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WHY WERE MY
HANDS

Tingling?
A MEDICAL MYSTERY
As told to Devorie Kreiman
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never thought I’d say,
“Thank you, Hashem, for
making my hands tingle.”
Now, I say it with real joy.
“Thank you, because the
discomfort is what brought
me to the doctor, which led to
a test—which didn’t explain
why my hands felt like
someone was sticking pins
into me. We never found out
what caused the tingling sensation. Instead, the test showed
something unrelated, something easily missed—often
with deadly consequences.
In the beginning of 2019, I
had trouble opening my mouth
wide. I didn’t feel any pain, so
it wasn’t a big deal. Except
when I went to the dentist, he
got frustrated with me. “I need
you to open your mouth more.”
“I can’t. This is as big as I can
open it,” I told him.
“You need to see an oral
surgeon about this,” he told
me.
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I have young children, baruch Hashem,
and my day-to-day life is extremely hectic,
so I felt that not opening my mouth wide
was something I could live with, and I didn’t
follow up on it.
Then I started to feel pain in one of my
eyes. I went for an eye exam. The ophthalmologist told me there was no pressure
behind the eye, and everything looked okay.
I went to another doctor. He prescribed
bifocals and assured me that if I wore them
the pain would go away. I wore the bifocals,
but they didn’t help. Since the pain wasn’t
constant or unbearable, I gave up and
ignored it.
Hashem wanted to catch my attention.
The tingling in my hands was so annoying
that I couldn’t ignore it. I went to my
general practitioner. He examined me and
said, “I don’t see anything wrong. You’re
young and healthy. There’s no reason for
this, and there’s nothing I can do.”
I couldn’t accept that. “Can you do a scan
on my hands to see what’s going on?” I
asked. “Something isn’t right.”
“If you have nerve weakness or damage,”
he said, “it won’t show up on an MRI of
your hands. We have to do an MRI on your
brain to see if the nerves are causing this.”
At the beginning of the summer, I went
into the hospital for the MRI. When the
doctor called my husband and me with the
results, he said, “Your brain scan came back
clean, and nothing is wrong with your
hands. But there’s something else. The brain
scan picked up a mass on your neck.”
“What does that mean?”
“We don’t know,” he said. “We have to
do another scan, this time focusing on the
neck, to get a better look at the mass.”
When I was three years old, I had a cyst
on my neck. I don’t remember this, but my
mother told me that the doctors watched
it but didn’t treat it, and it disappeared on
its own. They told her that it could reappear
in 20 years. It happens. I told my husband
34

“If you have nerve
damage, it won’t
show up on an
MRI of your
hands. We have
to do an MRI
on your brain.”

