truth or
consequences

Closing
the Deal

WE WANTED TO SELL
OUR FAMILY HOME, BUT
OUR KIDS HAD THEIR
OWN IDEAS.
As told to Devorie
Kreiman

T

he first time my husband,
Moshe, and I saw the house in
Flatbush, in 1976, we were
overwhelmed by how spacious
it was. The house had elegant
high ceilings, a built-in window seat, a
phone nook big enough to sit in, and so
many closets I was sure we’d never be able
to fill them. The asking price of $45,000
felt terrifyingly steep for a young family,
but as we watched our two children
toddle happily around the overgrown
38

yard, we told each other, “We have to buy
it!”
My parents lent us the down payment.
Since then, our family has grown to 11
children, bli ayin hara. All the closets
are full to bursting. The neighborhood
has grown too. Our children and many
of their friends played noisy games of
catch in the backyard, camped out in the
renovated basement, and squeezed around
our kitchen table for my specialty—warm
oatmeal cookies.

Our children are all married, baruch
Hashem. Five of them live in Brooklyn
and visit often—bringing a new
generation of kids to run through the
now mostly empty rooms. Our other
married kids are scattered around from
Monsey to Teaneck to Atlanta and Eretz
Yisrael. We’ve updated the kitchen and
bathrooms, and Moshe does his best to
keep everything in running condition.
Over the past few years, this house—like
the two of us—is showing more wear and
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“I really want to pay off
what we still owe from all
the weddings and tuition,
so there goes another
$100,000. The rest we
should set aside for living
expenses.”
tear. Just like when we first saw it more
than 40 years ago, it feels like “too much
house,” especially since it’s only the two of
us living here now.
Our daughter Mindel lives in a quiet
New Jersey neighborhood. Recently,
she told us about a 55+ development of
new condos near her house. The condo
comes with central air conditioning and
heat—a nice change from the assortment
of wall units and radiators that warm and
cool our old house. There are also new
windows, which means we’d no longer
have to pile shmattes on the windowsills
when it rains. And someone else—not me
and not Moshe—would make sure that
the hedges are trimmed and the garbage
is collected.
Moshe and I met with a realtor.
He typed some information into his
computer and told us that our house is
worth more than two million dollars.
When I heard that number, I had a
vision of myself on vacation—one of
those glamorous hotels on a beach with
a kosher dining room and tables set with
sparkling glasses and china. Then Moshe
said, “It’s a lot of money, but here’s a
reality check. We have to pay the capital
gains taxes when we sell, both federal and
state, and they’re close to half a million.”
I said, “Whoa! Seriously? I had no
idea!”
“Yes. Which means that if we get two
million, we clear about a million and a

half.”
I said, “That’s still a lot of money.”
“Yes,” Moshe said, “but the new condo
costs a little over a million, and we
have to pay a few hundred dollars for
maintenance and association fees every
month. Plus, I really want to pay off what
we still owe from all the weddings and
tuition, so there goes another $100,000.
The rest we should set aside for living
expenses and anything else that comes
up.”
I let the short-lived vacation dream
evaporate. We really aren’t the luxury
vacation type anyway. Moshe prefers a
quiet spot to sit with his sefarim. I like
shiurim and talking to other women. The
55+ community has a variety of shuls and
shiurim.
I told Mindel that we were getting
serious about the condo. I guess she
spread the news, because as soon as we
left the realtor’s office, our oldest son,
Ari, who owned a wholesale paper goods
business, called Moshe’s cell. “Nechama
and I have been talking about the house,”
he said excitedly. “We’d like to buy it as
a rental investment. We’d need to put in
a lot of money, but it would be worth it.
Especially if it’s a good deal.”
The next call was from our youngest
daughter, Rivky. “Ma, Schneur and I
would like to come over.”
“That’s great!” I said. “Tonight? I’ll
make spaghetti and meatballs for the
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truth or
consequences
kids, and I have brown rice noodles for
Yankele. This time, I’ll make sure to use a
separate colander so they stay gluten free.
See you soon.”
“Actually,” Rivky said, “we were
thinking that it would be just the two of
us, after the kids are in bed. We want to
talk to you and Tatty about something.”
That’s when I felt my first twinge of
apprehension. Schneur and Rivky have
come over for these types of talks a few
times over the years—usually to ask for
another loan, though I don’t think they’ve
paid back any of the money we’ve lent
them. It’s not Rivky’s fault. Maybe it’s not
Schneur’s fault either. After all, parnasah
comes from Hashem. Still, I’ve wondered
sometimes… I tried to keep my voice
pleasant. “Okay. Tatty usually gets home
from shul around 7:15.”
As soon as Schneur and Rivky walked
in, I could tell that they were nervous;
Rivky started talking even before she
sat down. “It’s about the house, if there’s
any way that Schneur and I could buy
it… Schneur is trying a new business.
He’s gonna make dips for Shabbos and
sell them, maybe go around in his car on
Thursday nights to some of those places
where there are a lot of heimishe workers.
You know how delicious his matbucha
is, and he makes an artichoke dip that’s
out of this world. Schneur, tell them how
much people rave about it! Anyway, we
really need to move. The kids are in bunk
beds and their clothes end up in piles all
over the place. You know how it is. And
the baby is too big to be in our bedroom,
but there’s no space to put another bed

