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A fter an evening appointment 
in a large office building, I 
took the elevator to the under-
ground parking garage. The el-

evator doors opened into a garage shrouded 
in darkness. I felt a stab of alarm. Anyone, 
anything, could be lurking in the shadows. 
But I had no choice. To reach my car, I had 
to leave the well-lit haven of the elevator. 
So I took a step. Immediately, set off by my 
movement, a small light went on above my 
head. Another step. Another light. 

My husband, Nachman, and I are often 
asked, “How do you do it?” 

We’re the family who lost half our 
children over a ten-year period, beginning 
in 1992. Four of our eight children died in 
infancy from a rare mitochondrial disorder. 
After the babies died, we were sure that 
nothing that terrible could happen again. 
Not to us. Then, in 2010, our 23-year-old 
son, Yossi, drowned, six weeks before his 
wedding day.  

By Devorah Kreiman

Lights 
Along 
the Way
Living with loss can also 
mean living with faith

over again in a different language. Last year, 
Yossi said the Mah Nishtanah in Japanese.

The Haggadah. Pharaoh killed Jewish 
babies. Every year at the Seder table, 
I’d think about my sick babies—four of 
them—fighting to breathe. I’d feel the ache 
of my empty arms. Then I’d remind myself 
to be grateful for my healthy children—
Yossi and my three daughters.

The makkos. When our children were 
young, Nachman put a puppet on each 
finger for the ten makkos. The makkas 
bechoros puppet was a little boy lying down 
with his eyes closed. Yossi was our bechor.

We realized it would be easier to be away 
from home for Pesach, away from the sad-
sweet remembering. Nachman’s brother, 
who lives in Palm Springs, invited us to 
join his family for Yom Tov. 

Erev Pesach. Nachman is a mohel. He had 
a bris to do on the way to his brother’s house, 
so we took separate cars for the two-hour 
drive from Los Angeles to Palm Springs.

We’re not allowed to stop. Even after a 
child dies. Yomim Tovim were the hardest 
to get through, but Nachman and I had no 
choice.

The calendar pages turned. Nearly half a 
year passed, and we faced our first Pesach 
without Yossi. 

The patterns of memory—20 years of 
Pesach at home—formed a kaleidoscope of 
joy and pain. My daughters and my sisters 
washing, drying, and checking mountains 
of romaine lettuce for marror. Yossi sitting 
on a lounge chair, doing nothing, insisting 
he was “supervising” so convincingly that he 
got away with it. More than once.

My mother in my Pesach kitchen, 
wearing fluffy oven mitts and lifting a hot 
potato kugel out of the oven. Yossi at her 
elbow, ready with plate and fork, because 
the kugel tasted really good right out of the 
oven, before it reached the counter.

Yossi, saying the Mah Nishtanah every 
year in Hebrew and Yiddish, and then all 
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I arrived first. At my sister-in-law’s house, 
the Seder table was set in white and silver, 
with colorful Haggadahs at each place. I left 
the house so no one would see me cry.

I stood alone in the driveway. Palm 
Springs is in the desert. The mountains 
rose, craggy brown, against a cloudless sky 
so blue it looked painted. I felt small and 
afraid. What if I cried all Yom Tov? What 
if I ruined Pesach for my family?

Nachman pulled up. He waved at me, got 
out of the car, opened the back door, lifted 
bags and boxes, and moved them. Then he 
opened the trunk and pushed around what 
was inside.

I recognized this dance. “Nachman, what 
did you lose?”  

He circled back to the front of the car, 
leaned in, and straightened up empty-handed.

I told myself, No judgment. No “If you put 
things away, you wouldn’t lose them.” Not 
now, with Yom Tov moving in on us like a 
dense cloud. 

I said, “I’ll help you. What are you 
looking for?” 

“A napkin,” he said. “It’s here somewhere. 
I brought it for you.”

“You brought me a napkin?”
“At the bris today, the parents of the baby 

argued, and the guests were uncomfortable. 
The grandfather of the baby—his name 
is Yosef—wrote something on a napkin 
and asked me to give it to his son. After 
everyone left, I saw the napkin open on 
the table. The grandfather had written in 
Hebrew, ‘Yosef says to be happy.’ I knew I 
had to bring you that napkin…on this day, 
of all days… Oh, good, I found it...here.”