that that’s what this is: The cyst has reappeared, and it will go away again, by itself,
as it did last time. There was no need to
worry. Besides, we had no time to worry.
We were moving. We were very busy. Too
busy to schedule a second MRI. Weeks
went by. One day, my husband realized that
the MRI prescription was about to expire.
I had no choice. I had to schedule it right
away.
I went in for the second MRI a week
before Rosh Hashanah, and my primary
care doctor called with the results on the
night before Erev Yom Kippur. I had a mass
of nearly five centimeters, about two inches.
He wanted me to call patient services at
the hospital to get a medical referral for a
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surgeon.
We made calls on Erev Yom Kippur but didn’t get through
to anyone. We didn’t tell my parents or any of our siblings or
friends, and our children were too young to realize that anything was going on. My husband and I reassured each other
that it was only a cyst, and we’d take care of it after Yom
Kippur. I didn’t let myself worry. Not even a little bit.
The day after Yom Kippur, we made more phone calls, but
we still couldn’t get a referral. That’s when we reached out to
Refuah Helpline. I thought they’d give us the name of a doctor,
we would say thank you, and that would be the end of our
interaction. They listened to the story and asked for the medical
files. When they called me back, they said, “If we can get you
an appointment with a specialist for tomorrow, can you go?”
Tomorrow meant Erev Shabbos. And Sunday was Erev
Sukkos. My house was a mess. We still hadn’t unpacked
completely from the move. Yom Tov was coming. It was all
too much.
Refuah Helpline explained that they were referring us to
an excellent head and neck surgeon who only sees patients in
his office on Fridays.
I said, “Okay. But not this Friday. It’s not so serious that I
have to go before Yom Tov. Besides, it’s probably a cyst, like
I had when I was little, on the center of my neck.”
“The mass is not on the center of your neck. It’s on the right
side, on the bone.”
Oh. So this was something else? Time to worry?
I went to the doctor, with my husband, on Friday, Chol
Hamoed Sukkos. The doctor looked at the scan, then at my
husband and me, and said, “It’s a tumor.”
In that moment, I made an immediate connection: tumor
equals death. It was as simple and as terrible as that. When
someone has a tumor, it means he’s dying. I’d never heard of
different types of tumors or of treatments for tumors. Looking
back, this seems unbelievably naïve, but that’s where I was at
that point. I really had no idea.
We found out that the tumor was touching my mandible
bone—the bone that forms the jaw. The doctor explained that
I would need a needle biopsy to see if it was benign or malignant. Either way, it had to be removed, but the way the
surgery would be done depended on the type of tumor—which
is what the biopsy would show.
Since the tumor was touching but not invading into the bone,
if it would be confirmed malignant, the surgery would be a
lot more extensive and would involve removing the jaw bone.
The doctor didn’t use the word cancer, and my husband and
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I didn’t either, but I understood that that’s
what we were talking about. I told myself:
It’s only maybe. Not for sure. It can still be
okay. I am in Hashem’s hands.
It dawned on me that I was already seeing
chasdei Hashem. The tumor on my jaw was
the reason I couldn’t open my mouth and
had pain in my eye, but no one had suspected that. If not for the tingling in my
hands—which still hadn’t gone away and
had no connection to the tumor—I wouldn’t
have gone to see the doctor.
My husband and I decided not to tell
anyone about the tumor. Not only that, but
we weren’t even going to talk about it our-

36

We spent Sukkos
with our family,
but we didn’t tell
anyone what was
going on. We said
a lot of Tehillim.

