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Fragments of Memories 
by Aliza Ziv

Fragments of Memories
Of snowy landscapes,
Flowing water and torrential rivers,
Budding birch trees,
Bright colors of autumn leaves,
Locked deep in my heart,
Flooded me suddenly
With yearning
On a burning hot day.

Aromas of the past
Merged with the intoxicating scent
Of blossoming almonds
And blooming citrus trees.
Here in my new home
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First Steps

The wheels touched down heavily on the concrete runway. 
The airplane shook as it taxied along the tarmac. The tense 
faces of the passengers changed to smiles of satisfaction 
and happiness. All at once, and in unison, there arose the 
thunderous sound of excited clapping, showing appreciation 
and thanks to the pilot and crew, who had landed them safely 
back on solid ground. Boris poked his nose onto the airplane’s 
window, hoping to catch a glimpse of the “Promised Land,” 
but he couldn’t see anything. He turned to his mother. 

“Have we arrived already? Is this Israel?”
“Yes,” she answered impatiently, as she tried to gather 

her belongings, while preparing his little sister to leave the 
plane. The exit from the plane was slow and nerve-wracking. 
Many of the passengers tried to push themselves and their 
belongings ahead. In despair, Boris’s mother ordered him to 
wait by the seat until the aisle was clear. And so after a few 
short moments, Boris, his mother and sister advanced toward 
the exit door, while smiling thankfully to the stewardesses.

The descent from the airplane with the heavy flight bags 
in his hands was not as difficult as the unexpected blinding 
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light, which struck his eyes. The burning hot sun blazed 
down on his head. Sharp bright light painfully pierced his 
eyelashes so intensely, that he was afraid to open his eyes. 
He clung to his mother while she rushed him to enter the 
bus that was waiting for them. For a moment, he pondered 
over the thought.

“Where have we arrived? Is this the new country, the 
Promised Land or a fiery furnace?”

Before he was able to answer the question, the doors of 
the bus opened, and the passengers got off and streamed 
into the huge hall. Everything was done in such a hurried 
manner, it caused total confusion. Boris tried to hold onto 
his mother’s hand, but she was busy carrying his little sister, 
Tanya, in one hand, and holding the large bag in the other. 
He tightly held on to his mother’s bag as he looked around 
with mixed feelings of curiosity and fear. An announcement 
in Russian was heard telling the newly arrived immigrants to 
go to the corner of the hall and to sit on the chairs especially 
reserved for them. The pleasant colors and the cool air, which 
encircled him, gave him a sensation of inner tranquility, and 
he, like all the others, happily sat down. In the meantime, a 
number of women appeared before them, carrying trays with 
cold orange juice and cookies. He, his mother and his sister 
drank thirstily, enjoying the refreshments.

One after another, the new immigrants were called to the 
long table to be registered, photographed, and to receive a 
New Immigrant Certificate. When it came to their turn, the 
three sat in front of the clerks and listened to their questions.

“What is your name, Madam?” they asked in Russian.
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“Marina Olisova.”
“From which city did you arrive?”
“From Moscow.”
“How old are you?”
“Thirty-five.”
“Are you married?”
“There, in the USSR I was married but not now.”
“How many children do you have?”
“Two children, Boris is nine years old, and Tanya is four.”
“What is your occupation, Marina?”
“Musician, piano player.”
“You know that it will be hard to find work in that profession. 

There are many new immigrants who are musicians.”
“I know.”
“Are you prepared to learn a new profession?”
“If there is no other possibility, I shall try.” 
“Do you know Hebrew?”
“Not much, I learned a little with my friends.”
“Do you have any relatives or family in Israel?”
“As far as I know, my mother has relatives here, but I don’t 

know exactly where they live. Perhaps on a kibbutz, I am not 
sure.”

“Who can help you find them?”
“My mother, she too, has been registered to make aliyah, 

(immigration to Israel) but she is waiting for her turn. She 
is still in the USSR.”

