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It’s All Relative

BY DEVORIE KREIMAN

A couple grapples with their son’s struggles
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Shaina wakes abruptly, as if shaken from a deep sleep. 
It’s Shabbos. Some days after she opens her eyes, it 
takes her a few seconds to remember what day it is; 
never on Shabbos.

Light is streaming into the bedroom window, and the 
curtains are lifting their hems in a delicate dance. Boruch 
must have opened the window; he loves the crisp morning 
air.

The red digits on her clock are dim against the sunlight.
Is that an 8? It could be an 8. 
No. It’s a 9. 
9:20. 
9:20! Yitzchak! Oh, no!
The door to Yitzchak’s bedroom is closed. She knocks. 

No answer. She knocks more firmly, makes an effort to keep 
her voice soft. “Yitzchak.”

She used to sing him awake in the mornings. Cheery 
songs. “We open one eye. We open two.” When did she start 
knocking and waiting for permission? She can’t remember. 
He’s the bechor. His three sisters share the other bedroom. 
They know not to go into Yitzchak’s room without asking.

“Yitzchak, can I come in?”
“Maaa…” It’s close to a groan.
“Good Shabbos.” She turns the knob, and the door swings 

open. “It’s late. You’ve got to get up. Shul started ages ago.”
His blanket is tight around him. When he was little, he 

used to ask her at bedtime to “wrap me like a sausage,” and 
she’d tuck the blanket in and then stretch her arms around 
him in a hug. Sometimes when she walked away, he’d cry 
for her to come back, and she’d have to stay with her arms 
around him, singing, “Itzy Bitzy Yitzy,” until he slipped 
into sleep.

“Some children have trouble with separation,” the teacher 
had said when Yitzchak continued to cling to her in nurs-
ery. When he was older, he’d laughed about the funny photo 
on the fridge—his nursery class Chanukah party, chil-
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dren wearing paper flame hats sitting in a row on the stage 
forming a menorah, singing to the parents seated in front 
of them. Among them was one mommy, because Yitzchak 
had refused to do his part without her. She’d handed baby 
Suri to a friend, climbed onto the stage, sat on the kiddie 
chair of the menorah, and taken him onto her lap. The 
shamash for her little boy who’d needed her. 

On the first day of first grade, he’d come home, his brown 
eyes solemn, and announced, “My rebbe said my name is 
Yitzchak.” 

When she’d called him Yitzy, he’d shrieked, “That’s not 
my name.” 

Shaina had phoned her sister Chavie. She had been furi-
ous and sad. “He’s my child. I decide what to call him, and 
he loves being Itzy Bitzy Yitzy. That rebbe! Who gave him 
the right?”

Chavie had asked, “The rebbe doesn’t let him be Yitzy?”
“No,” Shaina had said. “But he told him that his name 

is Yitzchak, and now he won’t answer unless we call him 
Yitzchak, and that’s not who he is.”

Chavie had said, “Kids have a way of letting us know who 
they are. It sounds like he wants to be Yitzchak.”

Now, in the doorway of Yitzchak’s bedroom, she raises 
her voice. “Sweetie, you have to go to shul.”

“Why?” 
Tatty will be angry if you don’t show up. 
A wave of exhaustion. Minutes into this day and already 

she also wants to curl up and pull the blanket over her head. 
She says, “I made apple muffins with the crumb topping 
that you like. Hurry. Okay?”

She watches Yitzchak swing his legs over the side of the 
bed. His pajamas end a few inches above his narrow ankles. 
When she bought them a few months ago, they’d fit well.

In the kitchen, Shaina puts a muffin on a plate and pours 
a cup of orange juice. Yitzchak has been preparing his own 
breakfast for years, but it will be faster this way.
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Yitzchak slides into the chair across from her. “Remember, I 
told you we’re gonna get a team for baseball. Aryeh’s father agreed 
to coach us. Sunday afternoons after school. He could reserve one 
of those fields in the park.” 

