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			Preface by Céline Raphaël

			Elise, a young woman wounded by life, recently wrote to me about how the neglect she suffered as a child had shattered her life. Her mother’s lack of interest in her, the unspoken words, this maternal refusal of a real connection with her daughter made her a woman without an image. A hologram. Worse, a wandering ghost. In any case, this is how she felt, and when it comes to suffering, one must start from the feeling, recognize it rather than judge it or deny it in the name of reason.

			 This wounded young child had no one to reach out to. No network she could hack into, no power source detected within reach, neither in family nor in friends. And a deep depression began to eat away at her body, gorging itself on loneliness and self-pity. A soul so bruised that it gradually fell asleep so as not to suffer anymore. Like Sleeping Beauty, waiting for the Prince Charming who would reach out to her to get her out of her torpor. Fortunately, human beings are often resilient, their soul is tenacious. It can be put on standby but never dies. It is difficult to completely destroy a person’s emotional sensors. There is always a small signal. And for Elise, this fragile little signal is still struggling to detect an open and friendly communication network, without abstruse passwords, to connect to. She reaches out to us, groping in the dark. If she had met Dr. Rousseau earlier, she would have found her WiFi terminal, human, benevolent, humble and wise.

			I met Dr. Daniel Rousseau shortly after I began my medical internship. I had promised myself to devote part of my life to the fight against child abuse and I felt that it was the right time. I had contacted Dr. Anne Tursz, a pediatrician and epidemiologist at INSERM and she introduced me to Daniel. Together, we embarked on this fight, this cause that was so dear to all three of us. We decided to fight to make child abuse in France everyone’s concern, in order to see a decrease in the number of victims and the long term consequences that it causes. Abuse is a tsunami that destroys everything in its path and shatters the future of the children it strikes.

			At present, in France, if “excessive” abuse, physical, sexual, psychological, is fairly well identified as such, it must be noted that less blatant abuse, such as neglect, is still not taken seriously and is less identified than the others. Neglect occurs whenever the “normal” attachment between parent and child is prevented. It can be linked to a marital conflict that mobilizes the couple’s energy, thus abandoning the child. It can be linked to a parental psychiatric pathology, often a depression of the mother, who is then unable to take care of herself and therefore of her child. Neglect can also be a consequence of a chronic pathology, physical or mental of the child. In the latter case, the child imagined, dreamed of, projected in the parents’ imagination during the entire pregnancy finally appears “non-conform” to this idyllic image. The fragile parent then runs the risk of not being able to achieve the attachment that is essential for the development of his or her child. A sort of denial of parenthood that sets in more or less insidiously. 

			And make no mistake about it: everyone is affected. Like physical, psychological and sexual abuse, neglect is not limited to poor or marginal families. They are hidden everywhere, behind the walls of middle-class houses as well as behind those of the most modest dwellings, as I told my own story in La Démesure1. The impossibility of loving, of becoming attached to, of connecting properly with one’s child, is not proportional to the solvency of the bank account. In any case, the consequences can be terrible. One does not repair a deep emotional scar with a mountain of fluff.

			In order to help these neglected children, we face a major obstacle, as Dr. Rousseau so well tells us: the idea that the family is “naturally good”. And this utopian belief wreaks havoc on the hearts of children. In the name of this idea, child protection services try to remove children from their families as late as possible and only in cases of serious and documented neglect, while constantly trying to re-establish the relationship between the child and his or her parents with a view to returning the child to the parental home. This is no doubt done with good intentions. However, all too often, the parental network is severely blurred or of very poor quality, and this is irreversible. The child will never be able to detect a secure connection and flourish within the family. 

			For a long time, it was thought that small children did not really feel conscious pain. So, in the hospital, we pricked without any other form of trial, we even operated sometimes without any anesthesia! Things have changed in this area. Pain in young children is understood, admitted and tried to be fought. Just like that pain that “didn’t exist”, the need for a stable and secure attachment of a baby is not yet taken seriously. We imagine that the plasticity of infants is almost infinite. After all, if his mother fails, he has his father, an uncle, an aunt, the nanny, a neighbor, even... television. Eventually, this little man will find something to suit him.” Life is hard for everyone, you have to suffer... Here again, we are mistaken. If the cerebral and sentimental plasticity of the child is real, as this book demonstrates, it has its limits and a child abandoned for too long risks fading away little by little to wander, like a spectre, in a world of solitude from which he will not come out unscathed.