selves too much. We scheduled the needle
biopsy and that was that. I realize now that
we were terrified, and the only way we could
cope was by pushing it away. Also, while
this was going on, one of our children was
hospitalized for something relatively minor,
which took up our time and attention. The
truth is that if my child had been in the
hospital before we found the tumor, I think
I would have been very emotional and
overwhelmed. But because it happened
while all this was hanging over our heads,
I put one foot in front of the other and did
what I had to do without extra drama.
Chantzy Horowitz was handling my case
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THE WHOLE PACKAGE
at Refuah Helpline. I called her whenever I had a question.
She spoke to the doctors and clarified what they were saying
to us, like an interpreter.
We needed to send Refuah Helpline the scans so they
could share it with the doctors. There is a program they use
that enables doctors to access scans online, but we didn’t
have a computer in our home. We had to tell my father
what was going on so he could send and receive emails for
us. I didn’t want to scare my parents, so even though we
told him, we still played it down.
My father knew I was going in for the biopsy. “What did
the doctor say?” he asked me.
I said something ridiculous like, “Maybe something has
to be removed. Maybe not. I don’t remember.”
He stared at me. “You don’t remember?”
I realized that we hadn’t fooled him at all.
We spent Sukkos with our family, but we didn’t tell anyone
what was going on. We tried to get distracted with simchas
Yom Tov. My husband and I also said a lot of Tehillim.
The needle biopsy was painful, and, unfortunately, it wasn’t
successful. The surgeon told us that the tumor had calcified
and he hadn’t been able to get enough tissue to make a
diagnosis. He said he would have to do an excisional biopsy.
“The biopsy would be much less invasive if we could go
through your mouth,” he explained, “but because you can’t
open your mouth enough, we have to make a big incision
and go in from the outside.”
At first, I found myself saying, “Yes. Whatever you say,”
even though an excisional biopsy meant a full week in the
hospital. On the way home, my husband had an idea: “If
they are putting you under anesthesia, why can’t they open
your mouth wider and do the biopsy that way, instead of
cutting into you?”
We called the doctor. He said, “No. We can’t.”
I don’t know where we got the wisdom and the chutzpah
to stand up to him, but we did. We said, “Why not? Can
you explain it?”
He couldn’t. He just said, “We don’t do that.”
We called Refuah. They said, “It sounds a little crazy, but
it could work.” They called the doctor, and he listened to
them. I had the second biopsy through my mouth. I didn’t
even need general anesthesia. They gave me something that
made me sleepy and it went well.
It felt like a brachah—not only that the procedure was
less invasive, but that we’d figured this out on our own, even
though we’re not medical professionals, and we had spoken
up and managed to make the situation a little less horrible.
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We never made an official announcement
to our family, but after Sukkos, we let the
news out in bits and pieces to one person
and then to another, until they all knew. I
needed help with my children. My mother
and my sisters were able to do that for me.
Even though we’d avoided the bigger incision, I was in a lot of pain after the biopsy.
My husband found ways to lift my spirits.
He brought funny CDs to the hospital, and
we laughed and laughed. One of the nurses
came into the room and looked at us
strangely, and my husband felt he had to
explain, “We’re not laughing at you, or at
anyone. Laughter is important for us right
now.”
A few days later, we got the good news.
“The tumor appears to be benign.”
We were so happy. Chanukah was coming,
and we would be able to celebrate with full
hearts. I still had to have surgery to remove
the tumor and to reconstruct my jaw, but
the main thing was that it was benign.
On Chanukah, as we sang Al Hanisim by
the menorah, I thought about how miracles
38

work. Sometimes we get terrible news and
then we’re saved and that’s a huge neis and
we feel we have to be extra grateful. But
what about when we get news that isn’t as
terrible—that, baruch Hashem, even though
it’s a tumor, it’s benign. Is that any less of a
neis? Should we be any less grateful? No.
We were very grateful.

The surgery
was a week after
Chanukah. I was
under the knife
for three and
a half hours.

The surgery was a week after Chanukah.
I was under the knife for three and a half
hours. When I woke up, the surgeon said
it was successful and they’d gotten it all out.
I thought: Of course you got it all out. Isn’t
that what you said you were going to do? I
didn’t know then that it’s miraculous when
doctors are able to remove all of a tumor.
The surgeon had told me, before the
surgery, that the location of the tumor could
cause difficulty swallowing and breathing.
During the surgery, he would insert a trach
tube and a feeding tube that would stay in
place until I could breathe easily and
swallow post-op. It’s one thing to hear
about these tubes and quite another to
experience them. I couldn’t talk. My
husband asked me questions and brought
me a board and a marker to write down my
answers, but I was so weak that I kept dropping the marker, and I couldn’t say anything
because of the tube. It was really frustrating.
That was one of the few times I cried. I
suspect my husband cried, too, because his
eyes were red when he came to see me.
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Eventually, the tubes were removed and
I started to feel more like myself. As we
were leaving the hospital, a week after my
surgery, I saw a boy who was bald and I
thought: At least I don’t have to go through
chemo. I’m done. The monster is out.
At my follow-up appointment, two weeks
after the surgery, the doctor said the incision
was healing well. He seemed so proud of
the terrific job he’d done. He told me to
come back again in two more weeks for
another checkup.
A few days later, the phone rang.
Someone from the doctor’s office asked to
speak to me. She said, “The doctor wants
you to come in to discuss the pathology.”
“But I’m supposed to come in at the end
of next week,” I said. “I have an appoint-

