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Into the Light

BY DEVORIE KREIMAN

Had she ever done enough—been enough—for her parents?
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How does one sort through 51 
years of the life of a house? 

Chaya Riva watches her 
brother turn the key to the 
top lock, then the key to the 

bottom lock, and finally the tricky twist of the 
knob. Chaim Boruch presses his shoulder into 
the front door and pushes it in. The door—
solid wood, with an ornate wrought-iron 
square over the peephole—had been stiff and 
unyielding for a while, and Chaya Riva had 
made a mental note to call a handyman. But 
after every visit spent sitting at Tatte’s bedside 
and talking to his aide, she had forgotten. 

Now it didn’t matter. The new owners 
would probably demolish the door, the walls 
and the entire character of the house, which 
had been untouched since Tatte and Mamme 
had bought and renovated it in 1971.

Chaim Boruch bends down to gather the 
mound of flyers and envelopes that has accu-
mulated under the mail slot. They haven’t been 
in the house for weeks, since Tatte’s shloshim. 
He piles the mail on the marble-top table in 
the hallway and turns to face her. “So, where 
do we begin?”

She waits. Like Tatte, Chaim Boruch likes 
to pose a question and then answer it him-
self. When she was a teenager, she had wanted 
to ask her father, “Why do you ask me if you 
don’t want to hear what I have to say?” But 
she would never talk to Tatte or Mamme that 
way.

Chaim Boruch hands her a few sheets of 
peel-off red dots. Stickers, like the ones teach-
ers use for charts. He says, “Yellow for me 
and red for you. Go through the rooms and 
put them on whatever you want to take. No 

sticker means that we give it away. Red and 
yellow stickers on something means we both 
want it and we’ll figure it out.”

It was funny how Chaim Boruch had 
ended up becoming a rebbi. All those after-
noons when he came home from school, he 
had rushed past her and up the stairs without 
a word, slamming the door to his room. He 
only came down when Mamme called him to 
eat or Tatte summoned him to go to shul. 

The shtiebel was a block away. Sometimes, 
on Friday nights, Chaya Riva would stand 
on the porch and watch them. Tatte walked 
quickly, always a few impatient steps ahead. 
Chaim Boruch shuffled like someone was 
pulling him along on an invisible rope. She 
couldn’t tell if they talked along the way. Did 
Tatte ask Chaim Boruch about his day, or how 
the other boys treated him, or why he spent so 
much time in his room by himself ? 

How can a family live in the same house and 
feel like strangers? 

She knew how. Silence.
Tatte sitting at the table or at his desk in 

the front room, staring out in front of him. 
Mamme in the velvet armchair in the semi-
darkness of the living room, a book on her lap, 
open to the same page for hours, for days. 

Silence broken only in the night. Chaya 
Riva yanked from sleep by the sound of 
Mamme’s screams, raw and hoarse. Some-
times she heard Tatte’s voice. A low murmur. 
In the morning, all four of them, pale from 
lack of sleep, were polite as they passed each 
other in the kitchen, a little gentler than usual 
as they avoided making eye contact. 

When her high school teacher was teach-
ing the class about the Holocaust and spoke 
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about the kedoshim, Chaya Riva had consid-
ered raising her hand and sharing that her 
parents were child survivors. But she was 
ashamed to bring it up because she knew so 
little. There would have been so many ques-
tions she couldn’t answer. Or ask. She knew 
only that Tatte had been four years old at the 
beginning of the “milchumah,” placed with a 
family in Switzerland and reclaimed by his 
parents after the war, and that Mamme—who 
was two years older than Tatte—had been in a 
section of Bergen-Belsen with other children. 

After the war, Mamme, the only one left 
of her family, had been found by her moth-
er’s close friend, who got married in the DP 
camp and took Mamme to America with 
her. Mamme was 12 when her “sister,” Tante 
Mirel, was born. Sometimes, when Tante 
Mirel insisted on something, Mamme would 
call her “di Amerikaneh.”

Chaya Riva sighs. Where to start?
She heads automatically to the gold room. 

Her room. From the earliest reaches of 
memory until the day of her wedding, she had 
loved it. Years ago, one of her young daughters 
had run her hands in delight over the textured 
gold leaves on the wallpaper and pronounced, 
“This is a gold room,” and the name had stuck. 