			Daniel Rousseau is a born storyteller. He knows how to give life to these children’s stories, so singular and so universal. Rather than using abstract rhetoric, he has chosen to take the shortcut that speaks for itself: “WiFi baby”. He uses a digital metaphor: the relationship between the baby and its parents is likened to a wireless connection, more or less strong, more or less free. The technical analogy does not mean that the child is equated with a machine - it allows us to put words on feelings and behaviors. It is not an exercise in style but a desire to better define the targets and means of healing action. Doctor  Rousseau manages to demonstrate that the essential thing is to act in time by removing the child, if possible temporarily, but if necessary permanently, from a defective parental network, to offer him the possibility of coming into contact with adults, mothering people, foster mothers, psychologists, a world that is much more reassuring for him. The child knows better than you or me which are the best and healthiest “adult WiFi” terminals, and he will be able to detect them if he is offered the possibility to be in a well-covered geographical area.

			The phenomenon of WiFi babies that Daniel Rousseau narrates is in my opinion universal. His observations are so accurate and practical that they have allowed me to reinterpret or better understand the situations I encounter every day in the hospital in various pediatric departments. Three stories particularly struck me.

			Foodil is an 8 year old boy with Down Syndrome. Five minutes after his birth, his mother loses her sight without any cause, preventing her from taking care of her newborn. She wanders in a world of darkness, lost, unable to get in touch with him. Fortunately, Foodil’s father is very present. Strong and serene, or at least giving this impression by dint of his courage, he takes care of his son, offering him a secure and safe network. And gradually, by listening to her son’s babbling, his bursts of laughter, and sometimes his tears, Foodil’s mother will emerge from this long tunnel of sadness and darkness. A long road towards the acceptance of the difference of her son. After two years, she regained her sight and discovered her child through touch and sight. Foodil did not reject her, on the contrary. He welcomed her, he forgave her. As if he had understood the suffering of his mother. As if he knew, deep down, that she had loved him from the beginning but had not known how to connect with him.

			I also remember Tania. Tania is 13 years old. She is a perfectly normal little girl, surrounded by her loving parents, ideally connected to them until the age of 1. Then she couldn’t hold her head anymore. And then she couldn’t sit up. One by one, the muscles in her body gave up on her, due to leukodystrophy. She didn’t babble anymore. She didn’t laugh anymore. Soon, only her intense eyes were left to express the immensity of her feelings and sensations. Her mom managed to maintain a good quality connection with her. They talked for hours through their eyes and Tania fought hard to maintain this connection. But for her dad, it was not so simple. He loved his daughter. It is a certainty. But the shock of the announcement, the intrusion of this disease in their life was too hard to handle. He looked away. He broke the connection. And then he left, far away, coming back from time to time, according to Tania’s hospitalizations in intensive care, at each announcement of an imminent death. But during their meetings, if he made an effort to get in touch with his daughter, by the look, by the touch, his embarrassment was so palpable that this time, it was Tania who did not look at him anymore. She felt his trouble and could not bear it. Then, like the Sleeping Beauty, she gave the illusion of a deep sleep when her father was in the room and she woke up when her mother took over.

			And then there is Amara. Amara is 3 years old and has a twin of the same age. He is affected by one of those degenerative pathologies so unfair. He can no longer make a single movement. Only his eyes, piercing, testify of his will to live, despite everything. His twin brother is “healthy”. He is a mischievous little boy who runs around. The good side of the mirror. His mom and dad gradually turned away from Amara to focus on his brother. They forgot about the sick Amara and felt soothed by his healthy double. In his little bed, few toys, few stuffed animals. No mother in the room. Amara quickly realized, however, that the nurse, the nurse’s aide, the intern, the doctor were looking at him with great interest and affection. They were obviously trying to communicate with him. Through smiles, through touch. And Amara understood that this is what he was missing at home. So the stays at home became shorter and shorter. And each time, an apnea that was too long brought him back home. More and more often. It was as if the lack of connection with his parents was suffocating him and that he needed this little hospital room, the attention of the caregivers to find a breath of oxygen. A breath of life.

