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FEATURE

FIVE WOMEN SHARE THE HIGHS AND 
LOWS OF THE SAD PATHS THEIR LIVES 

HAVE TAKEN

By Devorie Kreiman

THIS IS  
MY LIFE
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THIS IS  
MY LIFE

Ivan and 
Aleksei were 
sitting in the 
tavern, both well 
past the point of 
having drunk 
too much. 
Ivan: Alexsei, do 
you love me?
Alexsei: I love 
you very much.
Ivan: What do  
I need?
Alexsei: Huh?  
I don’t know.
Ivan: You love 
me very much, 
but you don’t 
know what I 
need? If you 
truly loved me, 
you’d know 
what I need.

Adapted from the writings of 
Rav Moshe Leib of Sassov
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W
e hear the tzaros—
childlessness, 
loss, divorce, 
alienation, mental 
illness… We 
open our Te-
hillims and our 

wallets. We sigh. Because we are a 
nation that wants “to walk in all His 
ways. Hashem is compassionate, so 
you too must be compassionate; 
Hashem is gracious, so you too must 
be gracious…” But we don’t always 
know how.

Sometimes even the person who 
needs help doesn’t know what he 

needs. Or how to ask. Sometimes 
what is appreciated by one person is 
hurtful to another. Or what helps 
one day hurts on another day. 

If we only had a list: Be compas-
sionate. Be gracious. Don’t do this. 
Do this.

We asked five women to help us 
learn how to help. They are of dif-
ferent ages, come from different 
cities, and face different challenges. 
There’s no list to fit every size and 
shape of pain, but there is perspective 
and there are some guidelines. Here, 
in their own words, are their stories.
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It’s embarrassing to ask 
someone if I can come for 
a meal, but I force myself 
to put my kavod aside.

Sadness in a  
Fancy Shell

A few years into my mar-
riage, my husband, who 
comes from a very wealthy 
family, surprised me at a 
high-end tzedakah 
banquet by dedicating the 

gold page of the tribute book in my honor. 
People wished me mazel tov on the dona-

tion; they said it was so nice to see how 
much my husband cherished me. I sat there 
in my diamond rings and my fabulous 
sheitel, trying not to think about how my 
husband had lain in bed for two days this 
week, facing the wall and refusing to speak.

That night in the elegant ballroom, the 
head of the tzedakah organization shared 
the story of a depressed teenage girl whom 
he’d talked off a rooftop. As he spoke, I 
thought that no one in that room would 
have believed me if I had told them that 
my husband and I weren’t so different from 
that girl, and that deep sadness can be 
wrapped in a fancy shell.

My husband’s depression worsened, and 
he was resistant to treatment. After six years 
of a tumultuous marriage, we divorced. Now 
I’m in my 50s—single and childless. I take 
a real interest in my friends’ children; many 
of them call me “Auntie.” I especially love 
holding babies. 

I was lonely in my marriage, and now 
I’m lonely in my divorce.

I made a choice a long time ago not to 
get sucked into the sadness. Shabbos and 

Yom Tov are hard. It’s very important for 
me to be at seudos with families. It’s not 
about the food; I’m actually a great cook. 
What I need are the zemiros, the divrei 
Torah, and the atmosphere. 

People are generally nice about inviting 
me, but there are times when I have to take 
the first step. It’s embarrassing to ask 
someone if I can come for a meal, but I 
force myself to put my kavod aside. I call 
or text and make sure to give them an “out.” 
I’ll say, “I would love to come for a meal, 
but if it’s not convenient this Shabbos, let 
me know so I can make other plans…”

Then there are the biggies, like Simchas 
Torah. A few years ago, I was a guest at a 
new shul, and a woman came up to me. She 
was very friendly, asked my name, and then 
started asking the other questions: “What 
does your husband do? How many children 
do you have?” I had to fight not to cry. 

Why do people ask those questions? You 
see a woman in a sheitel, and you presume 
that she has a husband and children?

WHAT HELPS?

● Be sensitive to people who are 
on the periphery. 
● Think about how they feel, 
especially on Shabbos and Yom 
Tov, when they see others with 
their families. 
● Offer invitations and make them 
feel welcome at your table. 
● And please don’t ask questions 
that might cause pain. 

