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By Devorie Kreiman

IN DARK 
PLACES

After suffering a terrible  
tragedy, Aliza Bulow is 

determined to bring wholeness 
to the broken places.

LIGHT
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Daniel Moshe, nicknamed Doni, was Aliza 
Bulow’s sixth, and youngest, child. “He was 
always wondering, always asking questions,” 
she says. “He loved to take things apart to 
!nd out how they worked. What makes a 
mattress spongy? Does the electricity spurt 
out if you poke a hole in an electrical cord?”

Doni was too smart for pat answers. One 
time, when he was !ve years old, he was outside with his 
mother and asked her, “Are there a lot of ants in the garden?”

“I didn’t ask 
to come into 
this world, 
and I don’t 

want to stay.”

“Yes,” she replied.
“Are ants good diggers?”
“Yes”
“How much do you think an ant can dig 

in a day?”
Aliza was tired. “I don’t know.”
“It’s not an ‘I don’t know’ question,” he 

clari!ed. “It’s a ‘what do you think’ que-
stion.”

Doni was fun-loving and had a great 

sense of humor. As he got older, there were 
many wonderful days. "ere were also some 
terrifying ones. By the age of !ve, he was 
suicidal. Even at that young age, he often 
talked about dying. He was diagnosed with 
childhood depression with suicidal ideation 
and began psychiatric treatment.

“It’s a human drive to want to live,” 
Alizah says. “When I wake up every day 
and say Modeh Ani, I mean it. I’m thrilled 

to have been granted another day. Doni 
woke up and was upset that he would be 
around for another day. He lived wanting 
to die. He was nine years old the !rst time 
he said to me, ‘It’s not that I don’t love you 
or that I don’t feel loved by you, but I didn’t 
ask to come into this world, and I don’t 
want to stay.’” 

Aliza noticed a disconnect between 
Doni’s smile and his eye contact, and that 

Some of the 
elephant 
collection now 
housed in 
Doni's room
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he seemed unaware of how he made others feel. When she 
asked the doctor if it meant that Doni had something else 
going on, the doctor said, “No. What he has is the worst case 
of childhood depression I’ve ever seen.”

Doni saw his psychiatrist frequently, sometimes once a week. 
He took medication. Some of his symptoms were managed, 
but he didn’t get better. His IQ placed him in the brilliant 
range. He was gifted at computer coding, but his learning 
disabilities interfered with his ability to learn. His teachers, 
knowing how smart he was, accused him of being lazy. 

Aliza says, “In some ways, the treatment for mental illness 
is like the medicine of the 1800s: applying leeches. Sometimes 
it helps, sometimes it does nothing at all, and sometimes it 
kills the patient.”

When one member of a family su!ers from mental illness, 
the entire family unit is caught in the turbulence. 
Aliza says that the best time to build a strong home 
is not during a raging storm. “You build your home 
with every decision you make and what you choose 
to focus on, so that’s the home you’re living in when 
the storm hits.” Aliza built her home with solid Torah 
values: Hashem is good, and what we experience as 
hardship is a custom-designed workshop to help us 
grow. 

Mental illness can a!ect the personality of the 
patient, making it unpleasant to be around him or 
her. One has to be able to see past the levush to the 
neshamah inside. It’s easier to see past the “garment” 
of a physical disability, but our sages explain that 
one’s personality is also a levush. “Today we’re much 
more open to problems that used to be shoved under 
the rug. Mental illness is one of the last taboos. We’re 
still afraid of talking about it.” 

When Doni was in the sixth grade, he was given 
a class assignment to create a PowerPoint presenta-
tion about how he feels about school. He called his 
presentation !e Vortex of Swirling Evil, and made 
slides about how he wished his teachers were dead. 
He made it clear that he didn’t want to kill them, but 

he also didn’t want them around. 
"e Bulows live in Colorado, site of the infamous Columbine 

school shooting. Aliza was called down to the school. She was 
told to take Doni home, and informed that he couldn’t come 
back until a psychiatrist veri#ed that he didn’t pose a danger 
to himself or to others.