“We really want
to buy it. You
know me, I
don’t give up
so easily. And
it’s important to
Rivky. Just give
us a little time.
We’re going find
a way to do it.”
anywhere else. I can try to get that job
again in the camp this summer. That way,
we won’t have to send the boys away and
we’ll have some more money coming in.
What do you think?”
I didn’t know what to say. For a
moment, no one else said anything either
and the silence hung awkwardly between
us. Finally Moshe said, “Here’s the thing.
This house is very big and expensive. It’s
not really shayach in your situation.”
“But I’m the only one who doesn’t own
a house,” Rivky pointed out. “Well, aside
from Yosef Chaim, but that’s different
because he’s planning on staying in Eretz
Yisrael for another year. He’s always

been good at computers. In a few years,
he’ll probably be making a lot of money.
And then he’ll buy a nice house just like
everyone else.”
I couldn’t look at her. My goodnatured daughter. Her words thick with
desperation.
“This house is worth two million
dollars,” Moshe said. “Do you have any
idea what the down payment would be?
And how would you make the mortgage
payments?”
“I’ve asked around,” Schneur said.
“Some of the yungeleit said that there are
ways you can get a loan without putting
too much down. Of course, the house
would have to stay in your name or else
we won’t be able to afford insurance, so we
would pay you every month. It would be
like rent, except that it would go towards
our ownership. But the truth is, I hadn’t
realized that it was worth so much. I
was thinking more like a million, or a
million and a half. But there are always
gemachs. I think that there could be real
potential in the dips. Maybe I can also sell
sourdough bread. It’s very popular. And as
Rivky said, she could do the camp. And
we’ll certainly cut down on some of our
spending.”
I was afraid that I would say something
that I would regret. Something like, You
can’t even make ends meet without us helping
you. How can you even think of buying this
house? I gripped the edge of the table and
pressed my lips tightly together.
Moshe was shaking his head. “I’m sorry,
but we’re counting on getting the full
price. We’d love to let you have it for less,
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but we can’t do it. It’s not extra money for
us. We need it just to get by.”
“Shver,” Schneur said, “with respect, we
really want to buy it. You know me, I don’t
give up very easily. And it’s important
to Rivky. Just give us a little time. We’re
going find a way to do it.”
We walked them to the door. I
remembered to give Rivky the gluten-free
rolls I’d baked and to smile as we waved
them off, but as soon as the door closed,
I burst out, “Moshe, do you realize what
just happened? You said no to them and
they didn’t hear it. What are we going to
do?”
Moshe had his hand over his eyes.
He looked so worn out. I felt a rise of
resentment: Why are they doing this to us?
Why can’t we move in peace?
Ari called me the next day. “I called
every one of the siblings to ask reshus.
That’s what my rav said: Before you
buy the family house, you have to ask
your brothers and sisters for permission.
Everyone said yes except for Rivky. She
said she can’t give me reshus because she’s
buying it. So I’m calling to check with
you.” He laughed. “Chaloimos, right?
Anyway, I want to come over and talk
tachlis.”
I wanted to say “No!” Instead I said,
“Not tonight. I’m really tired and can’t
deal with this right now.”
After dinner, I made Lemon Zinger
tea for Moshe and me, and opened the
new package of chocolate cookies. Moshe
sipped slowly, breaking off small pieces
of cookie to eat as he drank. He’d always
liked sweetening his tea with cookies. He
said, “To me, what makes the most sense
is to sell the house to someone outside the
family. That way, no one will get upset. It’s
our house so it’s our decision. They don’t
get a say.”
In my mind I suddenly saw Rivky’s
pinched face, the wilting sheitel we’d paid
for—five kids ago. “But maybe we’re
supposed to help our children. Rivky’s got
it hard. And here we are, with this house
that’s worth a fortune…”