LAKEWOOD 
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painful. I’d think, “Why did you 
ask then? Were you even listen-
ing?”
● Try to put yourself in the 
other person’s shoes. Think about 
what they might need, especially 
in the early months when they’re 
adjusting to life after loss. There’s 
a sense that everything has fallen 
apart while the whole world just 
marches right on, and that can be 
very lonely. Recognize that even 
if they look put-together, they 
may need you to let them know 
you care.
● Listen. I know many bereaved 
mothers, and they love to talk 
about their deceased children. 
Ask them. Listen to them. It’s 
important for them to feel that 

“BDE” on a  
WhatsApp Chat 

I live in Europe. Ten years ago, our ten-
year-old son was diagnosed with brain 
cancer. We have a large family, but we 
moved to New York so he could get 
the treatment he needed. We ended 
up living in New York for almost four 

years.
There was a lot of kindness. When our 

son was sick, people sent meals and toys 
for our other children, and we appreciated 
it very much. Some people said, “Let me 
know if I can do anything,” but I was too 
uncomfortable to ask. We understood that 
everyone was juggling a lot and doing the 
best they could; on top of that, we weren’t 
an easy chesed because there are so many 
people in our family, ka”h, and we were 
there for such a long time. We’re very grate-
ful for the help we received. 

One woman offered to pick up my two-
year-old from day care every day, which 
was a huge help. Once, the two-year-old 
was sleeping, and this woman carried her 
upstairs to our apartment. She was pregnant 
with twins at the time. We had no idea! 

Not everyone knows what to say or do. 
Some of our friends avoided us. It wasn’t 
that they didn’t care, but serious illness, 
especially in a child, is very frightening. A 
good friend of mine called right after one 
of my son’s operations, when he wasn’t able 
to talk. She heard his terrible moaning in 
the background and said, “I’m sorry, I just 
can’t.” That was the last time we spoke. 

My son fought his cancer for more than 
ten years, and then he was niftar. After the 
shloshim, it felt awkward to go back into 
normal situations. I’d sit at weddings and 
hear people talking about things that 
seemed so silly. I felt like I was coming 
from another planet. After a while, I was 
able to talk about everyday things too.

WHAT HELPS?

● Get involved in the practical 
needs. If someone is with a child 
in the hospital, ask how the night 
went. Ask if they ate breakfast. 
Ask if they need rides or some-
thing else for the other children.
● Don’t be scared to ask people 
what they’re experiencing, and 
then make sure to listen to the 
answer. If you ask someone about 
their treatment and they tell you 
they’re starting a new type of 
chemo in a week, keep track and 
call again to see how they’re 
doing. There were times when 
friends asked, and I would 
update them, and then they’d 
forget to check in. That was very 
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someone remembers their child. It’s hard to allow 
yourself to feel the pain of another; it’s why so many 
people keep their distance. But if you can make 
room for it, that’s real ahavas Yisrael.
● Remember dates. Call on the child’s yahrtzeit and 
on his birthday. Speaking of calls, make an actual 
call. A text, even if it says, “Thinking of you,” means 
you didn’t want to bother doing the emotional work 
of making a phone call. These days, with all the 
WhatsApp groups, some people type in “BDE” 
when they hear sad news, and that’s it—not even the 
full words, just the letters “BDE,” and not even in a 
private message! The magnitude of what happened 
deserves a personal visit or call, or at least a private 
message.

I Was Supposed to Have a Baby

What if no one knows you need help? 
I suffered from secondary infertility 

and multiple pregnancy loss. My pain 
taught me how to be mechazek other 
women going through similar losses. 
When I spoke to groups and counseled 

women individually, I kept hearing how alone women felt in 
dealing with pregnancy loss or infertility. There’s a shroud of 
secrecy that comes with loss of pregnancy, especially early 
pregnancy. 

No one knows. So no one helps. 
One in four pregnancies ends in loss, which means that 

among our large families, if it’s not happening to you, it may 
be happening to someone you are close to.

Women need a place where they can get information, so I 
created an organization called “I Was Supposed to Have a 
Baby.” Women can reach out for support. They can read others’ 
stories, ask questions, get advice. If they want to, they can share 
what they are going through, with or without using their names. 
Or they can just take in what’s there without actively partici-
pating. I Was Supposed to Have a Baby provides an immedi-
ate sense that someone else in the world gets it. Thousands of 
women have thanked me for creating this space so that women 
can discover they’re not alone.

For example, here’s a recent post: 
What can you say when someone shares terrible news? What can 

you do when your friend, sister, or neighbor tells you that things 
have been really hard lately?

NEXT GROUP STARTS OCTOBER 2021. LIMITED SPOTS.
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First of all, you can never go wrong with 
one of these responses:

“That’s horrible. I’m so sorry.”
“My heart is breaking for you.”
“I wish that I could take away even a 

tiny fraction of your pain.”
“That must be so hard.”
“I’m holding space for you.”
What happens next? What do you say 

after you make one of these statements 
and the other person is sobbing on your 
shoulder or on the other end of the phone?