Boris followed the questions and answers with interest. He 
looked at the face of clerk who asked the questions, but when 
he looked aside, he discerned a pair of eyes which kept smiling 
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at him and trying to catch his attention. He turned his eyes 
as if to make contact with the smiling eyes and responded 
with a bashful smile. There sat a large, plump woman with 
a pair of piercing blue eyes, who continued smiling at him. 
“What does she want from me?” he thought to himself, and 
lowered his eyes.

“Do you think that you can manage in a rented apartment? 
This is called ‘direct absorption,’ or are you interested in living 
in an absorption center with an ulpan, or a new immigrants 
hostel?”

“I am interested in living in a place where there is good 
education for my children, especially music education. My 
son plays the violin. Boris, please show him your violin!”

Boris quickly bent down and from his large flight bag, he 
took out a long violin case, which he opened; then he placed 
a dark wooden violin on the table. 

Now the same woman interrupted the discussion and said, 
“It seems to me that a family like this will better be absorbed 
in a country setting close to a city so that the boy will be able 
to continue to take violin lessons.”

“I am not sure,” replied the clerk, scratching his head.
“I think we will go to an absorption center in the center of 

the country until my mother arrives, and then perhaps we 
will find our relatives.”

“Okay, we have no objection; we will make arrangements 
for you to go to an absorption center.”

“Spasiva bolshoi” (Thanks a lot), replied Marina excitedly, 
as she gathered her documents and signed the certificate.

The same woman continued smiling at him, however, this 
no longer bothered him. He suddenly began to feel a sense 
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of weariness overcoming him. It felt as if all his strength 

was seeping out of his body. So he didn’t pay attention to 

his mother’s request for help to gather up all their scattered 

luggage. Boris looked around in wonder, as if he was asking 

himself: What am I doing here? A loud voice coming from the 

loudspeaker brought him back to reality. They understood 

they were supposed to go to departure gate number three, 

to begin their journey in Israel.

Suddenly, as if from out of nowhere, a blonde teenager 

appeared, beaming and smiling profusely. She said that she 

would be accompanying them and immediately offered to help. 

Boris stared at her, for she reminded him of his schoolteacher. 

She looked at him and he, too, tried to respond with a smile.

“My name is Ronit,” she said to him in Russian.

“Boris,” he quietly replied.

“Do you know where we are going?”

“I think so, but I’m not too sure.”

“Don’t worry, we are driving to an absorption center not far 

from here. There, there are many children like you. You will 

learn Hebrew, and I’m sure it will be good for you.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I also immigrated to Israel two years ago, I studied 

Hebrew, and now before I enlist in the army, I am trying to 

help immigrants who arrive in our country.”

Boris looked around, and thought for a moment that he 

had lost his mother and sister, but they had been watching 

him, and waved to him, so that he wouldn’t worry. He clutched 

the large flight bag to his body, and felt relieved to feel the 

outline of his cherished violin inside.
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All the way in the bus, Boris pondered over what was an 
absorption center, how it would look, what would they do 
there, and if it would be difficult to learn the language.

To his delight, the trip was short, and they arrived at a block of 
small and large buildings surrounded by a fence with a gate. 
It was early evening, and the sun looked like a huge ball of fire 
as it was sinking over the distant horizon. Boris tried to look at 
the sun which, to him, seemed like a huge threatening blazing 
sphere; once again, he felt the same blinding pain that struck 
his light colored eyes. At the same time, he felt a pleasant wind 
blowing in from the sea, a relaxing and refreshing breeze.

“How wonderful!” once again he heard the voice of Ronit. 
“We have arrived.”

The new immigrants, who had just gotten out of the bus, 
crowded with their belongings into a large entrance room, in 
front of which were three offices with brown doors on which 
were attached name-plates in Hebrew – this is what Boris 
assumed – and in Russian. His eyes surveyed the walls of the 
room, noticing many posters in Russian. He pointed them 
out to his mother, and she nodded her head in agreement.

