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Growing Up

 
“Rites of passage” is the term for rituals used by different cultures to mark the entrance of an individual into adulthood and full membership of the community.  Western societies have not routinely marked the passage to adulthood with such dramatic and ritualized events as those chronicled by anthropologists like Margaret Mead and Victor Turner, but our own culture’s ceremonial markers – driver’s licenses, draft cards, restrictions on drinking age, voting rights – have their own unique mix of drama and ritual.  The transition to adulthood is a deeply fraught passage, involving coming to terms with sexuality, choosing a career path, and generally making one’s way in an adult world. 


If coming of age is broadly universal, it is also always deeply particular and personal.  Place, time, and condition always infuse the ways in which individual people come to adulthood, and the genre reflects this.  Coming of age in Afghanistan in the 1970s is a different experience from coming of age in the American South in the 1950s.  Coming of age as a woman is different than coming of age as a man.  Disabilities, like autism, change the experience as well.  The books in this series reflect this range of experience.

The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time by Mark Haddon (2003)


Any inquisitive, imaginative child might, finding a dead dog in his neighbor’s yard, begin an investigation to find the murderer.  But Christopher Boone is not any child; he is a boy with autism.  Christopher’s retelling of his investigation brings us into the world of the high-functioning autistic child, with his compulsions and mathematical obsessions and assorted strategies for dealing with the bewildering complexities of the world.  To find the murderer, Christopher must not only carry out an investigation, but he must himself find a way to operate in the often terrifying world.  221 pp.

The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini (2003)

In the fierce kite-fighting competitions held among the boys of Afghanistan, the kite runner is the boy who assists the flyer by running to retrieve downed kites as trophies of the flyer’s triumph.  Amir, the narrator of Hosseini’s first novel, recalls his childhood in Afghanistan in its last peaceful years, prior to the Soviet invasion, the decade or so of tribal warfare that followed, and the rise of the Islamic Taliban movement in the late 1990s.  His memories focus above all else on Amir’s relation with Hassan, the boy, a member of the Hazeera ethnic group, who was his best friend as well as loyal servant, and whom Amir betrayed.  Coming back to Afghanistan as an adult to rescue Hassan’s own child from the clutches of the Taliban provides Amir with an opportunity to come to terms with his past and to redeem himself.  371 pp.

My Last Days as Roy Rogers by Pat Cunningham Devoto (1999)


Devoto’s memoiristic novel recalls life in small-town Alabama in the early 1950s, when “polio summers” meant the closing of public accommodations like swimming pools and movie theaters.  Ten-year-old narrator Tabitha’s favorite cowboy is Roy Rogers; her best friend Maudie May, “the lightest brown colored person” Tabitha knows, prefers Gene Autry.  As the friendship between the two develops over the summer, and comes to be challenged by the social conventions of the place and time, Tabitha comes to understand the racial and class dynamics of her hometown, and the limits of her own possibilities as the white-hatted hero who can come to the rescue.  358 pp. 

The Secret Life of Bees by Sue Monk Kidd (2002)

Fourteen-year-old Lily’s black nanny, Rosaleen, feels empowered by the just-passed Civil Rights Act, and decides to register to vote.  She finds how little protection that act provides a black woman in a Southern town.  It is Lily who frees Rosaleen after the woman’s arrest and flees with her.  They head to South Carolina, headed for a town Lily only knows from an inscription on the image of a black Madonna that is one of the few relics she has of her dead mother.  There, they find refuge in a pink house of African-American sisters who cultivate bees and a cult of the Black Madonna.  Lily comes to terms with her own past (as well as her mother’s) and struggles toward autonomy.  302 pp.
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