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Araresmellonthe
brinkofextinction
In a shoebox-size gallerywith hot pink
walls in lowerManhattan, a hushed
crowdhad assembled around awom-
an as shewasmethodically
opening anobelisk-shaped
box. Theywatched in fasci-
nation as thewomanpulled
a tall glass flask from the
box, containingwhat looked
like a saffron-colouredpo-
tion.One that, you could say,
promised to conjureEliza-
bethTaylor.
Thepotionwas a re-crea-

tion of an obscure perfume
oncewornbyTaylor. Itwas concocted
byMarissaZappas, 38, an accom-
plishedperfumer and thewomanwho
unboxed the fragrance at an opening
event for ‘Her Scent ofMystery’, a new
exhibition at theOlfactoryArtKeller
gallery inChinatown.

The show, running throughSep-
tember 20, takes its name from ‘Scent
ofMystery’, a 1960 film that briefly
featuresTaylor,whomakes anun-
credited cameo in its final shot.
Mercilessly panned— including in

TheNewYorkTimes—themovie fa-
mously incorporated a then-futuristic

technology called Smell-O-Vi-
sion,which involved a clank-
ingmetal boxwith a bron-
chiole-like network of pipes
being installed in a theatre.As
‘Scent ofMystery’ played, the
machinerywouldhiss odours
in accordancewith its scenes.
When the villain smoked a
pipe, for instance, gusts of
tobacco-scented air hit the
audience.

Another aromaassociatedwith
themovie, and the centrepiece of the
newexhibition, is the sharp, spicy
fragrancemade for SallyKennedy,
the character playedbyTaylor. But
the film flopped. In recent years, only
onebottle of the promotional ‘Scent of

Mystery’ perfumewas known to exist.
It belonged to SusanTodd,whose
father,MikeTodd Jr,was a producer
of the film.
EnterZappas. Shewas tapped to

re-create the perfume.To remake the
‘Scent ofMystery’ perfume,which
had a formula incorporating 60 raw
materials, Zappas conducted a form
of chemical analysis knownas gas
chromatography-mass spectrometry.
Her version is a near replica of the
original, but has both fewer ingredi-
ents and some careful additions, like
bergamot (to enhance the perfume’s
citrusy opening) and adeft touchof
powdery talc.

Head-binding
foraleg-up?
Parents have beenmeddlingwith
their children’s heads, if not their
minds, since prehistoric times. To
achieve the desired forms— flat,
round, conical— thepliable skulls

of newbornswere typically either
wrapped tightly in cloth or bound
betweenboards. The origins of this
practice, knownas artificial cranial
deformation, have been traced to

earlyHomo sapiens inAustralia about
13,000years ago, and, amid some
scholarly contention, potentially to
Neanderthal populations 45,000
years ago. In the region that is now
Peru, early inhabitants apparently be-
lieved that a sloping foreheadwas an
advantageous feature,with the earli-
est evidence dating back to the fourth
millenniumBC. Inhis newbook, ‘The
MountainEmbodied’, Velasco details
the cranialmodification traditions
of theCollaguas andCavanas, neigh-
bouringpeoples that lived in theColca
Valley of highlandPeru.
Velasco’s book argues for a shift

towardunderstanding it from theper-
spective of the peoplewhopractised
it. “DrVelasco’s bookpushes against
the colonial invention that head shape
was amere ethnicmarker,” saidAn-
drewScherer, an anthropologist at
BrownUniversity. In his book, Velasco
argues that the practice of head-bind-
ing contributed to social disparities
andwas amark ofwealth.
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Amid-19th-centurypaintingbyPaul
Kanedepictsawomanwithachild
whosehead isbeingreshaped.NYTPIC

Wespend
endless
hourswor-
ryingabout
our teenag-
ers—their

examstress, their socialmedia
habits, theirmoodswings.How-
ever,werarely turn thespotlight
onourselves, theparentsnavi-
gating thisbeautiful yet chaotic
phaserightalongside them.
Parenting a teen is a high-

wire act performedwhilewe
ourselves are often juggling
midlife challenges: ageingpar-
ents, career pressures, and our
ownchanginghealth.Weare
expected to be the calm, steady
anchor, butwho anchors the an-
chor?This is the heart of resil-
ient parenting: showingup for
your teenmeans youmust first
learn to showup for yourself.