Two olive-skinned, smiling women, one with a turban on 
her head, approached them, holding trays full of bread rolls 
with salami and glasses of cold drinks. When Boris bit into the 
sandwich, he suddenly felt his stomach rumble from hunger. 
Both his mother and also his sister seemed at ease as they 
enjoyed the tasty snack. Many years afterward. Boris would 
remember the wonderful taste of this particular sandwich.

Also here, when they entered the office, they were asked 
many questions, which Marina repeated and answered in 
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detail. When at last this portion of their absorption was over, 
they left, and one of the clerks escorted them to the apartment 
which they had been promised.

On the way out of the office, Boris noticed that the sun 
had set, and it was evening; even so, edges of the sky seemed 
painted in blazing purple. When he looked ahead, he suddenly 
felt dozens of glittering eyes glancing at them like sharpened 
arrows. These were new immigrant children who were already 
living at the center. They spoke with tumult in a mixture of 
languages, looking at him while pointing curiously at his 
mother and sister. A heavy tiredness overcame him so that 
he didn’t even have any strength left to think about those 
children. All he wanted now was to put his head on a pillow 
and to detach himself from everything and fall asleep.

Late at night, Marina lay on her bed; her whole body was 
tired and aching from the difficult day and the hardship of 
the journey. She lay awake and couldn’t close her eyes. She was 
overexcited, and restlessness filled her whole being, in spite 
of the fact that she was lying on a soft, clean, and comfortable 
bed. She looked across at the children’s beds and listened 
happily to the calm and rhythmical breathing in the stillness 
of the night. She looked at them again and again, and she had 
a feeling that she heard the deep sighs of relief in their sleep.

The time is very late, I have to sleep, because tomorrow 
a new and long day awaits me, she told herself. Again, she 
looked at Boris and Tanya and thought deep in her heart: I 
hope that I have not made a mistake to extract them from 
their place of birth and to bring them here. A sense of heavy 
fatigue enwrapped her body, and her thoughts ascended 
slowly to another world, to a reality that seemed so far away. 
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Sounds of music echoed in her head.
“Tchaikovsky,” she said, as her eyes were slowly closing. 

She saw herself on a huge stage, dressed in a black taffeta 
evening gown, which made a rustling sound, gracefully 
curtsying many times to the cheering audience which loved 
her performance… In that scene of stormy applauding, she 
slowly sank into a deep sleep.

Chirping birds, very bright light, and strange voices that 
penetrated the room awakened her the next morning. Only 
now was she free to look around the apartment that they had 
entered last night, when they were all still under the shock 
of their experience and impressions of their first day in the 
land of Israel. It was a small flat, of two rooms, that came with 
three sofa beds upon which were white sheets and colored 
blankets. In one corner of the room, that joined the kitchen, 
stood a small Formica table and four simple wooden chairs. 
Marina tried to stretch out her well-rounded body but felt it 
didn’t respond. The fatigue still weighed heavily upon her 
with such intensity that it took control of all her limbs.

Voices and talking in Russian were heard outside, and it 
brought her back to reality to remind her, that, indeed, she 
was in the new country and this was an absorption center. 
Making an instant decision, she jumped out of bed to face 
the new day. The large suitcases that stood in the corner of 
the roomed seemed to hint that now was the time to act and 
not to dream.

Marina quickly opened one suitcase after another; she 
examined the contents while she tried to find a place for every 
item on the shelves of the modest cupboard. It didn’t take 
more than a few minutes before the room was in a state of 



  Aliza Ziv    |    17  

total disorder. The children, who had just awakened, started to 

feel, touch, and trample on the sea of clothes and underwear, 

as if they met some long lost friends. In the middle of the 

commotion, knocking was heard on the door. The children 

quickly hurried back to their beds, covered their little heads, 

and began to giggle under the blanket.

Marina rushed to the door and opened it. Outside stood a 

woman who spoke Russian. She introduced herself as Irina 

and explained it was her task to guide the immigrants (olim) 

during their first days in this land of Israel.

