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PART ONE

THE FIRST SON

Toledo, Castille

August 23, 1489


CHAPTER ONE

THE SILVERSMITH’S SON

The bad time began for Bernardo Espina on a day when the air hung heavy as iron and the arrogant sunshine was a curse. That morning his crowded dispensary had been almost emptied when a pregnant woman’s water burst, and he banished from the room the two patients who remained. The woman was not even a patient but a daughter who had brought her old father to see the physician about a cough that wouldn’t go away. The babe was her fifth and emerged into the world without delay. Espina caught the slick, rose-colored boy child in his hands, and when he patted the tiny nates the thin yowling of the lusty little peón brought cheers and laughter from those who waited outside.

The delivery lifted Espina’s spirits, a false promise of a fortunate day. He wasn’t committed for the afternoon, and he was thinking he would pack a basket with sweetmeats and a bottle of tinto and go with his family to the river, where the children could splash while he and Estrella sat in the shade of a tree and sipped and nibbled and talked quietly.

He was finishing with his last patient when a man wearing the brown robe of a novice bobbed into the courtyard on a donkey that had been ridden too hard in a day of such heat.

Full of contained excitement and importance, the man stammered that the señor physician’s presence was requested at the Priory of the Assumption by Padre Sebastián Alvarez.

“The prior wishes you to come promptly.”

The physician could tell the man knew he was a converso. The demeanor contained the deference due his profession, yet there was insolence in the tone, almost but not quite how the man would have addressed any Jew.

Espina nodded. He made certain the donkey would be given small amounts of water, and the man, food and drink. He himself took a cautionary piss, bathed his face and hands, swallowed a piece of bread. The novice was still eating when Espina rode out to answer the summons.

*   *   *

It had been eleven years since his conversion. Since that time he had been fervent in his chosen faith, a man who observed every saint’s day, attended Mass with his wife daily, and was ever eager to serve his Church. Now he traveled without delay to answer the priest’s demand, but at a pace that would protect his animal under the copper sun.

He arrived at the Hieronymite priory in time to hear the molten sound of bells calling the faithful to the Angelus of the Incarnation, and to see four sweaty lay brothers bearing the basket of hard bread and the cauldron of sopa boba, the thin friar’s broth that would add little flesh this day to the bones of the hungry paupers gathered at the priory gate.

He found Padre Sebastián pacing the cloister, deep in conversation with Fray Julio Pérez, the sacristan of the chapel. The gravity in their faces reached out to Espina.

Stunned was the word that flickered into the physician’s mind as the prior sent the sacristan away and greeted Bernardo Espina somberly in Christ’s name.

“The body of a dead youth has been found among our olive trees. The youth was slain,” the priest said. He was a middle-aged priest with a chronically anxious look, as if he worried that God wasn’t satisfied with his work. He had always been decent in his relationship to conversos.

Espina nodded slowly, but his mind already was heeding a warning signal. It was a violent world. With unfortunate frequency someone was found dead, but after life has fled there is no reason to call a physician.

“Come.”

The padre prior led the way into a friar’s cell where the body was laid out. Already the heat had brought flies and the sweetish stench of human mortality. He tried breathing shallowly against the odor, but it did no good. Under the blanket that offered a final modesty the husky young corpus wore only a shirt. With a pang Bernardo Espina recognized the face and crossed himself, not knowing whether the reflex was for the slain Jewish boy or for himself or due to the presence of this cleric.

“We would learn about this death.” The priest looked at him. “Everything. As much as it is possible to know,” Padre Sebastián said, and Bernardo nodded, still mystified.

Some things both of them were privy to from the start. “He is Meir, son of Helkias Toledano,” Bernardo said, and the priest nodded. The murdered boy’s father was one of the leading silversmiths in all of Castille.

“This boy had scarce fifteen years, if my memory is correct,” Espina said. “At any rate, his life barely went beyond boyhood. This is the way he was found?”

“Yes. By Fray Angelo, picking olives in the early coolness after Matins.”

“May I examine him, Padre Prior?” Espina asked, and the prior waved his hand impatiently.

The boy’s face was unmarked and innocent. There were livid bruises on his arms and chest, a mottling on the thigh muscles, three superficial stabs on his back, and a cut in his left side, over the third rib. The anus was torn and there was semen between his buttocks. And bright beads of blood across a slit throat.