			Life triumphs where it is not always expected, such is the subject of Daniel Rousseau’s beautiful book. A very simple and human book, rich in teachings, which has the courage to debunk the myth of the importance of biological parents to remind us that the baby is above all a human being, ready to embrace this world and to act in it, as long as we do not turn our backs on him.

			 

			 

			

			
				
					1. Raphaël (Céline), La Démesure, Paris, Max Milo, 2013.

				

			

		

	
		
			Preamble

			Early childhood remains an unknown land, even though we have all been there for a long time.

			Early childhood is a world of gentle or violent, but fleeting emotions, whose perception, acute at this age, slowly fades. Indeed, when the time comes for feelings, words and memories, these are written in bold letters on the parchment of life, covering the delicate primordial weft of emotions, like a palimpsest.

			We all went through this early childhood, without looking at the landscapes and without fixing the images, probably too preoccupied as we were with simply living and surviving. In the light luggage of our childhoods, we keep very few tangible memories of this moving journey, and words are lacking to describe the panorama.

			May the itinerary of this book offer some perspectives, just as a steep and horizonless mountain road can, through sudden gaps in the vegetation, reveal to us peaks and abysses. Then, like curious young children raised on the tip of their feet, we stretch our necks to observe what usually remains invisible to our eyes and impenetrable to our understanding. 

			But how to enter this forgotten world?

			We still have a chance: if babies do not speak, they nevertheless trade with their fellow human beings through the power of their emotions. They address them to us with energy and deposit them in us where they take root if we pay attention to them. To feel them, to accept them, to share them, to respond to them is the best way to access the understanding of the sensitive and intense universe of babies. Babies surprise and overwhelm you with their emotions. You have to accept to be led by them. 

			Let’s follow those of little Laura who will give us a glimpse of some of the perspectives opened in this book.

			First perspective: the baby powerfully trades in emotions

			While I was attending a very serious meeting at the children’s home2, unusual scents tickled my attention. Like Captain Haddock’s plaster, the question of where this scent came from stuck in my brain and then invaded my thoughts and I couldn’t get rid of it.

			They were my hands. My palms and fingers smelled of orange. It was curious. The mystery of my scented hands soon became heady. 

			Reduced to the state of an absent-minded dunce, I explained in a low voice my perplexity and my embarrassing question to my neighbor, who opened her eyes in astonishment and did not know what to answer to such a crazy information. The child psychiatrist is surprised to have hands that smell like orange peel. A little bit crazy!

			Suddenly it was an illumination. It was little Laura who had slipped into my head through this olfactory sensation and who was no longer leaving. I discovered myself, in spite of myself, haunted by this child.

			Laura and I had run into each other in the hallway not ten minutes ago. I didn’t know her. She had never seen me. We were stuck in the traffic jam of meal carts that were being wheeled from the kitchen to the various dining rooms. Sitting on top of one of them, enthroned among the fruit, she tried to catch my attention without daring to look at me. She then handed me a ball. I accepted her gesture and received this gift. “Thank you! I don’t know you! What is your name?” She lowered her head.

			Her educator replied, “It’s Laura, she’s two and a half years old, she arrived at the home only a few days ago.” 

			Like Laura, babies have the power to creep into our thoughts without our knowledge by bombarding us with their emotions.

			Second perspective: a baby’s love for its parents is not unconditional

			I gave Laura her ball back and she offered it to me again. The dislocation of the lunch cart traffic jam interrupted our game. The little girl put the orange back in the fruit basket. I got a sneaky peek.

			Her educator told me that Laura was a plaster child. Since her admission, she had adapted very quickly to the nursery and asked to be held by everyone she met. She never asked for her parents and when her mother wanted to talk to her on the phone, Laura would reach out, turn her back to the educator who offered her the phone and nod “no”. 