“Sounds like fun,” she says, her eyes on the clock. 
Go already. Go.
He picks at the topping of his muffin. 
“We have to get enough boys to sign up. Maybe proper uni-

forms. D’you think I can get a new glove? Mine is ripped.”
* * *

She’s on the front porch when they come back from shul. She 
sees Boruch first. He’s walking quickly. Then she sees Yitzchak, 
head down, shuffling, almost half a block behind Boruch.

* * *
On Sunday, Shaina drops the girls off at their Sunday program 

and walks the four blocks to Chavie’s house. It’s a cold, bright 
day—a promise that the freshness of spring isn’t far off.

She rings Chavie’s bell and then punches the code to let herself 
in. She knows she’ll find Chavie on the exercise mat on the floor 
of the den. 

Chavie is lifting Minna’s legs in their bulky braces, bending and 
straightening them one at a time. She looks up at Shaina. “Hi. I’m 
almost done here.”

“Hello, Minna.” Shaina smiles at her niece. 
Minna waves both arms in the air. “Tanta Shaina.” 
Chavie brings out the rubber resistance band and pulls it around 

Minna’s thigh. Minna squirms. “I don’t wanna do bands today.”
Chavie says, “I know. But we have to. Count with me. Lift. One. 

Two. Now the other one. One. Two. Again. You’re getting stron-
ger. Every day. Stronger.”

Thirty minutes, twice a day, for seven years. Chavie won’t let 
Minna skip her exercises. Even on vacation. Even right after a 
baby, Chavie sits on the exercise mat twice a day and works Min-
na’s legs. 

Would it matter if she missed a session? The doctors said Minna’s legs 
will always be stiff and spindly. 
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The doctors also talked about a wheelchair.
Chavie puts her arms out, and Minna grabs them and pulls her-

self up. Chavie sets the walker in front of her. “Off you go.”
Shaina watches Minna make her way out of the den. She 

notices that Minna is shoving the walker, then lifting her legs and 
taking steps. “One. Two.” Counting quietly. “One. Two.” The way 
she does in her exercises.

Chavie rolls up the mat. “We started swimming, Minna and 
me. The JCC opened women’s hours for children with special 
needs and their mothers. I signed us up for Monday and Wednes-
day mornings. Last time we went, we stayed in the water for two 
hours. Minna paddled on a tube, and I swam near her. She’s so 
light and free in the water.”

“Is swimming instead of the exercises on those days?” Shaina 
asks.

“No,” Chavie says. “And some of the time she kvetches, but you 
know how it is.”

“Twice a week for two hours on top of everything else? That’s 
a lot!”

“Guess what? I’m exercising my own muscles in the pool. I was 
thinking that it would be good for Minna, but it turned out to be 
good for me as well. Anyway, I made whole-wheat pizza.”

Chavie’s eyes meet Shaina’s as she spoke. “Remember when 
Minna was born. The beginning?”

“Yes. You ran to all those specialists. The clinic in Seattle. The 
children’s hospital in Boston. You did so much for her.”

“Before all that. I stayed in bed and cried. I told the doctors that 
I didn’t want to take her home until they fixed her.”

Shaina stares at Chavie. “You dressed her up so fancy, even 
when she was tiny. You put those elaborate bows on her head and 
bought those stunning dresses.”

“I made sure to cover her legs. From others. From myself.”
Shaina says, “Oy! Chavie, I didn’t know.”
“The doctor told us that we were lucky, even with the arthro-

gryposis, that it was mainly her legs. I didn’t feel lucky. I’d stare 
at other babies, jealous of their strong, chubby legs. Want to hear 
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something stupid? I was obsessed with Shabbos shoes. I kept 
thinking that I finally had a girl, and Shabbos shoes wouldn’t 
look good on her feet. She would have to fight to walk, and what 
did I mourn? Shabbos shoes!” 