Bernardo knew his family, devout and stubborn Jews who loathed those, such as he, who had volunteered to abandon the religion of their fathers.

After the examination, Padre Sebastián bade the physician to follow him into the sacellum, where they dropped to their knees on the hard flagstones before the altar and recited the Paternoster. From a cabinet behind the altar Padre Sebastián lifted out a small sandalwood box. Opening it, he removed a square of scarlet silk, heavily perfumed. When he unfolded the silk, Bernardo Espina saw a dry and bleached fragment, less than half a span in length.

“Do you know what this is?”

The priest seemed to surrender the object with reluctance. Espina drew close to the dancing light of the votive candles and studied it. “A piece of a human bone, Padre Prior.”

“Yes, my son.”

Bernardo was on a narrow and tenuous bridge, teetering over the treacherous abyss of knowledge gained in long secret hours at the dissection table. Dissection was forbidden by the Church as sin, but Espina had still been a Jew when he apprenticed to Samuel Provo, a Jewish physician of renown who was a secret dissecter. Now he looked directly into the prior’s eyes. “A fragment of a femur, the largest bone of the body. This, from close to the knee.”

He studied the raddled bone, taking note of its mass, the angulation, the landmarks and the fossae. “It is from the right leg of a woman.”

“You can tell all this simply by looking?”

“Yes.”

The candlelight turned the prior’s eyes yellow. “It is the most sacred of links to the Savior.”

A relic.

Bernardo Espina regarded the bone with interest. He had never expected to stand so close to a sacred relic. “Is it the bone of a martyr?”

“It is the bone of Santa Ana,” the prior said quietly.

It took a moment for Espina to comprehend. The mother of La Virgen María? Surely not, he thought, and was horrified to realize he had stupidly spoken aloud.

“Oh, it is, my son. Certified so by those who deal with such things in Rome and sent to us by His Eminence Rodrigo Cardinal Lancol.”

Espina’s hand holding the object trembled in a way strange to one who had been a good surgeon for years. He returned the bone to the priest carefully, then he sank to his knees again. Blessing himself quickly, he joined Padre Prior Sebastián in renewed prayer.

*   *   *

Afterward, outside again in the hot light, Espina noted that armed men who didn’t appear to be friars were on the grounds of the priory.

“You didn’t see the boy last night while yet he was alive, Padre Prior?”

“I didn’t see him,” Padre Sebastián said, and told him, finally, why he had been summoned.

“This priory commissioned the silversmith Helkias to fashion a reliquary of chased silver and gold. It was to be a remarkable reliquary in the shape of a ciborium, to house our sacred relic during the years it will take us to finance and build a suitable shrine in Santa Ana’s honor.

“The artisan’s drawings were magnificent, showing every promise that the finished work would be worthy of its task.

“The boy was to have delivered the reliquary last night. When his body was found, near it there was an empty leather bag.

“Possibly those who killed the boy are Jews or perhaps they are Christians. You are a physician with entry in many places and many lives, a Christian yet also a Jew. I wish you to discover their identity.”

Bernardo Espina struggled with resentment at the insensitive ignorance of this cleric, to think that a converso was welcome everywhere. “I am perhaps the last person you should entrust with such a charge, Reverend Padre.”

“Nevertheless.” The priest gazed at him stubbornly, and with the implacable bitterness of one who has given up earthly comfort to wager everything on the world to come. “You are to find these thieving murderers, my son. You must point out our devils that we may gird ourselves against them. You must do God’s work.”


CHAPTER TWO

THE GIFT FROM GOD

Padre Sebastián knew Fray Julio Peréz was a man of unimpeachable faith, someone who doubtless would be elected to lead the Priory of the Assumption should he himself have to leave it through death or opportunity. Yet the sacristan of the chapel was flawed by an innocence that was too trusting. Padre Sebastián found it disquieting that of the six men-at-arms Fray Julio had hired to walk the perimeter of the priory, only three of the hard-eyed guards were known personally by either Fray Julio or himself.

The priest was achingly aware that the priory’s future, to say nothing of his own, rested in the small wooden box hidden in the chapel. The presence of the relic filled him with gratitude and renewed wonder, yet it increased his anxiety, for having it in his charge was both high honor and terrible responsibility.

