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Nachman and I hunch over the speakerphone. “Shaina 
prefers a setting without prongs around the diamond.”

The jeweler says, “A tension setting. Very artsy. The 
diamond seems to float.”

“Oh no,” Nachman says. “It would cause a lot of tension if 
the diamond floats away.” 

The jeweler laughs. “You may want to go with a sturdier 
setting.”

I hear the whack of cabinet doors in the kitchen: Yossi. 
I leave Nachman to work out options with the jeweler and 
go down to the kitchen. Yossi is packing an apple, cookies, 
and whole wheat crackers into a lunch bag.

A few nights ago, when he came to our bedroom to 
say good night, he told us, “I’m going scuba diving in 
Redondo Beach on Friday.”

Nachman said, “Again? It’s dangerous. What do you need 
it for?”

That night, in the doorway of our bedroom in his faded 
plaid pajamas, his blond hair shower-damp, Yossi’s words 
tumbled over each other. “The fish are so beautiful. And 
you don’t have to worry.” He held up his scuba chart 
and tapped his fingers down the colorful rows. “It’s safe. 
See? The chart shows exactly what to do.” Nachman, the 
broken record: “I don’t like it.”

Me, the buffer: “He’s 23 years old. He gets to make this 
decision.”

Now, Yossi has his tefillin under one arm and a big 
brown paper bag in his other hand. “Mommy, I’ll be 
home by one o’clock. I’ll make the cholent.”

Bracha Leah’s alarm. Tinny dots trailing me all the 
way down the stairs. Bip. Bip. Bip. Into the kitchen. Her 
alarm clock is on her dresser, inches from her ear, but 
she’s a teenager with late nights and selective hearing. I 
go upstairs, stand by her bed, and call her name until she 
lowers the blanket from her face.

I don’t see Yossi leave.
Morning carpool. Winter light on the windshield of 

my dusty blue minivan. Bracha Leah, in the passenger 
seat, messages Shaina’s sister. Sister of the kallah and 
sister of the chasan, both 15, are in a back-and-forth 
about the gowns they’re going to wear to the wedding. 
Bracha Leah’s gown is gray and pleated neatly at the 
waist. Mine is silver with generous bell sleeves. 

I pull up in front of the high school. Bracha Leah 
slouches into her backpack—it weighs more than a small 
child—and turns to wave goodbye. I continue down 

Chapter One
November 5, 2010
The house wakes today like any other day. Our big-

boned Mediterranean two is nearly 100 years old, with 
single-pane windows that invite the chill and rain inside. 

Nachman’s alarm goes off at 4:45 a.m. He gets dressed 
without turning on the light, soft-foots down the stairs 
and out the door into the Los Angeles fog for Shacharis. 
He’s back at 6:45 a.m.

Last night, we went through the to-dos for Yossi’s 
wedding and agreed that this morning we would call 
the jeweler, a friend of a friend in Montreal, to order the 
diamond ring for his kallah, Shaina. 
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y first words as a mother were, “Don’t drop 
him.” It was as if I knew, even before I held  
my first child, that I wouldn’t be able to hold 
onto my children.

We are the family who lost half our children; 
over a ten-year period, four of our eight children 
died as infants from a rare mitochondrial 
disorder. After the babies died, I was sure that 
nothing that terrible could happen again. 

Not to us.
Then, Yossi, our oldest child and only son, 

drowned six weeks before his wedding day.
As a child, Yossi loved playing with words. 

Once, when he was getting ready for school, I 
said to him, “There are bagels on the counter  
if you’re hungry.”

He said, “Even if I’m not.”
“What?”
“The bagels are on the counter even if I’m not 

hungry.”
After Yossi died, I grappled with long-held 

beliefs: Hashem is close, everything that 
happens has a purpose, and our neshamos 
continue to exist after we leave this world. The 
comfort of these truths was there for me, if I 
was ready to accept it, but also—as I learned—
“even if I’m not.”

The following is an excerpt from Even If  
I’m Not, a memoir by Devorie Kreiman
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room, and press my spine into the 
molding. Pressure to counter pressure.

It’s a few minutes past one o’clock. 
Yossi is usually on time.

His cholent typically comes out 
better than mine. He tends to it with 
maddening calm, as if the sun will nap 
high in the sky all Friday afternoon 
until the meat is evenly browned, and 
the spices blanket every cube of potato 
and onion.

My 21-year-old daughter, Zeecy, 
calls. She lives in New York with her 
husband, Berel.

She says, “It’s cold here. I ordered 
new boots.” 

Shabbos starts in New York in an 
hour.

My 20-old daughter, Mushkie, lives 
in London with her husband, Motti. 
Shabbos started in London hours ago.