The napkin was checkered grey and 
white, damp, with black ink staining the 
corner. The words were clear. “Yosef says to 
be happy.” 

I held on to that napkin. A reminder. 
We’d shown up for Pesach, and above us, 
lights went on.

Five months later, we became 
grandparents. Nachman and I flew to 
London for our grandson’s bris. 

On the night before the bris, our mechutan 
told us there was a problem with the hall 
he’d booked and that he was looking for 
another place. It was late when he called to 
let us know he’d found a shul close to the 
house. My son-in-law drew a map for me 
with walking directions. 

On the morning of the bris, we laid 
our tiny grandson in his princely Stokke 
carriage and tucked his light-blue blanket 
around him, and my teenage daughter and 
I carried the carriage down the front steps.

The sidewalks of London were scarred 
and uneven; every time we hit a kink, the 
baby drifted toward the edge of the carriage, 
and we had to reach under the canopy and 
reposition him. I looked at his adorable 
little face. The miracle of continuity. Love 
and gratitude and hope. Also agony. This 
baby would be named Yosef Meir. Yosef 
for Yossi. Meir for my zeidy. If we named 
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him, ‘Would you like to put on my tefillin?’ 
“His face got all red. ‘Why would I put 

on your tefillin?’ I said, ‘Putting on tefillin 
is a spiritual high. When you tie the straps 
around your arm and head, you connect to 
G-d with your thoughts and your actions.’ 

“He yelled loudly enough that people 
turned to look at us, ‘I want nothing to do 
with G-d.’ Then he lowered his voice and 
said, ‘My son was in the army. He died this 
year. How could G-d let that happen?’

“After that, he talked and talked. I let 
him. He kept repeating, ‘Ein tzedek. G-d 
takes children. No one understands how 
hard it is. You rabbis, it’s easier for you, with 
your studies and your big families. How 
many children do you have?’ 

“I didn’t answer him because I knew he 
needed to be heard. Eventually he ran out 
of steam. That’s when I said, ‘You asked 
how many children I have,’ and I told him 
about the babies and Yossi. You know that 
look people get—like wheels spinning 
inside their heads? He asked me, ‘You still 

a baby after Yossi, it meant Yossi was really 
dead. And even though I knew Yossi was 
dead, I didn’t really know…I couldn’t really 
know that he was dead.

I looked up at the numbers on the 
buildings and stopped when we reached 
the right address. The shul that had been 
chosen at the last minute had a high white 
wall embossed with bold Hebrew words: 
“Od Yosef Chai”—Yosef still lives.

The first Sukkos without Yossi. Again, 
we ran from the memories of Yom Tov at 
home. I called it our “Yom Tov skedaddle.” 
Away from our cream canvas sukkah with 
strings of fairy lights, and Yossi on a ladder 
arranging s’chach. Away from all the echoes 
of “last year at this time”...Yossi’s laughter 
in the sukkah. The meal when Nachman 
passed a garbage bag around in the 
sukkah, and Yossi pointed to him and said, 
“Bagdad.” Yossi’s divrei Torah.

We went to Eretz Yisrael. I arrived the 
day after Yom Kippur. Nachman flew in on 
Erev Sukkos. 

When he arrived at our hotel, he said, “I 
have a story. It happened on the way here. I 
got onto the plane and settled into my seat, 
and the man in the seat next to mine took 
one look at me and said in Hebrew, ‘I hope 
you won’t daven here.’  

“I thought, here we go—the secular 
Israeli and the rabbi stuck with each other 
on a flight from Los Angeles to Tel Aviv. 
I’ll stay out of his way. But he kept staring, 
so I figured if he was that curious, I might 
as well get him to do a mitzvah. I asked 

believe in G-d?’  
“I said, ‘You think it’s by chance that the 

two of us, who lost our sons this year, are 
sitting next to each other on a 15-hour 
flight?’  

“After that, he slept and I learned. But 
when the flight attendant announced 
preparations for landing, he stuck out his 
hand and said, ‘Selichah, Rabbi, I’d like to 
put on tefillin.’”

