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MOTHERING JOURNEY

Girlhood’s Prime

By Pamela Toutant

On her ninth birthday, my daugh-
ter, Shelby, had two friends call to
say they were sick and couldn’t
make it to her sleepover party.
Whereas a year earlier she might
have drenched us both with her
tears, this year she weathered the
disappointment. “] still have five
friends coming,” she reassured
herself.

It wasn’t her first sleepover;
she’d hosted and attended others.
But this year when her friends
arrived, they brought along not
just pillows and stuffed animals,
but CD cases with Backstreet Boys
and Britney Spears, as well as tiny
transparent bags full of sparkly nail
polish, hair-styling accessories, and
rainbow-colored bracelets.

After they’d made their nest in
the den, I kept out of sight, though

not out of earshot. Giggles rose all
evening like champagne bubbles—
they could have gotten anvthing
out of me that night. When I
brought them clementines and
popcorn, they looked up briefly
from their movie to say, “Thanks!
You're the best. Your mom is
$00000 nice, Shelby!”

If girlhood has a prime, then 9
must be it.

Shelby and I are standing
together in the middle of child-
hood’s bridge, pulled between two
shores. Behind us are her first
steps and first words, her tantrums
and slurpy kisses, and ahead is the
time when I will take her to a col-
lege dorm.

Some days I don’t know what
direction to face: back to innocence
and dependency or ahead to matu-

rity and independence. And neither
does Shelby. While independent
enough to do her own homework
and clean up after herself, she still
has days when she needs my hugs
and reassurance.

It finally got late and the girls,
arranged on the floor with their
heads touching, were ready for
sleep. One of Shelby’s friends
asked me to sing them to sleep as I
had last year. Sensing that this
might be a last-time request, I
began with my daughter’s favorite,
“East Side, West Side,” and ended
with a song my mother sang to me:
“Won’t you come over to my house
... and pretend that you’re my lit-
tle girl.” *

Pamela Toutant lives in Chevy Chase,
Maryland, with Shelby, now 11.