In the gold room, the small window is still 
double-curtained, thick damask over lace. The 
matching solid wood dresser and hutch where 
she displayed the treasures of her childhood 
are empty now. 

Tante Mirel was the one who had always 
taken her shopping, because Mamme didn’t 
like crowds. Before every Yom Tov, Tatte 
would hand Tante Mirel a thick envelope 
and remind her, “Buy the best.” Then she and 

Tante Mirel would take the train to Manhat-
tan, where they would systematically go to 
Bloomingdales, Macy’s and Lord & Taylor, 
choosing lined woolen skirts and delicate knit 
tops. 

“You have such nice outfits,” her friend 
Chanie used to say, sliding the hangers in 
Chaya Riva’s closet along the rack, looking 
at each piece as if she were shopping. “I get 
hand-me-downs from my cousins after my 
sisters are done with them. By the time I wear 
them, they’ve gone out of style and come back 
in.” 

Chanie lived down the block. Their houses 
were identical, but only on the outside. The 
first time Chaya Riva went to Chanie’s house, 
she’d noticed the way the light streamed in 
through the windows. The kitchen over-
looked the garden, and Chaya Riva had stared 
dreamily at the roses growing all over the yard 
in happy profusion. 

Was it because Chanie’s parents were 
American? Chanie’s mother cooked in her 

Was it because 
Chanie’s parents were 

American? Chanie’s 
mother cooked in her 
sunny kitchen as she 

talked and laughed on 
the phone, which she 

tucked between her 
chin and shoulder.
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sunny kitchen as she talked and laughed on 
the phone, which she tucked between her 
chin and shoulder. Chaya Riva saw Chanie’s 
father throw a ball around with his sons, pull-
ing them into hugs. Even the way Chanie’s 
family spoke was different. Chanie called her 
parents “Ma” and “Ta,” not the heavy, formal 
“Tatte” and “Mamme.” And sometimes, 
when she wanted something she wasn’t sup-
posed to have, she would kvetch, “Maaaaa!” or 
“Taaaaaa!” 

Chaya Riva smiles at the memory. Chanie 
moved to Canada after she got married, and 
they had lost touch. A pity.

She opens her closet. The heavy wooden 
hangers are still there, as well as the smell of 
mothballs. How she had hated that smell—
and the way some of her classmates wrinkled 
their noses when she walked by. 

On the top shelf of her closet she sees the 
knitting basket, still waiting for her since 
the summer after eighth grade when Tante 
Mirel had taught her how to knit. She had 
been so excited, planning on knitting a scarf 
for Tatte’s birthday. Tante Mirel helped her 
choose the yarn, taught her how to cast on, 
knit and purl, and pick up dropped stitches. 
She had made a long scarf, much too long. 
But the scarf had stayed on the needles. Why 
hadn’t she finished it? Presented it proudly to 
her father? Tante Mirel had offered—many, 
many times—to teach her how to bind off the 
final row. 

Chaya Riva feels the tight ache of sorrow. 
She misses Tante Mirel. It’s been more than 
a year since she passed away, and Chaya Riva 
still reaches for the phone whenever she has 
something to tell her, only to be hit by a pang 
of memory. Followed by guilt. Because she 
misses Tante Mirel more than she misses her 
mother. 

Does Chaim Boruch feel the same way? 
Tante Mirel took care of him too, especially 
when Mamme was “nervous.” At such times, 
Tatte would go into the kitchen in his socks—
their cue to take off their shoes and to whis-
per—and make kasha. When Mamme was 
nervous, the receiver was taken off the hook of 
the green rotary wall phone in the kitchen and 
left to dangle by its long cord. Then they’d go 
to Tante Mirel’s house for a few days. Once—
but that was different, because it was after 
baby Leibel had passed away—they stayed at 
Tante Mirel’s house for a few months. 

Leibel! After all these years, his face is a 
blur. Dark curls. She thinks his eyes were gray. 
When she and Chaim Boruch came back 

Leibel! After all these 
years, his face is a 

blur. Dark curls. She 
thinks his eyes were 

gray. When she and 
Chaim Boruch came 

back home, all the pic-
tures of Leibel were 

gone. And no one said 
his name. 
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home, all the pictures of Leibel were gone. 
And no one said his name. 