As a boy of scarce twelve years in Valencia, Sebastián Alvarez had seen something in the polished surface of a black ceramic ewer. The vision—because this is what he knew it to be—came to him in the mid of the frightening night, when he awoke in the sleeping chamber he shared with his brothers, Augustin and Juan Antonio. Staring at the black ceramic in the moonlit room, he saw our own Lord Jesus on the rood. Both the Lord’s figure and the cross were amorphous and without detail. After seeing the vision he drifted back into a warm and pleasant sleep; when he awoke in the morning, the vision was gone, but the memory of it remained clear and perfect in his mind.

He never revealed to anyone that he had been chosen by God to receive a vision. His older brothers would have jeered and told him he had seen the hunter’s moon reflected in the ewer. His father, a baron who felt that his lineage and lands gave him license to be a sodden brute, would have beaten him for being a fool, and his mother was a chastened figure who lived in fear of her husband and seldom talked to her children.

But ever after the night of the vision Sebastián’s role in life was clear to him, and he had demonstrated a piety that made it easy for his family to shunt him into the service of the Church.

After ordination he had been content to serve humbly in several undistinguished roles. It was in the sixth year following ordination that he was helped by the growing prominence of his brother Juan Antonio. Their brother Augustin had inherited the title and the land in Valencia, but Juan Antonio had made an excellent marriage in Toledo, and his wife’s family, the powerful Borgias, had arranged for Sebastián to be assigned to the Toledo See.

Sebastián was named chaplain to a new Hieronymite priory and assistant to its prior, Padre Jerónimo Degas. The Priory of the Assumption was exceedingly poor. It had no land of its own save for the tiny piece on which the priory stood, but it rented an olive grove, and as an act of charity Juan Antonio allowed the friars to plant grapes in the corners and on the thin edges of his land. The priory attracted little money in donations from Juan Antonio or anyone else, and it called no wealthy novices into lives of holy service.

Still, after Padre Jerónimo Degas died, Sebastián Alvarez had succumbed to the sin of pride when the friars had elected him prior, although he suspected the honor came because he was Juan Antonio’s brother.

The first five years of directing the priory had diminished him, sapping his spirit. Yet, despite the grinding pettiness, the priest dared to dream. The giant Cistercian order had been started by a handful of zealous men, fewer and poorer than his own friars. Whenever a community had sixty white-robed Cistercian monks, twelve of them were sent out to start a new monastery, and thus they had spread throughout Europe for Jesus. Padre Sebastián told himself that his modest priory could do the same if only God would show the route.

*   *   *

In the year of the Lord 1488 Padre Sebastián was excited—and the religious community of Castille was invigorated—by a visitor from Rome. Rodrigo Cardinal Lancol had Spanish roots, having been born Rodrigo Borgia near Seville. As a youth he had been adopted by his uncle, Pope Calixtus III, and he had grown to be a man to fear, a man of tremendous churchly power.

The Alvarez family had long ago proven itself friends and allies of the Borgias, and the close ties between the families had been strengthened by the marriage of Elienor Borgia to Juan Antonio. Already, because of the Borgia connection, Juan Antonio had become a popular figure at court functions and was said to be a favorite of the queen.

Elienor was first cousin to Cardinal Lancol.

“A relic,” Sebastián had said to Elienor.

He hated to plead to his sister-in-law, whom he could not abide for her vanity, insincerity, and spitefulness when irked. “A relic of a martyr, perhaps of a minor saint. If His Eminence could help the prior obtain such a relic, it would be the making of us. I am certain he will come to our aid if you but ask it of him.”

“Oh, I could not,” Elienor protested.

Nevertheless, Sebastián became more abject and more insistent as the time of Lancol’s visit approached, and she softened. Finally, to rid herself of a nuisance and for the sake of her husband only, she promised Juan Antonio’s brother she would do whatever was humanly possible to benefit his cause. It was known that the cardinal would be entertained in Cuenca, at the estate of her father’s brother, Garci Borgia Junez.

“I shall talk to Uncle and ask that he do it,” she promised Sebastián.

