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It’s 
Only 
Stu! 

MAKING 
AMENDS  

FOR WHAT 
YOU CAN! 
AND CAN’T
!CHANGE 

By Devorie 
Kreiman 

that the best way to make it better would 
be to hide it. !e head counselor, who 
was all of 17, drove to a hardware store 
and bought "ve cans of white spray paint. 
As I’m writing this now, nearly 40 years 
later, I’m wondering if we really could 
have been so (umm, searching for a 
gentle word here)...clueless. We took o# 
our shoes and stood on our hosts’ kitchen 
chairs and spray-painted the ceiling. Not 
just the ceiling. Unfortunately, we also hit 
the tops of some of the polished wood 
cabinets. 

!e water stain disappeared. We went 
back to preparing camp activities. For the 
rest of the week, we didn’t use that 
bathroom.

On our last day in the house, our 
hostess returned. As soon as she walked 
into the kitchen, she noticed the wood-
work and shrieked. “What? What is 
that?”

We tried to explain. “!ere was a stain 
on the ceiling, so we painted it.”

She sounded like she wanted to cry. 
“!at stain was there long before you 
showed up. What have you done?”

We said, “Sorry. Sorry. Sorry.” We 
pooled our (meager) resources to help 
cover the damage. We’d each been paid 
$25 for the week. When we held the 
money out, our hostess waved us away. 
After that, she didn’t speak to us again.

I went back to high school and (with 
the self-absorption of adolescence) just 
didn’t think about it. Nearly 20 years 
went by. We were remodeling our home. 
On the day that our new maple kitchen 
cabinets arrived, the painter was on a 
ladder in our kitchen. My husband asked 
him, “If the cabinets are installed before 
you paint the ceiling, will the paint 
splatter on the tops of the cabinets?” And 
just like that, the long-forgotten image 
came to mind: "ve teenagers on kitchen 
chairs, holding cans of spray paint up to 
the ceiling of a beautiful kitchen, leaving 
an uneven white hem on the woodwork. 

It’s one of those memories that still 
make me cringe. It was January 1984. 
I was 16 years old, one of "ve 
counselors who had traveled out of 
New York to run a weeklong day 

camp for Jewish kids who were on their 
winter break from public school. 

We stayed in the elegant home of a 
local rabbi and rebbetzin who were away 
for the week. On our second day in their 
house, one of the counselors pointed 
upward and gasped; a brownish stain the 
size of a small bear marred the white 
paint of the kitchen ceiling. We raced up 
the stairs to the bathroom directly above 
the kitchen. !e bathroom $oor was dry, 
and we couldn’t "nd the source of the 
leak. 

I still remember the throb of panic. 
We’d all showered in that bathroom. It 
had to be our fault! What to do? 

Here’s what we didn’t do. We didn’t 
contact our hosts to tell them there was a 
huge water stain on their kitchen ceiling. 
We didn’t call our parents or the camp 
director to ask for advice.

We huddled in that kitchen and agreed 
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How would I react if someone whom 
I’d invited into my home ruined my newly 
remodeled kitchen in an attempt to avoid 
being blamed for a stain? 

It dawned on me that I was an adult 
now. I had the means to right that wrong. 
I was too chicken to call our hostess 
directly, so I sent a message to her 
through one of her daughters. I reminded 
her of what we’d done and o!ered to pay 
for it. She didn’t respond. 

I’ve had many guests in my home. None 
of them have spray-painted my ceiling. 
Some, though, have caused damage—for 
example, the guest whose child played with 
the pool equipment and released a 
concentrated chemical into my pool, and 
the guest who slammed his suitcase wheels 
on my hallway tiles and cracked two of 
them. 

I’ve never said anything to a guest who 
broke something, but the uncomfortable 
truth is that there were times when I was 
resentful—which created another problem, 
because by not telling them, I was depriv-
ing them of the chance to "x it. I’m 
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working on not being the kind of person 
who cares so much. I tell myself, “It’s only 
stu!. Stu! is replaceable.” Sometimes I 
have to walk away to avoid losing my 
temper, and I repeat this to myself over and 
over. #rough clenched teeth. 

It helps to remind myself that it’s a 
kindness from Hashem that the nudge I 
needed came through stu!. Only through 
stu!. #e Gemara (Arachin 16b) teaches 
that anyone for whom 40 days pass 
without su!ering has received his reward 
in this world and loses his reward in the 
next world. Any inconvenience—putting 
his hand into his pocket to take out three 
coins and only taking out two—spares 
one greater su!ering.

I’m also working on letting go of 
judgment of others. And of myself. 
Maybe my guests were doing the best 
they could at the time. Maybe, for a group 
of teenagers, it really was too terrifying to 
admit they had caused a huge water stain. 
Maybe I’ve done harm to others without 
realizing it.

It’s easier for me to focus on property 

damage because it’s concrete. If I break 
something, I can "x it. Even if there’s a 
disagreement, we have Torah ways to 
resolve it. It’s much harder to track down 
and repair emotional destruction—the 
things I’ve said that I can’t unsay, the 
times I was insensitive, angry, critical, 
arrogant, sel"sh or careless. 

At night, in Krias Shema, I declare, “I 
forgive anyone who has angered me…
either physically or "nancially…
accidentally or intentionally.” Basically, 
I’m saying that I forgive everyone for 
everything. If everyone says this—and 
means it—are we all in the clear? I 
know it isn’t that simple, but when it 
comes to possessions, at least it’s 
straightforward: If I ruined someone 
else’s stu!, I have to apologize and 
make amends. If someone ruined my 
stu!, I can let it go. How? By remem-
bering that it’s only stu!, that every-
thing that happens to me is directly 
from Hashem, so there’s no point in 
shooting the messenger, even in my 
mind. O
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