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    Foreword

    My name is Asaf Anonimi.

    I am fifty-six years old. A family man. A father. A partner. A person who learned, slowly and painfully, to look in the mirror without flinching.

    Before I tell you who I am today, let me take you to one place. One moment. A moment I still remember in every cell of my body, as though the body refuses to forget even when the mind has already let go.

    ✦

    The concrete yard. The lunch break. The sun falling straight into my eyes.

    I am standing between the goalposts.

    Feet apart, knees soft, arms spread wide on both sides, like wings ready to take off in any direction. Sweat drips down the back of my neck. The smell of hot concrete rises from the yard. The children shout all around me, but I don’t hear them. I don’t see them.

    I see only the ball.

    The boy about to kick is standing opposite the goal, ten steps away, twelve maybe. I know him. I know his body. How he breathes before a kick, how his left shoulder tilts slightly to the right when he plans to go left, how his knee bends in the moment before contact. I read him like a book I have read a hundred times.

    He runs.

    In the last split seconds before the kick, I freeze. Not frozen with fear. Frozen with concentration. Everything in the world lights up and goes dark, the sounds, the colors, the thoughts, and all that remains is the ball and my hands.

    The ball flies.

    I leave the ground.

    My body knows where to go before my mind has had time to decide. This is not thinking, it is something deeper, something that lives in the muscles and bones. I hurl myself through the air, the whole body stretching toward the corner, and land on the rough concrete without a second thought. Knees scraped. Palms scraped. It doesn’t matter.

    The ball is in my hands.

    All that matters is that the ball is in my hands.

    Cheers. My name in the mouths of friends. A certificate in the teacher’s hand. A quiet, warm pride spreading through my chest like a small sun.

    I was the goalkeeper. That was who I was. And there is no better description for all the life that came after.

    ✦

    But this story is not a story of victories.

    It is the story of what happened after, when the star goalkeeper of third grade found himself standing alone between entirely different goalposts. Goalposts that no one had chosen for him. Goalposts that were built around him, slowly, without his consent. Goalposts from which he did not know how to escape, because he didn’t even know he was trapped inside them.

    And then, long years of life with a body that knows how to leap. With a mind that always searches for the ball, always tries to anticipate the next kick. With hands that remember how to catch, even when no ball is coming.

    With knees ready to scrape, even when the concrete is conversation, relationships, work. Everything learned on the concrete yard, descended into the body and stayed there. Not talent. Character. Texture.

    With a heart that learned to wait for a threat, even when the yard was no longer a yard. Even when the one kicking was no longer a child. Even when the “goalposts” were relationships, jobs, cities, and finally, life itself.

    A goalkeeper who lost the field, but not the body. Not the reflex. Not the readiness to hurl himself forward and land on the concrete.

    ✦

    I wrote this book because the time had come.

    Not so that anyone would pity me. I was pitied enough for years, and I pitied myself too, and that didn’t help either. Not to accuse. Accusation is an empty room that echoes only itself.

    I wrote so that the woman and the man who read this, would know: this is not only my story. This is the story of tens of thousands of children who were hurt and kept silent. Of young people who grew up carrying a secret that gnawed at them. Of adults living for years with a trauma that had no name. Of parents who didn’t know. Of teachers who didn’t see. Of a system that never asked.

    I wrote also for you, those who carry such a secret right now. Those who read one line and suddenly remembered something they had tried to forget. Those who feel alone inside their cars, their homes, their bodies.

    You are not alone. Your body does not forget, it keeps watch.

    This is not a hero’s story. Heroes don’t flee from place to place. Heroes don’t cry out in their sleep the name of a child they are trying to forget.

    But there is another kind of heroism, a heroism that doesn’t appear in films. The heroism of getting up on one more Friday morning and trying again. The heroism of not giving up on your children even when you are not okay. The heroism of showing up for the weekly therapy session year after year. The heroism of trusting one person, after everyone else became dangerous. That is the real heroism. That is the heroism of this book.

    This is the story of a child who was badly hurt. Of a young man who ran away. Of a man who searched for himself for far too many years. And of a father and partner, a man in love, who finally learned, slowly, painfully, with a patience he didn’t know he had, to look in the mirror without flinching.

    This is my beginning. And it is also my invitation to you.

    Come with me. Slowly. Without judgment. Only with an open heart.

    Come.

  
    The Concrete Yard

    When I was a young child, we moved to a different city in the center of the country.

    I remember the first morning in the new house, the smell was different, the air unfamiliar, walls that didn’t yet know who I was. The birds there chirped in a different tone than the birds I had grown up with. That too, I understood later, is something you can remember.

    At first I attended a school far from home. My father would drive me in the mornings in the big car, we left at exactly 7:15, because my father was precise about everything. I would sit in the back, watching the fig trees passing in the window, counting trunks quietly to myself. The smell inside the car was of my father’s cologne and early morning. The smell outside, when the door opened at the school, was of children and of a day that was starting without me.