*   *   *

Before Cardinal Lancol departed from Spain, in the cathedral of Toledo he officiated at a Mass attended by every friar, priest, and prelate in the region. After the service Lancol stood surrounded by well-wishers, the cardinal’s miter on his head, his great shepherd’s crook of a crosier in his hand, and about his neck the pallium given him by the pope. Sebastián saw him from afar, as if experiencing another vision. He made no attempt to approach Lancol. Elienor had reported that Garci Borgia Junez had indeed made the request. Uncle had pointed out that knights and soldiers from every country in Europe had passed through Spain after each of the great Crusades. Before they returned home they had stripped the country of its holy relics, digging up the bones of martyr and saint, and pillaging relics almost at will from any church or cathedral along their route. Uncle had told Lancol ever so gently that if he could but send a relic to the Spanish priest who was their relative by marriage, it would earn the cardinal the adulation of all of Castille.

Sebastián knew that now the matter would be decided by God and by his appointed servants in Rome.

*   *   *

The days passed slowly for him. At first he dared to imagine receiving a relic that would have the power to answer Christian prayer and the tender mercy to heal the afflicted. Such a relic would draw worshipers and donations from afar. The small priory would become a great and thriving monastery, and the prior would become …

As the days turned to weeks and months, he forced himself to put the dream aside. He had almost given up all hope when he was summoned to the offices of the Toledo See. The pouch from Rome, which was sent to Toledo twice a year, had just arrived. Among other things it contained a sealed message for Padre Sebastián Alvarez of the Priory of the Assumption.

It was very unusual for a humble priest to receive a sealed packet from the Holy See. Auxiliary Bishop Guillermo Ramero, who handed it to Sebastián, felt the itch of curiosity and waited expectantly for the prior to open the packet and disclose its contents, as any obedient priest should have done. He was furious when Padre Alvarez merely accepted the packet and hurried away.

It was not until Sebastián was alone within the priory that he broke the wax seal with trembling fingers.

The packet contained a document entitled Translatio Sanctae Annae, and as Padre Sebastián sank into a chair and started to read numbly, he began to understand that it was a history of the remains of the Blessed Virgin’s mother.

*   *   *

The Virgin’s mother, Chana the Jewess, wife of Joachim, had died in Nazareth and was interred there in a sepulcher. She was venerated by Christians from their earliest history. Soon after her death two of her cousins, both named Mary, and a more distant relative named Maximin, set out from the Holy Land to spread the Gospel of Jesus in foreign places. Their ministry was solemnized by a gift of a wooden coffer containing a number of the relics of the Blessed Mary’s mother. The three crossed the Mediterranean and landed at Marseilles, both women settling in a neighboring fishing village to seek converts. Because the coastal region was subject to frequent invasion, Maximin was entrusted to bring the holy bones to a safe place, and he continued on to the town of Apt, where he enshrined them.

The bones rested in Apt for hundreds of years. Then, in the eighth century, they were visited by the man his soldiers called Carolus Magnus—Charles the Great, King of the Franks, who was stunned to read the enscription on the shrine: Here Lies the Remains of Saint Anne, Mother of the Glorious Virgin Mary.

The warrior king lifted the bones out of their moldered winding sheet, feeling the very presence of God, amazed to hold in his hands a physical link to the Christus.

He presented several of the relics to his closest friends and took a few for himself, sending his own to Aix-la-Chapelle. He ordered an inventory of the bones and forwarded a copy to the pope, leaving the remainder of the relics in the stewardship of the Bishop of Apt and his successors. In A.D. 800, when decades of his military genius had conquered Western Europe and Carolus Magnus was crowned Charlemagne, emperor of the Romans, the embroidered figure of Saint Anne was conspicuous on his coronation robes.

The rest of the saint’s relics had been removed from the sepulcher in Nazareth. Some had been enshrined at churches in several countries. The remaining three bones had been given into the care of the Holy Father and for more than a century had been stored in the Roman catacombs. In the year 830 a relic thief named Duesdona, a deacon of the Roman Church, conducted a wholesale theft of the catacombs in order to supply two German monasteries, at Fulda and at Mulheim. He sold the remains of Saints Sebastián, Fabian, Alexander, Emmerentina, Felicity, Felicissimus, and Urban, among others, but in his plundering somehow he overlooked the few bones of Santa Ana. When Church authorities realized the depredation that had occurred, they moved Santa Ana’s bones into a storeroom, where for centuries they gathered dust in security.

