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      This book is dedicated to the cherished memory of my father

    


    

      Amnon Elkayam

    


    

      with love and profound longing.

    


    

      

    


    

      In loving memory of my dear aunts:

    


    

      Ahuva, Geula and Shula

    


    

      for whom, and in whose honor, the journey described in these pages was undertaken.

    


    

      In memory of Aunt Rachel, whose life and story will remain forever etched in the heart of our family.

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      

    


    

      * * * * * *

    


    

      

    


    

      This book is also, and especially, dedicated to my cousin, 

    


    

      Ariela Bracha, my partner on this turbulent journey, who leapt over every obstacle, never lost hope, never surrendered, and never gave up.

    


    

      

    


    

      And finally to Maher Al-Halawani, my cousin Despite the unexpected ending, without him both his family and mine could never have completed this story or closed the circle.

    


    

       

    




    

      A Personal Note

    


    

      The stories and events in this book are drawn from my own and personal experiences - my memories, my perspective, and the moments that have stayed with me over the years. Inevitably, some details have been changed to protect the privacy of those involved.

    


    

      Family memory is never one single voice; it is a chorus. We may have lived through the same experiences, yet each of us remembers them differently, colored by our own feelings and points of view. What I share here  - is simply my way of telling the journey we went through together, with all its intensity and emotion.

    


    

      When I recall disagreements with the "Syrian side" of the family, or describe conversations I had with relatives, I do so with no intention of causing hurt. Quite the opposite - each and everyone of you holds a special place in my heart.

    


    

      For better or worse, we are all threads in the same tapestry of fate.

    


    

      Every family has its conflicts, but sooner or later, we will find our way through them - guided by love, mutual respect, blood ties, and that irreplaceable sense of belonging.

    


    

      I am grateful for the chance to get to know each of you more deeply throughout this journey, and to shape our collective experiences - the hard and the beautiful alike - into a story that will remain with us, and with those who come after us.

    


    

      

    


    

      Shachar

    


    

       

    




    

      Forbidden Love

    


    

      Grandpa Nissim was born into an ancient family whose roots had been planted in Tiberias back in the time of the Old Yishuv, sometime in the eighteenth century. Where the family had come from before that, no one truly knew. Their lineage floated through time like a half-remembered tale - too old to trace, too familiar to question.

    


    

      In those days, the Land of Israel lay under the rule of the Ottoman Empire, and many Jews were descendants of the great expulsion from Spain, scattered like seeds across North Africa and beyond. Some arrived from Morocco.

    


    

      But admitting to Moroccan roots did not appeal to Grandpa’s family.

    


    

      "No, no, we are descendants of the exiled from Spain", they would insist with theatrical certainty. It simply sounded better. More polished. More romantic. More… exotic.

    


    

      Grandma Roza, meanwhile, came from Urmia - a Kurdish region nestled in the rugged border triangle between Iran, Turkey, and Azerbaijan. Yet much like Grandpa’s family, which had denied its Moroccan past, Grandma’s family was determined to distance itself from any Kurdish identity. "We are Nash Didan", they would say to anyone who asked. Like Abraham, our forefather.

    


    

      They spoke Lishan Didan - a dialect of ancient Aramaic, the biblical tongue that helped shape both Hebrew and Arabic. Their words carried the cadence of scripture and the whisper of exile.

    


    

      The Jews of Urmia were said to be descendants of the First Temple exiles, and through the generations they clung fiercely to their faith, attempting to keep assimilation at bay. Girls were often forced into marriage at twelve - sometimes even younger. They did not learn to read or write; instead, they memorized verses and prayers. Instead of reciting the Grace after Meals, they kissed the tablecloth. It was in this reality that Grandma Roza was born and raised. 

    


    

      An article published in the newspaper HaMelitz in 1903 described life in Urmia, about women who guarded their purity and modesty. If a Jewish girl strayed "into the embrace of a Christian man" the entire community would rise as one, expel her, and she would have to convert. Zero tolerance for assimilation in any form. That law, that fear, etched itself deep into my grandmother’s consciousness. Even decades later, after years and borders, after wars and children and migrations, that ancient whisper still guided her thoughts and shaped her fears - a voice from Urmia telling her how to protect her daughters. Even when it seemed forgotten, it was there - the inner voice of the community, guiding how she would raise her daughters.

    


    

      Grandma’s family made the long, perilous journey from Urmia to the Land of Israel (Called Palestine at the time) via Aleppo in Syria, settling in Tiberias. There, Grandpa and Grandma got married. They lived near the Old City, not far from the Sea of Galilee.

