truth or
consequences

Moment of Truth
WHEN IS IT
O K AY T O
COVER UP
SOMEONE
ELSE’S LIE?
As told to
Devorie Kreiman
104

M

y father has a great sense of
humor. He can get the most
serious person in the room
to crack a smile. Our family
has always enjoyed hanging
around my parents’ dining-room table and
discussing current events. If we were on
different sides of an issue and the talk got
heated, my father would interrupt with a
joke, and everyone would end up laughing
together.
Then came COVID. Suddenly, differing

opinions became too hot to handle, and
we’re no longer laughing together. My
parents are in their 70s. My father has diabetes and high blood pressure. He was so
terrified of catching COVID that he didn’t
leave the house or allow anyone in for more
than a year.
Everything my parents needed was delivered to their door. They put on gloves and
cleaned each item with antibacterial wipes.
My father hasn’t participated in the socially distanced outdoor minyan on his block.
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GIFTING MADE

My father sounded
strained and frantic,
so different from the
lighthearted zeidy
of before.
They Zoomed in for my son’s bar mitzvah, my
nephew’s upsherin, and several graduations.
I’m the oldest of six siblings; I have two brothers and three sisters. We’re all married. Five of us
live within a few miles of my parents’ home, and
throughout the lockdown we took turns taking
our kids for “drive-by” visits with Bubby and Zeidy.
My parents would stand on their upstairs porch,
and we’d pull into the driveway and wave signs
from the windows of our van. My youngest sister,
Esther, who lives over a hundred miles away, stayed
in touch with my parents through phone calls and
videos.
I caught COVID at the beginning of this year.
It wasn’t pleasant, but I got through it—though
coffee still tastes like acid to me, and my sense of
smell isn’t as good as it used to be. My teenagers
also had COVID, but baruch Hashem, they have
no lingering symptoms. Surprisingly, my husband,
Levi, didn’t catch it, even though he was with me
and our children when we were sick.
When the vaccine became available, my parents
were among the first to roll up their sleeves. Afterward, my father called every one of us repeatedly and urged us to get the vaccine. He sounded
strained and frantic, so different from the lighthearted zeidy of before, as though the shadow of
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COVID had dimmed his optimism. It
scared me because my father had always
been careful not to meddle in the lives of
his married children. Now he wasn’t just
telling us what to do, he was badgering us
about it. When I told him that some doctors
had raised concerns about the vaccine, my
father yelled, “Quacks. All of them. You hear
me? Take the vaccine. It’s the only way we’ll
get back to normal.”
I wanted to believe that the vaccine was
the miracle the world had been waiting for,
but articles and videos were popping up with
alarming counterclaims, which made me
very ambivalent about the whole thing.
I discussed it with Levi. We kept getting
stuck on the same questions and the same
non-answers. I was so confused. Meanwhile,
my father called me and Levi separately
every single day, pleading with us to take
the shots. This went on for weeks.
Eventually, I decided that I had to do it
after Levi consulted with rabbanim and his
doctor. Levi did too. To be honest, I was
resentful because we’d agreed mostly because
of the pressure from my father. We got both
shots. As we were leaving the clinic with our
vaccine cards, we called my father to tell
him. After all my misgivings, hearing the
relief in my father’s voice made it worth it.
My brothers and sisters are all vaccinated—including Esther, who took the shots
while she was expecting. Her husband,
Shmuel, was sick with COVID at the time.
He treated it with vitamins and natural
remedies, and, like me, he ended up with
minor loss of taste and smell but no other
complications.
A few weeks ago, Esther and I were talking
on the phone. We were kvetching about how
106

“If I tell, you
can’t tell
anyone.
Okay? And
you can’t
argue with
me about this.
Promise?”
long it had been since we’d seen each other—
nearly two years. I said, “Maybe you can
come to Mommy and Tatty for Sukkos.
We’re splitting the cooking so it won’t be
too hard on Mommy. It will be so nice to
be together.”
She didn’t say anything, which was strange.
She’s the most exuberant of all of us. I said,
“Don’t tell me you’re afraid to come.”
“No,” she said. “Not afraid.”
“So what is it? Tatty and Mommy are
much more relaxed now. We’ve all been in
the house.”
She said, “We’ll see. I gotta go. The girls
are giving their stuffed animals a bath again.”
Something wasn’t right. I was sure of it. I
called her back the next day. We talked about
our kids for a while, and then I said, “About
Yom Tov… why won’t you come?”
She said, “The baby is due after Sukkos.”
“Even more reason to come. If you have
the baby on Yom Tov, you’ll have built-in
babysitters for the girls, and Mommy will
pamper you. She’s already got a head start.
I came by last week and she was making
kreplach to freeze.”
“It doesn’t work for us.”
“Why? Tell me why.”
“If I tell you, you can’t tell anyone. Okay?
And you can’t argue with me about this. I’m