I set the silver candelabra on its 
tray on the dining room table. The 
candelabra holds ten candles—for 
Nachman and me and for our eight 
children. Four of them lived. The  
other four, the ones we still call “the 
babies,” died.

Bracha Leah sets the table with the 
Shabbos china and crystal glasses. She 
puts out Nachman’s silver becher from 
our wedding, and Yossi’s silver becher 
from his bar mitzvah.

I call Yossi. Voicemail.
“Yossi, it’s getting late. Will you have 

time to make the cholent or should I 
make it? Call me.”

I’m still holding my phone when it 
buzzes in my hand: Nachman. I’d asked 
him to buy fruit from Costco on his 
way home. He usually calls from there 
to find out if I need anything else.

“They couldn’t find Yossi.” Nachman’s 
voice, but not Nachman’s voice, like 
he can’t breathe and speak at the same 
time.

“It’s hard to hear you. What?”
“They couldn’t find Yossi.” 
I press the phone against my ear. 

“What?”
“In the water.” 

IT’S MY FAVORITE PART 
OF THE SCHOOL DAY—

ALL OF US AT THE 
BEGINNING, THE LINES 
OF THIS DAY NOT YET 

INKED, NOT YET 
BLOTTED.

On my way out of the building, I 
check my email. The printer sent the 
draft of Yossi’s wedding invitation.

I stand in the corner of the school 
lobby and call Shaina’s mother in 
New York. We check the invitation, 
line by line. The spelling of the names 
and the date of the wedding—im 
yirtzeh Hashem, on Sunday, 12 Teves, 
December 19, 2010. Six weeks from 
now. It’ll be in the wedding hall in New 
York in which Nachman and I were 
married 24 years ago. 

Home. I cook for Shabbos with a 
whack-a-mole mania, racing the clock. 
This week, I’m making extra food to 
send to the family of a member of our 
shul who is in the hospital, and to my 
cousin, Rivka, who has a houseful of 
guests for her son’s bar mitzvah. I knead 
the dough for challah, peel vegetables 
and toss them into my biggest soup 
pot—it can fit a full-sized beach ball—
and coat enough bowtie pasta with basil 
pesto to fill three one-gallon tubs. Last 
night, Bracha Leah baked chocolate 
chip cookies—Yossi’s favorite. I add 
three pecan pies. 

Muscle spasms. My lower back is 
holding its Friday afternoon protest. I 
abandon the mound of zucchini on my 
cutting board, stand by the doorpost 
between the kitchen and the dining 

the street to the garage of the junior 
high school building and turn into my 
parking spot: D. Kreiman, principal. 

This morning, the secretary is 
smiling: no teachers are absent, no 
parents are on the phone with strained 
voices. I open the double doors of 
the main room into the thrum of 100 
tweens in plaid uniform skirts and 
oxford blouses facing each other across 
narrow folding tables. It’s my favorite 
part of the school day—all of us at the 
beginning, the lines of this day not yet 
inked, not yet blotted.

I raise my hand and wait until every 
student raises a hand in response, 
and the room goes quiet. Today is 28 
Cheshvan. I read from the Hayom 
Yom, a chasidic diary compiled by the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe. Hayom Yom means 
“day-to-day,” each day a new call to 
action. The lesson is about hashgachah 
pratis: Whatever happens to a creature, 
and especially to a human being, is part 
of the Divine plan. Even a blade of 
grass bending in the wind is doing so 
for a reason. 

We daven. Some words in a whisper, 
others carried on songs—a hundred 
voices, each one a solo before Hashem.

I hand out the school newsletter and 
remind the girls that Sunday is Rosh 
Chodesh.

What is that sound?
Is he crying?
I say, “They couldn’t find him in the 

water?” 
“They brought him out of the water.”
“So they found him?”
“The police called me. He has no 

pulse.”
“Nachman, what’s happening?”
“I’m coming home. We’ll go to the 

hospital.”
I call my friend Yehudis. She starts, 

“Hi, Devorie,” but I’m already talking. 
“They brought Yossi out of the water, 
and he’s in the hospital. I don’t know 
which one… Can you get Bracha 
Leah?” 

Even after she says, “I’ll be right 
over,” I say, “Come. Now. Hurry.”

Bracha Leah is folding cream napkins 
into gold-beaded napkin rings and 

angling them over the plates. I make an 
effort to speak calmly. “Yossi got hurt. 
He’s in the hospital. Tatty and I are 
going to him. Yehudis is coming to take 
you to her house.”

I call another friend, Fradel.
Fradel says only, “I’m coming,” and 

hangs up. That’s how I know Yehudis 
already called her. 

Yehudis comes through the back 
door, into the kitchen, and wraps her 
arms around me. She smells of the 
cinnamon of her Shabbos baking.

I whisper into her ear so Bracha Leah 
won’t hear. “He has no pulse.”

