bulging with a giant jaw-

breaker, her body swaggery and confident as she dropped onto the couch to watch TV. 

I asked then if she had fun and she’d shrugged. But I could tell by her blue tongue and 

bloodshot eyes that she had. 

 

I HEAR HER retch once during the night. I get up, wrapping myself in an afghan, and go to the 

bathroom door. My plan had been to enter, come up behind her and scratch her back, hold her 

hair. But it occurs to me that she wouldn’t want that, wouldn’t want me to know. So I stand 

there, my feet freezing on the wood floor, the afghan hanging heavily from my shoulders. She 

spits into the toilet, coughing and swearing. Poor girl. 

 

SHE REFUSES BREAKFAST, fixes herself a cup of black tea and eases onto the couch, propping her 

feet on the coffee table. 

“Feeling pretty rotten? I ask. 

She drags the tea bag back and forth in the mug. “Yeah.” 

I am scrambling an egg for myself. My fork clangs the sides of the frying pan. “Mind if I ask 

what you drank?” 

She sips and grimaces. “Mom,” she says. 

“I’m just curious.” 

Her head falls back against the couch and she says, “Wine coolers.” 

“Was Nicole drinking, too?” 

“Some.” Her fingers reach all the way around the mug. 

I dump my egg onto a plate, sprinkle it with salt and pepper and eat at the table before 

saying, “She’s probably not getting off as easy as you.” 

Allison’s head snaps in my direction. She winces, then says, “Why am I getting off easily?” 

I point the fork to my chest. “Because. I understand that last night was a rite of passage. And 

maybe even something you needed.” 

She doesn’t sound at all grateful when she says, “That’s right. You’re the worldly-wise 

mother. I sometimes forget.” 

This is one of the moments I want to walk up to her and ask where Allison is. 

I rinse my plate and silverware, toss it into the dishwasher. I fill the eggy skillet with water, 

annoyed, ready to disappear into another part of the house, when I look up and see her with one 

hand over her eyes, her shoulders shaking. 

I, of course, drop the skillet and go to her, wrapping an arm around her back. Her face is red, 

lips flattened against her teeth. Horrible, heart-breaking noises come from her. From between her 

fingers she says, “I just feel so lousy.” 

 

THAT NIGHT I dream Allison has grown too tall for our house. The rooms are too small for her to 

even hunch over in. She can only sit on the lawn, trying not to crush shrubs with her knees or 

knock gutters loose with her forehead. 



“I’m sorry,” I say. “We’ll remodel. We’ll add another story.” 

She is resigned, turning up the palms of her table-sized hands and saying in her sexpot 

voice, “It’s okay, Mom. We’ll figure something out.” 

Cars full of people drive past, slowing to gawk. I aim my garden hose at their rolled down 

windows and scream at them. Allison seems not to notice any of it. 

“Until then,” I say, “I guess you’ll have to sleep in the back yard.” That is when rain begins 

falling, a few drops at first, pinging our scalps, then dampening our hair and clothes. I can’t bring 

her inside, can’t string up any sort of tarp in time. 

I wake up panting. My nightgown has twisted around me, caught between my thighs. The 

room is dark and damp from my sleeping, sweating body. I get up, go to her room and look at 

her from the doorway. I think if there were space, I’d get into bed with her and sleep with my 

hand under her cheek. 

She faces the wall, her hair splayed across the pillow. I hear the occasional soft sigh, tiny 

mewls escaping her throat. Her covers have come untucked where her feet dangle off the end of 

the mattress. I creep to her bed, grab handfuls of sheet and blanket and drape them over her 

heels, stuff them back between the mattress and box spring. 

 

RONALD IS THE cousin of a woman I know from my book club, the man I’ve agreed to have 

dinner with at the new Tribal Casino out on Highway 90. I haven’t met him before tonight and, 

though I’m not exactly excited about dining amid the ringing of slot machines, I’m looking 

forward to an evening out. 

He comes to pick me up. His trousers are pleated, his golf shirt bright green. His hair is 

slicked off his face with something shiny that smells like limes. He’s about six feet tall and not 

so bad looking if you don’t mind the shell-like hair and hardware jingling in his pocket. 

He compliments my sweater, then the house. “Big,” he says, sticking his head into the 

laundry room and den. 

I say, “I hope you mean the house.” 

We laugh. 

Allison comes downstairs then and pulls her favorite skillet and slotted spatula from the 

cupboard. I introduce them. 

