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To my beloved grandmother,

who passed away in Yemen and has no grave I can visit.

Your memory is kept in my heart forever,

and your image is with me at every step.

[image: ]This book is dedicated to you — with love, with pain, and with a prayer.
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A Note on This Edition

[image: ]This English edition follows the author’s complete Hebrew manuscript and preserves its two interwoven voices — the narrator’s and her mother’s — and its movement between memory, testimony, and reflection. English chapter divisions have occasionally been added for clarity.
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A Beloved Youngest Daughter
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I was an introverted child. I never played with the others in kindergarten; I only stood off to one side, taking everything in. I remember that I could already read the children’s names on the towels that hung along the wall. I was a quiet girl. I carry memories of how I came into the world — memories that stay with me, though to this day I cannot say how they took root in me.

I am a ball of light, moving at the speed of light. Within seconds, I was on the roof of my mother’s house. From up there I could see the rooftops of the whole neighborhood, and I was an innocent soul — curious, joyful — saying to myself: they are waiting for me. I see a light, and I see my brothers behind the door. And in that very moment, I was born.

In my own sense of things, I never spent nine months in my mother’s womb. And yet I loved her with all my soul. Until the day she died, her umbilical cord was still joined to me.

[image: ]

Childhood memories

Until I was ten years old I slept in my mother’s arms, my small body curled against hers, my legs resting on her as though she were safe, solid ground. At night I would whisper to her in silence; by day my eyes followed her everywhere, so that not a single movement of hers would escape me. I was her last child, her youngest, and her embrace was an anchor in the heart of a stormy sea.

My brothers watched the two of us with silent eyes — sometimes envious, sometimes distant. I felt loved, chosen. Then one day, without warning, that little corner of mine was taken from me. Not out of cruelty, but out of a new need that had arisen: a granddaughter had come into the world, a delicate little thing, a princess. Her tiny body needed touch, needed warmth, needed the mother of us all. And Mother, as was her way, gave herself completely.

As a child I was quiet; I did not join the games. I stood apart and watched. My eyes took in everything around me, as if I had been given, early on, the gift of knowing without being taught. I asked for no toys. I sought no noise. My mother, who did not know how to give me a game to play, gave me love instead. And I loved her without limit, until her very last day.
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The Hill of Love

The Hill of Love, which faced our house, was where the whole neighborhood spent its Shabbat days. In the morning sun we would set out for the hill. I was fourteen when I met Cupid there, on the Hill of Love. Set among the new houses of a neighborhood still in its infancy, the hill — for that is what they called it, the Hill of Love — was wrapped in orange groves. On its crest, the lights of Kibbutz Brenner and Kvutzat Schiller glittered on the horizon like stars kissing the rim of the sky. And in the heart of that hill, the first secrets of young love took root.

Among the wild shrubs and the furrowed dirt paths stood an old ruined house that the wandering Bedouin tribes used as a place to sleep beside their tents. They grazed their flocks there and baked flatbreads on a hot saj.

Every Shabbat, the neighborhood children streamed to the hill for the bread, the simple smiles, and the joy of the Bedouins who welcomed everyone with bright faces and open hearts. The hill carried more than the scent of oranges; it carried hopes, stolen glances, first kisses. Every Shabbat, all the children on the street were already on their way to the Hill of Love — and so was I, the youngest child in the family.

Every two years another soul was born. Mother, weary of life, suffered from the headaches that came over her so often — a legacy of her orphanhood. By then I was eight, no longer a baby, and I helped her: cleaning, pouring coffee.
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The neighborhood on the Hill of Love
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Sibling Envy
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One of my brothers, eighteen years old, decided that I existed to serve him — to be his servant. My small feet stepped through the house in fear; every glance of mine was weighed and measured. My brothers became the wardens of my childhood. Every step, every breath, passed beneath their eyes. I was not allowed to move freely, nor to think aloud. I was a prisoner in the house where I grew up — a little girl afraid of making a mistake, who knew nothing of being protected, only of orders and chores. And my heart, which longed for love from my brothers, hid inside me, trembling. My tears were afraid to come, lest anyone call me weak. There was no one there who listened. Even Mother could no longer protect me from them. In her own mind she justified it: a firm hand was needed, just as it was written in the Torah she had studied back in Yemen.

My brothers themselves were wounded by the emotional neglect of a household crowded with children — perhaps even more deeply than I was. I, at least, received love from my mother and father, while the world outside was cramped and cold. From my brothers I learned to build worlds of my own. There, inside my imagination, I was free. I played with birds that did not fly away from me; quietly I painted blue skies. I found a hidden corner of the soul where no one gave orders, no one demanded, no one commanded. I invented imaginary friends and all kinds of stories.
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A soul in a foreign world

In my head I composed sentences no one ever heard, but I remembered them. I felt that my heart, in spite of everything, had not surrendered. It remained soft and beautiful — and that was what saved me. My inner world was full of color, delicate and brimming with hope, like a secret garden that, no matter how often its light was put out, always waited for me with an open door. When I turned fourteen, I was not allowed to bloom, not allowed to speak with boys; I was forbidden to show what I felt. And yet I longed to rebel — only I was so afraid, guarding within me the great secret: the secret of love.