Padre Sebastián was now notified that one of these three precious relics would be sent to him.

*   *   *

He spent twenty-four hours giving thanks on his knees in the chapel, from Matins to Matins without food or drink. When he attempted to rise he had no feeling in his legs and he was carried to his cell by anxious friars. But eventually God sent him strength, and he brought the Translatio to Juan Antonio and Garci Borgia. Suitably awed, they agreed to underwrite the cost of a reliquary in which the fragment of Santa Ana might be kept until a suitable shrine could be achieved. They mulled over the names of prominent craftsmen to whom such a task might be given, and it was Juan Antonio who suggested that to fashion the reliquary Sebastián commission Helkias Toledano, a Jew silversmith who had captured attention because of his creative designs and graceful execution.

The silversmith and Sebastián had conferred regarding the composition of the reliquary and had negotiated a price, and they had achieved rapport. Indeed, it occurred to the priest how pleasing it would be if he could win this Jew’s soul for Christ as a result of this work which the Lord had made necessary.

The design sketches Helkias had rendered revealed that he was an artist as well as a craftsman. The inner cup, the square base and the cover were to be made of both smooth and massy silver. Helkias proposed to fashion the figures of two women out of spun silver filagree. Only their backs would be seen, graceful and clearly female, the mother on the left, the daughter not quite a woman grown, but identified by an aura about her head. All over the ciborium Helkias would place a profusion of the plants with which Chana would have been familiar: grapes and olives, pomegranates and dates, figs and wheat, barley and spelt. On the opposite side of the grail—figment of things to come, as far from the women as future time—in massy silver Helkias would fashion the cross that would become a symbol of a new religion well after Chana’s life. The infant would be set at the foot of the cross in gold.

Padre Sebastián had feared that the two donors would delay approval of the design, demanding that their own conceptions be heeded, but to his delight both Juan Antonio and Garci Borgia appeared highly impressed by the drawings Helkias submitted.

Within only a few weeks it became apparent to him that the priory’s impending good fortune was not a secret. Someone—Juan Antonio, Garci Borgia, or the Jew—had boasted of the relic. Or perhaps someone in Rome had spoken unwisely; sometimes the Church was a village.

People in Toledo’s religious community who had never noticed him now stared, but he noted that their glances contained hostility. Auxiliary Bishop Guillermo Ramero came to the priory and inspected its chapel, its kitchen, and the friars’ cells.

“The Eucharist is the body of Christ,” he told Sebastián. “What relic is more powerful than that?”

“None, Your Excellency,” Sebastián said meekly.

“If a relic of the Sacred Family is given to Toledo, it should be owned by the see and not by one of its subject institutions,” the bishop said.

This time Sebastián didn’t reply but he met Ramero’s glance squarely, all meekness gone, and the bishop snorted and led his retinue away.

Before Padre Sebastián could bring himself to share the momentous news with Fray Julio, the sacristan of the chapel learned of it from a cousin who was a priest in the diocesan Office of Worship. Soon it became obvious to Sebastián that everyone knew, including his own friars and novices.

Fray Julio’s cousin said that the various orders were responding to the intelligence with preparations for drastic action. The Franciscans and the Benedictines each had forwarded strong messages of protest to Rome. The Cistercians, built upon worship of the Virgin, were furious that a relic of Her mother was to go to a priory of the Hieronymites, and had arranged for an advocate to plead their case in Rome.

Even within the Hieronymite order, it was hinted that so important a relic should not go to so humble a priory.

It was clear to Padre Sebastián and Fray Julio that if something should occur to halt delivery of the relic, the priory would be placed in an extremely precarious position, and the prior and the sacristan spent many hours kneeling together in prayer.

*   *   *

Yet finally, on a warm summer’s day, a large, bearded man dressed in the poor clothing of a peón came to the Priory of the Assumption. He arrived at the serving of the sopa boba, which he accepted as eagerly as any of the other hungry indigents. When he had swallowed the last drop of the thin broth, he asked for Padre Sebastián by name, and when they were alone he identified himself as Padre Tullio Brea of the Holy See of Rome and extended the blessings of His Eminence Rodrigo Cardinal Lancol. From his ragged bag he took a small wooden box. When it was opened, Padre Sebastián found a highly scented wrapping of silk the color of blood, and within that was the piece of bone that had traveled so very far.