“Wow,” he says. “This is your daughter?” He steps toward her and checks her out as if she’s 

a chestnut mare. “How tall are you?” 

She unscrews the cap from a bottle of grapeseed oil and gives her standard: “Tall enough.” 

He snickers, grins at me. “Wow,” he says again. 

The gas burner ticks on and I gather my coat and purse. 

“So,” Ronald says to Allison. “Is it hard finding boyfriends? I bet the guys at school are 

scared as hell of you.” 

Ignoring him, she pours oil into the pan. 

“I know I would be,” he says. 

I announce, “I’m ready to go, Ronald.” 

He jingles the keys, change, whatever is in his pocket. He takes a few sideways steps. 

I am swallowing hard, trying to catch Allison’s eye, putting on my coat. I can’t help thinking 

of a caged animal, a beautiful loping giraffe at the zoo or a gazelle being pelted by rocks, 

tormented by onlookers. 

Allison glares at me and I give her a stay strong nod. 

“Are you in sports, at least? Basketball or volleyball?” 



“Actually,” she says. “I suck at both.” 

I say, “She writes Gourmet Girl for the Herald-Republic.” 

There is a silent moment where I stare hard at Ronald, he ogles Allison, and Allison 

concentrates on mincing garlic.  

I tell him again that I’m ready to go. 

He turns to me finally and says, “Was her dad like Larry Byrd or something?” 

I drop my purse onto a chair arm and say, “Okay. You know what? I can already tell this 

isn’t going to work out. So let’s part ways right here. Goodnight, Ronald.” 

His mouth opens: a gray hole of fillings and fleshy tongue. 

“Aw, you’re angry. Protective mother bear, huh? Listen, I didn’t mean anything bad.” He 

looks at Allison and clutches his chest. “I’m sorry.” Then he says to me, “I’m sorry. I’ve been 

rude. I was just taken aback. It’s not every day you see a seven-foot tall girl.” 

“She is nowhere near seven feet,” I say. “Get out.” 

“Seriously?” 

“I’ve never met someone so insensitive. Ever.” I stand there, still wearing my coat, until I 

hear his engine turn over and his car pull away. 

Allison sautés garlic, pushing it around the pan with the spatula. 

I wrap my arms around her waist, press my temple to her shoulder. “I’m so sorry about 

that.” 

The garlic sizzles, the smell so intense I can taste it. She lifts the pan, tilts it. Underneath her 

sweatshirt the muscles and tendons in her arm shift and snap. “Gosh, Mom, that was a bit of a 

scene.” 

“A scene?” I say. 

“Your kicking him out. Why’d you do that?” 

I step back. “Because,” I say. “Because.” 

She goes to the refrigerator, scoops out a handful of crimini mushrooms. Over the sink she 

brushes off their dirt and cuts off their stems. She begins to slice them and I think I see the knife 

shake in her hand. 

“Because,” I repeat. “He was abusive. To you. I won’t spend time with a man like that.” 

The blade pulls through the mushrooms like it would pull through Styrofoam, or nothing. 

She says, “It’s a good thing you’re setting an example like that, Mother, so I don’t someday end 

up with someone abusive.” The quietly she adds, “or someone.” 

I drop my coat on a chair. I can’t understand what this creature is saying. “What? Why do 

you think I would prevent you from being with someone?” 

She shrugs. 

“Don’t shrug at me. Please don’t shrug at me ever again.” 

“Sorry,” she mutters. 

“Or mutter.” I cover my face with my hands. “No more muttering. You can’t tell me I’m 

overprotective, if that’s what you’re trying to get at. You can’t. I let you go to dances. I let you 

go out with your friends. I let you come home drunk. I want you to experience everything you 

can. Except abuse.” 

She nods, never looking up from her mushroom slicing. I’m not sure if she nods because she 

understands or to quiet her lunatic of a mom. 

Allison transfers the mushrooms to the pan, stirs them into the butter and garlic. The 

sweatshirt she wears, an old one that belonged to her father, is short. The hem stops at her waist, 

the sleeves above her wrists. She wears it anyway, whenever she can. 



She looks up from the stovetop. “You should’ve seen his bald spot.” 

“How big?” 

“Grapefruit-sized.” 

I can’t quite laugh, but I snort and shake my head. 

Still wearing the black, denim jumper I’d put on for dinner at the casino, I hand her spices 

and cheeses as she asks for them. 

The omelet is excruciatingly delicious. So delicious that I fix my eyes on the paneled wall 

over my daughter’s shoulder as I eat, wanting nothing to distract me from its taste. 

 


