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Capsized.
I grasp onto pieces of driftwood that beckon
As the waters toss me forward and back
Kicking with energy spurts gifted from 

Above.
 
I accept suffering...especially when I 

can see, clearly, how it will lead to brachos. 
During my pregnancies, I suffered from 
hyperemesis gravidarum, extreme nausea 
and vomiting. I needed IV drips to stay 
hydrated. I kept saying, “It’s worth it. 
Nine months of feeling sick for a lifetime 
with the kids.” 

Yoshi (Yehoshua Yonasan), our bechor, 
was born in 2016. A year later, our 
daughter Tehilla was born. There are two 
women whom I know well who were 
childless. I took it upon myself to daven 
for them every day. A few months later, I 
found out that I was expecting twins and 

that both of the women I’d been davening 
for were expecting, too. All three of us 
were due in January 2019. 

Despite the fatigue and the nausea, I 
didn’t complain—because I recognized 
that our family was being given a double 
brachah. 

On Shabbos Chol Hamoed Sukkos, 
when I was at 27 weeks, I contracted an 
infection that sent me into premature 
labor. We called 911, and I was rushed to 
the hospital. I was so scared that it was 
hard for me to breathe. My husband, 
Dovid, tried to calm me.  

The doctors couldn’t stop my labor, and 
I ended up having a C-section. When I 
woke up, I asked, “How are the twins?” 
No one answered. I said, “Are they alive?” 

Dovid said, “One is.”
I’d given birth to identical twin boys, 

each weighing one and a half pounds. 

Our older twin lived for two hours. 
Dovid held his hand and welcomed him 
into the world, and then the baby passed 
away. They put him in my arms. I was in a 
state of shock; just a short time earlier, 
this baby had been safely ensconced in 
my body, and now his life was over so 
soon after it had begun. Our younger 
twin was in the NICU. 

Dovid learns full time in Kollel 
Hora’ah of America, under the leadership 
of Rav Reuven Feinstein, with whom our 
family is very close. That Shabbos, as we 
dealt with the shock of our baby’s death 
and our fear for the one who was fighting 
for his life, my husband and I reached 
back to the lessons we’d learned in mussar 
and in Yahadus. We reminded each other 
that even with a sharp sword against his 
neck, a person should ask for rachamim. 
We asked. Because Hashem always hears 

oOn January 4, 2021, 
Fraida Balaban kissed her 
four-year-old son Yoshi 
and sent him to school. 
He never came home. 

In the months after her 
son’s death, Fraida grap-
pled with the storm of 
her grief by writing poem 
after poem. Some are 
excerpted in the article 
that follows.
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us, and Hashem can do anything. 
During the night, the NICU staff came 

to us regularly with updates on our baby’s 
progress. He was doing well. I pumped 
milk, and they fed it to him. 

On Sunday night, Shemini Atzeres, the 
doctors told us that the baby’s lungs were 
leaking air. They tried to treat him by 
siphoning off the extra oxygen, but it 
wasn’t working. I sat next to him in the 
NICU and held his hand. The doctors told 
us that the best option was to call for a 
Flight for Life transport to transfer him to 
Children’s Hospital, where they had the 
equipment for more specialized treatment.

We watched them prepare him for the 
helicopter ride. As Shemini Atzeres 
started, the Flight for Life helicopter took 
off with our baby. We davened and tried 
to bring some semblance of Yom Tov to 
our hospital room. 

Late that night, someone from 
Children’s Hospital called with a 
message for us. Blood had seeped into 
our baby’s lungs, and he too had re-
turned his neshamah to Hashem.

Try to hug away their pain
That’s too deep to ever reach
Gazing into the sea
At the ship that’s no longer
Sitting on sharp rocks
In an unknown land...

Dovid and I said, “Baruch Dayan 
Ha’emes” and reminded ourselves that 
Hashem is the True Judge; we’d been so 
eager to raise our twins, but Hashem had 
other plans for those neshamos. Because 
it was Yom Tov and we were alone in the 
hospital, we had to be mechazek each 
other. We talked about how Hashem, 
our Father, does everything with love, 
even though we weren’t feeling love. We 
talked about how Hashem wants a 
relationship with us—just as we want a 
relationship with our children.