ment.”
She said, “He wants you to come in right
away.”
“Why?”
She wouldn’t tell me. I asked her a few
times, but she just said, “Come in to meet
with him.”
Pathology. It was a word that I knew and
didn’t know. I wasn’t absolutely sure of what
it meant literally, but I knew exactly what
it meant. It hit me so hard and so fast that
even though the woman from the doctor’s
office was still speaking, I just hung up the
phone on her.
I couldn’t call my husband. I was afraid
to tell him, afraid to make it real. I felt like
I wasn’t in reality. When I went outside to
get something, I had an eerie feeling—as

if the whole world was looking at me. I
wanted to scream: Don’t look at me. I’m
not diagnosed yet.
When my husband came home, I told
him that the doctor wanted us to come in
right away. When I said pathology, he got
all shaky. I said, “No. She didn’t say anything. Just that we have to discuss it. This
doesn’t mean bad news.”
Much later, I found out that the staff at
Refuah was already aware and making arrangements for the surgical pathology tissue
to be sent to a top pathologist in Boston
to confirm the diagnosis.
We went to the surgeon the next day. As
we got out of the elevator outside his office,
my husband and I promised each other,
“No matter what the doctor says, we will
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go home and make a nice Shabbos. We
will do that for our children.”
When we were in the waiting room, the
doctor came out to make himself a cup of
coffee. The machine was right near where
we were sitting, but he didn’t make eye
contact. That made me really nervous.
When we were called in, the doctor said,
“Unfortunately, we now know that the
tumor is malignant. Even though we
removed all of it, we have to do chemo and
another surgery.”
All I could think was: You said it was
benign!? How can this happen?
My husband asked, “If you removed the
entire tumor, why does she need chemo?
And if you are doing chemo to kill whatever might be left of the tumor, why does
she need another surgery?”
The doctor talked about negative margins
and dead cancer cells and microscopic cells.
None of it made any sense to me. He said,
“Refuah is making arrangements with an
oncologist at another hospital. They will
tell you what to do.”
It’s hard to believe, but right in the doctor’s office, just minutes after the diagnosis,
my husband and I actually had a funny
moment. I looked at him and said, “Your
face is white”, and he looked at me and said,
“Your face is white,” and we both laughed.
We really laughed.
We spoke to Chantzy as soon as we left
the office. She stayed on the phone with us
for a long time. One of the things she said,
which I still think about, was, “This is a
“durchgang”—something you will go
through, and then it will be over.”
I wanted to know: Did someone make a
mistake? How did our results change from
benign to malignant?
I learned that when pathologists examine
a biopsy, they are working with a sample,
which may be too small to pick up all the
markers—especially if the tumor is scattered
around or if it’s slow-growing and doesn’t
have all the consistent features of a tumor;
it’s kind of like looking at one tile of a
40

mosaic pattern and assuming every other
tile in the pattern is just like it.
The pathologists study the size, shape and
color of the sample to determine which
additional tests to run. They run different
stains to see what comes up. They also do
molecular testing and genetic sequencing.
It isn’t an exact science where every box can
be checked off as a way to know with certainty what the diagnosis is.
In rare cases such as mine, where the
tumor starts off relatively slowly, it’s even
more difficult to diagnose from just a biopsy
as opposed to the entire tumor. Could
another pathologist, perhaps one who specializes in these types of rare tumors, have
picked up indicators that the biopsy wasn’t
benign? No one could say for sure.
After the surgery, when they had the
whole tumor and not just a sample, the
pathologists recognized that it was unusual
and that there may be more to it than meets
the eye. That’s when the tissue was sent to
a pathologist who specializes in this specific tumor. He’s the one who gave the diagnosis.
The reason I needed chemotherapy and