    What I never told anyone: leaving the house every morning, there was a small fear that lived in my stomach. A fear without a name. In case someone would hear. In case someone would know. In case one day after the bell someone would come up and say “we knew.” And I didn’t know which to be more ashamed of, what had been done to me, or that I couldn’t stop it.

    The backpack on my back felt too heavy for a six-year-old. Not because of the books. Because I didn’t want to arrive.

    Later we moved to a school closer to home, right near the house. Ten minutes’ walk through the neighborhood, past the fig house with the grapevine on the fence, through the narrow alley that smelled of damp even in summer. That change changed everything. Suddenly everything was familiar, the smell of the yard after rain, the smell of earth and rotting leaves and something sweet I couldn’t name. The dusty floor of the classroom was familiar. Even the heavy entrance door, the one that closed with a deep metallic clang, familiar. It felt like breathing at last.

    In third grade, I had friends.

    Friendship at nine is a special thing. It is not based on what you have, on what you are worth, on how “successful” you are. It is based on “do you want to run?” and “come let’s see what’s over there.” Eran was that kind of friend. Simple. Present. He didn’t ask questions I had no answers to. He was simply there.

    With Eran we once went to the orchard on the edge of the neighborhood, we ran between the dense citrus trees, the big leaves scratching our arms, the sharp smell of bitter lemon rising from the wet earth. We didn’t care. We laughed. I felt free for a moment, free in a way that is hard to explain, as though my body knew there was no one here watching it, waiting for it. Those moments were rarer than I knew then.

    Eran was a friend in the way children can be friends, without contracts, without conditions, without questions. He didn’t know about the nights. Didn’t know about the dark corners. He only knew that his Asaf, the one who ran beside him between the citrus trees, was his friend. And for me, who had learned that not everything is safe, that not everything can be trusted, Eran was proof that some things can.

    And at recess, football.

    We played on the big concrete yard in the school grounds. Two piles of stones on each side, that was our goal, my goal. Because I, Asaf, was the goalkeeper. I didn’t ask for that role. I simply walked over on the first day, stood between the stones, and never moved from there.

    I could read a kick before it happened. Something in the kicker’s body revealed itself to me before he himself had decided, the tilt of the shoulder, the slight turn of the gaze, the way the foot planted itself in the moment before contact. I moved to the right corner a split second before the ball left his foot, as though my body knew something I hadn’t yet understood: that when you are fully present, when you don’t run away even in the most frightening moment, you save.

    Knees scraped. Palms roughened against the concrete. Didn’t matter. Ball in my hands, that was all that counted.

    Penalty kicks I stopped with eyes wide open, I didn’t close them, didn’t look away, didn’t try to guess too early. I froze the moment until the very last fraction. Then, a leap. Always in the right direction.

    The team won. Certificates. Cheers. My name in people’s mouths.

    And the look in my mother’s eyes, when I came back from the match, dusty and scraped and happy, was worth more than any certificate. “I saw you,” she used to say. “I saw you between the goalposts.” And she didn’t know how much that meant to me. That someone had seen. That there was something worth seeing.

    Those were the moments when I knew who I was. When my body felt whole, focused, purposeful. When I was between the goalposts, I was not a child hiding a secret. I was a goalkeeper.

    ✦

    But there was also something else. Something that had no name, that I told no one about.

    I didn’t know that those questions, “why” and “why me”, are the questions every survivor asks. That there is no good answer. That the closest thing to the truth is: not because of who you are. Because of who he was. And there is a difference.

    I was a nine-year-old child, and I didn’t know that what was happening to me had a name. That what was happening to me was not punishment. That what was happening to me happened because of someone else. Not because of who I am.

    No one knew. No one asked.

  
    Asaf Speaks for the First Time

    In third grade, a boy named Momo was in my class.

    At first he was just background, one child among thirty, not conspicuous, not interesting. He lived in the neighborhood near me, in a building a few blocks away, but I knew nothing about him and wasn't looking to find out. I was busy with my friends, with football, with being a child.

    My first memory of him is not from school.

    It is from my room.

    I don't know exactly how he got there. I don't remember a moment of invitation, of "do you want to come over?", of conscious agreement. It just happened, one day he was there. We sat on the floor by my bed, football cards from the seventies spread out between us on the parquet. We talked about the players, who was the best, who was the strongest, who had been on the national team. We laughed. It was pleasant. It seemed so pleasant.

    It started one morning in class. Momo climbed onto the desks and danced on them, moving from one to the next, laughing out loud, and the whole class laughed with him. He threw a name into the air, a name that was not mine, and it stuck to me at once.

    The name stuck fast. Within a few days no one called me by my name anymore. Even my close friends, the ones I played football with, the ones who had sat with me on the floor with the cards, they

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
  