The doctors and nurses said that they 

were impressed by us. “Many people 
who go through loss get angry and 
blame the hospital staff. You are strong. 
You have faith,” they said. 

I didn’t feel strong. But even in those 
first hours, I never doubted that our twins 
got exactly what they needed. Our older 
twin needed to live for two hours, and our 
younger twin needed to live for two days. 

After Yom Tov we left the hospital. Our 
rav told us to give our twins names from 
“before Noach,” so we named them Sheis 
and Mesushelach. Our rav also gave both 
babies a bris and buried them. Afterwards, 
he told us to come to his office. 

I felt so broken. I said, “We just buried 
two babies. I don’t want to hear any 
chizzuk right now.” He sat and cried with 
us, which was more healing than any-
thing he could have said. 

Going back to normal life was excruci-
ating, but we had no choice. Our kids 
needed us. Yoshi was a toddler, and 
Tehilla was less than a year old. 

My husband went to shul, where some 

people had heard only that one twin had 
died, and they wished him mazel tov. And 
there were people who tried to make me 
feel better by saying things like, “You have 
to be happy about your other children,” 
or, “Well, twins are hard…”

Whenever I heard about a family with 
healthy twins, I’d feel wrenching pain. I 
wanted to make sure that I didn’t give 
them an ayin hara, chas v’shalom, so I’d 
give those families a brachah that their 
children should be healthy.

Baruch Hashem, both of the women I 
had davened for gave birth to healthy 
babies.

As Yoshi and Tehilla got older, we 
talked to them about the babies and 
explained that they were in Olam Haba 
learning with Hashem. One day when 
Tehilla was three years old, she said, 
“Mommy, when you die—” 

I cut in, “Chas v’shalom,” and she said, 
“No. It’s good. You’ll go to Hashem and 
you’ll get prizes.”

My Master,
You delegated me with a task
To produce for You a flower…
I prepared the soil
Planted the seed
Watered and cultivated
Cut away the weeds
I pruned and trimmed
I nurtured the sprout…
Kept predators out.

I close my eyes and envision 
Wide open petals
Stem tall and green
Dazzling colors
A splendid, regal sheen.

When Yoshi was four years old, he came 
into the kitchen one night and asked me, 
“Did a lot of people come to our house 
and talk to you and make you feel better 
when Sheis and Mesushelach died?”

I explained that because the twins had 

Rav Reuven 
went to the 
kitchen, ex-
changed a few 
words with a 
Hatzalah 
member, and 
then came 
back to the 
living room 
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been nefalim, less than 30 days old, we 
didn’t sit shivah. 

Yoshi sighed. “Then you were so sad.”
Yoshi had always been sensitive to 

others. He’d play Guess Who with Tehilla; 
he understood the rules of the game from 
a very young age, but he didn’t like the 
competition, so they’d play with both 
boards facing them both so that he could 
help her by telling her which questions to 
ask. They’d also play “chasunah” and sing 
and dance around the house. 

He had real pleasure from simple things. 
He’d look at what came in our Amazon 
packages and say, “Oh! Tissues. Good. We 
need tissues,” and then he’d take them and 
put them away neatly. When the school 
worker brought lunch to his class, he said 
excitedly, “Jose didn’t realize it’s not 
Shabbos, and he gave us chocolate milk.”

He loved to say Tehillim. He learned 
how to read when he was three years old, 
which was why he was skipped to a 

higher grade. He said that as a bechor, he’d 
work in the Beis Hamikdash when 
Moshiach came. He knew about all of the 
keilim in the Mishkan and the process of 
bringing korbanos. In his play, he liked to 
build a mizbei’ach or shulchan of Legos or 
Magna Tiles and have the mentchies bring 
korbanos. When my husband showed him 
the pirate figurines he had played with as 
a child, they didn’t have shoes. Yoshi 
concluded that they were the kohanim, 
and he had them go up on the ramp and 
pour out the blood.