    


    

      In the 1920s, Tiberias was a small but vibrant tapestry of stone alleys, market calls, and the scent of freshly caught fish. Grandpa lived by a steady rhythm - from the old synagogue, to the ancient Jewish cemetery where generations of his family lay at peace, to the bustling stalls where he purchased vegetables and fish for the household. He was a man of faith, simplicity, and routine.

    


    

      Grandma, meanwhile, managed her world within the modest walls of their home. Most of her young years were spent in nearly continuous pregnancies, overseeing the children while keeping up with household chores. Their lives passed in quiet simplicity, in a steady rhythm of faith, family, and a city moving slowly against the glittering waters of the Sea of Galilee.

    


    

      Had they glimpsed even a flicker of the future - a warning that moving to Haifa would eventually give rise to the family’s greatest secret - they might have chosen to remain forever in Tiberias.

    


    

      Even after moving to Haifa, they maintained a modest lifestyle in a small apartment in the lower city, not far from Wadi Nisnas - a vibrant, historic neighborhood in Haifa known for its blend of Jewish and Arab residents, famous for its colorful street art, traditional architecture, and annual “Holiday of Holidays” festival celebrating Hanukkah, Christmas, and Eid al-Fitr.

    


    

      

    


    

      Grandpa was employed as a porter for the Egged bus company at a time when suitcases were placed on top of the small buses - large leather cases with handles, not wheels like today. He would lift the suitcases onto the roof of the bus running the Haifa-Tel Aviv route, tie them with rope, and in rainy weather, cover them with tarpaulin. In between, he supplemented his income as an oud player, an ancient string instrument made of wood. He played at weddings and bar mitzvahs, and also at family events.

    


    

      Even after moving to Haifa, Grandma continued her life as a devoted housewife. Despite their modesty, family stories recall that the children were never deprived of anything. Grandpa’s friends remembered him as a “good man”,  describing how he would return from the market, bent under the weight of baskets filled with fresh vegetables, meat, fish and local produce, a smile always on his face.

    


    

      They raised ten children - five sons and five daughters. The house was lively and full of life, always echoing with laughter, cries, or running in the hallways. 

    


    

      Because Grandma spent so many years pregnant, the age gaps between the children were small; responsibility spilled onto the older daughters. The whole family grew up relying on one another, with immense responsibility placed on young shoulders.

    


    

      Viki, the eldest, raised Rachel and Akiva.

    


    

      Ahuva raised Shula.

    


    

      Rachel raised Geula.

    


    

      And together, they "raised" Da-Bioz, Roza’s mother.

    


    

      Years after her death, the aunts and uncles would recount that Da-Bioz  was a cruel and selfish woman. At that time, when the painting The Crying Child hung in every living room, in Grandpa’s house a real witch lived in the living room, holding a rag doll and making everyone’s life miserable.

    


    

      Before moving in with Grandpa and Grandma, Da-Bioz had lived in Hadar. Her actual name was Esther, but in the area she came from in Urmia, the word 'Da' means 'daughter of'. Bayoz was probably the name of her mother, meaning Esther the daughter of Bayoz.

    


    

      Da-Bioz’s grandchildren say she never let anyone enter her home. When someone knocked, she peeked through a narrow slit and asked, “Why are you here?” then slammed the door, leaving the children outside. A cruel woman.

    


    

      But Nissim and Roza’s home was a completely different story - always open to everyone. Anyone could come uninvited, eat, and drink as they were able.

    


    

      Among the ten siblings, one name was never spoken aloud, but whispered and remembered like an old scent that refused to fade: Rachel.

    


    

      The sister who vanished.

    


    

      The official story, repeated like an incantation throughout the years, was that Rachel had died of an illness. Every aunt, every uncle nodded, accepting the tale as if it were carved in stone.

    


    

      We grandchildren grew up believing it.

    


    

      But even as a child, something felt wrong.

    


    

      There was silence - too deep, too practiced.

    


    

      There were no photographs.

    


    

      No grave.

    


    

      No Yahrzeit candle.

    


    

      No date of birth.

    


    

      No date of death.

    


    

      A sixteen-year-old girl, gone without a trace - it simply didn’t make sense.

    


    

      

    


    

      But something about that story always grated. Perhaps it was the strange silence whenever Rachel’s name was mentioned, or the evasive glances of the remaining nine siblings when the topic arose. 