Chavie laughs. “I was a madwoman. Yes, we shlepped her to…
oh, I don’t know…a hundred doctors? All I wanted was to make 
my damaged baby perfect. So I could love her.”

“Love her? You’re the most loving mother I know. The most—”
“When a child turns out differently than we’d expected, it ’s 

hard to accept.”
“How long did it take until you became, you know, the way you 

are now with Minna?”
“You mean, that I’d do absolutely anything for her? That she’s 

my delightful—okay, also my spoiled—princess? Almost a year. I 
can pinpoint the exact minute. 

“I was in the hospital with her on the night after her first sur-
gery. She was eleven months old. Bentzion went home to take 
care of the boys. Minna was immobilized and screaming in pain, 
and I begged the doctor to give her more meds, but he said it was 
‘ill-advised.’ She kept screaming. I pulled a chair over to her crib, 
climbed up, and leaned over her. Her eyes got big when she saw 
me. 

“I saw her that night as she was. Not the baby who wouldn’t 
walk like all the other—perfect—babies. I saw my baby girl 
who needed me. And I felt this rush of feeling for her. I cried. 
I remember my tears dripped down onto her head. I told her, 
‘Mommy is here. I can’t make this better, but I’m right here with 
you.’ And she relaxed and fell asleep. That was the moment that I 
grew into being her mommy.”

All this time, Shaina thinks. I had no idea. Perfect Chavie. Who 
never complains. Sunshiny Minna. Her brothers call her “ Your royal 
lightness.”

She wants to ask questions, to hear more, but Chavie’s sons 
are coming through the door, shrugging off their backpacks, and 
Chavie is putting plates on the table.

On the walk back home, she thinks about Chavie’s sons, the 
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way they bentched after dinner, slowly, with their eyes on the 
bentcher all the way through. 

When was the last time Yitzchak bentched like that?
Is a child who struggles to walk easier than a child who struggles to 

daven? 
No comparing.
Besides, when was the last time I bentched like that?

* * *
Sunday night is Boruch’s shiur. It doesn’t start until nine. Shaina 

is usually asleep when he comes home, but this time she waits up 
for him, prepares two cups of tea using the good china, and takes 
out the brownies that she’d hidden in the back of the freezer. 

Boruch kicks his shoes off under the table. “Tea and brownies. 
Uh-oh! I forgot a birthday?” He cups his hand over the steam and 
smiles at her.

She says, “Boruch, I want to talk to you about Yitzchak, about 
shul on Shabbos.”

His smile is gone. 
“I was thinking that we should discuss this with someone,” she 

continues. “Get some advice. Maybe Rabbi Markowitz.”
Boruch says, “The rosh yeshivah?”
“His father. Remember, he spoke at the yeshivah dinner. He was 

a mechanech for many years, and I’ve heard he’s good to talk to.”
“What will he tell us? That a boy who’s almost bar mitzvah 

belongs in shul? Big chochmah here!”
“It’s so difficult for him. Maybe there are options.”
“Options? He should daven at home like a baby? Or not daven 

at all if he doesn’t feel like it? When I was a kid, if I ever pulled 
shtick like this, one big potch and that would have been the end 
of that.”

“A potch? That’s your answer?”
“Of course not. You know I’ve never potched him, but look where 

it got us. Chas v’shalom a kid should get upset. He might go off 
the derech. Maybe kids go off the derech because their parents are 
too scared of them to teach them right from wrong.”

She wants to scream.  
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She takes a breath. “We should force him to daven? Punish him 
if he doesn’t? You think that will make him want to daven when 
he’s old enough to make his own choices?”

“How did you learn to daven? Your parents didn’t make sure you 
davened properly?” 