*   *   *

The Italian priest stayed with them only through the most exultant and grateful Vespers ever celebrated in the Priory of the Assumption. Evensong was scarcely over when, as unobtrusively as he had arrived, Padre Tullio took his departure into the night.

In the time that followed, Padre Sebastián thought wistfully of how carefree it must be to serve God by wandering the world in disguise. He admired the cleverness of sending so precious a prize with a solitary and humble messenger, and he sent word to the Jew Helkias, suggesting that when the reliquary was finished, it should be delivered by a single bearer, after darkness had fallen.

Helkias had concurred, sending forth his son as once God had done, and with the same result. The boy Meir was a Jew and thus could never enter Paradise, but Padre Sebastián prayed for his soul. The slaying and the theft revealed to him how beleaguered were the protectors of the relic, and he prayed, too, for the success of the physician he had sent out on God’s errand.


CHAPTER THREE

A CHRISTIAN JEW

The padre prior was that most dangerous of human beings, a wise man who also was a fool, Bernardo told himself moodily as he rode away. Bernardo Espina knew he was the least likely of men to learn anything from either Jews or Christians, because he was despised by the members of both religions.

Bernardo knew the history of the Espina family. It was legend that their first ancestor to settle on the Iberian Peninsula had been a priest in the Temple of Solomon. The Espinas and others had survived under the Visigothic kings and alternate Moorish and Christian conquerors. Always they had scrupulously followed the laws of the monarchy and the nation, as their rabbis directed.

Jews had risen to the highest stations of Spanish society. They had served the kings as viziers and they had thrived as physicians and diplomats, moneylenders and financiers, tax gatherers and merchants, farmers and artisans. At the same time, in almost every generation they had been slaughtered by mobs passively or actively encouraged by the Church.

“Jews are dangerous and influential, moving good Christians toward doubt,” the priest who had converted Bernardo had told him severely.

*   *   *

For centuries the Dominicans and the Franciscans had incited the lower classes—whom they called pueblo menudo, the “little people”—at times whipping them into an implacable Jew-hatred. Since the mass killings in the year 1391—fifty thousand Jews slaughtered!—in the only mass conversion in Jewish history hundreds of thousands had accepted Christ, some to save their lives, others to advance their careers in a Jew-hating society.

Some, like Espina, truly had taken Jesus into their hearts, but many nominal Catholics had continued in privacy to worship their God of the Old Testament, so many that in 1478 Pope Sixto IV had approved the establishment of a Holy Inquisition to ferret out and destroy backsliding Christians.

Espina had heard some Jews call conversos los Marranos, the Swine, insisting they were eternally damned and wouldn’t rise again at the Final Judgment. With more charity, others called the apostates Anusim, the Forced Ones, insisting that the Lord forgave those who were coerced, understanding their need to survive.

Espina wasn’t among the coerced. He had first become intrigued with Jesus as a Jewish boy, glimpsing through the open doors of the cathedral the figure on the cross that his father and others sometimes referred to as “the hanged man.” As a young apprentice physician seeking to alleviate human suffering he responded to the suffering of Christ, his initial interest gradually ripening into burning faith and conviction, and finally into a desire for personal Christian purity, a state of grace.

Once committed, he fell in love with a godhead. He thought it a much stronger love than that of a person simply born into Christianity. The Jesus-passion of Saul of Tarsus couldn’t have been more powerful than his own, unshakable and certain, more consuming than any yearning of man for woman.

He had sought and received conversion into Catholicism in his twenty-second year, one year after he had become a full-fledged physician. His family had gone into mourning, saying the Kaddish for him as though he had died. His father, Jacob Espina, who had been so full of pride and love, had passed him in the plaza without acknowledging his greeting, without a sign of recognition. At that time Jacob Espina already was in his last year of life. He had been buried for a week before Bernardo learned he was gone. Espina had offered a novena for his soul but could not resist the urge to say Kaddish for him as well, weeping alone in his bedchamber as he recited the memorial blessing without the comforting presence of the minyan.