During the drive home, Aliza asked him, “Why did you do 
that?” Doni replied, “"ey asked me how I feel about school 
so I told them. Do you want me to lie?” 

Aliza recognized that this was a critical parenting moment; 
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school, he continued to su!er from depres-
sion. Aliza switched doctors and continued 
to question the diagnosis of childhood 
depression. Her shelves were full of books 
about the lonely child, the angry child, the 
disruptive child, the explosive child, the sad 
child… 

 Doni’s anger blossomed upon reaching 
adolescence. Aliza noticed that he was able 
to stay up all night and code—even three 
or four nights in a row—and then go to 
school, running on enormous stores of 
energy. "at is, until he hit the “downs,” 

which quickly turned into rage. She some-
times locked her bedroom door at night 
for her own safety. “I knew that he could 
still break it down if he wanted to, but I 
had to go to sleep, so I would turn to 
Hashem and say, ‘B’yadcha afkid ruchi. 
Hashem, I’m putting my soul in Your 
hand.’”

One night, when Doni was a teenager, 
his rage was so explosive that the family 
had no choice; they had to call the police. 
He was taken into custody and brought to 
a psychiatric hospital for a 72-hour hold. 

The next day, a neighbor 
asked Aliza, “I saw the police 

at your house last night. Is 
everything okay?”

she could take it in any direc-
tion. She chose to continue 
to ask questions until she got 
to what was going on in her 
son’s mind. “It sounds like 
you’re having a really hard 
time. What’s happening in 
school?”

Doni said, “I wish the 
teachers could be the students 
and the students could be the 
teachers for one day. "at way, 
the teachers would know how 
the students feel. Also, I 
would do a mind erase on my 
teacher, so she wouldn’t be 
able to translate any Hebrew.” 

Aliza’s #rst instinct was to tell him that 
this could never happen; the teachers are 
the teachers, and he just has to do what-
ever he is told. But she realized that her 
son needed something else from her. She 
asked him, “Are you having a hard time 
translating?”

Doni started to cry. “I can’t learn Navi. 
I have to translate and I don’t know the 
words, so I don’t know what she’s talking 
about.”

One of the hardest parts of parenting 
Doni was dealing with the judgment of 
others. Aliza admits, “It could be that some 
of the time, when I felt that people were 
judging him or me, they really weren’t. But 
that’s how I lived, always conscious of being 
judged. People did make occasional com-
ments—for example, that I should set more 
boundaries or be less forgiving of his be-
havior. I knew my child and I was trying 
to give him what he needed, but it was hard 
not to question my own mothering.”

 As Doni went through elementary 

Liv533_Feat_KreimanElephant.indd   106Liv533_Feat_KreimanElephant.indd   106 8/27/21   1:06 AM8/27/21   1:06 AM



2 4  E L U L   S E P T E M B E R  1 ,  2 0 2 1   A M I • L I V I N G   107  2 6  I YA R  5 7 8 0   M AY  2 0 ,  2 0 2 0   A M I • L I V I N G   107

!e next day, a neighbor asked Aliza, “I saw 
the police at your house last night. Is everything 
okay?” 

“I couldn’t bring myself to tell her that he was 
in a psych ward. I can say it now, but I couldn’t 
say it then. So I assured her that everything was 
"ne,” she recalls.

It took being hospitalized to "nally gain clarity 
about what was going on with Doni: bipolar 
disorder coupled with being on the autism 
spectrum. Bipolar disorder is progressive, which 
explained why Doni’s rages had worsened. It 
also has depression as a component, which makes 
it more challenging. 

“When we got the diagnosis, I felt both vin-
dicated and imprisoned. I’d known that it was 
more complicated than they were saying. Finally, 

we could explain the extent of his su#ering, and I saw that I 
hadn’t been overreacting. At the same time, we learned that he 
had an incurable lifelong condition. It was so much to bear. I 
was the mother of a bipolar child who was depressed and 
suicidal. I felt so alone. With whom could I share something 
like that?”