A pang of memory. Nine years old. Miss Katz, her fourth-grade 
teacher, had taught them about the power of brachos, and Shaina 
had experienced a yearning so vast that she’d resolved to say her 
brachos in English so Hashem would know that she knew what 
she was saying. She’d put deep feeling into every word. Then 
came the Shabbos meal when she’d said out loud, “Blessed are 
You, Hashem... Who brings forth bread from the earth,” and her 
father had called out sharply, “Shaina, what are you saying?” 

They’d had a table full of guests. She’d tried to explain, “I mean 
it more when I say it in English.”

“That’s not how we say brachos. What’s wrong with you?”
She’d known better than to argue with her parents. 
How did you learn to daven?
Her davening. Rushed. Mindless. Sometimes “later” becomes not at 

all.
Her voice wobbles. “I was thinking, if you spent some time with 

him, talked more to him.”
Boruch says, “You know what he wants to talk about? Baseball. 

Only baseball.” He pushes back his chair. “I’m tired. I have to get 
up early.”

Shaina starts to clear the table, but the plates feel too heavy in 
her hands. She sits down and lets the tears fall. 

It’s after midnight when she tiptoes into the bedroom, careful 
not to wake Boruch. She doesn’t turn on the light. She startles 
when she hears his voice in the dark. “You know I only want the 
best for him.” 

Something within her lifts. “He’s a good kid. He’s just a little 
stuck right now.”

“Why can’t he do what he’s supposed to? I see other kids in shul 
davening like mentchen.”

“Other kids? Some are better. Some are much worse. Let’s not 
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compare. He’s our son. We have to deal with him. And we have to 
let him know that we love him. Okay?”

Boruch yawns noisily. “Tomorrow.”
Tomorrow turns out to be a disaster. She gets a call from the 

school in the afternoon. Yitzchak missed Minchah. He was caught 
in the coat room fiddling with a handheld radio. He has to stay 
after school for detention. Can she pick him up at six p.m.?

She manages to say, “Yes” and “My husband and I will talk to 
him about this” and “Thank you.”

She has to take the girls in the van with her to pick him up. 
Yitzchak climbs in quietly. She wonders if he’s afraid or sorry. It’s 
hard for her to look at him.

It’s even harder to tell Boruch. She waits until after dinner. He 
listens, then he asks her, “What did you say to him?”

“Nothing. I thought it best to wait for you.”
Boruch goes to the bottom of the stairs. Bellows. “Yitzchak. 

Yitzchak, come here right now.”
Tears. Yitzchak’s. “I didn’t mean to miss Minchah. I was just 

playing around, and I lost track of time.”
“Where did you get the radio?”
“I traded it for my Purim nosh.”
“From whom?”
But Yitzchak is sobbing wildly now. She wonders if their ques-

tions are backing him into a corner, maybe even leading him to 
lie. She wants to soothe him, to tell him it’s okay. 

Boruch asks, “What were you listening to on the radio?”
“A ballgame. I mean, I wanted to, but it didn’t work. I don’t even 

know how to get a game... I was just trying it.”
“Where’s the radio?”
“Rabbi Goldner took it away.” 
Boruch tells Yitzchak that they’re going to discuss what hap-

pens next and let him know. He gets up. “Go to bed.” 
Yitzchak starts toward the stairs. 
She walks up to him, encloses him in a hug. “We love you.” She 

catches Boruch’s eye. Please. 
Boruch says, “We’re disappointed, but we love you.”
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“Yeah,” Yitzchak says, but the slump in his shoulders straight-
ens.

When they hear his bedroom door close, Boruch sighs. “I don’t 
know anymore. Call Rabbi Markowitz.”

* * *
Sunday morning. Yitzchak is in school. They drop the girls off 

at their Sunday program and head to Rabbi Markowitz.
Rabbi Markowitz’s home office is lined with shelves of sefarim, 

and his desk is crowded with piles of papers. Shaina sinks into 
one of the comfortable armchairs.

