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In The Friday Nights of Nana, Friday is a day of slow and deliberate preparation
for Shabbat. Nana and Jennie attend to the smallest of details - from wrinkles in
lace tablecloths to Nana's favorite flowers to loose buttons on dresses. They
begin working on dinner first thing in the morning, rolling out pie crusts and
braiding challah. They cook soup and chicken for a house full of guests, and still
find time to go for a stroll in the park at lunchtime.

It’s just the way we get ready for Shabbat at our house. That is, if you ignore the
fact that I'm usually planning what’s for dinner as I drag my daughters through
the aisles of the supermarket an hour before candle lighting; that we do not own
a tablecloth; that my girls are likely to be in play clothes or pajamas, or some
haphazard combination of the two, by the time we light candles; that we almost
never have a houseful of guests (although just the four of us certainly feel like a
full house); and that I've never met a pie crust I couldn’t puncture with holes the
size of, well, a pie.

Since my daughters’ experience of Shabbat comes almost exclusively from our
chaotic household, I was curious to see how they would react to this book.
Would it seem like a visit to another fantastical, marvelous land, like a fairy tale?
(“Mommy, are there really such things as lace tablecloths?” I imagine Ella asking
breathlessly.) Or would they feel a little bit wistful, as I did, glimpsing a home
more perfect than the one my husband and I have been able to create?

After the first reading, Ella and Zoe applauded like Teletubbies. “Again! Again!”

“What did you like about it?” I asked them.



Ella took the book from my hands and turned to a picture of Nana setting the
table. “I like those dishes,” she announced. “I wish we had dishes like those.”

After the second reading, Ella took the book again, and pointed to a picture of
Jennie. “I love her dress. With the matching shoes and tights. Could I get a dress
like that?”

“Me too,” chimed in Zoe, who wants everything her sister has, even if it's
rotavirus.

I must admit to feeling mildly impatient at this point in the conversation. Here I
was, trying to write a poignant column about Shabbat, and my daughters were
singularly focused on outfits and accessories. Couldn’t they make my job a little
easier and say something profound, like “Oh Mama, we love the book because it
captures the intimacies of tradition and radiates tenderness?” (Granted, then I'd
have to scold them for plagiarizing Publisher’ Weekly) rather than “We like all
the fancy stuft”?

But of course, my girls, like most of yours I suspect, are all about fancy. Fancy
Nancy, fancy costumes, fancy dolls, fancy lunchboxes, and before they were
potty trained, fancy diapers. (I used to amuse myself, as we wandered through
the seemingly limitless variety of Disney Princess products at Target, by
imagining myself asking the clerk where the Princess toilet cleaner might be
found.) And I realized that while we are a long way off from having a Shabbat
like Nana’s, it wouldn’t be hard to make our Shabbat a little fancier.

So next week, we are going shopping for a tablecloth. We'll pick some flowers
from the garden. Maybe we’ll even put on dresses for dinner. And in a few years,
we’ll consider taking my mother up on her offer of a set of china. We may still be
running down the aisle of Trader Joe’s at 4 in the afternoon, picking out our
“home-style” pie, but at least Shabbat will feel a bit different. And really, isn’t
that what The Friday Nights of Nana is all about?

Postscript: While writing this column, I received a copy of Meredith Jacob’s The
Modern Jewish Mom’s Guide to Shabbat, which I'm now recommending to
every PJ parent I know. It’s full of great, practical ideas for making Shabbat
dinner special but also manageable for real families like mine (and maybe yours)
who aren’t able to devote a beautiful lazy day to Shabbat preparations. (Or at
least not yet.)

Comments? Ideas?
Please share them at my website, www.amymeltzer.com,
where you can also read my previous PJ columns.