“When did you arrive?” she asked.

“Last night, but why are you standing outside? Please come 

inside, paz’alesta, paz’alesta” (please).

Irina stepped into the room, as her eyes examined the mess. 

She asked with a doubting smile and wonder.

“What happened here? Why don’t you put away your 

clothes?”

Marina felt embarrassed and ashamed and was not able 

to respond.

“Mamutchka opened the suitcases to prepare clothes 

for us to wear,” said Boris, coming to his mother’s aid, as he 

jumped out of his hiding place and stood straight as pillar 

in front of Irina.

“Yes, I see,” replied Irena smiling. She turned once again 

to Marina.

“I understand that you need time in order to organize. I 

will return in an hour to bring you up-to-date about today’s 

schedule. In your refrigerator, you will find different kinds of 

groceries, so you will be able to prepare your own breakfast.”
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As soon as Marina left, all three of them rushed to wash and 
dress without any delay. Boris’s stomach began to rumble again, 
and the wonderful taste of yesterday’s sandwich returned to 
him. Marina hurried to boil some water, and Boris opened 
the small refrigerator.

“Look, Mommy, there are lots of things to eat here,” he said 
excitedly, while taking out a bottle of milk, cheese, bread, 
some vegetables, and other products. Marina nodded her 
head in agreement and went to prepare their first breakfast 
in Israel. An old familiar and joyful melody filled her whole 
being, while at that moment she wasn’t sure if it was an old 
Russian tune from her childhood, or an Israeli one that she 
had learned from her friends. 

An hour and a half later, Irina returned, and from the 
expression on her face, it seemed that she was now more 
satisfied with the appearance of the room. Boris and Tanya 
seemed to her especially beautiful and well taken care of. Her 
eyes fell upon Marina watching her children, with a look full 
of satisfaction and pride. After quietly and slowly scrutinizing 
Marina’s appearance, she thought to herself: well, she is a 
beautiful woman, she has the bearing of a princess. I wish 
that her luck in Israel will be as good as her looks.

“Okay, now we have to take care of the matter of kindergarten 
for the little one.”

“My name is Tanya, and I’m not small,” Tanya responded 
quickly.

“Correct, you are not small, and that’s why you have to go 
to kindergarten today, Boris goes to school, and mother goes 
to the ulpan.”

“Do you think that we have to do all these things on the first 
day? I don’t want to depart from them so fast,” said Marina.
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“Listen, Marina,” answered Irina impatiently. “You have to 
get them used to the new life in this country.”

“You’re right, but not the first day; give us a little time to 
settle in”

“Okay, I understand your feelings because you are alone. 
By the way, where is the children’s father?”

“I don’t wish to talk about this now; this is a personal 
matter, and also a little sensitive. I will explain it to you at 
another time.”

“And what will you do when you have to work? Who will 
look after them?”

“I really hope that my mother will soon arrive in Israel, and 
she will help bring up my children.”
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Oh! Hebrew, Hebrew.

“Mommy, tomorrow we will go to school, but how will we 
be able to learn without knowing Hebrew?” Boris asked his 
mother as they were preparing their sofa beds later that night.

“And I, I don’t want to learn Hebrew; I want to speak, only 
Russian,” added Tanya.

“According to what Irina explained to me, in the real school, 
here in the absorption center, there are special preparatory 
classes who know a little Russian. Afterward, in September, 
you will go to a school in the neighborhood. Don’t worry, my 
darlings, children learn new languages quickly.”

When Boris tried to fall asleep that night, he remembered 
his mother’s words: children learn new languages quickly… 
children learn new languages quickly.

“I don’t need to worry,” he told himself. “But even so, I am 
worried.”

A few moments before Marina shut her eyes, a very clear 
scene of her first day of school flashed back into her mind.

It was a lovely summer morning in a large suburb of Moscow. 
She was walking hand in hand with her mother while behind 
them her father was slowly strolling in his fancy uniform. He 