Understanding the
‘FerrariBrain’
Toparent resiliently,wemust
first understandwhatwe’re
workingwith.My researchhas
taughtme that the adolescent
brain is like a high-performance
Ferrari—all engine, power, and
potential, butwith brakes that
are still under construction.
Theprefrontal cortex, respon-
sible for judgement, impulse
control, and foreseeing conse-
quences, is the last part toma-
ture fully, not until themid-20s.
Meanwhile, the amygdala—

the emotional and reactive cen-
tre of the brain— is in the driv-
er’s seat. This isn’t a design flaw;
it’swhat fuels their passion,
creativity, and courage to even-
tually leave thenest. But it also
explains the exasperating im-
pulsivity, the emotional storms,
and theperplexing inability to
remember to take out the trash
despite a dozen reminders.
Whenweunderstand this,

our frustration transforms into
empathy.Our teen’s distraction
isn’t a personal slight against
our parenting; it is a neurologi-
cal reality.Our role shifts from
being adisciplinarian to being a
co-pilot, helping themnavigate
until their own internalGPS
is fullywired. This knowledge
is liberating— it allowsus to
depersonalise their behaviour
and respondwith strategic calm
instead of reactive panic.

Thepowerof co-regulation
You cannot regulate a dysreg-
ulatednervous system from
another dysregulatednervous
system.This is the science be-
hind the old adage, “calmyour-
self first.”
Our teens’ brains are highly

attuned to our emotional states
—aprocess called co-regula-
tion.When their amygdala is
firing, triggering fight-or-flight,
our number one job is to ensure
our ownprefrontal cortex re-
mains online.
Thismeanswhen your teen

slamshis door after a frustrat-
ing day, yourmost powerful
move isn’t to engage immedi-
ately. It is to take a deepbreath,
perhaps in the kitchen, and acti-
vate your ownparasympathetic
nervous system.Only from
that place of calmcan you then
knock and say, “I’mherewhen
you’re ready to talk.”
Bymodelling emotional

regulation,we literally offer
our calmas a template for their
developing brains to download.

Wearenot just teaching resil-
ience;we are biologically trans-
mitting it throughour presence.

Frommanager toconsultant
Resilient parenting requires
a fundamental identity shift:
frommanager to consultant.
In childhood,wemanage their
schedules, theirmeals, and
their playdates. In adolescence,
thismanagement becomes a
cage, inciting rebellion and sti-
fling the independence they are
hardwired to seek.
Ournew role is that of a trust-

ed consultant.Weare on call,
our expertise is valued, butwe
are not running the company.
Thismeans asking, “What’s
your plan for studying for that
physics test?” instead of dictat-
ing the study schedule. Itmeans
letting them fail a small quiz
and thenhelping themanalyse
whatwentwrong, rather than
preventing the failure altogeth-
er. This is how they build self-ef-
ficacy— theunshakable belief
that they canhandle life’s chal-
lenges.Our job is not to clear
the path for them, but to have
faith in their ability to navigate
the obstacles,with us safely in
their corner.
Parentingmy 18-year-old

taughtmea crucial lesson: ad-
olescence doesn’t happen in
a vacuum. In our case, his
teenage years unfolded
against the backdropof
our ownmidlife chal-
lenges.Myhusband and
Iwerehitting our professional
peaks just aswebegandealing
with the declininghealth of our
parents.
I vividly remember those ex-

hausting days. After navigating
workdeadlines and frantic calls
to geriatric doctors, Iwould
thenhave to switch gears com-
pletely to address theneeds of a
silent, sullen teenagerwhohad
just had abadday at school.

Sustainableparenting
MeghaSekhsariaMawandia, a
counsellor and founder of Tri-
yoke, perfectly articulated this
forme: “The village that shows
upwhen children are young
disappearswhen they become
teenagers. Andparents are sim-
ply exhausted—they just don’t
have enough juice to give.”
Wearehuman.Weget tired,

irritable, andoverwhelmed.
Acknowledging this is not a
sign of failure; it’s the first step
toward sustainable parenting.
Our teens don’t needperfect
parents. Theyneed real ones—
parentswho canmodel how to
handle stress, admitmistakes,
andprioritisewell-being.
Whenmyolder sonwas in the

thick of his teen years, I often
foundmyself listening to re-
spond, not to understand. Iwas
readywith solutions, advice,
andoccasionally, dismissals
like “You’ll get over it” or “This
isn’t a big deal.” It tookme time
to understand thatwhat he
neededmostwas not a fixer, but
awitness.
Active listening is the cor-

nerstoneof connection. It
means:

1Putting yourphoneaway:The simple, physical
act of giving your teen your
undivided attention signals that
theymatter.

2Listening for feeling, not
just fact:Behind the story

about a friend’s betrayal or a
teacher’s unfairness is a feeling
of hurt, anger, or injustice. Vali-
date that. Try saying, “It sounds
like thatmade you feel really
angry. I get that.”

3Askingopen-endedques-
tions: Instead of “Howwas

your day?” (which invites a
“fine”), try “Whatwas themost
interesting thing you learned
today?” or “Tellme about some-
thing thatmade you laugh.”