I’m going to humbly offer up what one 
of the participants in our pregnancy-loss 
support group shared last night. She said 
that she uses this with her husband. He 
knows that when she’s upset about some-
thing and doesn’t know what she needs 
from him, he asks these three questions:

1.  Do you want me to validate?
2. Do you want me to try to  
    fix it?
3. Do you want to be heard  
    (and comforted)?

Because sometimes you need 1, some-
times 2 or 3, 2 and 3, 1 and 3, or all of 
them. It changes day by day, hour by hour, 
and sometimes even minute by minute. 
What you needed at 6 a.m. is totally un-
welcome at 6 p.m. and now you want 
something else. 

You’re allowed to change your mind, 
and you’re allowed to want more than one 
thing.

Why Is Everyone 
Speaking Chinese?

I was married for 27 years. The marriage, 
which had been strained for years, 
collapsed when my youngest child, my 
12-year-old daughter, had a psy-
chotic break. 

Those first days when she was in the 
hospital, I was so confused. When the 
doctors talked to me, I felt like they were 
talking Chinese. I simply couldn’t under-

stand what they were saying. And right in 
the middle of all that, my marriage ended.

During the crisis, I had to keep going—
making calls to find the right help for my 
daughter and visiting her in the hospital. I 
couldn’t focus on the enormity of what was 
happening to us as a family. When she was 
stabilized and things quieted down, it hit 
me: I had a child with mental illness, and 
I was on my own. 

People had been there for us when she 
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was in the hospital, though most of them didn’t know the 
extent of her illness, but once she came home, the support 
fizzled. It’s like when everyone shows up at a shivah house to 
be supportive, but sometimes the family hasn’t even processed 
the loss yet, and by the time they do, everyone else has moved 
on. 

I had to learn a whole new way of being—as a single mother 
of four children, one of whom was still teetering on the edge. 

I have full custody, and even though my ex-husband is well 
off, I ended up with very limited financial resources. He sees 
the children once every few weeks or months, as it suits him. 
He showers the kids with gifts and takes them to fancy res-
taurants. I’m glad they’re getting attention from him, espe-
cially since he was largely absent as a father during our mar-
riage, but I resent being forced to be the “real” parent while 
he gets to be the fun one. 

I went through an awful stage where I couldn’t bear to see 
other couples. In my mind, they were all happily married. 
They had what I didn’t have, what I’d never really had. I hated 
myself for being jealous, and it made me feel even more 
isolated. 

In the beginning, I was scared and needy, and I talked and 
talked and talked to anyone who would listen. I can see now 
that it was a bit too much for other people, but at that point 
I couldn’t help myself. 

Once, I was invited to a friend’s home for a Shabbos meal, 
and while I was helping her in the kitchen, I poured out my 
heart to her. Afterward, my friend told my sister that I needed 
to be more “contained.” That made me feel even more hurt 

In the beginning, I 
talked to anyone 

who would listen. I 
see now that it was a 
bit too much, but at 
that point I couldn’t 

help myself.
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and alone. She could have done a great 
chesed by allowing me to talk it out—even 
if hearing about divorce and mental illness 
made her uncomfortable. We’ve been 
friends for years, and she knows I’m not 
like that all the time. I just needed to be 
heard. She’s invited me a few times since 
then, but I haven’t gone back.

I’ve become more careful and more “con-
tained.” I no longer talk to people who aren’t 
willing to hear me. I go to therapy every 
week. Slowly, I’m getting stronger and 
happier. I’ve discovered the importance of 
self-care and make an effort to do things 
for myself—though my children always 
have and always will come first. I realize 
that even with therapy and support, we all 
have to bear whatever we have to bear, and 
no one can really understand what someone 
else is going through.

Does it get better? Not necessarily, but 
you get better at handling what comes at 
you.

WHAT HELPS? 