    


    

      Even as an inquisitive eleven-year-old, the first link in the chain of silence cracked. From half-words and evasive answers, I pieced together a different picture: Rachel probably did not die. Even years later, I still had not learned what really happened to her. At some point, from fragmented sentences and tangles of information, I managed to extract from my father a different version: she had run away. Run away with Fuad, the love of her life - a young Arab man from the neighboring family. A story of forbidden love. In Grandpa’s eyes, it was a great disaster, a mark of shame on the entire family, and he wished to keep it secret. The family was shrouded in a shadow of shame and maintained its silence for decades.

    


    

      Fuad, they would say, was a young man of quite a striking appearance: tall and muscular, his skin slightly tanned, and his hair black as a raven. Although he was shy, this did not stop him from courting the girls in the neighborhood. In fact, his very shyness was what made him one of the most sought-after and desired young men.

    


    

      Neither the Jewish nor the Arab girls remained indifferent to his presence; they would say that behind his silences, a brave heart was hidden. He knew how to court gracefully, without grand words. A glance, a gesture, and a short smile were enough to melt hearts.

    


    

      Rachel, who was a beautiful girl herself, was the one who won his heart, and he won hers.

    


    

      Fuad was roughly Rachel’s age, but his presence was etched in the family memory. Aunt Geula later described him as a handsome man, blue-eyed and strong-bodied, and added, with a half-smile, that “he didn’t even look Arab". Geula was never one for niceties. She always spoke her mind plainly, avoiding political correctness. Whatever came to her mind came out sharp and unfiltered. Today it may sound harsh, but Geula was not racist - she was blunt to the core, able to give criticism without apology and strike without warning. Whoever she loved felt it, and whoever she disliked felt that too.

    


    

      Between Rachel and Fuad, a dangerous love ignited, hidden from view, woven in whispers and secret meetings. Some family members may have noticed the hints but chose to repress them - for the very thought that Rachel, daughter of devout Grandpa Nissim, could have a romance with a Muslim boy was considered sacrilege. The idea was almost unreal, teetering between reality and fantasy, and so everyone chose silence, as if speaking would legitimize a secret too heavy to bear. And though Grandpa refused to hear of the affair, the romance intensified.

    


    

      Those were the days when everyone in Haifa knew everyone; Jews and Arabs lived side-by-side and treated each other with respect. There was a prior acquaintance between Grandma and Umm-Fuad.

    


    

      Fuad’s family arrived in 1946, traveling from Algeria. Their journey to Palestine took them through Syria, a route worn by history and circumstance. Fuad and his father soon found work with Railways Palestine, the British-run railway company that hummed and clattered through the streets and docks of Haifa, carrying dreams and destinies along its tracks.

    


    

      Ahuva recalled the time she went with Grandma Roza to Fuad’s mother, asking her to intervene. At that time, Rachel was hiding in one of the rooms in the house and overheard the conversation. 

    


    

      Umm-Fuad, a proud Muslim woman, never took sides against her children. She sorted lentils with fierce determination, refusing to even look Grandma in the eye. She pretended not to understand the problem - as if the idea of her son winning the heart of a Jewish girl was something to celebrate, not hush.

    


    

      That day was no exception. She fully supported Fuad. When Grandma Roza turned to Umm-Fuad and revealed her concerns, the reaction was one of complete impatience. Umm-Fuad didn't stop her cooking for a moment, which, much like my grandmother's daily routine, was the center of her world. She continued sorting the lentils with visible agitation, her hands moving meticulously, and her eyes darted downward - avoiding direct eye contact with my grandmother. She pretended to listen, but also acted as if she completely failed to understand what the fuss was about. Every movement she made conveyed power, determination, and confidence - an unbreakable wall. It was clear there was no chance she would agree to separate Fuad and Rachel.

    


    

      What Grandma saw as an approaching nightmare - a forbidden romance that could disgrace the family and embarrass Grandpa in front of the community - was, to Umm-Fuad, a source of pride. Her prince, her son, had conquered the heart of a Jewish girl.

    


    

      Grandma Roza left Umm-Fuad’s house frustrated, heart heavy, with no one to confide in. Over the following days, she realized she had to gather courage and do something to stop the love story before it was too late.

    


    

      Viki, her eldest daughter, sensed that something was troubling her mother. She begged her to share, to unburden her heart, but Grandma remained silent. Through tears and a choked voice, she reassured, “Everything is fine, Habibti (my dear)”.

    


    

      In 1948, just before the State of Israel emerged from the fire and blood of the War of Independence and the preceding riots, Rachel disappeared. My father was then a three-year-old infant - he remembers nothing. But his sister Ahuva remembers those days vividly.