4Resisting theurge to
solve:Often, our role is to

simply hold space. Themost
powerful question you can ask
is, “Would you likemyadvice, or

do you just needme to listen?”
This kind of listening builds a

bridge of trust. It tells your teen
that their innerworld is safe
with you,making itmore likely
theywill come to youwhen the
bigger, scarier issues arise.

What to lookout for
Thekey is towatch for changes
in baseline behaviour. These
are not one-off baddays, but
persistent shifts that lastweeks.
Be alert to:

1Socialwithdrawal:Pullingaway from friends and family,
abandoninghobbies they once
loved.

2Changes in sleepandap-
petite:Sleeping toomuch

or too little; a significant loss or
gain ofweight.

3Academicdecline:Asud-
den, unexplaineddrop in

grades or loss of interest in
school.

4Expressionsof hopeless-
ness:Phrases like “I can’t do

anything right,” “Noonewould
care if Iwere gone,” or “I just
want to give up.”

5Increased irritability:An-
ger and frustration that

seemdisproportionate to the
situation.
These canbe triggers for

underlyingmental health issues
like anxiety or depression. Ig-
noring them, hoping it’s “just a
phase,” is a gamblewe cannot
afford.Half of all serious adult
psychiatric conditions begin
in the teen years. Early inter-
vention is everything. Your

first port of call should be your
paediatrician,who canguide
you to a qualified therapist or
counsellor.
You cannot pour froman

empty cup. This is not a cliché;
it is a physiological fact. Parent-
ing fromaplace of exhaustion
anddepletionhelps no one.
Whenweare burnedout,we
become reactive, short-tem-
pered, and emotionally una-
vailable— the exact opposite of
what our teens need.

Don’t forget to take care
ofyourself!
Self-care is not selfish; it is
strategic. It is howweensurewe
have the emotional andphys-
ical reserves to be the parents
wewant to be. This isn’t about

lavish spa days (though those
are nice!). It’s about consistent,
small acts of replenishment:

1Meet yourphysical
needs:Prioritise 7-8 hours

of sleep.Move your body for 30
minutes—awalk in any local
park counts. Eat foods that fuel
you, not just fill you.

2Meet your emotional
needs:Schedule timewith

friendswho fill your cup.Don’t
repress emotions; a good cry

canbe as cathartic as a deep
laugh.

3Meet your intellec-
tual needs:Keep

learning.Read abook
outside your field, listen

to a podcast, or pick up anold
hobby.A stimulatedmind is a
resilientmind.
I schedulemyweekly yoga

session as inflexibly as I sched-
ule a doctor’s appointment. It
ismy sacred time to reset. By
prioritisingmywell-being, I am
not taking away frommy sons; I
am investing inmyability to be
present for them.
The author is a clinical re-

search scientistwhohas been re-
searching,writing and speaking
on resilient living for the past 15
years. She has aPhD inToxicol-
ogy from theUniversity ofKen-
tucky, Lexington.Her post-doc-
toralwork at theNIHwas on
themind-body connection.Her
book, ResilienceDecoded,was
recently published byPenguin.

Youcan’tsteadyyourteenwithoutfirststeadying
yourself.Parentingteenagersthroughmidlife
stressorsrequiresself-regulationandempathy.
DrSujataKelkarShetty
emphasisestheemotional
resilienceparentsneed
tosupportteenmental
healthwithoutexhausting
themselvesintheprocess

Ridingthroughthe

teenstorm

Key workables
for the resilient
parent

1The5-minute check-
in:Dedicate five phone-

free minutes each day to each
teen. No agenda, no lectures.
Just be present.

2Validate first:Before
offering solutions, always

acknowledge the emotion.
“I see you’re upset,” or
“That must have been so
frustrating.”

3Scheduleworry
time: If your teen is an

overthinker, agree on a
15-minute “worry time” each
day to discuss anxieties.
This contains the anxiety to
a specific time rather than
letting it dominate the whole
day.

4Model self-
compassion: Let them hear

you say, “I really messed that
up, but I’m going to try again
tomorrow.” Show them that
failure is part of learning.

5Build your village: Find
one or two trusted friends

with teens you can talk to
without judgement. Venting
to them protects your teen’s
privacy and gives you
support.

Parenting a teenager is
perhaps the ultimate practice
in resilient living. It demands
our patience, our presence,
and our own constant growth.
It is messy, humbling, and
utterly beautiful. By tending
to our ownwell-being,
listening with our full hearts,
and staying lovingly alert,
we domore than just manage
their adolescence. We build
an unshakable foundation of
trust and strength that they
will carry with them long
after they’ve left our homes,
ready to face the world not
because they never fell, but
because they learned, with
our support, how to rise.

SujataKelkar
Shetty

When your teen
slams his door after
a frustrating day,
your most powerful
move isn’t to engage
immediately. It is to
take a deep breath,
perhaps in the kitchen,
and activate your
own parasympathetic
nervous system.
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