


CHAPTER 
1 

I ' l l never forget that co ld afternoon. It's fixed i n m y head 

as clearly as Beryl's face and the w a r m sweet smell of his 

bakery. Such a smell could f i l l an empty stomach! 

I was heading there r i g h t after heder—itching to t e l l 

h i m the t r i ck we'd played on our teacher and hop ing for 

a bagel to fill myself up a l i t t le . B u t L i la , a neighbor lady, 

came rush ing up to me on the road. 

"F ive l , I heard there's a m a n at y ou r house." She 

leaned i n too close, sme l l ing strongly of garl ic . "Do you 

know who i t is?" L i l a always wanted the gossip. So even 

i f I had k n o w n , I m i g h t no t have t o l d her. B u t the on ly 

m a n I c ou ld t h i n k o f was Pa. M y heart leaped at the 

thought . Was i t possible? 

" I ' d bet ter go see" was a l l I said. Then I raced d o w n 

the r oad so fast m y o w n b r ea th had to r u n to catch u p 

w i t h me. 

Pa. That one w o r d thunde red t h r o u g h m y who le 

body. Maybe I ' d finally meet h i m . Maybe he had come 

for us himself. I r an so hard , the heels of m y feet h i t me 

f r o m beh ind . Maybe, maybe, we 'd soon be w i t h h i m i n 

America. 
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I burst in to my house and stopped short. 

A ta l l well-dressed m a n i n c i ty clothes was t a l k ing to 

Ma . We'd never h a d such a r i c h - l o o k i n g m a n i n our 

house before. A n d no one had ever stepped onto ou r 

h a r d d i r t floor w i t h such sh iny leather shoes. He was 

speaking Polish, not Y i d d i s h — o u r Jewish language. And 

he d id not have the fu l l beard of a Jew. So i t wasn't Pa af-

ter a l l . D isappo intment weighed on my chest, heavy as a 

pi le o f stones. I t took me some t ime to even care enough 

to l isten or wonder w h y he was here. 

"Please understand, Mrs . Myzel . " I heard h i m say. "A l l 

o f us w i l l benef it . " He s t roked the side o f his nose w i t h 

his po inter finger. "You, most of a l l , w i t h one less m o u t h 

to feed." He gave a st i f f smile showing most ly teeth. M a 

set her l ips firmly and shook her head. The m a n 

f rowned . "Mrs . Myze l , as y o u we l l know, l i fe does no t 

look p romis ing for Jews i n Poland. So far, 1920 does not 

bode wel l . " He drew a folded paper f r om his coat pocket, 

snapped i t open, and of fered i t to h e r — " H e r e is m y 

name and address"—not know ing that M a couldn't read. 

"You must realize that I can give h i m a m u c h better l i fe 

t h a n this." He shot an ug ly l ook a r o u n d ou r one- room 

house and d o w n at the ha rd d i r t floor. I t made me wan t 

to k ick h i m . 

M a d idn ' t take the paper. " Thank y o u for y ou r con-

cern . " She spoke i n Pol ish, c l i p p i n g each w o r d . " B u t 

we're managing. " Her face was r i g i d as she held the door 

open for h i m . 
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He thrus t the paper i n t o her h a n d anyway. " I f th ings 

get worse for y o u Jews, and m a r k m y words they w i l l , 

y ou ' l l be grate fu l you have th i s . Good day." He t u r n e d 

and left. 

M a quickly shut the door and gave a l i t t le shudder. 

"Who was that?" I asked. 

She d idn ' t answer. He r m o u t h was set i n a t h i n t i gh t 

l ine. 

B u t m y sister Kvo la spoke up . "That m a n . . ." her 

eyes flashed. "He wants to take you ! " 

"No!" I threw my arms around Ma. 

M y sister H a n n a h was bent over ou r table mend ing . 

She hunched i n t o hersel f even more at Kvola's words . 

M a was st i l l g lar ing at the door. 