			With her daughter, this mother had alternated coercive attitudes and profound disinterest. She left her tied up in her stroller the whole day. And she didn’t mind making her skip lunch when she forgot to go shopping. 

			Laura quickly called her educator “mom” and hugged her head tenderly between her little arms. This shows that a child’s love for his parents is not unconditional. Laura had also shown me this by her emotional search for a stranger, me in this case, and by the concern she caused me as a result.

			Let me explain.

			The little man is powerless to live alone and from his first moments of life he is able to arouse the empathy of humans by seeking to connect to the best emotional terminals at his disposal where he projects his emotions. A baby can only survive and exist if it is embedded in the head and heart of a reliable adult who will know how to care for it. If he does not find this vital availability from his parents, he will turn to other humans. This is what Laura had done and she had managed to move me in a few seconds as she had done before with my colleagues.

			Laura was in danger at her mother’s house, in chaos, lack of care, permanent insecurity and a climate of terror most of the time. Her older brother and sister told us quickly and frighteningly about the “blue stick” that had its place on the dining room dresser. Laura found the emotional responses and attention she was missing from the nursery professionals. She very quickly chose to attach herself to reassuring strangers rather than to her parents, who were unsuitable and dangerous. 

			Perspective Three: Infants make discriminatory affective choices 

			I now call these little ones, who connect emotionally to the most secure adults around them, WiFi babies3 by analogy with the portable electronic devices that discriminately scan the surrounding digital terminals in search of the best connection point.

			But it took me twenty years of observation to discover and understand that this phenomenon, which can be observed in children, was first and foremost an early skill of the baby, and that it is exercised from the first day of its life. It is therefore not a behavior that is acquired over time, quite the contrary, since this aptitude withers and disappears quite quickly if the infant does not find a quality connection available. In these severe cases, the baby may permanently lose this innate skill because it needs to be recognized, welcomed, supported, nourished and enriched by the environment in order to flourish.

			From the very beginning of my work in the children’s home in Angers, young children put me on this track by behaviors and remarks that confused me a lot. For example, during parental visits, some children did not go towards their parents, but instead distanced themselves and sought the protection of their educators. This went against the common belief that children suffer systematically from being separated from their families. I discovered that this was far from always being the case with maladjusted, sick or violent parents. Surprised by these observations, I found myself lost, without any reference points, nor any help in what I had learned during my studies, where I had been taught respect for parental authority, the duty of professional neutrality and the necessary emotional distance. Nevertheless, I followed the path that these children showed me without knowing where it would lead me. They allowed me to understand little by little the phenomenon of selective affective connections which turned out to be independent of the family geography. 

			This observation also contradicted the common perception of babies as dependent, passive, and slow to become aware of themselves and the world, because they actually have the ability to develop subtle and complex behaviors to attract the attention, interest, and affection of others from the first hours of life. This is a vital necessity. It was a real surprise to discover that babies were gifted with a certain degree of autonomy, with the limits imposed by their dependence on others, in their search for reliable emotional support. This book will therefore also tell the story of how babies communicate with grown-ups and how they seek a place with them.

			All babies function on this mode of affective search for the best quality, or sufficient quality, but in the majority of cases, that is to say when the parents are attentive to their child, the discriminative dimension of this phenomenon is not perceptible since the child normally attaches to them. This is why we are under the illusion that emotional attachment to parents is a logical and natural process. 

			The perception and the description of this universal phenomenon, the discriminative affective research of the infant, were thus made possible only by the contribution of several very particular conditions during the observation of these babies.

			They lived apart from their parents and were welcomed in a social nursery where attention to the children’s well-being was a priority, which offered them a quality emotional alternative. Their parents nevertheless came regularly to spend time with them during visits in the presence of an educator and a psychologist. These infants had the freedom to explore the quality of the affective connections in the family network - where the parental deficiencies that had motivated their placement did not fail to manifest themselves - while nevertheless having the guarantee of finding constant and reassuring substitute affective support from their educators. It was therefore easy to observe over the long term any changes in the affective behaviours adopted by these babies towards their parents or their educators.

