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Letting go

This summer she’s not a baby anymore
By Sigrid Bathen

e are.in the super-

market, arguing
< about whether 1
,"wll“et her buy a set of plas-
- e fingernails, which come
“:;Sth a vial of glue and cost

,;j"“But T'll pay for them my-
@elf, > she implores. “You
-igaid  I.could use my own
_Taoney for things I want!”
%3 *Reasonable -things” 1
#ay. “Not for off-the-wall
- things like $4.99 fingernails
mhich are too expensive and
: %ot reasonable.” -
"2x*Bspecially when you're
32&! 8 years old,” I add.
: I'm almost 9" she
#3y8, “and you treat me like
lbaby
“*Please, Mama, she  says,
"ﬂﬁease, Mama, please.”
"l say with an effort

‘1 ﬁm ﬁnahty *And if you

knock it off, you can

Ee:get aboat going to
for the summer.”

She must know that this

lanned and or-

‘on one side
td $he cat litter on the oth-
e d.am’ strock with an
< 1 sense of loss.
g Homore fights over plas-
in the aisles

: No_morecandyunderthe
ﬁundbyt.;; eeks
ants gix w
i Yates

wouldn't work.

But when 1 asked my
daughter, she jumped at the
invitation to spend the bet-
ter part of summer vacation
— “frec as a bird,” as she
put it — with four girl cous-
ins, aged 1 through 9, at the
beach!

“Not quite free as a bird,”
I tell her. “You'll be swim-
ming on the swmlmmg
team with your cousins.”

“Oh,” she says, subdued.
An excellent swimmer, she
is not entirely enamored of
Lteam sports.

“But you huve to do some-
thing,” I tell her, finding
myself arguing uncharac-
teristically in favor of or-
ganized sports, “You can't
just hang out all summer.”

“But Mama,” she says
with the irrefutable com-
mon sense of young chil-
dren. “That's what summers
are for!”

As every working mother
knows, summers present
the worst of school-age
child care dilemmas. You
can usually make it through
two weeks at Christmas and
a week at Easter with a va-
riety of sometimes patch-
work measures. But three
months is a long time for
patchwork. Which is proba-
bly why you see a lot of kids
just “hanging out,” because
their parents didn't have
the time, or the energy, or
the money, to arrange a
complicated schedule of
swimming lessons, ecraft
and computer clasges, day
camp, perhaps even the
dreaded summer school.

I could feel the tension
building as winter turned to
spring, as my thoughts
turned to the Question of
Summer Vacation.

Our housekeeper, a cheer-
ful and conscientious wom-
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- o her father has
- Jis’ane morning a week on the tennis courts
#nd it’s just her and me and the cats at home.
“"Havuxg no particular desire to play tennis
I hunker into domesticity on Satur-
rnings. | read the paper without feel-
pelled to clip significant articles for
make big breakfasts. For her
eats the breakfasts, watches car-
sometimes we bake cookies. We
and argue through the market
and maybe have lunch at Mc-
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Mom stuff. Sxmple activities accomplished
in some sort of primal ritual — a ritual too
often missed during the rest of the week in
tired, overworked, overwhelmed, “dual-ca-
reer” families auch as ours (where, I should
add in simple fairness, her father cooks din-
ner nearly every night.)

When her aunt and uncle, my brother and
sister-in-law, first brouched the subject in
the spring, I immediately responded that it
was o long, almost all summer, 500 miles
from home, no, thanks all the same, hut it

an, divides her time be-
tween our house and another family’s. The
scheduling is complex, but she is able to earn
a living wage and generally things work out.

Summer was a problem. To fill in the times
when she would be working for her “other”
family, I had hired a teenage sitter who lives
next dour to come over in the mornings.

Thut was fine, except the teenager would
be visiting her grundparents in another state
in June. So, 1 arrunged a complicated sched-
ule for my daughter of one week with my
parents, one week of my vawlin.n, a week at



Brownie day camp. And one week with my
brother's family at the beach.

I know it's official, serious family business
when my brother, who is a lawyer and thinks
methodically, calls me at the office.

“I really think you should send her down
here for the summer,” he said, amiably. “I re-
ally think she'd have a lot more fun than be-
ing with a babysitter all day.”

“She won't be with a baby sitter,all day,” 1

"V 20

some clothes that match and don’t drop your
dirty clothes on the floor. Change your un-
derwear every day and take a sweat shirt to
the pool for the meets. Oh, and don't forget w
take your vitamins and use your eardrops if
your ears start to hurt. And don't forget to
brush your teeth....” ) i

Here it comes. “Maamaa,” with a withering
look. “I'm not a baby anymore!”

Our phone bill will be ridiculous. When |

respoad, oo _a A
knowing that a lot of the
time she will.

“She'll get to go to the
beach every day, and
swim on the swim team, . <
and they have a roller-
skating party and ice-
skating and miniature
golf, and if she joins the
swim team she gets gog-
gles and a snorkel,” .he
said, arguing his case as
lawyers do. “Think about
it, just think about it,
we'd love to have her,
and she's no trouble. I'll
send you the schedule.”

Sure enough, two days
later, a letter arrived
with the schedule of the
swim team in the beach
community where he
lives. He's right, it looks
like a kid’s dream, and,
“Please, Mama, please,
Mama,  wanna go!”

know one of the ma-
jor reasons I balked
at  sending my
daughter to the beach for ¢
the better part of the
summer is because I felt »
like my working-mother
routine had failed. De-
spite all my efforts, all
the scheduling complexi-
ties, all the money paid ®
for sitters, the fact of the
matter was that I would
oot be there to take her
to swimming and tennis
and miniature golf, that ;
my sister-in-law would.
So I left her standing
in her nightshirt with
the drawing of a big rab-
bit and the inscription
“Some Bunny Loves Me”
on the front that 1|
bought her for Easter,
standing on the lawn of
the big house by the
beach 500 miles from
home, and I drove off
with tears blurring my
vision, watching in the
rearview mirror as my
beautiful, brown-eyed,
curly-haired pal waved
and blew kisses and
looked just a little sad.
“Are you sure you
want to do this?" I had
asked her, perhaps 40 °
times. ’
“Yes, Muma.”
“Remember to comb
your hair,” | say, “und
don't forget 10 wear your
and ry w choose

talked to her the other night I asked if she
was homesick, and she said she was, “but not
enough to come home, Mama.”

And I'm thinking when I go to the market
by myself this Saturday morning that maybe
I'll buy some plastic fingernails with the lit-

.tle vial of glue and put them in the mail. O

.
Sigrid Buthen is press secretary to the state
attorney general, ¥