so fed up. Promise?”
“Yes. Tell me!”
That’s when I found out that Shmuel
wasn’t vaccinated. Esther said, “It’s not that
he’s against the vaccine, but he’s had the
virus, and he took an antibody test and has
antibodies, so he figures that there’s no
reason to take a chance on the vaccine. He
wants to see how people react, how it affects
them in the long run, especially since many
vaccinated people are still catching COVID.”
I said, “If that’s how he feels, I understand.”
She hesitated. “Umm… well…Tatty called
Shmuel every day and nudged him, and he
got sick and tired of arguing about it, so he
told Tatty that he took the vaccine.”
“He lied?”
“It’s not like we live nearby. He’s not exposing Tatty to anything. And maybe he
will take it. I don’t know. He wants to make
this decision himself, not have it shoved
down his throat. Lying was the only way to
get Tatty to leave him alone. He asked me
not to tell anyone, so you really have to keep
this to yourself. I’m trusting you.”
When we hung up, I was in a daze. What
was happening to our family? We loved each
other, but we were hassling each other and
lying to each other. Who was right? My
father wanted us all to be safe. Maybe he
was pushing a little too hard, but he was
elderly and feeling vulnerable. My sister was
doing what her husband asked her to do.
And my brother-in-law’s position seemed
reasonable. He had antibodies; he wasn’t
coming near my parents, not hurting anyone.
Right?
I wanted desperately to tell Levi so he
could help me sort through the mishmash.
But I’d given my word. I kept quiet.
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When my cell rang at two a.m., I thought
it was a prank call or a wrong number. Then
I saw Shmuel’s name. “Esther is in the hospital. They’re doing an emergency Caesarean. Now. We need Tehillim for her and the
baby.”
We said Tehillim with tears, each of the
siblings in their own homes. And then, less
than an hour later, Shmuel posted, “Mazel
tov. A boy. Esther and baby doing okay.”
It was getting light outside by the time
we found out that the baby, born at 32 weeks,
was holding his own in the neonatal intensive care unit. The doctors said he’d need a
few weeks in the hospital, and that with time
and care, he was expected to be fine. Esther
went home from the hospital without him.
That was the beginning of the madness—
taking care of her other children, recovering
from surgery, visiting her tiny baby in the
hospital every day.
A few days ago, she called me. “The baby
is growing every day, baruch Hashem. You
saw the pictures I sent today, in his little hat?
He’s coming home, iy”H, right before Yom
Tov. I’m having a rough time post-surgery.
Also, the baby is having trouble feeding. His
sucking reflex isn’t strong enough. They
taught me how to train him to eat. It’s a
whole process. Very draining. I’m not managing. Mommy wants me to move in for
Sukkos. I said yes.”
“That’s great,” I said. “We’ll finally get to
meet this little guy without a name. Can we
spoil his big sisters? I’m sure they need it.”
“Yes. I can’t wait to come. Mommy will
serve the kids cake in the morning. Tatty
will tell them stories. You can take turns
holding the baby. I’m going to sleep and
sleep and sleep.”
108