● Don’t decide on our behalf. 
When someone you know is 
going through a hard time, don’t 
decide on their behalf an accept-
able way of handling it. If they 
need to be heard, hear them, 
even if it’s messy or ugly. Because 
that was the hardest part for 
me—the feeling that no one 
wanted to hear it and that I had 
to neaten up my reality to make 

it fit the image of how I should 
cope.
● Don’t lecture me about 
emunah or tell me that Hashem 
is good or promise me that 
things will get better. I need to 
come to all of that on my own.
● Learn to listen. We show up at 
hospitals or shivah homes, but to 
really be there for someone, you 
have to let them be as they need 
to be, however that looks or 
sounds when they are in the 
throes of a tragedy. Don’t be 
afraid if they cry in front of you 

or if they are bitter, because 
allowing them to express what 
they’re feeling actually helps 
them to bear it. 
● Please recognize that some-
times the mourning and adjust-
ment period lasts much longer 
that you’d imagine, and you have 
no idea how great a difference 
the small things make—a hug, a 
phone call, going over during a 
simchah and asking, “How are 
you?” or “Would you like to sit 
next to me?”
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You Can’t Clap With 
One Hand 

I was 23 when I got married. I didn’t 
know what hit me. All I wanted was 
a happy marriage. When our first 
child was born and the responsibility 
hit him, my husband shut down. He’d 
lost his father when he was very 

young; he was actually in the room when 
his father died, and there was no grief 
support for children in those days. He 
wiped his tears and got on with it. 

As an adult, he was still that damaged 
little boy. He was very cold. I’m a warm 
person, and I felt neglected; I was starved 
for human contact.  

Someone once said to me, “You can’t 
clap with one hand,” but I tried to do 
exactly that. I worked on my marriage every 
single day. I protected my kids and took 
bullets for them. 

I was desperately unhappy. Once, I asked 
my husband to say something nice to me. 
He couldn’t. 

I tried again. “Just say anything that’s a 
compliment. Lie through your teeth if you 
have to.” He didn’t. 

I had a breakdown. I walked the streets 
for hours, thinking about how much I 
wanted out but knowing that I would stay 
for my children. 

After being married for many years, my 
husband came home one day and told me 
he wanted a divorce. Actually, he told me 
that I was the one who wanted a divorce. 
That was how he framed it, for himself and 
to our children. He had to make it my idea. 

I told him that I’d wanted out 25 years 

ago but not now, not when I’d worked so 
hard to make our home peaceful, and we 
still had to marry off our children. 

A month after he divorced me, my ex-
husband got engaged.

I felt like I was branded, walking around 
stamped with a big “D” for “divorced.” In 
my marriage, my misery was a private 
thing, but now everyone knew. And for so 
long I’d been telling myself that I was the 
poster child for making a marriage work 
even in the most challenging situation. I 
was the shalom bayis rebbetzin who’d been 
kicked to the curb. 

I lost my relationship with my children. 
I’m a life coach. How does that look? 

I used to run to check the mail every 
day, hoping they’d sent me a letter. When 
people asked me how I was, I’d say things 
like, “My part in the play is over. Let me 
off the stage.” 

They’d lecture me, replying, “You can’t 
say things like that.”

They didn’t know that I needed them to 
validate my despair. 

I went through a terrible depression, 
wondering what I’d done in this life or in 
a previous one to deserve such a punish-
ment, but eventually I came to accept that 
this was my reality and that I had to stop 
waiting every minute for it to change. That 
was the beginning of my healing. 

The funny thing is that when you look 
at me, you see someone who appears 
normal, even upbeat. 

People sometimes say to me, “Im yirtzeh 
Hashem, you’ll meet someone and you’ll 
be happy.” Which is actually hard to hear, 
because how can they know that?

WHAT HELPS?

● An acquaintance, someone I 
volunteered with, left a kind 
message on my machine right 
after the divorce. She said, “I 
don’t know what to say, but I 
want you to know I’m here for 
you.” 
● My former landlady sent me 
care packages for Shabbos. It 
wasn’t about pity. It felt more 
like she was seeing me as a 
human being worth her time 
and effort. These kindnesses gave 
me a boost.
● Recently, the loneliness was 
alleviated to a great degree by a 
friend who started hosting single 
women for Shabbos and Yom 
Tov meals. She started a program 
called “Mishpachteinu,” where 
she serves beautiful meals. I go 
every Shabbos, and it has 
brightened my life. I’ve started to 
invite some of the women to stay 
at my house for Shabbos so they 
can go for the meals. No one 
should be forced to spend 
Shabbos or Yom Tov alone. 
● I have something to say to 
others who are feeling alone and 
victimized: Don’t isolate yourself. 
Isolation reinforces the broken-
ness. Yes, it’s hard, but push 
yourself. Do whatever you can—
join a shiur or a chesed group, find 
a chavrusa to learn with, volun-
teer, anything. Don’t be apart; 
instead, be “a part” of something. 
Become a giver. Even if you feel 
you have nothing to give because 
you’re running on empty, join and 
give. It will diminish your pain 
and your sense of aloneness. ●

People sometimes say to 
me, “Im yirtzeh Hashem, 
you’ll meet someone and 
you’ll be happy.” How can 

they know that?
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