Boruch tells Rabbi Markowitz how kind Yitzchak is. And that 
he’s very smart. Then he gets to the shul issue. “He’s always late. 
Sometimes he doesn’t show up until krias haTorah. And even 
when he’s there, he doesn’t daven. He used to sit so nicely with his 
siddur. Now he runs out like a silly little kid. I turn around and 
he’s gone, and I have to find him or let him hang around the play-
ground doing I don’t know what... It’s embarrassing.” 

Rabbi Markowitz listens, nods, doesn’t speak. 
Boruch continues, “He got in trouble in school because he tried 

to listen to a baseball game on a radio. Anyway, the radio was 
confiscated, but...”

Shaina thinks about the sounds she heard last night coming 
from Yitzchak’s room. She suspects that the radio isn’t gone, but 
she won’t say anything at this point because she doesn’t know for 
sure. She doesn’t want to know for sure.

Boruch says, “Off the derech. Everyone’s terrified of that. And 
kids at risk. I want to be clear; Yitzchak is not any of those things.”

Shaina says, “I think he is at risk. Isn’t every kid today at risk of 
being at risk? He used to be a good student. This year, his rebbe 
says he’s barely making an effort.”

Boruch’s face turns red. “Why can’t we put our foot down? 
Nothing fun until he shapes up.”

Shaina says, “I’m worried that pushing him too hard will back-
fire. I grew up with ‘Do as I say or else...’”

“And it worked. Look at you,” Boruch says.
She’s surprised at the rise of tears. “I lost the taste of it.”
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“Of what?” Boruch asks.
“Davening.” She rummages through her bag, hoping she has a 

tissue. “As a kid, I went through this stage when I said brachos in 
English, and my father got really mad... He was right, I know that 
now, but the way he handled it…whatever... It’s just that some-
times I feel like a big fake. I’m asking something of Yitzchak when 
I don’t feel that I’m where I should be in my Yiddishkeit. Sorry. I 
don’t know where all that came from. This isn’t about me...”

Rabbi Markowitz pushes a tissue box toward her. “This is 
about you, about all of you, as a family. When one of my sons was 
young—I have his permission to share this—he put great effort 
into not davening. He’d move the siddur from the shelf to the 
table, leave it open to the last page. We once saw him wetting a 
towel to make it look like he’d washed negel vasser. 

“It was a wake-up call. I started saying brachos and bentching out 
loud with chayus so he would know the words meant something to 
me. I remember saying, ‘Ve-ha-a-rev na,’ begging Hashem to make 
the words of Torah sweet, and I realized my own kavanah in dav-
ening had deepened because of what I was doing for my son.”

Shaina nods. She’s thinking of Chavie swimming with Minna. 
Both of them getting stronger. 

Boruch asks, “Is that the son who’s a rosh yeshivah?”
“No. He’s a businessman. Baruch Hashem, I have eleven sons, 

and they needed different things as they were growing up. Mostly 
minor differences. But there were times when we had to work hard 
to figure out what ‘al pi darko’ meant for a particular child.” 

Shaina says, “What if we get it wrong?”
Rabbi Markowitz says, “Relationship. Relationship. Relation-

ship. This shift in behavior is fairly new. Find out why. Is he miser-
able in school? Did something happen that you don’t know about? 
Does he need therapy?”

Boruch says. “Maybe it’s not so dramatic. Maybe he’s just gotten 
lazy. How do we give him back the geshmak for davening and 
learning?”

“Did I mention relationship? Even if he’s suddenly lazy. What’s 
going on? Start there.” 
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Boruch raises his voice. “So if he acts out, we tell him it’s fine? 
As long as he’s happy? If he keeps this up, he’ll get kicked out of 
school. That’s all we need!”

Rabbi Markowitz says, “School. That’s a much longer discus-
sion. For now, I’ll say this. Even if it’s a good school, it may not be 
a good school for him. Talk to Yitzchak. Listen to what he’s telling 
you. And of course, get guidance from your rav.”