!e Bulows learned that while mental illness isn’t curable, by 
learning to understand the triggers and using di#erent thera-
pies—including hospitalization if necessary—a patient can still 
lead a productive life. !e tricky part is that there is a contin-
uum. “For example,” she explains, “there are people who have 
just a touch of OCD and can’t stand things that are sticky. So 
they don’t help cover the Pesach counters, and they don’t use 
Band-Aids or stickers. !at’s it. !en there are people who have 
OCD and they can’t sit anywhere or touch or eat anything, and 
their OCD can kill them.”

!e task before her was to learn to accept Doni and the reality 
of his challenges, and that Hashem had made him that way for 
a purpose. She explains that when we make a Borei Nefashos, 
we speak to “the Creator of all living beings v’chesronan,” which 
comes from the word chaseir, missing. Hashem creates everyone 
exactly as he or she is, a “Swiss cheese by design,” with every 
missing piece an invitation to grow. 

Hers was a lonely test because others couldn’t understand 

yom
 t

ov.

1 0 0 %  G E N U I N E  L E A T H E R
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“In case you’re wondering why 
he hasn’t called to reschedule, 

it’s because he’s dead.”
of what I could do. I asked Him to expand 
my limitations so I could do more, and that 
it lead to ‘u! yagid tehilasecha,’ that my new 
strength be used properly to serve Hashem.” 

In May 2013, Doni left for an appoint-
ment with his psychiatrist and came back 
much too soon. He told his mother that 
the psychiatrist had an emergency, and as 
soon as he’d walked in, the doctor had 
canceled his appointment. 

Aliza was concerned. To her, Doni was 
a “walking emergency.” She tried to con-
vince him to call the doctor and reschedule 
another appointment immediately, but 
Doni refused. Because he was already 19, 
over the age of consent, there was nothing 
she could do. 

A few days later, Doni died by his own 
hand.

“I was so angry at the doctor,” Aliza says. 

what it entailed. Doni began dropping 
mitzvos when he was in middle school. 
Around that time, Aliza attended the bar 
mitzvah of a boy with Down syndrome. 
When the child made the brachah on the 
Torah—not very clearly—the room erupted 
in joyous cries of “mazel tov.” It was very 
painful for Aliza. “My son looked normal 
on the outside, but if he were even willing 
to make a brachah in public, no one would 
know what a triumph it really was.”

!e parenting logistics were complex. 
What did Doni need?  How was Doni’s 
illness impacting the other children? What 
did the other kids need to help them deal 
with this? How could they keep their mar-
riage strong despite the chaos?

Aliza broke everything down into two 
main components: “How do I go through 
this? And how do I grow through this?” 
First, she had to "nd the right doctors and 
medications, and "gure out the practical 
arrangements for the other kids as well as 
the "nances. !en came the spiritual 
journey. She told herself repeatedly, 
“Hashem loves me. Hashem trusts me. I 
trust Hashem.” 

Another tool she used, especially on days 
when she felt overwhelmed, was to con-
centrate on the words in davening. “When 
I said, ‘Hashem sefasai tiftach,’ open my lips, 
I had in mind that it meant the boundary 
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“I wrote a letter to the practice and told them, ‘In case you’re 
wondering why he hasn’t called to reschedule, it’s because he’s 
dead.’ But then I realized that my anger was really grief, and 
that I was focusing on the doctor, when the truth was that Doni 
had been suicidal for years. I realized that burdening the doctor 
with the idea that he was responsible for Doni’s death was 
unfair, so I forced myself to let go. I actually cupped my hands 
together as if I were holding a dove, and then opened them and 
threw it all upward—the anger, the pain and the sorrow—to 
Hashem. ‘You gave me this,’ I said. ‘Please, help me carry it.’”