			Fourth perspective: the baby does not believe in the biological link

			It is this unique device that has allowed the observation of the still unknown phenomenon of the affective discrimination of babies. There are many lessons to be learned about the formation of the first human bonds, but the most unexpected conclusion is that for the child the notions of “biological bond or legal bond” do not exist. For a baby, who can only survive in total dependence on others, the only question that is worthwhile is to be taken care of in an adapted and reassuring way by another human, apart from any other consideration. 

			A baby doesn’t care about race, gender, origin or creed when choosing an attachment figure. The only thing that matters to him is the quality of the affective response he receives.

			 

			 

			

			
				
					2. The children who pass through these pages have been taken in a nursery of a children’s home. These are permanent care facilities for babies and young children entrusted to the Child Welfare Services by judicial decision in most cases, and by the parents themselves in a very small proportion.

				

				
					3. WiFi - Wireless Fidelity - is to fast Internet what 3G or 4G is to cell phone, except that you choose your connection point according to the access codes you know and the quality of the signal of the available Hot Spots. You can use Internet on your personal box in WiFi while your teenagers are connected on the public Hot Spots of the neighbors.

				

			

		

	
		
			1 - Why did you leave me alone?

			Jules, 5 years old, selective affective connection teacher

			Jules, 5 years old, was my first teacher in selective emotional connection. It was a time when the Internet was still a curiosity and wireless connections did not exist.

			The children’s judge had ordered Jules to be placed in a children’s home. His father had severe psychiatric problems. He had assaulted Jules’ older sister while delirious and had been hospitalized. He now appeared to be slowed down by medication. The judge, informed of his mental disorders, had nevertheless authorized him to visit his son and it had been considered judicious that the young child psychiatrist that I was still, fresh from the faculty, was present at this meeting organized at the children’s home. 

			The child did not know me very well, I had only seen him once before. The visit went on laboriously. I had the feeling of a mutual reserve between the father and the child. 

			The child did not go to his father and the father was not very active in going to his son. How could a father and child not be happy to be reunited after a few weeks of separation? To me, the situation was getting heavy. I tried a few maneuvers to facilitate the dialogue, proposing to the child to tell him about the school, the home, his hobbies and inviting the father to reassure him about his absence, his condition and to take an interest in his son. Without success. Each one remained on his own. And I saw my lamentable attempt to reconnect the child with his father fail.

			I had the naive idea that it was my presence - I was a stranger to the family - that hindered the expression of their affection. So I had the idea to slip away discreetly and leave them alone, hoping that this would free their emotional spontaneity.

			I offered Jules the opportunity to draw a picture and used the excuse of an urgent job to leave my office and leave them between them, the door ajar. I went to wait in the nearby secretariat, within earshot. I tried to concentrate on some mail to write, but the persistent silence coming from the next room overrode the sound environment, the clatter of the typewriters and the conversation of the secretaries. It was a painful silence that clouded my thinking. Although we didn’t know each other very well, Jules, from a distance, imposed himself on my mind and caused me concern. 

			I went back to them. Jules was staring at the door and seemed to be waiting for me. His father remained motionless and distant. A warm goodbye and he left. 

			The ten words that changed my perception of childhood

			The child suddenly asked me: “Why did you leave me alone? I was afraid with Daddy!”

			I realized that day that Jules felt safer with an adult he didn’t know than with his own father. I also admitted that Jules had aroused a certain concern in me that I didn’t yet know how to name, even though we had no connection. Can a child feel alienated from his parents and confide in a stranger? If so, this was in total contradiction with everything I had been taught in college about the deontological respect of parental authority and family law. And in complete opposition to everything that was conveyed in socio-educational and social work circles: not getting attached to children and refusing any emotional relationship for fear of usurping the place of the parents (official version), or having to manage the emotional complications of a reciprocal attachment when the child leaves (practical version)! Indeed, these children sometimes have complicated backgrounds with successive placements, which causes emotional ruptures that are certainly difficult to negotiate for them, but also for the professionals who have taken them in. 

