DEBORAH GOLDMAN

‘Also everywhere I'm looking at kids,
adults mostly don't seem to like them,
not even the parents do. They call the
kids gorgeous and so cute, they
make the kids do the thing all over
again so they can take a photo, but
they don't want to actually play with
them, they'd rather drink coffee
talking to other adults. Sometimes
there's a small kid crying and the Ma
of it doesn't even hear.”

Emma Donoghue in the book "Room, " page 287

Oh, what an upside down world we live in.

When the yetzer hara disguises itself as the yetzer tov.

I spent some time with a family recently. A very
successful family, by most people’s standards.

What a lovely family — both the father and the mother
so involved with doing good things. A mother who brings
food to new mothers, is the first to volunteer to cook for
shivah houses, gives classes for women, brings fresh
challah to strangers in hospitals, has guests every Shabbos.
Always there whenever she is needed. A husband who is
out of the house early each morning to learn Chassidus
before the morning minyan, works hard all day, gives
tzedakah, learns, davens, farbrengs. And with a crew of
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lovely children too.

Oh, how beautiful. “I don’t know how you do it,” people
smile approvingly to the mother of the family. “You and your
wife are such a power couple,” is what the husband hears
over and over again. “You must be so proud,” is what the
grandparents hear wherever they go.

But there is a deep dark secret in this family. So secret
that even the parents themselves are not aware of what is
going on.

The children are suffering.

Some of the children cry very easily. They do not know
how to put it into words, but the pressure is building up in
them. One of the children does not know when to stop
eating. She eats and eats and is seldom seen going down a
slide or riding a bicycle. Another child hardly eats at all. He
is thin and weak and lethargic. And then there is the baby,
who cries inconsolably when her mother is out of sight, and
often has a blank expression on her face. The children don’t
play that much — they are busy crying and whining for their
parents’ attention. They are irritable, and trying to soothe and
reassure themselves through rituals and comfort objects.
Parental attention is the real currency in this family.

What is going on here?

These children are mommy-deprived. Even when
Mommy is right there, nursing, playing, pushing them on
the swings, her body is there, but her heart and soul are not.
She is on her cell phone. She is planning — what to cook,
what to speak about, how to arrange. She is texting while the
children are talking to her. Her children’s unconscious
minds are tuned in to what she is thinking and that cancels
out what she is doing. Yes, it is possible to nurse but not
really satisfy, to care for but not really nurture. And that is
why, for these children, it looks like they are having their
needs filled, but they are not. Their mommy is so busy that
there is not much space left for them, and they feel it. They
are too young to express their pain in words, but they feel it.
“Oh, but children are resilient,” is what we hear. Yes, that is
what we tell ourselves so that we can sleep well when we
are neglecting our children.

When [ see a baby get up from his nap, see one of his
parents, but not run to them with a cry of joy, | know we’re
in trouble. When the parents don’t beam at the baby who just
rejoined the family after his nap, something is not right.
When babies are allowed to cry for their mothers (who aren’t
home) for hours, there is a problem.

Yes, we live in a backwards world. Give a shiur
or arrange an event or take a bride to the mikvah, and the
world praises you. It feels good. Stay home and watch your
child play, and the world is quiet. Nobody notices. It may
not feel so good if you’re measuring yourself by the world’s
yardstick.

Ironically, women with high levels of earning power end
up doing much less physical parenting of young children
than women without the means of making much money. It is
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a simple matter of economics —if all I can bring in is $20 an
hour, and the babysitter costs $10 then I am not highly
motivated to go to work. But if I can bring in $200 an hour,
then the $10 that I pay the babysitter is negligible, and | have
a strong motivation to go to work,

In Chabad, we value doing the work of Chabad
arranging events, doing favors for others, teaching, learning,
giving, hosting. When we do these things, we get praised
and we feel good. For those among us who are seriously
successful at these things, there is a tremendous motivation
to do more and more. The rewards are great and immediate.
In fact, achieving success outside of the home is addictive.
The more you succeed at it the more you want to do it.
Walking away from worthwhile pursuits to just be there is
very difficult.

But what about the children?

What about the children?
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Dovie: “Are you going out tonight, Mommy?” (My wife sometimes tutors students.)
“No, Sweetie.”

“Are you going to be home?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said.

“Good,” he said.

Pause.

“Do you have anything to do tonight, Mommy?”

“No,” she said.

“Good,” he said.

“Why?” she asked.

“Nothing,” he said. “l was just hoping you'd be home.”
Pause.

“Do you want me to do something with you tonight?” she asked.
“No,” he said.

“Then why did you ask?” she said.

“l was just hoping you'd be home,” he said.

“And...2” she asked

“And sit on the couch and crochet,” he said.

“That’s it?” she asked.

“Yup,” he said.

“That’s all you want me to do?” she asked.

“Yup,” he said.

“Just sit on the couch and crochet?” she asked.
“Yup,” he said. “That’s my favorite kind of night.”
-Jay Litvin in “My Favorite Kind of Night,” chabad.org
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