another surgery was that the doctors had
to make sure that every remnant of tissue
that may have been contaminated by the
tumor—even at a microscopic level—was
excised and that there were clean margins.
They also had to make sure that any cell
that potentially got away from the surgical
area was killed by the chemo. We couldn’t
take a chance on anything being left behind.
We tend to think of scans as being very
advanced, but they can’t “see” microscopic
cells, and by the time they’d pick up on
something, it would, chas v’shalom, be much
more serious.
Chemo was scheduled for a week before
Purim, on March 2, 2020. It turned out to
be an infamous day: the day COVID officially started in the US. At that time, we
didn’t know much about COVID, only that
there was this virus far away in China, and
some people had died.
We were much more worried about what
we were dealing with. I was going to get a
combination of three medications delivered
through a port. I knew the side effects of
the treatment could be brutal.
A lot of people were davening for me.
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Being in the
hospital alone
during the early
days of COVID
was a real
low point.
That gave me strength. I could feel the
power of so many Yiddishe tefillos pulling
me through.
I had to go in for chemo every day, for a
few days in a row, with some breaks in
between. On my second day of chemo, the
hospital already looked different. The staff
was scrubbing all the surfaces, and people
were wearing masks. I was terrified. I’d heard
that people with compromised immune
systems were at greater risk.
I called Refuah. “I have to stop the chemo.
What if I get this new virus?”
They said, “You can’t stop, but do take
precautions.”
My mother went to buy hand sanitizer,
but all the stores were out of stock. Somehow,
she found a small store in some out-of-theway place, and they had 23 bottles. She
bought all of them. My house started to
smell like sanitizer.
It was a long and difficult “durchgang.”
The chemo made me nauseous, and I was
incredibly weak. One positive effect: the
tingling in my hands subsided.
There were some very frightening times.
One night, I had a fever, and my husband
rushed me to the hospital. Because of
COVID, the hospital was a madhouse.
People were screaming in the lobby. The
guards wouldn’t let people in. They said,
“This is for your own safety.”
My husband told the guard that I was a
cancer patient and I had a fever. He said,

“She goes in. You stay here.”
Both of us were in tears. We called
Refuah, but even they couldn’t get us an
exception. This time, they were only able
to cry with us.
My husband left, and I was alone. They
put me in a room off the emergency bay.
Eventually, they gave me antibiotics. I don’t
trust easily, and being in the hospital alone
during the early days of COVID was a real
low point. My husband did manage to get
in the next day. His uncle was able to
procure some kind of pass. It was kind of
hilarious, because when the nurses saw him,
they said, “What are you doing here? You’re
not supposed to be here.” So whenever he
heard anyone coming, he ran into the closet
to hide.
At one point, he put his coat on the floor
behind the door and tried to get some sleep.
He was lying there when someone came
in and announced, “Transport,” and my
husband popped up. She said, “Oh my! You
almost gave me a heart attack.”
It turned out that I had an infection in
my port, and some sort of virus. Not
COVID. Not yet. After a few days, the
infection cleared up, and I was able to leave
the hospital.
I got COVID a few weeks later, just in
time for Pesach, but I took natural remedies
and got through that too.
During the next two rounds of chemo,
the hospital barred all visitors. My father
dropped me off, and I stayed alone. The
good news was that my scan showed good
results. We tried to hold onto that, to be
grateful, and not to lose hope. I was learning that bitachon has to be very real, much
more than a concept. I had to have such
strong trust in Hashem that I could actually feel better. It was hard, but I had no
choice. I thought constantly about how I
was in Hashem’s hands. I was also deeply
grateful for the help we were getting from
our family, from our community, and from
Refuah Helpline.
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We were terrified of another surgery, so
the staff at Refuah did some research and
explored whether proton radiation therapy
(PRT) would work instead of surgery. They
contacted many specialists. We had a conference call—me, my husband, my father,
two doctors, and Chantzy—to discuss all
the options. Here, again, we saw a clear gift
from Hashem. If not for COVID, we would
have had to travel to the doctors. This way,
we were able to have Chantzy and my father
on the call with us. The doctors were real
mentchen. They explained that we had three
options. We could do the surgery as we had
originally planned. This was the hardest
way but also the safest. Or we could try the
PRT, though they weren’t sure it was the
best way in this case. Or we could leave
everything alone and keep checking on my
progress through scans.
The details involved in each of these
options were complex, and we had a hard
time knowing what to do. We went back
and forth on this for weeks. Finally, we
came to a decision: I would have the surgery.
But I would not have it in my hometown
because the strict COVID conditions made
it much more difficult there. We chose to
do the surgery in Pennsylvania, where they
have a fabulous surgical team and where I
wouldn’t have to be alone. That hospital
allowed one person to remain with the
patient all day—from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m.
The surgery was scheduled for right after
Shavuos. On Erev Shavuos, I was on the
phone with Refuah until 5:20, going over
the final arrangements for surgery. I had to
call to book a COVID test to be done
before the surgery. When we hung up, I
called for the COVID test appointment,
but it was too late. The office closed at five.
The test had to be done in the hospital
where the surgery was taking place, and it
had to be booked in advance. The next two
days were Shavuos. What were we supposed
to do?
My husband called the dayan who told
42