			I thus discovered how much, unbeknownst to me, my understanding of the world of childhood and the family was then parasitized by the dominant and widespread discourse that a little one always wanted to be with his parents and that it was necessary to support their role as parents at all costs in the interest of the child. Another variant of this discourse is that the child needs his parents more than anything else and that they must therefore be defended at all costs. This can lead to the silly syllogism that follows when the family is failing: protect the child by protecting the parents - who do not protect the child. However, the attitude and behavior of some children show the opposite when they seek to avoid contact with their parents and find reassurance from professionals. In order to identify this position of the child, it is necessary to be open to such an eventuality and to accept to recognize it.

			At the time, I had not yet practiced this look and was instead trained to respond to these children, and thus to Jules, using the usual normative discourse, so often served and re-served to children, which consists of excusing the parents by giving a reassuring explanation or a false hope to the child, or even advising him to forget what he has seen or felt. 

			According to the logic of my medical training and the canons of social work thinking, I should have replied to Jules, the voice doctoring and condescending, “Your father loves you, you are worried about him being sick, but you don’t have to be afraid of him.”

			Just as I heard the other children say, “It’s true, your mother didn’t come to see you, but she’s thinking about you. She didn’t call? It’s because she doesn’t have a phone plan anymore.” “Did your parents forget your birthday? They probably have too much to worry about right now.” “Did your father get angry and break everything? But it’s because he was drunk, it’s the alcohol’s fault.” “Did your parents get into a fight? It’s because they have too many problems, don’t worry, you should think about something else.” “Your dad got stabbed at the carnival? Was it your mom’s boyfriend who did that to him? And he went with you to the hospital walking with the knife stuck in his stomach? Do you know that it’s not good to tell lies in front of your classmates to scare them and show off4!”

			“Why did you leave me alone? I was scared with Dad!”

			Jules’ reflection had touched and unsettled me. So I refrained from the usual nonsense. Instead, I told him that when his father came back, there would always be an adult from the home, an educator, a psychologist or myself, to be present at his side. I took Jules back to his educators. In the corridor, he took my hand and shook three fingers of his right hand very hard. My answer and his gesture of assent had put me outside the rules of benevolent neutrality advocated in my professional practice and had led me down side roads without map or compass. But since then, I have never regretted having taken and explored them.

			I have never forgotten this lesson from a 5 year old.

			Afterwards, I remained sensitive and attentive to this double observation that is difficult to admit: a child can go outside the family circle to seek emotional, physical or psychological security and be more concerned about a stranger than about his own parents. 

			Marc and the coffee maker

			I remember Marc before he came to the children’s home. He was 7 years old. He lived alone with his mother, a former teacher who had triggered a delusional psychosis. She lived in a world of her own, but was still able, on certain days, to adapt to some of the concrete demands of daily life, to run three errands, to prepare a semblance of a meal. She spent her days lost in crazy writing. They lived in the last apartment still occupied in a tower promised to be demolished, the execution of which was constantly postponed, a fascinating spectacle in perspective, because of the impossibility of making them leave the premises. The building was deserted but the mother, subject to a delusion of persecution, refused all offers of relocation. The hygiene of the apartment was deplorable. Marc did not smell good. At night, his mother wandered the streets, soliloquizing or insulting invisible interlocutors while visiting the garbage cans. Marc accompanied her, a discreet little nocturnal presence in the urban desert, which intrigued a police patrol. This is what finally accelerated his placement.

			Marc was a bright child who had invested a lot of time in school where caring adults had taken an interest in him. He was always glued to his teacher and sought her attention by producing excellent work. Adults would analyze the situation by saying that he was deficient in affection, as if it were a vitamin or iron deficiency, and that a good dose of daily attention would take care of it. This was a misunderstanding of two things. The first is that for a child - but passionate lovers experience this too - love is not a commodity that can be shared by the piece, by the cut, by the bag, by the dose, by the unit of time, temperature, weight, length or volume. For thus measured, it is only affection, attention, benevolence, but not love, which contains each of these dimensions but exceeds them all by its absolute character.
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