Every night when we put him to bed, 
we let him choose a song. He always chose 
the same song. He loved it. He knew it by 
heart: “Olam Haba is a gutte zach…”

Yoshi went to Yeshiva Ketana of 
Bensonhurst, an hour’s drive from our 
home. He was picked up every day, along 
with a few other boys, in a 15-passenger 
van. The driver was a friendly older man. 
Sometimes we gave him cookies. He told 

me that Yoshi was his favorite kid.
Because Yoshi was the first to be picked 

up, he sat in the back corner of the van. 
Every day I climbed into the van with 
him and buckled him in—even though 
he was almost five years old and knew 
how to buckle himself—because I was 
worried that if he had any trouble with 
the seatbelt and asked for help, the driver 
might not hear him. Then I’d get out of 
the van and wave until it pulled away.

On that wintry morning, I buckled 
Yoshi in, said, “I love you,” and “Goodbye” 
and waved him off. An hour later, I drove 
Tehilla to her school, which is much 
closer to our home. I went back to our 
apartment with my ten-month-old baby, 
Gershon Yaakov, and got to work. I’d 
been working at home since the begin-
ning of COVID. 

I was talking on the phone when I heard 
men’s voices in our apartment. I thought 
they were burglars, so I ran out screaming, 
“If you don’t leave, I’ll call the police.” One 
of the men came to the top of the stairs 
and said, “I’m from Hatzalah.” 

Where we live, there are two small 
apartment buildings owned by the 
yeshivah. We are the only frum family in 
our building, and there are four frum 
families next door, so I figured one of the 
other families must have called Hatzalah. 
I said, “You’ve got the wrong apartment,” 
but then I saw Rav Reuven Feinstein 
coming up the stairs, and I realized 
something serious was going on.

When Rav Reuven came into my 
house, his gabbai brought him a mask, 
but he pushed it away and said, “Now 
isn’t the time for masks.”

The Hatzalah men told me that the 
driver had let the kids out of the van, but 
as they were crossing the street to 
yeshivah, he had started driving again—
too early. Yoshi and another boy were 
still crossing. The other boy had been hit 
by the van and had serious injuries. 
Yoshi had been run over by the front and 
back wheels of the van. 

I said, “Where is he? I must be with 
him.”

At first they hedged. They knew that 

Yedidyah Tzefania Balaban, who was born 
after Yoshi passed away
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Yoshi had died at the scene, but they tried 
to break the news gently. “We’re not sure. 
The details... We don’t really know…
We’re figuring out where he is…” 

That made no sense to me. If he was 
hurt, they’d have taken him to the 
hospital. What was there to figure out? I 
asked, “Where is he?”

I took out a sefer Tehilllim to daven for 
Yoshi. I said a perek, but I couldn’t feel, 
couldn’t think…

Rav Reuven was sitting with me in my 
living room. He’d been extremely careful 
during COVID, davening at home and 
staying away from people—and here he 
was in my house! 

I turned to him because I knew he 
wouldn’t tell me something untrue. Rav 
Reuven went to the kitchen, exchanged a 
few words with a Hatzalah member, and 
then came back to the living room and 
said to me, “He’s not here anymore.”

Where is Yoshi?!
Where’s my big boy?
How can I never see him again,
Never hear him again,
Never hug him again?
How can he be having experiences
And not sharing them with me?

I screamed. “Who is telling my 
husband?”

It was surreal. My baby was crawling 
around on the floor, smiling at everyone. 

I begged, “Take me to Yoshi.”
But they wouldn’t.
I know they meant well. They decided it 

was best to spare me seeing him like that. 
But I felt strongly that as his mother, I 
should have been with him. And it turned 
out that the image I had in my head—my 
son broken and bloodied on the ground—
was actually worse than the reality. But I 
didn’t find that out until much later, when 
I spoke to the district attorney. 

My husband was learning with his 
chavrusa when the rosh kollel came up to 

them, shaking. He said to Dovid’s 
chavrusa, “Drive Reb Dovid home,” but 
he didn’t explain. Dovid got into his 
chavrusa’s car and called me. He asked, 
“What happened?” 

I was afraid to say too much until he 
was home safely, so I told him, “Yoshi was 
in an accident, and Reb Reuven is in our 
house.”