The path that led toward the one my heart had chosen seemed to hang suspended between heaven and earth. My face glowed with an inner light — a budding love I did not yet know how to name, though it already burned in me like the first spark of spring. I called to my friend in an excited voice, put on my Shabbat clothes, and my heart pounded. The way to the hill felt like a dream; every step was full of hope.

[image: ]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

On Mother’s Balcony
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I sat at my mother’s feet on the balcony, sinking into a landscape of memories. My mother, her eyes washed with longing and pain, told me the story of her life — a story that engraved itself deep in my soul, a burden both heavy and precious. I was a young girl, and I listened in silence, as if time itself had stopped. The evening breeze blew softly, kissing my mother’s hair, and the memories rose in waves.

These were the memories of a childhood that was not mine — a childhood lost among journeys and crossings, between foreign lands and mountains that kissed the sky. In every word of hers I heard a voice of pain, the longing that had made her who she was.

This story, full of light and darkness, is mine now. It will be kept — like milestones along the road toward understanding who we are, where we came from, and where we are going.

Neighbors came to my mother’s balcony with open hearts and no masks. The world did not yet know screens; hearts were open out of love. Then progress arrived like a storm — it shut the doors, opened up screens, and left everyone alone.
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I am an old soul in a foreign world, searching for simplicity, for the familiar smile — perhaps there is still a place, still a window through which that old wind might enter and stay forever. My fear is like a closed and mysterious gate, and at the same time an invitation. I know that the truth hides inside the fear, something that must be overcome in order to find the light.

The next evening, by the gate of my house, he stood and called to me in a faint voice: “Come!” I was afraid my brothers would return and not find me home. Hesitant, I followed him. We climbed up to the Hill of Love. I wanted time to stop. And suddenly I thought of Mother.

The spring wind was blowing through the trees; the leaves rustled and their sound echoed in my ears. Every step drew me nearer to the place where all warmth and love were gathered. And yet I still was not permitted to bloom. I felt the fear mingle with relief, and with every tear that fell, my will to keep hope alive grew stronger. I looked up at the glowing sky, and my heart stirred once again.
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Mother’s Story

Mother was orphaned at the age of four. She told it this way: “I was born in a foreign country, a mountainous land whose peaks kissed the sky. I remember that from the age of four, my little sister and I were left orphans.”

“I remember how they laid out my mother — your grandmother — and slipped the bangles from her wrist while her body lay on the floor. On the day she died, they set her young body down on the bare earth, wrapped in white shrouds, and the candle flames trembled all around.” Mother, who was then a four-year-old child, had stood off to the side, silent.

She still remembers how they sawed the gold bangles from her mother’s silent arm and buried her in the field of a kind-hearted Arab neighbor, who let them dig a grave in a spot that a plow would later pass over. No marker remained — only the little girl who carried her mother in her memory, a painful, vivid memory she carried forever.

Mother described her own mother to me: “A daughter of the priestly line — green eyes, a long neck, and flowing hair. Her beauty was always spoken of in my grandparents’ house, the way it is written in the Song of Songs: “Your neck is like a tower of ivory.” She told us that once, when she went out to the market, an Arab man who saw her began to sing her praises: “What a beautiful neck you have, and what eyes...” My mother took fright and said, ‘I have fallen ill — he has given me the evil eye, and now I feel unwell...’”

––––––––
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[image: ]“My father — your grandfather — said to my mother, ‘I am going after you.’ He refused to go on living after she died, and he starved himself to death. He left this world after her, leaving us orphaned, my baby sister and me. My grandparents raised us.”

Life in a Foreign Land

Life was hard; the heavy shadows of fear and domination waited in every corner. Under the rule of the governing emirs, the lives of the local Jews hung on the slimmest thread of those rulers’ patience.

The orphaned children who had been left without their parents were kept under constant watch. Every day they had to be careful to avoid the watchful eyes of the authorities. At every moment, their breath caught in their throats, for a single wrong word, a single suspicious look, could lead to a harsh decree — to forced conversion to Islam.

With a sacred expression on her face, Mother would tell it quietly, in a trembling voice: “Those were the dark nights when my grandfather and grandmother carried us on their backs through the desert, right among the beasts of prey. In fear and in love, they fought to keep us safe. Every step in the desert was full of danger — but also a small hope of going on living in our own way, of remaining faithful to our heritage.”

The Jewish community lived under constant pressure, restricted by harsh laws and by attempts to impose Islam. The regime rested upon the laws of the Sharia. Orphaned children were taken by the authorities. It was terribly hard to hold on to a free Jewish life.

“Tell me, Mother — how did you come from Yemen to Aden?” “Night had fallen over the house. Suddenly three heavy knocks sounded on the old wooden door. My grandfather shuddered. His eyes met my grandmother’s, where she stood in the corner. The messengers stood in the doorway. “We
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