Years later, when her own babies napped, 
Chaya Riva had always gone into the room to 
check on them, and she had gotten up several 
times a night to make sure they were breath-
ing. Ari had always tried to reassure her that 
they were fine and would be cranky if they 
were woken too soon, but one could never be 
too sure. 

Would it have been easier if Tatte and Mamme 
had talked to us about what happened? If we’d 
been allowed to miss Leibel together?

For many years, she had thought that when 
she grew up and had her own children, she 
would sit with Mamme the way she did with 
Tante Mirel—over tea with honey—and 
Mamme would tell her stories about the girl 
she’d been “before,” and maybe about what 
had happened to her family. 

Mamme had held Chaya Riva’s babies, sung 
softly to them and baked monster-sized cook-
ies for the toddlers. And Mamme and Chaya 
Riva spoke, as they always did, about this and 
that. About nothing. When Mamme had 
gotten sick—before the grandchildren were 
old enough to really remember her—her con-
dition deteriorated so rapidly that Chaya Riva 
suspected she’d been ill much longer than she 
let on. 

Nachamu, nachamu. The need for double 
comfort. Mamme died. And Mamme died 
before we talked. And now Tatte. Now the 
silence would last forever. 

She hears a sudden noise and jumps. Then 
she realizes it’s the chime of the grandfather 
clock. She goes down the stairs to the living 
room. Chaim Boruch is pulling sefarim from 

the shelves. “Can we talk?” she asks him. 
He’s carrying a stack of about ten volumes 

in his arms. “Yeah.”
“No. I mean, really talk. I feel like we don’t 

really talk.”
“We talk. We’re talking now.”
She sighs. “Did you…you know, ever ask 

Tatte and Mamme about things?”
He puts the sefarim in a box. “Things?”
“What they went through.”
“During the war? Tatte was with that 

family.” He’s not looking at her. “And 
Mamme…you know, the camps. What’s to 
talk about?”

Everything. 
The time when the pizza shop opened on 

the avenue and her friends planned a pizza 
party, and Mamme said, “Of course, you can 
have pizza. But why do you need to eat it in 
the store? Stay home.”

She had figured out early on that even if she 
did get to go wherever the other girls were 
going, she’d be weighed down by what she 
was doing to Mamme by leaving. 

It occurs to her suddenly that what she 
really wants to ask Chaim Boruch is, “Do you 
feel you let them down? Because I do.” 

She used to draw pictures and deco-
rate cards for her parents. It started with the 
Shanah Tovah card her teacher made with the 
class in first grade. Chaya Riva had hidden the 
card under the challah cover on Rosh Hasha-
nah. Tatte had held it up and beamed, so 
before Sukkos she made another card, with a 
drawing of a family smiling in a sukkah. She’d 
kept it up for years. In seventh grade, she had 
gone through a stage when she was obsessed 
with poetry and wrote short poems on topics 
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like rain and clowns and a few about the Beis 
Hamikdash. She wrote them in slanted cursive 
on scented stationery, slipping them under the 
door of Tatte and Mamme’s bedroom, perch-
ing them on counters and on top of Tatte’s 
briefcase. Tatte and Mamme always thanked 
her and told her she was talented. 

After Mamme passed away, she’d cried to 
Tante Mirel, “I feel like I need another chance. 
More time to do more.”

Tante Mirel said, “More what?”
She thought for a moment. “Get closer to 

her. Make her happy.”
“You and Chaim Boruch are what kept your 

mother going.”
“But—” Chaya Riva’s tears made it hard 

for her to get the words out. “What about all 
those times…”

Tante Mirel hugged her. “Her sadness was 
separate, a part of her that even she couldn’t 
touch. You brought her joy. Only joy.”

But Chaya Riva remembered the night 
before her high school graduation, when she’d 
been old enough to know better. Even now, 

almost 30 years later, she feels the burn of 
shame. 

It had felt so important at the time. The 
opportunity of a lifetime. A module formed 
for frum girls to earn a certificate in inte-
rior design in a prestigious program that was 
heavily subsidized by a donor. There were only 
12 spots available, and girls were applying 
from high schools all over the city. Applicants 
had to submit a portfolio of an original proj-
ect.