Dovid said, “Reb Reuven is so careful 
to avoid COVID. Why is he in our 
house?”

I didn’t answer.
The last time Dovid saw Yoshi was the 

night before. He was on his way to night 
seder. Yoshi was already in bed, but he ran 
out and said, “Tatty, I love you. Bye.”

Dovid came home, and Rav Reuven 
told him. 

A neighbor came in and offered to take 
my baby to a babysitter. He picked him 
up and started to go out with him. My 
baby was holding my cellphone. I didn’t 
notice, but Rav Reuven did, and he said, 
“She’ll probably need that phone.”

The neighbor took the baby, and Rav 
Reuven sat on the couch with us and cried. 

People started asking me where we 
wanted to bury him. I said, “I want to see 
him. His neshamah is still with his body, 
and he needs his mother with him.” 

I kept insisting, so finally they brought 
Yoshi’s body to us, but he was covered 
up, and they made sure we stayed far 
back. I couldn’t see him or feel him. I 
couldn’t say a proper goodbye.

Fearsome forest
Everywhere, huddles of trees
Tall, aloof
Feeble, rootless
Neither welcoming nor steady
If I lean on one lightly
It’ll tumble...with me.

During shivah, people were helpful. 
They sent meals and watched our 
children. Afterwards, when the house 
cleared and we were on our own, it 
became very hard as each of us tried to 
adjust to life without Yoshi.

My husband looked at photos and 
watched videos of Yoshi. I couldn’t handle 
that. To me, they were a slap in the 
face—this is what was and what will 
never be… I wrote a poem about ripping 
up the photos just like Yoshi was ripped 
out of my life, of shattering the videos 
because we were shattered pieces…but 
Dovid and Tehilla both got a lot of 
comfort from seeing them. 

Tehilla had lost her best friend. She 
and Yoshi had their own rooms, but 
they’d played together every day. It was so 
sudden. How to explain to a three-year-
old that her brother was gone and not 
coming back? It helped when neighbors 
invited her to play. Especially since I cried 
and cried and cried. When I held my 
baby, he ran his small fingers over my 
tears in wonder.

I don’t know how to describe the 
yearning, wanting to turn the clock back, 
to have a chance to give to Yoshi heaps 
of undeliverable love. And how to 
describe the hopelessness? The feeling of 
not being able to move forward without 
him. I’d start the morning and there was 
one less kid to get ready, one less lunch 
to prepare. We’d sit down for dinner and 

I don’t know 
how to de-
scribe the 
yearning, 
wanting to 
turn the clock 
back
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there was his seat, not filled. The house 
echoed with the vacuum where his 
footsteps had once thudded…

Two days after shivah, I called my 
husband’s rosh kollel and told him that it 
was too much. We weren’t coping. He said, 
“I’m coming” and showed up with his wife. 
They brought board games—Codenames 
and Boggle. At first I thought: Games? 
You’re so out of touch with what we’re 
going through. I can’t sleep. I can’t think. I 
can’t formulate a proper sentence… 

They came again and again over the 
next few weeks. We talked while we 
played games, which helped relieve some 
of the tension. The rosh kollel is very 
knowledgeable. I’d fire questions at him: 
Is Yoshi with the twins? Should I visit the 
kevarim? Where are those neshamos now? 
When people tell me they have dreams 
about Yoshi, what does that mean? Will I 
see my children when Moshiach comes? 
The rosh kollel did his best to answer, 

which gave me strength.
A big part of the struggle was to lean 

into my emunah. I always thought that if 
I would thank Hashem for what I had 
been given, Hashem wouldn’t take it 
away. that’s not the way it works. I used to 
drive down the Garden State Parkway to 
Lakewood, and I’d see deer hit by cars 
and left dead on the side of the road. That 
disturbed me, and I thanked Hashem for 
my family and davened for them to be 
safe, never to be left like that. But that’s 
exactly what happened to Yoshi. 

Bensonhurst is a busy neighborhood. 
After the driver ran over Yoshi, he kept 
driving and no one even noticed. Yoshi 
was left alone in the middle of the street 
for a few minutes until someone found 
him. 