!e community showed up for the family during shivah en 
masse. And in honor of Doni, they founded a mental health 
task force and brought in an instructor from Mental Health 
First Aid—a national program that teaches people the skills to 
respond to the signs of mental illness and substance use—for 
a day-long training program in the shul. Trainees are taught 
that there are three steps: recognizing that there is a mental 
health issue, calling for help, and knowing what to do until the 
professionals arrive.

Aliza realized that the community had been jolted by Doni’s 
death, and that in addition to the mental health training, they 
needed help to process what had happened. Two years earlier, 
a toddler who had been "ne got sick very suddenly and died 
the next day. A national organization that helps people deal 
with loss sent someone to support the community. 

Aliza tried to get help for the community, but when she 
reached out, she was told, “We don’t deal with suicide.”

“I cannot describe how terribly alone this made me feel,” she 
recalls. “I wasn’t even calling for myself; I’d wanted to help the 
community. Not only hadn’t we gotten any support when our 
child was so ill, but the community also didn’t deserve to be 
helped?”

Losing a child is never easy on a marriage. “Even though we 
lost the same person, we’d each had a unique relationship with 
him,” she explains. “!e hole in our heart was a di#erent shape, 
which made it hard to be fully there for each other.” !rough-
out the years, Aliza and her husband had supported each other, 
and they were determined to continue to do so after Doni’s 
death.

Humor helped—even black humor. !e family joked that 
they had so many issues, they were like a magazine rack.

As always, Aliza leaned into her emunah. “‘Shivtecha umishan-

NEXT GROUP STARTS OCTOBER 2021. LIMITED SPOTS.
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that because something so huge had hap-
pened there—the proverbial elephant—and 
no one was talking about it, Doni’s room 
should henceforth be known as “the ele-
phant room.” !e family began to collect 
elephants of all shapes, sizes and textures 
and display them there. !e elephant room 
is thus a symbol of how, even in the throes 
of grief, the Bulows "nd a reason to smile 
and to give to others.

!roughout the years of Doni’s illness, 
Aliza met many other families struggling 
with similar situations. Support is critical. 
She compares it to Moshe Rabbeinu, stand-
ing with his hands in the air as the Yidden 
fought Amalek. Even Moshe Rabbeinu 
couldn’t do it alone. Aharon and Chur had 
to sit him down and hold up his hands, 
whereupon “yadav emunah,” his hands were 
faithful and steady. “Mental illness is heavy 
and hard. It’s important for friends to say, 
‘Have a seat. Let’s make you more comfort-
able. We’re here for you. We’ll hold you up.’”

A few years after Doni died, Aliza met 

a young woman who su#ers from mental 
illness. She began to visit her once a week 
and to bring her treats. As is typical for 
patients who are severely mentally ill, there 
were days when the woman was able to 
receive her and days when she wasn’t. Still, 
Aliza showed up. “On one of the hard days, 
I thought to myself, Why am I getting in-
volved with another mentally ill person? She 
might die. Do I really need that? But then I 
thought, Every day she has a good experience 
is a good day, and every hour she has a good 
experience is a good hour. We aren’t in charge 
of how long anyone will live. I can do a 
little bit of good and make life a little softer 
for her right now.”

!ree years after Doni passed away, 
Aliza’s daughter gave birth to a baby boy 
and named him Moshe Nechemia, after 
Doni, whose name was Daniel Moshe.

Moshe Nechemia was diagnosed soon 
after birth with a rare disorder: malignant 
migrating partial seizures of infancy—a 
drug-resistant form of epilepsy that is 

techa,’” she says. “It’s the same stick. Some-
times it’s a whack on the back, and some-
times it’s a stick to hold me up. It’s all from 
Hashem and it comes with love.”