“Esther is in the
hospital. We
need Tehillim
for her and the
baby.”
I laughed. And then I remembered
Shmuel and the lie that hadn’t mattered
because he wasn’t going to come near my
parents. Only now he was planning to move
into their house and eat at their table.
I had trouble falling asleep that night.
What to do—tell Shmuel to tell my father
the truth? What if my father lashed out at
him? Tell Shmuel to get vaccinated now?
What if he didn’t agree? Even if he did agree,
was there enough time for both shots before
Yom Tov? Should I tell my father the truth?
I had given my word. Tell Esther to tell my
father the truth? She was so tired, so overwhelmed. Ask a rav? What if the psak was
that I had to tell my father? How could I
do that without giving Esther a chance to
fix this first?
I decided that I had to be straight with
Esther. I called her early in the morning.
“It’s hard for me to say this to you, especially now with everything you have going
on, but I’ve been turning it over and over in
my mind, and I feel like you can’t move into
Mommy and Tatty’s house on a lie.”
She sighed. “I’ve been thinking about that
too. Here’s the problem. Even if Shmuel is
willing to tell Tatty the truth—and I don’t
know if he is—it’s a mess. Tatty might tell
us not to come. That’s a painful thought, not
only because I need their help, but because

it will sour our relationship. And if Tatty
says we should still come because of the
situation with the baby, how will he feel
toward Shmuel? It will be uncomfortable
for both of them, and for Mommy and me,
too.”
“There’s no easy answer here,” I said. “But
I know you’ll do what’s right.”
She said, “Give me a little time. I’m going
to the hospital now. I’ll call you tonight.”
It was late when Esther called. “Sorry. I
was on the phone with Mommy for over an
hour. She wouldn’t let me hang up.”
“You told her?”
“I told her the good news. The baby is
weaned off oxygen support and took almost
two ounces of milk at his feeding. He might
come home sooner than we thought.”
I said,“That’s wonderful. And?”
“And then I told Mommy that we’re
staying home for Yom Tov. We’re hiring
help. One of my friends is going out of town,
so her housekeeper is available full time.
Also, Shmuel asked our neighbor if her
teenager can come every morning to play
with the girls.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
“Yeah, I guess.”
My heart ached for her. She sounded so
heavy.
“I didn’t tell Mommy the real reason we
aren’t coming. She asked me a few times,
and I made up excuses. I said it’s easier for
me to heal in my own bed, and I want to be
near the hospital in case the baby needs to
go back in. I also said that the shul needs
Shmuel to lein on Sukkos. I think she senses
that I’m hiding something. She’s insulted.
So is Shmuel, because I was so frustrated
this morning that I lost my temper and told
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“Not only are
we not able to
get together,
but there’s
an emotional
wedge between
us now.
Nothing is the
same.”
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him it’s all his fault.”
My phone beeped. Call waiting. My
mother. If she was calling this late, she must
be pretty worked up. “Esther, I have to go.
We’ll talk tomorrow.”
Before we hung up, Esther said, “You
know what makes me sad? Since COVID
and the vaccine and all the craziness, not
only are we not able to get together, but
there’s an emotional wedge between us now.
Nothing is the same anymore even in our
own family.”
I wanted to say something upbeat. Something like, “This will be over soon and it
won’t matter.” But it didn’t ring true. Instead,
I told Esther to get some rest. Then I took
the call from my mother.
Esther was right. My mother suspected
that there was something else going on,
though she seemed more worried than insulted. I did my best to smooth things over.
I said that Esther was worn out and cranky,
and who could blame her? A premature baby.
Surgery. Hormones. I even managed a laugh.
“Remember how impossible I was after
Sheva was born?”
My mother laughed too. “I forgot about
that. If Sheva slept longer than an hour, you

panicked and woke her up. I warned you
not to, but you wouldn’t listen. And then
you cried from exhaustion. Oh, well…new
mothers… You’re right. Esther will heal.
We’ll visit her or she’ll visit us. Soon.”
It was close to midnight. I didn’t want to
wake Esther with a call, so I sent her a text:
“Mommy is calmer now. We’re blaming your
hormones. Bought you a little time. Talk to
Shmuel. He takes the vaccine and no one
has to know what he did, or he takes a stand
about his right to choose and apologizes to
Mommy and Tatty for lying. This has to
stop. Because you’re right. Physical separation and emotional separation. Both are
destructive.”
I saw the dots, which meant she was
typing an answer. Before she had a chance
to send it, I texted: “Meanwhile, there’s Chol
Hamoed. We’ll drive out to you. I’ll bring
goodies. Lots. The kids can play. I’ll hold the
baby. You will sleep.”
That’s when I saw her responses: “Agreed.”
And: “Yes!”
Then: “Thank you.” l

9/6/21 3:51 AM