I tried trauma therapy. The therapist 
told me, “You don’t need therapy. You 
need friends.” Unfortunately, my friends 
didn’t know what to do for me. I was only 

27, and my friends were young. They’d 
shown up for shivah and said Hamakom 
yenacheim, but after that a lot of them 
stopped calling. I understand that this 
type of tragedy was way out of their 
league, but I felt abandoned and lonely. 
There are still nights when I feel like 
we’re sitting shivah, desperate for 
someone to come, to let us talk about 
Yoshi, to listen. 

Dovid’s kollel bought a sefer Torah that 
was already near completion and had it 
finished in honor of Yoshi’s shloshim. 
This touched us deeply, not only on the 
shloshim, but on Simchas Torah—which 
was already a very challenging Yom Tov 
because that’s when we’d lost our 
twins—when Dovid ached to be able to 
dance with Yoshi. On Simchas Torah, he 
held the Torah donated in honor of 
Yoshi and danced with it.

We didn’t press charges against the 
driver, but the state of New York did. He 

Yoshi playing with Tehilla
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was charged with criminally negligent 
homicide. He’d been tested, and they 
found that he wasn’t drunk or on drugs. 
He had simply started driving too 
quickly. We spoke to the DA, asking 
that he have his license revoked but that 
he not be sent to jail. He’s an elderly 
man, a Yid, who made a mistake. A 
horrific mistake. But a mistake. If he 
never drives again, that’s enough for us. 
Locking him up won’t bring Yoshi back 
or make the streets safer. What would be 
the point of ruining another life? And it 
was clear to us that it was Hashem, not 
the driver, Who took Yoshi.

A genuine warm embrace,
Hot tears from compassionate eyes,
Words that share in the struggles—
Penetrate the frost,
Thaw the icy shell,
Melt the frozen pain.

It’s a year and a half since Yoshi passed 
away. There are many parts of “normal” 
that we haven’t been able to return to. For 
example, being home on Shabbos alone 
as a family is too painful. We’re lucky; a 
few families have adopted us, and we 
move into their homes often for Shabbos.

Ten months after Yoshi passed away, I 
gave birth to a healthy baby boy. I’d learned 
in a sefer by Rav Avidgor Miller, zt”l, that 
the Yidden in Mitzrayim kept their Jewish 
identity through their Jewish names, and 
that the names they gave during the bleak 
years of galus were original names with 
deep meaning, a way to thank Hashem or 
a way to express joy or hope. Sometimes 
the names were a heartfelt tefillah. And 
every time they called their children by 
those names, they were reminded of their 
connection to Hashem.

We named our son Yedidyah Tzefania. 
Yedidyah means “beloved of Hashem.” 
We know Hashem loves us, but some-
times that love is hidden. Tzefania means 
“Hashem is hidden.” Tzefania was a navi 

whose nevuah was about Moshiach. 
Tzefania is also a reminder of tzafun, the 
afikoman—the best part of the Seder, 
which is hidden and saved for last. Like 
Olam Haba. This world isn’t the main one. 
The next world, the hidden world, is. As 
Yoshi sang so joyously every night: “Olam 
Haba is a gutte zach.”

It’s a real struggle not to become bitter. 
Some days I fear that the despair will 
suck me in, and I won’t be able to do 
what I need to do. 

A year and a half may seem like a long 
time, but for us bereaved parents, the loss 
is still raw. When a child dies, people tend 
to feel helpless; they’re sure there’s nothing 
they can do to make it better. I want 
people to know that there is something 
they can do that will make a difference—

allow the parent to talk about the child. 
One of a bereaved parent’s greatest fears is 
that the child will be forgotten. 

Yes, it can be uncomfortable. It’s sad. 
And no one wants to feel sad. But in 
being present, in listening, you can offer 
real comfort. 

I think a lot about ways to make the 
lessons of emunah very practical on a 
day-to-day basis so that I can live with 
those truths. There’s a lot I don’t know. 
But this I do know: The answers are in 
the Torah. And those answers remain 
true and relevant. Always.

I’m learning about what will happen 
when Moshiach comes. The navi 
Yeshayahu promises that Hashem will 
“destroy death forever. And Hashem will 
wipe the tears away from all faces.” l 
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