She says, “My husband is outside. 
He’ll drive you to the hospital. Where’s 
Nachman?”

Bracha Leah is staring at us. I tell her, 
“It will be okay,” as if I can do that—
proclaim “okay-ness” for her and for us.

No pulse.
I take my Tehillim. The pleas of 

Dovid Hamelech: “On a day of 
distress…deliver us…answer us on the 
day we call.” 

We said Tehillim for our babies when 
they were in the hospital. Every day, for 
months, we asked Hashem to “answer 
us on the day we call.”

On the night I told my children that 
another baby died, Mushkie, eight 
years old, pumped her fists in fury. “I 
said Tehillim. I asked and I asked and I 
asked.”

I sat down on her night table and 
picked at the spot where she’d stuck 
her Strawberry Shortcake stickers and 
then scratched them off, leaving gooey 
residue on the polished wood. “Your 
Tehillim isn’t wasted. Hashem collects 
every word. Hashem answers, just 
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THE ROOM HAD FILLED 
WITH A WONDROUS 
WHOOSH, WHOOSH, 

WHOOSH. I’D ASKED, “IS 
THAT THE BABY?” THE  
DOCTOR SMILED. “NO, 
THAT’S YOU, MOMMY.”

sometimes in a different way.”
“No.” Her cheeks were red and wet. 

“My Tehillim was for the baby to get 
better. That’s the only answer I want. 
The baby.”

On that sad night, I whispered, “Me 
too.”

Yehudis walks outside with me. Her 
husband is in his car, engine running. 
Fradel waits in the backseat. Fradel 
has a slight frame and dark eyes. My 
children once compared her to a sabra, 
the fruit of the Israeli desert—sharp 
and prickly on the outside, sweet and 
mushy on the inside. I’ve told Fradel, 
often, that she’s the smartest person 
I know. She’s told me, often, to stop 
talking. I get into the backseat next to 
her. We nod at each other. Only that.

Nachman pulls into the driveway, 
slams out of his car, and gets into the 
front passenger seat. He doesn’t turn 
around, doesn’t say anything to me.

Yehudis’ husband drives fast. I hold 
the Tehillim. I don’t open it.

I tell Fradel, “This is not the babies. 
This is Yossi.”

This is not the babies. They died. This 
is Yossi. He’s getting married.

I call Bracha Leah to tell her, again, 
that it will be okay.

No pulse.
My heart bangs. A body-memory: 

Nachman and me, in the early months 
of my first pregnancy, the doctor 
listening for the baby’s heartbeat.

The room had filled with a wondrous 
whoosh, whoosh, whoosh.

I’d asked, “Is that the baby?”
The doctor smiled. “No, that’s you, 

Mommy.”
He wasn’t born, but I was already 

Mommy. The surge of my lifeblood, 
unhurried and sure. Mommy. The 
doctor moved the fetal Doppler, and we 
heard the brisk clop clop clop of  
the baby’s heart. Yossi’s heart. Life 
within life.

No pulse.

Nachman is a mohel and a member 
of Hatzalah of Los Angeles. His hands 
are steady, trained to bring people back 
even when they don’t have a pulse.

I should daven. “Answer us on the 
day we call.” 

If “yes” is an answer, then “no” is an 
answer too. 

Hashem collects every word…
I can’t daven…
“This is not the babies. This is Yossi. 

This is not the babies. This is Yossi.” 
And this becomes my prayer.

This is Yossi… He’s getting married. 

Please… He’s been dancing around the 
house, practicing… 

The hospital is Providence Little 
Company of Mary. 

Nachman goes to the front desk. 
Fradel stops a few feet away and tells 
me to wait with her. Someone motions 
us into a small room.

There’s a couch. Not enough air.
A doctor comes in. Introductions. A 

social worker. 
The doctor says, “We did everything 

we could.” Then he says, “We’re so 
sorry.”



I didn’t know.
I thought I couldn’t live without you.
I didn’t know I wouldn’t have to.
We still get surprising glimpses: Years 

after you died, I found the cartoon you 
drew for me when I asked you for your 
friends’ contact numbers for your 
shidduch resume. Inside the speech 
bubble that accompanied the cartoon, 
you’d scribbled, “But is he a mentsch?”

Every so often, we chance upon a few 
serious lines in your tiny handwriting in 
the margins of a sefer. And one night, 
Bracha Leah opened a notebook and 
found only one page in the whole 
notebook with writing in it. You’d 
copied down a midrash on the difference 
between the living and the dead and 
explained how it comes down to one 
dot.

I think about you every day. Not 
always with pain. Sometimes I’ll smile at 
something that reminds me of you. 
There are still the “punch-in-the-gut” 
moments, though. Like when I meet 
your classmates—with their families—
and think about how I never got to 
know what your children would have 
been like. I think they would have been 
smart. Probably funny, too.

