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Chapter 1
Trujillo, Spain

1492

I remember well the last Passover I was to celebrate with my 
family. Everyone was gathered around the table for the seder, 
the special Passover meal: Mother, Father, my younger sister, 
Gracia, my aunts and uncles and cousins. 

Father held up the matzah, the unleavened bread, and proclaimed, 
“Once we were slaves. Now we are free.” Then he recounted the 
story of  how the Israelites had been slaves in Egypt. I always looked 
forward to hearing how Moses led our people to freedom and to the 
Promised Land. We dipped celery in salt water, we ate matzah and 
bitter herbs, and we sang our songs of  praise to God. “The Lord is 
with me. I have no fear of  what man can do to me.”

How I loved the Passover meal! We feasted on leek soup, fish 
with almond sauce, roast chicken, rice with carrots and lemons, and 
finally, Mother’s famous orange sponge cake.

She and Father had married young, not knowing each other 
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before marriage, as is our custom. But I had rarely heard a harsh 
word spoken between them. Father had always worked hard—first 
as a weaver and later in his textile store. Mother took care of  us 
and our small house.

Only two days later, trumpets sounded and royal heralds assem-
bled the people of  the great cities and towns of  Spain to hear the 
Edict of  Expulsion, which was to change our lives forever. They 
announced that by the end of  July, every Jew must be gone from the 
realm. Any Jews who had not left by then would be put to death, 
unless they became Christians. 

The edict was clear; the edict was horrifying. I knew then that 
for the rest of  my life, the sound of  trumpets would strike terror 
deep in my bones.

Everywhere—everywhere I went, everywhere I looked—there 
was panic, confusion, and despair.

“Isaac, where will we go?” Mother wailed. “What should we 
do?” 

Father stood as if  dumbstruck. “I…I will ask Rabbi Judah what 
to do.” He bent down, kissed Mother on the forehead, and hurried 
out the door.

Mother nodded, but her shoulders shook.
I trembled and held Gracia’s hand. She broke away from me 

and ran into Mother’s embrace. “I don’t want to go!” she sobbed.
It seemed the world had gone mad. Everything I had always 

known was now disappearing. I balled my hands into fists. “I won’t 
go. They can’t make me!”
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“Come here, my son,” Mother said. I walked toward her and 
sank onto the floor at her feet. I admit it. I began to cry. Mother 
stroked my head. “Whatever happens, we will stay together.”

I swallowed my tears. “Do you promise?”
Mother hugged me. “I promise.”
When Father returned, new lines had appeared on his face. It 

seemed to me that he had aged years in that short time. 
“What did the rabbi say?” Mother asked.
Father hung his head. “We must leave.” His shoulders sagged. 

“We have no choice unless…”
Mother’s eyes widened. “No! We will not become Christians! 

Never!”
Father put his arm around her shoulders. “Reyna, we will not. I 

promise you.” He sighed deeply. “I will not renounce my faith, and 
that of  my fathers and their fathers before them! No! We will leave 
Spain. We will find a place in this world where we can practice our 
religion in freedom.”

“And where will that be? Did Rabbi Judah say?”
Father looked away into the distance, as if  he could see our 

destination in his mind. “We shall go to Portugal.”
Mother shook her head and her lips trembled. “Portugal? So 

far away?”
Father sank down into a chair and ran his fingers through his 

hair. “Rabbi Judah says the other places we might go—North 
Africa, Italy, the Ottoman Empire—are even farther away and we 
would have to go by sea.”
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 “But how will we travel?” Mother wrung her hands. “The roads 
are dangerous, filled with robbers and scoundrels.”

 “The rabbi says we will go together. Perhaps…that will keep 
us safe.”

Mother looked at Father with tears welling in her deep brown 
eyes. She took a shaky breath. “Husband, I shall go where you think 
is best.” She brushed wisps of  stray hairs (did I see gray?) that had 
escaped from the tight bun at the nape of  her neck.

Father held out his arms. “Come, children.” We ran into his 
arms. “As long as we are together, all will be well.”

Father swallowed hard. “After all,” he continued, “surely the 
customs and language of  Portugal will be familiar to us. And 
who knows?” he added, “even though we will be allowed to stay 
in Portugal for only eight months, perhaps after that the Spanish 
monarchs will change their minds, and we will be able to return 
to our homes here.” But in Father’s eyes, I did not see hope. Only 
fear and despair.

I
Father sold our house and most of  our possessions. The money 
he received in payment was hidden away in the small purse 
Mother kept beneath her clothes. We were not permitted to 
take gold or silver out of  the country on pain of  death. Father 
packed some linen, wool, and silk, for he hoped to find work in 
neighboring Portugal.

Mother and Father were busy packing and arranging for our 
departure. They kept saying time was passing too quickly, but to me 
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it seemed that everything had slowed down, as if  I were swimming 
against a strong tide.

I walked along the familiar cobblestone streets of  our town. 
I recognized every house, every tree, every flower. In my heart, I 
was saying good-bye to each and every object. I tried to silence the 
voice in my head: The last time. The last time. The very last time.  And 
It’s not fair! It’s not fair! 

I clenched my fists, anger boiling deep inside me. I wanted to 
strike out at something, anything. 

All along the streets of  the Jewish quarter, people were calling, 
shouting, crying, arguing. They were packing their belongings in 
baskets and boxes, trying to load as much as they could onto carts 
or wagons; trying to exchange their Spanish homes and land for 
the paltry goods they were allowed to take with them.

Our bags were packed; the donkey loaded. Father locked the 
door to the house where our family had lived for generations. He 
stared at the key, sighed deeply, and put it in his pocket.

Then he took a chisel and pried the mezuzah off the doorpost. 
Only its hollowed outline remained. I shivered, for it seemed like 
a phantom of  our family that had lived in this house for so long. 

Father kissed the mezuzah. He held it in the palm of  his hand 
and stared at it. He beckoned for me to come closer.

“Yes, Father?”
He had a strange look on his face. “Joseph, you will soon be of  

bar mitzvah age.” He sighed and his shoulders slumped. “I don’t 
know what will await us in faraway Portugal. Maybe good. Maybe 
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bad.” He held the mezuzah out to me. The olive wood, worn down 
by thousands of  touches, glowed a warm brown. “Take this mezu-
zah. Guard it. Maybe it will protect you and give you good luck.” 
Father fingered the tiny piece of  parchment inside the case. “My 
son, always remember the words: ‘Hear, O Israel, the Lord is our 
God, the Lord is One. You shall love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, with all your soul, and with all your might. And these 
words which I command you today shall be upon your heart.’”6 

My hand trembled as I grasped the mezuzah and put it into my 
pocket. For the rest of  our journey, every time I held the mezuzah, 
I felt its weight and its warmth. It was as if  the words were indeed 
carved into my heart.

 