Moshe put his mug of tea down so
hard, it splashed onto the table. “They’d be
in way over their heads. And how would
we buy the condo? Borrow? For 30 years
I paid out the loan with interest. Are we
really going to start all over again at our
age? If we sell the house to Rivky and
Schneur, they’re going to default. And
Ari already told me that he doesn’t want
to pay full market value. He figures that
we’re his parents so we’ll give it to him for
less. Go explain that we can’t afford to do
that.”
I had to agree. Even though Ari might
be upset. And Rivky? It hurt to much to
think about how Rivky would react.
I was surprised by how quickly things
moved. The realtor had told us it was a
“hot market,” and he was right. We got an
offer at full asking price a few days after
we signed the papers.
Moshe was elated. “The buyers don’t
even want to do an inspection because
they’re planning to remodel. They’re
probably going to make it all fancyshmancy. It’s time to get serious about
packing. The kids are going to have to
come over and claim all the things they
left here. We still have the arts and crafts
projects they made in kindergarten. The
condo has much smaller closets, so—”
“Did you tell the kids we are going into
contract on the house?”
Moshe shook his head no.
I said, “They have to hear it from us.
Not from someone else.”
“Okay,” Moshe said. But he didn’t say
that he would call Ari or Rivky. I didn’t
either. I guess we were both hoping the
other would say, “I’ll do it.”
A week after we got our offer, we
went into contract on a condo. It’s on
the second floor and has an adorable
balcony—just big enough to fit Moshe’s
chair and a plant. He’s already calling
it his oasis. Compared to our house in
Flatbush, this is a shoebox. I see that as
a good thing; a smaller house is so much
easier to keep clean, and our bills will
finally be manageable.
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I started walking around the house,
opening closets, and I realized that we
had accumulated so much that moving
would be a huge deal! There was no way I
could do this without help from my kids.
But we still hadn’t told them…and every
day that went by it became even harder…
I let almost a week go by. Then, one
night Rivky called. “We’re thinking that
we can live on the top floor and rent out
the others, even the basement. We’ll get
seminary girls or bachurim. We’d have to
do some renovations and put in a small
kitchen upstairs. Schneur says he knows a
cheap contractor.”
I felt my stomach churn. Tell her. Just
tell her. Before this gets really ridiculous. But
I just made an excuse to get off the phone.
The following week, Rivky stopped in
with the kids. Her cheeks were flushed.
From cold? From excitement? “Schneur
is doing very well with the dips,” she
announced. “It could become a real
business. Last week, I wanted garlic
hummus, but he was sold out. He’s so
motivated now because of the house. He’s
like a different person.”
Little Shmuli was squirming in his
stroller. I picked him up and kissed his
soft cheeks. And I kept quiet.
That night, Moshe said that Ari had
come over to him between Minchah and
Maariv in shul and said, “We have to
talk about the house. I’ve got everything
worked out.”
“I didn’t really answer him,” Moshe told
me. “I just sort of mumbled something. At
this point, I think we’ve waited too long
to tell them. Whatever we do, it’s going to
be uncomfortable.”
That’s when I started to have trouble
falling asleep. Why, oh why, didn’t we just
tell them earlier? Then I remembered that
we tried. That they hadn’t wanted to hear.
Still, we’d allowed this to get way out of
control. Our family always treats each
other with love and respect and trust.
What if we’d ruptured that? What if…
Unbelievably, I let another week go
by. The lack of sleep and my jangled
42

“Ari wants to
pay less than
the full value,
and there’s no
way that Rivky
and Schneur
would ever be
able to swing it.”
nerves made it impossible to focus on
preparing for the move. I decided to
call our daughter Shoshi, who lives in
Atlanta. Shoshi is the best communicator
in the family. Whenever the kids wanted
something that they weren’t supposed to
have, they’d send Shoshi and she’d do a lot
of bargaining and explaining; more often
than not, we’d give in.
“I need your help,” I said, as soon as
she picked up the phone. “It’s like this…”
And I admitted that Ari and Rivky both
thought they were buying the house
and—
“I was wondering about that,” Shoshi
cut in. “Ari asked me for reshus, and
Rivky’s been calling me lately, going on
and on about painting the boys’ room
yellow and the girls’ room a light green.
You want me to help you decide which
one to sell it to?”
“No.” This was the hard part, but I had
no choice. “We sold the house two weeks
ago.”
Shoshi gasped. “What? To whom?”
“Someone new to the community. A
doctor and his wife from out of town. I
need someone to break the news to Ari
and Rivky.”
“You sold it to someone else? When
two of your children really want it?”

“It’s not that simple.” I felt tears coming
on. “Ari wants to pay less than the full
value, which we can’t afford to do, and
there’s no way that Rivky and Schneur
would ever be able to swing it. In the long
run, they’ll probably be relieved.”
“And I’m supposed to tell them?”
“Maybe not directly. Maybe you can
convince them that it’s not a good idea for
them. Start with that.”
“You want me to lie to them?”
“No. Just don’t tell them that the house
is already sold. Help them see how it’s not
going to work out. Then Tatty and I will
tell them. Let them think we sold it after
they changed their minds. What’s the
harm?”
“These kind of secrets have a way of
blowing up in your face. What a mess!”
“We weren’t trying to make a mess. We
were trying to do what’s right for us.” I
felt my voice rising.
“And if Rivky finds out that you sold
it earlier, she’s going to blame me for
tricking her. She’s so sensitive. It doesn’t
seem fair to her. Or to me.”
Stay calm, I told myself. I took a deep
breath. “What’s done is done. The house
is sold. Tatty and I don’t want to be
dependent on anyone. What we need
should also matter.”
Shoshi said, “You have a point. Lemme
think about it.”
In the end, Moshe was the one who
brought it to a close. That night, he said,
“This has gone on long enough. You’re
not sleeping and I’m concerned that all
the aggravation isn’t healthy for us. And
Shoshi is right. We shouldn’t shlep her
into this. I’m calling Rivky and Ari and
telling them the truth.”
I felt a swell of relief. We would tell
them, and, somehow, they would deal
with it and this would be over. But before
Moshe had a chance to call them, I
thought of something. “Just tell them that
we can’t be in a position to decide who to
sell it to, so we’re not selling the house to
either of them. Which is the truth, even if
it’s not the whole picture.” ●
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