And another light glowed.
Pesach. A year and a half after Yossi 

died. We “skeddadled” to New York. On 
Chol Hamoed, we drove to the West Point 
military base to visit Nachman’s uncle and 
aunt, who were stationed there. Nachman’s 
uncle, Shimon Reuven, worked as a doctor 
in the US Army. 

Shimon Reuven took out a book and 
opened it to an inscription in Yossi’s yeshivah 
bachur scribble. Yossi had bought them this 
book in appreciation for a Shabbos they’d 
spent together in Rome when Shimon 
Reuven was stationed in Italy and Yossi 
was studying for semichah at a program 
in Berlin. I looked at the title of the book 
Yossi had chosen: To Live and Live Again. 
An overview of techiyas hameisim.

Time spilled on. Lights shone. Another 
grandson was born and named for Yossi: 
Yosef Shmuel. A nephew and a close 
friend’s grandson were both named Yosef 
Chaim. 

Sukkos. A few years after Yossi died. 
Again, we went to Eretz Yisrael.

Nachman is close with the famed mohel 

The mountains rose 
against a cloudless 
sky. I felt small and 

afraid. What if I cried 
all Yom Tov? 
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of Yerushalayim Rabbi Moshe Weisberg; 
the two of them often “talk shop.” On 
Shabbos Chol Hamoed Sukkos, Nachman 
davened with the hashkamah minyan and 
accompanied Rabbi Weisberg to his 
morning brisses. 

When Nachman returned to the 
hotel for kiddush, he told us, “Something 
happened today. It will be hard to believe…

“This morning I watched Rabbi 
Weisberg do three brisses. At the first bris, 
they announced the baby’s name: Yosef. 
At the second bris, they announced the 
baby’s name: Yosef Shmuel. Before Rabbi 
Weisberg did the third bris, I said to him, 
‘This baby’s name will be Yosef Meir.’ He 
asked me in Yiddish, ‘You know these 
people?’ I said, ‘No.’ He did the bris, and 
they named the baby Yosef Meir. 

“Rabbi Weisberg asked me, ‘How did 
you do that?’ I said, ‘Simple. My son’s 
name was Yosef. One of my grandsons is 
Yosef Shmuel. So when they named the 
first baby Yosef and the second one Yosef 
Shmuel, I figured if there’s one more bris, 
that baby would be Yosef Meir, like my 
other grandson.’”

He was right—it was hard to believe. 
“All three babies! In one morning!”

Nachman said, “There’s another bris late 
this afternoon. Because it’s far, we’re going 
to walk there and get a ride back after 
Shabbos.

We looked at each other. What if this last 
baby was named Yosef Chaim? Wouldn’t 
that be just...

Shabbos ended. My cellphone rang. 
I picked it up. I didn’t say hello. I didn’t 
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ask Nachman how his walk went. I said, 
“What’s the baby’s name?”

He said, “The baby’s name is not Yosef 
Chaim.” 

“Oh.” Three babies in one morning with 
Yossi’s name and my grandsons’ names. 
That was still something, though I wasn’t 
sure what...

Then Nachman said, “The father of the 
baby is Yosef Chaim.”

Sometimes a light will flash a “you can 
do this” wink and empower us to keep 
moving. Here’s one: I was clearing out my 
office, and I found a notebook that seemed 
unused. I flipped through the pages. All of 
them were blank except one in the middle 
of the notebook. This is what I found: 
Yossi’s handwriting. Only three lines in an 
entire notebook.

Translation: The difference between life 
and death is only a dot. The sign for this is 
that the living are upright, and the dead are 
lying down. 

Underneath that, Yossi had written the 
word “meisim” twice. He punctuated the 
first one with a tzeirei under the mem, so 
it read “meisim,” which means dead. He 
punctuated the second one with a shva 
under the mem, so it read “mesim,” which 
means living men.

One dot between the dead and the living. 
Yossi must have copied it from 

somewhere. He collected interesting bits 
like this. And he left this one for us to find.

These lights remind us that we’re 
not alone when we’re pushing through 
the darkness. Also, that it’s not really 
darkness. l

Yossi’s handwritten note, found by his mother 
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