I needed physical
therapy for the
incision on my
leg, but was able
to dance at my
sister’s wedding.
him that we should have a goy make the
call for us on Shavuos. So, on Shavuos
morning, my husband went outside to meet
the goy that my mother had found for us
and to stand next to her as she ordered the
COVID test. I don’t know how that looked
to our neighbors, but I’m sure they understood that we were doing what we had to
do according to daas Torah. It was a good
reminder to me, never to judge, even when
things look mighty strange. One never
knows what’s going on with someone else.
My surgery took 12 hours. It was complicated because, while the doctors had to
remove enough tissue to ensure clean
margins, they also had to leave me with
working nerves so I could swallow and talk
afterwards—and these nerves were all in
the surgical area. They were also dealing
with a mess of scar tissue that developed
after the first surgery. They had trouble
locating the nerve that leads to my tongue
because of the scar tissue. In the end, they
cut through the nerve where it got lost in
the scar tissue and then grafted it back from
top to bottom. They also took bone from
my leg to reconstruct the mandible.
When I woke up, the first thing I realized
was that there was no trach tube. The
doctors had planned to insert one, just as
had been done during my first surgery, but,
baruch Hashem, this time they didn’t! My
husband wasn’t with me. We’d decided that
my mother would be the one to stay with

me that day.
I called my husband and said, “Hello.
How are you?”
He said, “You’re talking. I must be dreaming.”
My recovery went well. So many nissim.
Our hospital stay was comfortable, thanks
to the Bikkur Cholim of Philadelphia. I
was so warmed by their chesed.
I went home with a feeding tube. All I
was allowed were bottles of Jevity, liquid
nutrition, through the tube. I tried to be a
good sport. At one point, when everyone
was eating around me, I picked up my bottle
of Jevity, which actually looks a little like a
carton of iced cappuccino, and joked, “How
about we tie a ribbon around this and give
it out for mishloach manos? It’s original. And
we always try to be original.”
We kept seeing the chesed of Hashem. I
needed physical therapy for the incision on
my leg, but I was able to dance at my sister’s
wedding just three weeks after the surgery.
I needed speech therapy as well, because,
even though I was sure I was speaking
clearly, my family said it was hard to understand me sometimes, especially when I
was tired. I also needed to relearn how to
swallow. Believe me, I don’t take any of that
for granted. I’m so grateful to be healthy,
to be able to raise my children, to be on the
other side of this “durchgang” looking back
at it. Surprisingly, while I do remember fear
and pain, I also remember love and laughter.
When people hear my story, they ask me
if it made me into a better person. I say,
“I’m not sure, but I hope so.”
The truth is that everything we go
through in life affects us, and big things
affect us in a bigger way. There are so many
miracles around us every day. Sometimes
they don’t look like miracles. Sometimes
they look like annoyances. Like the discomfort of tingling hands. We have to
remember that the Eibishter does only good.
Always. ●
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