Before Doni died, Aliza had agreed to 
host a Bais Yaakov student and her family 
who lived in another neighborhood and 
were coming for the Shabbos before 
graduation. !e Bulows live in a small 
Jewish community, and Aliza knew that 
they would have a hard time "nding other 
accommodations, so she let them know 
that they could still come, even though it 
was only a month after Doni’s death. She 
transformed Doni’s room into a guest room, 
putting in night tables and pretty quilts. 
As she was puttering around, she addressed 
her son. “I’m sorry for making it so girly, 
but if you don’t like it, you should have 
stayed around to have your say.” 

Someone asked her if she would tell her 
guests that they were sleeping in the room 
of the boy who died. Aliza felt that there 
was no need to bring it up. Her family joked 
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always fatal. !e baby was sick for a year. 
As it became clear that Moshe Nechemia’s 
home hospice care would soon come to an 
end, Aliza came to stay with her daughter 
for the "nal weeks. 

Before Shavuos, the family asked the 
chevrah kaddisha what to do if the baby died 
on Yom Tov. !ey were told to open a 
window, cover his face and light a candle 
at the head of the bed. Moshe Nechemia 
was niftar towards the end of the second 
day of Shavuos. After they covered his face, 
they wondered where would they get a 
#ame so late in the day on Yom Tov. !en 
they realized that the neir neshamah they’d 
lit for Doni because of Yizkor was still 
burning. !e #ame from Doni’s candle was 
transferred; the "re of one neshamah lit for 
another. Her daughter said, “What if all 
Doni needed was a natural death? What if 
Moshe Nechemia and Doni shared a nes-
hamah and this death was Doni’s tikkun?”

During the shivah for her grandson, it 
occurred to Aliza that both her son and 
her grandson had died of a brain disorder; 
the only di$erence was that people were 
judgmental about one and not the other. 

In many ways, Moshe Nechemia’s life 
and death further crumbled the already 
shaken foundation of her family. Aliza had 
to watch her daughter go through the loss 
of a child, and her other children stand, yet 
again, at an open grave from an early death. 
One family member became particularly 
bitter. 

Aliza reassured her family that in the 
aftermath of a loss, “It’s okay not to be 
okay.” She understood that each one had 
to "nd his or her way to mourn, just as they 
had done after Doni’s death. !ey also had 
to work on their individual relationships 
with Hashem. To her, it was clear that this 
baby was a “puller of chesed” who had caused 

so many acts of kindness to be done during 
his short lifetime. He had died, pure and 
unblemished, on his "rst birthday.

Aliza points to a line from a song that 
comforts her: “!ere is a crack in every-
thing; that’s how the light gets in.” She felt 
strongly that what hadn’t been there for 
her should be there for others: a com-
munity of support and strength so no one 
has to struggle alone. 

“On the other side of the broken places 
there is wholeness. But you can only get to 
it by going through the places that are 
broken. With Hashem’s help, if we support 
each other along the way, we can get 
through the brokenness more easily and 
arrive at the wholeness together.” ●

Aliza founded Core in 2018. !e name isn’t 
an acronym; it refers to the core of a person 
that needs strengthening. Core is a way for 
frum women to take care of frum women so 
that homes are nourished, and in turn, com-
munities are reinforced. Its goal is to create 
frum communities that are warm and inspir-
ing.

Core has three branches: 1. A two-year 
training program for women to become 
counselors and mentors. Forty women from 
six countries are currently enrolled. 2. Com-
munities of practice: networking and profes-
sional development for women who are 
already giving, such as members of the 
chevrah kaddisha, dating mentors, kallah 
teachers and rebbetzins. To date, there are 
over 800 participants. 3. Core circles: micro-
communities consisting of "ve to ten women 
who regularly get together to form safely 
vulnerable relationships. !ere are more than 
50 circles in seven countries, and the number 
is growing.

Core is a full-time job for Aliza. She works 
all day and often into the night to help others 
grow, develop relationships, connect communi-
ties, strengthen marriages, and establish homes 
in which children (and adults) will love to 
live. 
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