Your kallah Shaina is married, baruch 
Hashem, with children.

Tatty did the brissim for four of her 
sons. I wonder, sometimes, about what it 
was that the two of you needed—to 
meet, to agree to spend your lives 
together. Only that.

I didn’t know, in the horror of that 
first year, that more than a decade later 
Tatty and I would still feel like your 
parents, would still see you in our lives 
in so many ways.

We see you in the way Meir sits and 
concentrates, one foot up and one foot 
down, exactly like you used to, and in the 

expression Bracha Leah gets, jaw set, like 
yours when you were getting ready to 
argue.

We see you in the adorable bunch of 
boys who carry your name:

Yosef Meir; Zeecy’s Yosef Shmuel, 
whom we call Shmulik; Marci’s oldest 
grandson, Yossi, who is our “abducted 
grandson”; my sister Esti’s gentle Yosef 
Chaim; and my brother Boruch Aryeh’s 
youngest, Yosef Duvid.

The grandchildren point you out in the 
family albums. Even the little ones know 
that your room is “Yossi’s room.” They 
jump on your bed and play with the huge 
bin of Lego pieces you collected. I read 
them the books I once read to you. 
Shmulik loves the chess guide I bought for 
you. Like you, he beats Zeecy almost every 
time they play. And those drums that you 
guarded so carefully? The kids bang up 
quite the racket on them, and Zeecy’s girls 
use them as a giant doll playground.

Motti and Mushkie usually come with 
the kids for Sukkos. This past year, on 
Chol Hamoed, the boys asked if they 
could have a sleepover in your room. I told 
them there weren’t enough beds in there, 
but they schlepped their mattresses down 
from upstairs and arranged it. Meir settled 
on your bed. Shmulik and Shua on 
mattresses on the floor. I came in to tell 
them stories. We talked a little about you. 
All around us were the sefarim you loved. I 
kissed them good night. The way I used to 
kiss you good night. And I pretended not 
to hear them talking and giggling way, way 
past their bedtime.

Because I know how precious these 
moments are, how soon they’ll move into 
their own lives. We’re here to nudge them 
forward. And to let them go.

 Ahh...the letting go...
I remember on the Shabbos of your 

bar mitzvah, minutes before krias 

haTorah, Tatty brought you to me in the 
women’s section.

You were crying. “My voice feels  
funny. I can’t lein.”

I said, “You’ve practiced so much. You 
are ready. Go!”

And you did.
Your leining was clear and flawless. 

You read the haftarah.
“Nachamu, nachamu.” Double comfort.
Afterward, the men shook your hand 

and told you that your leining was better 
than Tatty’s. You beamed under the brim 
of your new black hat, which was just a 
little too big—the way you’d wanted it.

I watched you that day. I remember 
that I was a little sad. You were growing 
away from me. Yet I was so proud. As I 
stood by the mechitzah and waited, you 
kept moving forward. You didn’t look 
back.

Now, because of you, I’m on the go, 
doing my “Lech Lecha.” Literally.

I “took to the road.” I tell stories about 
you, and people laugh and cry, some-
times at the same time, and that’s how I 
feel that you are close to me. I talk about 
how angry I was, how scared of my own 
sadness, but also that everything that 
happens to us—the wonderful and the 
impossible—is part of the work we’re 
here to do.

During the question-and-answer 
session at one of my first talks, a 
woman asked me, “So many losses? 
How do you survive?”

I said, “With truth. Because truth 
remains truth even in the dark.

Truth: everything is Hashem. Truth: 
neshamos never die. Truth: what we do 
with our time in this world matters 
greatly. I hold on to these truths. 
Sometimes firmly. Sometimes just 
barely. I hold on to them for a moment. 
Then for another moment. That’s how.”

I get asked, often after I give a talk, if I’m happy. I 
answer that I have moments of happiness. Many. And 
that I feel gratitude and hope.

And that I put up a good fight when I feel the 
despair creeping up on me.

We’re different since we lost you, me and Tatty. We’re 
more tender, more careful, and we’re both fiercely 
overprotective of the girls and their husbands and kids. 
They’ve learned to humor us, to promise to be very, 
very careful.

In honor of your birthday, the girls gave Tatty and 
me a gift, a painting of you. We hung it in the dining 
room, in the spot where you put your hand and left a 
mark on the wall. I like to talk to you in that painting. 
I asked my friend Sarah, who is an artist, why the 
painting— which doesn’t have the exactness of a 
photo—draws me to you.

She said, “The painting leaves space, and you fill it 
in.”

That makes so much sense to me. I look at the 
painting of you, and I fill in the space with the precious 
details of the way you were and with the ache of 
missing you.

And, most of all, with the love. l
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