    


    

      Decades later, when an article appeared in Israel Channel 12 news about Rachel’s disappearance, Ahuva said: “During the riots and battles, the whole family fled to Tel Aviv, where Rachel vanished. We were young children with no one to ask - the police weren’t established yet, and the situation was difficult. Mother sent me on a bus to Beer-Sheba, where there was a huge immigrant camp. I moved from tent to tent with Rachel’s picture, but no one knew her and no one could help".

    


    

      “Life changed completely. Mother cried every day, standing by the window, cooking and weeping, peeking around, and whenever she noticed someone approaching, she would brush away her tears and wipe her face".

    


    

      

    


    

      Years passed. Rachel remained a mystery, a shadow, a rumor. Occasionally her name was mentioned - usually only after Grandpa and Grandma had passed away. Perhaps to avoid upsetting them, or perhaps because it was easier to leave the mystery buried in the depths of the family memory.

    


    

      

    


    

      Was she alive? Dead? In Lebanon? In Syria? No one had an answer, but the question lingered in the background, and even if it seemed not to concern the family, it was always there, quietly.

    


    

      For nearly a decade, Ahuva would sit at night and write letters to Rachel. She wrote despite knowing there was no address, no way, no place to send them.

    


    

      In these letters, she shared with Rachel the sorrow of their parents, conversations she managed to have with Grandma Roza, news of the newly established state, about the siblings - who got married, who had children. She also asked many questions. Even though she knew there was no chance these letters would reach Rachel, or even be sent at all, she kept her sister present in her life, refusing to lose hope.

    


    

      Ronit, Ahuva’s daughter, has tried to reconstruct these letters, at least in part.

    


    

      

    


    

      "Rachel, my dear, I haven’t written to you for a long time because I’m very busy and also taking care of mom. It annoys me that you don’t answer and that I have to manage the house by myself.

    


    

      Viki is with her family and struggling with Albert. Shula and Geula are young and need care, and even Amnon and little Haim barely knew you. Mordechai already has a family of his own, and Akiva and Moni are independent. They don’t talk about you as if you never existed. No one speaks of you in front of mom and dad.

    


    

      News comes from people who claim to have seen or heard about you; usually the rumors reach Viki. I don’t know how, maybe through Albert. Like me, she also desperately wants to find you, to understand what happened. She doesn’t show her pain - she’s always laughing and dancing to make our parents happy, but inside she’s burning.

    


    

      When Viki hears a rumor, mom asks us to go look for you, no matter where it is.

    


    

      Last week I went into the kitchen and saw her standing by the stove, cooking bean soup, smiling to herself for the first time in a long while. She asked me to go to the immigrant camp at the entrance to Beersheba - someone told her they had seen you sitting among the women, washing clothes. I couldn’t say no; I saw a spark of hope in her eyes, maybe this time it wasn’t just a rumor.

    


    

      The next day I got on the bus to Beersheba. My stomach turned at the thought that I might see you soon. The bus was crowded, hot, and smelled awful.

    


    

      I arrived at the entrance to Beersheba in the afternoon. There were many tents. The sun was strong, and there was not a speck of shade. Around me, only sand and dust. Many people were there, and dozens of skinny children ran about, dressed in long clothes as if summer had passed. I heard many languages I didn’t recognize, barely understood, and only a few spoke Hebrew.

    


    

      I walked among the people, searching for you, showing them the only photograph you had left at home, asking if they had seen you. Hours upon hours passed as I wandered between the tents, immersed in my mission. As darkness fell, I realized I hadn’t eaten or drunk anything since morning, but I refused to give up. I felt an intense need to return to Haifa with good news for mom.

    


    

      As night fully fell, fear seeped in. What had I done? Where had I brought myself? I realized there was no way to return home. How had mom not thought about this? How had she let me go alone? How had I agreed at all?

    


    

      You won’t believe it - I ran into dad’s Egyptian friend there. He was surprised to see me in Beersheba, even more surprised that I was alone. His wife provided me with a meal, and I stayed to sleep in their tent. The next day, on my way back to Haifa, I was worried about how I would tell my parents that I hadn’t found you.

    


    

      I felt guilty. And I also felt anger. Not at Mother for sending me alone, but at myself, for failing to return with news that would make them happy. Deep inside, I wanted to find you also to earn their appreciation, to hear from them that they were proud of me. I am the middle child, your younger sister, and although we were very close, we are so different. What can I say to you, Rachel? You brought us enormous trouble".