They’re standing at the door and the men are shaking hands 
when Rabbi Markowitz hesitates. Then he says, “I want to tell you 
one more thing. When my son was a teenager and he was acting 
out, I lost my temper with him, and he screamed back at me. I’ve 
never forgotten what he said. ‘If I was one of your students, you 
would be so sensitive and understanding. I’ve seen how you are 
with other people’s kids. But because you’re a rebbe and I’m your 
son, all you care about is how this makes you look.’

“Boruch, I’m not saying it’s easy, but if you can get beyond your 
own embarrassment and focus on what Yitzchak needs, the pic-
ture will be a lot clearer.”

He looks at Shaina. “And I hear how terrified you are of 
Yitzchak’s struggles. It’s forcing you to look at your own. That’s 
not necessarily a bad thing. It would be easier, though, if the two of 
you were on the same page as far as what to do. I have a few names, 
good people, who work with couples who are having a rough time 
with their kids. Let me know if you want them.”

* * *
In the car, Shaina says, “What are you thinking?”
Boruch says, “I’m a terrible parent.”
Her first thought is to wipe that away and say, “No, you’re a 

wonderful parent.” Instead, she says,“What makes you say that?”
“Because Rabbi Markowitz is right. I care about what people 

think, and Yitzchak embarrasses me.”
“So you’re a real person with real feelings.”
Boruch says, “That’s what makes this so hard. I love him. And 

I’m so angry at him for doing this to us. And then I feel guilty 
about being angry at him.”

They drive block after block in silence, until Shaina says, “I’ve 
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been thinking about something Chavie said. She was talking 
about how devastated she was when Minna was born. It took a 
long time to accept—” 

“What does that have to do with Yitzchak? Minna is handi-
capped. That’s not changing. Sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it 
came out. Minna is a darling and we’re all crazy over her, but she 
is how she is. Yitzchak just picked up this meshugas. It’s not the 
same.”

“My point is that our shame and fear might be getting in the 
way.”

She waits for Boruch to say something. When he doesn’t, she 
says, “I want him to feel good about himself. He’ll do well if we 
support him. Can we go for help, Boruch? Please.”

Finally, he nods. “I need to think about this. But meanwhile, I 
guess you can get the names from Rabbi Markowitz.”

When he parks in front of the house, Shaina checks her phone. 
She has a little over an hour until the girls come home. She says, 
“I’m going to take a quick walk over to...”

“Chavie,” Boruch says. “Enjoy.” 
She stops at the bakery. Croissants. And for Minna, a big cookie 

with pink sprinkles. 
Chavie is on the sidewalk in front of her house. Shaina hands 

her the bakery box and says, “I hope today is an in-between diet 
day.” 

“Oh, you!” Chavie laughs. 
A few feet away, Minna is tugging on the handlebars of her 

made-to-order adaptive tricycle. It has a low, sturdy base to allow 
her to get on and off on her own. Her brothers covered the han-
dlebars with glittery streamers from the Sukkos decorations.

Shaina notices that one of the back wheels is caught in a coil of 
wire. She steps forward to pull the tricycle free, but Chavie says, 
“No. Let her.”

“It’s stuck,” Shaina says. “There’s a wire.”
“Yes,” Chavie says. “And she knows how to ask for help. But 

right now she’s working on it, and if you rescue her, how will she 
find out what she can do?”
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Minna pulls, pushes, and shakes the tricycle. It doesn’t budge.
What if she pulls too hard and falls over?
Chavie is watching her daughter. Her face is calm. Minna sets 

one hand firmly on the seat of the tricycle to steady herself and 
bends down to check the wheels. Carefully, she reaches over and 
pulls the wire away. Then she settles into the seat and giggles. The 
pedals are designed to respond to light pressure, and Minna rides 
easily over the cracks and bumps of the sidewalk. One two. One 
two. Strong. She passes them. She keeps going. She doesn’t look 
back.
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