First Pe

By Famela Tondtant

One More Valentine

[ts the last year for a Valentines Day party in my son’s

classroom. As he grows up, heres hoping that hearts will

continue to matter to him.

- oryears ’ve helped

with the Valen-

~ tine’s Day party in

my son’s class-

room. This year
will be the last. Nathan, my
youngest, is a sixth-grader,

the last grade in his school for
parties with brazen displays of
pink and red hearts.

Unlike most other holidays,
Valentine’s Day with Nathan
and his sister has been
pleasantly uncomplicated—
free from frenzy as well as the
fibbing essential to the fic-
tions of Santa Claus and the
Easter bunny. It’s without
Halloween’s last-minute cos-
tume calamities, the mad dashes for evil eyes and peace signs.
Valentine’s Day is a lark in the cold clutch of winter.

My Valentine’s Day retirement is a shame because, unlike so
many other realms of motherhood, I have this one down—the
equipment, the tone, the message. But as with all mothers of 11-
year-old boys, a truth is dawning;: I can’t be my son’s Queen of
Hearts forever.

While some days he’s all comic books and dirty socks, racing
around corners or planting a small kiss before running off to join
his friends, my reign is waning. The evidence abounds: the sighs
at my lack of sports savvy, the refusal to hold my hand while
crossing the street, the run-on sentences replaced by monosyl-
lables—worst of all, the occasional hint of a “back off” edge to
his voice. He’s growing up.
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o this month I'll pull out the Valentine’s Day decorations
and, together with a platoon of other mothers, launch a
final merrymaking.
One mom will bake and decorate cupcakes, and no matter how
lopsided the result, her child will beam and brag. We’ll stuff
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goody bags with holiday-
themed baubles but mostly with
dentist’s gold: a fistful of candy.
The teacher, initially willing to
power-share, will take charge at
some point when it becomes
clear that the mothers, with 25
kids on sugar, have lost control.

The children will hand out
cards, and this year some of the
girls will hope for a sign of affec-
tion from a certain boy, some-
thing more revealing than a sig-
nature on an action-hero card.
They’ll mostly be disappoint-
ed—which I suppose is good
training.

Then I’ll tell them, “Make a
Valentine for someone special
maybe your mother.” T know
that getting one of those gluey
keep their hearts in the bottom pink hearts with a crayoned mes-
drawer.” sage can, in one holy moment,
transform all the pinpricks of maternal aggravation—the tracked-
in mud, the back talk, the dinnertime favorite-food reversals—
into the feeling that having children is the best thing we ever did.
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The author and her son,
who is growing up “in a
world that encourages boys to

Valentine’s Day is his day. He’s often able to walk into a

room and see what’s invisible to some—that the person
in the corner is feeling sad and needs a cookie or a kiss. Butas he’s
grown older in a world that encourages boys to keep their hearts
in the bottom drawer, he’s begun to lament his sensitivity. He es-
pecially regrets that he himself'is so affected by life’s nicks.

So even though I’m retiring as party planner and he’s begun to
go his own way, it remains my job to help him stay attuned to
his heart’s tides.

Eventually the party will end, and all that remains will be a
tew shiny sprinkles on the children’s desks. Like a gladiator,
Nathan will go off to ice-hockey practice. As I watch from be-
hind a wall of Plexiglas, I’ll want to say to him and all his male
friends: Though you’ll eventually cut the apron strings, let your
heart strings make a tether that will stretch but never break. |'j'|

Bccause Nathan has always worn his heart on his sleeve,
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