    


    

      

    


    

      By the mid-1950s, Ahuva realized there was no longer any point in continuing to write. Rachel was gone, probably forever, but Ronit, Ahuva's daughter,  intended to continue reconstructing all those letters and compile them into a book.

    


    

       

    




    

      Eilat

    


    

      We arrived in Eilat in the summer of 1981, when the desert heat shimmered like glass and even the mountains seemed to flicker under the sun’s spell. Tom had just been born-pink, tiny, and entirely unaware that his arrival had uprooted the entire family to Israel’s southernmost tip.

    


    

      Eilat in those days felt like a far-off outpost at the edge of the world: a dazzling resort city carved between the red mountains of Jordan and the pale sands of Sinai, its turquoise sea glittering like a jewel. Even as a child, I sensed the strange magic of it - a place where borders brushed up against one another, and life felt suspended between continents.

    


    

      But no sight in Eilat was more intense than Grandma Roza’s reaction to Tom’s name.

    


    

      She begged, argued, insisted that the newborn be called Nissim, after Grandpa, who was still very much alive. The name Tom sounded "too Christian,", she protested - rolling the word dramatically as if it were a foreign spice that didn’t belong in her kitchen.

    


    

      My mother, however, held her ground with all the determination of an Ashkenazi woman in a Mizrahi household. "I’ll name my son what I like", she said. Naming a baby after someone still alive felt like summoning bad luck with your own hands. "They’ll live long lives, both of them - why tempt fate?"

    


    

      And so, Tom remained Tom.

    


    

      During their weekly phone calls, Grandma Roza would ask sweetly, "And how is Christian Tom today?"

    


    

      My mother would roll her eyes; my father would chuckle. The protest became a family joke, a melody repeated week after week.

    


    

      Because Mom had returned to work quickly, my parents hired an au pair - a young woman blown into Eilat by chance, like so many others in those years. She was quiet, with dark hair swept over one ear and eyes that hinted at a soft sorrow she never spoke of. Whether her name was Ronit, we never quite remembered, but her presence was gentle, and Tom adored her. Within weeks, she became a fixture in our home, almost part of the family.

    


    

      Then one evening, she asked a question that froze the air between us.

    


    

      "Do you have someone in your family named Nissim Elkayam?"

    


    

      "Yes", my mother answered lightly, "that’s my father-in-law".

    


    

      "And… is he from Tiberias?"

    


    

      My father joined in, surprised. "Yes. We moved from Haifa, but the family is originally from Tiberias".”

    


    

      What followed was a moment of stunned silence - then an explosion of laughter so loud the windows trembled.

    


    

      Her grandfather, it turned out, was my grandfather’s brother.

    


    

      Of all the hotels in Eilat, of all the days, of all the people - a distant cousin had walked into the 'Red Rock' Hotel asking for work and somehow found us.

    


    

      It was impossible not to feel the whisper of fate in that moment.

    


    

      A cosmic wink. I remember thinking that if such coincidences were possible, perhaps one day we might stumble upon Rachel too - the aunt who vanished, the story that haunted the family. Perhaps fate would guide her to us, just as it had guided Ronit.

    


    

      But fate, mischievous as always, had another twist in store.

    


    

      One afternoon, Ronit approached my parents in her soft, hesitant voice.

    


    

      "Would it be alright if I take Tom to the beach? I think he’d enjoy it"

    


    

      My mother, craving a rare moment of silence, almost pushed the child into her arms. "Wonderful idea", she said.

    


    

      Ronit nodded, and then - with the airy nonchalance of someone discussing the weather - added: "Just so you know… if he drowns or something, that’s not really my responsibility".

    


    

      The sentence hung in the air like a slap.

    


    

      My parents stared at her, speechless. My father recovered first. Moments earlier he had embraced her like family; now he all but escorted her out. She left that very hour, without Tom, without job, without farewell.

    


    

      We never saw her again.

    


    

      And yet the coincidence - the strange, impossible coincidence of her arrival - remained etched into our family folklore. Over the years, whenever the story resurfaced, it made us laugh and shudder in equal measure. It became one more reminder of the peculiar magic running through our family history - these odd little moments that felt like breadcrumbs left on a winding path.

    


    

      "If fate can deliver a forgotten cousin straight to our doorstep", my father once said, "who knows? Maybe one day it will bring Rachel back to us".

    


    

      And for a long time, we believed that. We believed that perhaps, somewhere, the thread of destiny was still weaving its way toward her.
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