Just then, m y brother, Benyomin , rushed i n , his face 

f lushed f r o m r u n n i n g . "Tha t m a n , " he po in t ed outs ide. 

"Wha t was he do ing here? D i d y o u see his fancy horse 

and carriage i n f ront of Tomas and Ana's house?" 

A horse and carr iage! I hadn' t even not iced. I ' d been 

i n such a h u r r y to see Pa. I ' d bare ly g lanced next door. 

He must be very r i c h . I squeezed Ma's a rm . R i ch people 

always seemed to get what they wanted. 

Kvo l a n a r r o w e d her eyes. "He wants t o take F ive l 

away. His wi fe wants 'a good l i t t l e boy. '" She gave a st i f f 

smile l ike h i s — f u l l of teeth. 

"What?" Benyomin looked at Ma. "He can't do tha t ! " 

"Don ' t let h i m ! " I c lu tched M a a r o u n d the waist . 

"Please." 
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"O f course no t , " said M a impat i en t l y . " I ' m already 

one c h i l d poorer." A shadow of sadness swept b e h i n d 

her eyes. I d idn ' t k n o w w h a t she meant by that . B u t i t 

wasn't c om fo r t i n g . She d rew her m o u t h i n t o tha t t i gh t 

l ine again as i f she'd said more than she'd meant to. She 

gave Hannah and Kvola a sharp warn ing look. 

"Bu t Ma, what i f he comes back?" I cr ied. 

M a shook her head. "Don ' t wor ry . " Yet she sounded 

more t i r e d t h a n reassur ing. She set the paper on the 

table. 

That t roubled me. I badly wanted to crumple i t i n t o a 

t i ght bal l , t h r ow i t in to our clay oven, and watch i t burst 

i n t o flames. B u t someth ing about the heaviness i n 

Ma's shoulders made me uneasy. N o w m y shoulders 

sagged, too. 

"Pff!" Kvo la made a sp i t t ing sound. "Don' t even t h i n k 

about h i m ! He's gone." She gave a s t rong k i c k i n his d i -

r ec t i on as i f she, herself, had booted h i m out o f ou r 

house. That made me smile. "Don't you worry, Fivel." She 

tugged m y shoulders back up. "Everything w i l l be fine." 

I nodded. "Soon we ' l l be safe i n Amer i ca . " I t r i e d to 

sound jus t as s t rong and sure as she d i d . I l ooked up at 

Ma. "Won't we?" I asked, hop ing maybe she'd ta lk about 

Pa and Amer i ca l ike she used to w h e n I was l i t t l e . B u t 

M a was i n her o w n thoughts . She w ip ed her hands on 

her apron and turned to the pot on the stove. 

"Soon Pa w i l l send for us. " I t r i ed again, enjoying the 
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sound of those words i n m y m o u t h , as t h o u g h saying 

them aloud w o u l d b r ing the t ime closer. 

B u t M a wasn't i n a t a l k ing mood . She lad led out ou r 

soup for t o n i g h t — m o s t l y water w i t h some potatoes and 

onions, leaving the rest i n the pot for tomorrow. 

"It's almost Shabbos," she reminded me, feeding a few 

more sticks to the fire. "Here . " She handed me the pot . 

"Qu i ck to Beryl 's. A n d come s t ra ight home before sun-

down. " 

I l i f t ed the l a t ch and h u r r i e d i n t o the sharp a u t u m n 

a i r and d o w n the d i r t r oad . A n icy gust swept t h r o u g h 

m y clothes. I shivered, b u t not on ly f r o m the co ld . That 

m a n i n c i ty clothes gave me chi l ls . A n d what about Ma? 

One c h i l d poorer? I t made no sense. B u t w h y had she 

looked so sad? 

I walked as fast as I could w i thou t spi l l ing our soup. I 

t r i ed to shake of f the man's par t ing words but they c lung 

l ike burrs . You'll be grateful you have this. 

"No!" I shouted in to the co ld w i n d . "No we won ' t ! " 
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