She was sure she’d get in. She enjoyed put-
ting together fabrics and colors and studying 
furniture catalogs, and everyone who saw her 
drawings told her she was creative. 

She worked on her portfolio every day 
after school, poring over books in the library 
to master concepts like space and light, and 
drafting design after design until she per-
fected her dream home. She named it “Open 
to Light.” On the cover of her portfolio, she 
drew a wall of windows framed in clusters 
of gauze that appeared to be moving in the 
breeze. On the inside pages, she sketched 
large rooms with white walls and dramatic 
pops of color. 

She mailed the portfolio with the com-
pleted application form and waited. Weeks 
went by. Her classmate Leora was accepted 
into the program. Leora’s cousin, who went to 
another high school, was also accepted. 

On the day the bulky package arrived from 
the Institute of Design, Chaya Riva carried 
it eagerly into the kitchen. She pulled off the 
tape to open it and found her portfolio and 
a letter. She read it once. Read it again, sure 
that she had missed something. The letter 
from the office of admissions thanked her for 

Chaya Riva carried 
it eagerly into the 

kitchen. She pulled 
off the tape to open it 

and found her port-
folio and a letter. She 

read it once. missed 
something. 
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applying, complimented her on her portfo-
lio—it showed considerable effort and time—
and expressed sincere regret. They’d had many 
qualified applicants and could accept only a 
limited number of students. And she wasn’t 
one of them.

To Chaya Riva, this closed door became 
every closed door, and it was more than she 
could bear. Furious tears ran down her checks. 
She ripped her portfolio to shreds, watching 
the pieces float to the floor. She tried to rip 
the plastic cover, but it wouldn’t tear. Mamme 
went very still. Tatte’s eyes grew dark, and 
he yelled. “You don’t get to go to decorator 
school? That’s the worst thing in your life?” 
Chaya Riva turned from the mess and ran 
to the sanctuary of her room. They had never 
understood her. 

But later that night, when she closed her 
eyes, she could see Mamme’s expression, con-
fused and hurt. Tatte’s flash of anger. Because 
of her. Although of course, they never spoke 
of it again.

She shakes her head. An interior designer! 
Who needs such pressure? I’m lucky that I never 
went to that school. 

She hasn’t used any of her red dots. 
She goes to the bookcase where they keep 

the photo albums. Chaim Boruch has piled 
them on the table, each one marked with a 
yellow dot. He asks her, “How’s the hunt 
going?”

“There’s nothing I want to take except the 
photos. We can make copies of all of them, 
right?”

“I’m thinking digital. Whatever you want. 
Nothing else?”

“The furniture is too dated. It won’t fit in my 

house.”
Chaim Boruch says, “Did you go through 

Tatte’s desk? There might be some important 
papers in there.”

The front room had always been Tatte’s 
domain. Even her own children, in all the 
years they’d visited and had the run of the 
house, had known that the front room was off 
limits.

She turns on the light, but the room is still 
dim. How had Tatte managed to read in here? 
She yanks the drapery cord by the window, 
but it’s stiff from disuse. She grabs a handful 
of the heavy fabric, pulls hard, and the cur-
tains draw apart. 

She sits down at Tatte’s desk and opens 
the drawer. The files are organized in folders, 
each one labeled in Tatte’s neat block letter-
ing. She takes them out. Bills. Taxes. Tze-
dakah. Insurance. There is also a thick folder 
that is unmarked. She opens it up and sees 
an array of colorful cards drawn in a child-
ish hand. An apple and honey. A family in a 
sukkah. A smiley face. A collection of poems 
on pink stationery. And underneath it a plas-
tic cover, yellowed with age, protecting a port-
folio that is decorated with a wall of windows 
and the words “Open to Light.” The pages 
that follow depict room after room in stark 
white, with an occasional burst of color. Much 
too much white, she realizes now. The pages 
have jagged scars where they were torn and 
carefully Scotch-taped back together. 

She peels off the red dots and sticks them 
on the cover of the portfolio, one at a time. 
She doesn’t realize until she has used them all 
up that she has formed them into the shape 
of a heart. 

CollectionSukkos2022_ Kreiman_v2.indd   13CollectionSukkos2022_ Kreiman_v2.indd   13 9/29/22   8:58 PM9/29/22   8:58 PM