Wealthy or successful converts were accepted by the nobility and the middle class, and many married Old Christians. Bernardo Espina himself married Estrella de Aranda, daughter of a noble family. In the first flush of family acceptance and new religious rapture he had hoped against all reason that his patients would accept him as a coreligionist, a “completed Jew” who had accepted their Messiah, but he wasn’t surprised when they continued to scorn him as a Hebrew.

The magistrates of Toledo, when Espina’s father was a young man, had passed a statute: “We declare that the so-called conversos, offspring of perverse Jewish ancestors, must be held by law to be infamous and ignominious, unfit and unworthy to hold any public office or benefice within the city of Toledo or land within its jurisdiction, or to be commissioners for oaths or notaries, or to have any authority over true Christians of the Holy Catholic Church.”

Bernardo rode past other religious communities, some scarcely larger than the Priory of the Assumption, several the size of small villages. Under the Catholic monarchy, service in the Church had become popular. Segundones, the younger sons of noble families, excluded from inheritance by the law of majorat, turned to the religious life, where their family connections assured swift advancement. The younger daughters of the same families, because of the excessive doweries demanded to marry off firstborn females, often were sent to become nuns. Churchly vocations also attracted the poorest peasants, to whom holy orders with a prebend or a benefice offered the only chance to escape the grinding poverty of serfdom.

The growing number of religious communities had led to fierce and ugly competition for financial support. The relic of Santa Ana could be the making of the Priory of the Assumption, but the prior had told Bernardo there was scheming and planning among the powerful Benedictines, the wily Franciscans, and the energetic Geronomites—who knew how many others, all eager to wrest away ownership of the relic of the Sacred Family. Espina was uneasy lest he be caught between powerful factions and crushed as easily as Meir Toledano had been slain.

*   *   *

Bernardo began by attempting to recreate the youth’s movements before he was killed.

The home of Helkias the silversmith was one of a group of houses built between two synagogues. The chief synagogue long since had been taken over by Holy Mother Church, and the Jews now held religious services in the Samuel ha-Levi Synagogue whose magnificence reflected a time when things had been easier for them.

The Jewish community was small enough for everyone to know who had left the faith, who pretended to have done so, and who remained a Jew. They did no business with New Christians if it could be helped. Still, four years before, a desperate Helkias had consulted the physician Espina.

His wife, Esther, a woman of good works who had been born into the Saloman family of great rabbis, had begun to waste away, and the silversmith had thought only of sustaining the mother of his three sons. Bernardo had worked hard over her, trying everything he knew, and praying to Christ for her life even as Helkias had prayed to Jehovah. But he had been unable to save Helkias’s wife, may the Lord be merciful to her eternal soul.

*   *   *

Now he hurried past Helkias’s house of misfortune without stopping, knowing that soon two friars from the Priory of the Assumption would lead a burro bearing the dead first son home to his father.

Earlier generations of Jews had raised the synagogues centuries before, obeying the ancient precept that a house of worship should be built at the highest possible point in the community. They had chosen sites at the top of lofty, sheer cliffs overlooking the Tagus River.

Bernardo’s mare shied nervously, too close to the lip of the cliff.

Mother of God! he thought, pulling at the reins; then, as the horse settled, perforce Espina smiled at the irony.

“Grandmother of the Savior!” he said aloud in wonderment.

He pictured Meir ben Helkias here, waiting impatiently for the shield of darkness. He believed the youth had not been afraid of the cliffs. Bernardo remembered many a dusk when he had stood on these cliffs with his own father, Jacob Espina, searching the lowering sky for the glimmer of the first three stars that would signify the beginning of the sabbath.

He struck the thought away as he was wont to do with any disturbing memory of his Jewish past.

He saw the wisdom of Helkias having used a lone fifteen-year-old to deliver the reliquary. An armed guard would have announced to the world of banditry that here was treasure. A boy bearing an innocuous bundle through the night would have had a better chance.

But it had not been a good enough chance, as Espina had seen.

*   *   *

He dismounted and led the horse onto the cliff trail. Just over the edge was a stone hut built long ago by Roman soldiers; from it, they had thrown condemned prisoners to their deaths. Far below, the river wound in innocent beauty between the cliffs and an opposing granite hill. Boys growing up in Toledo shunned this place at night, claiming it was possible to hear the wailing of the dead.

He walked his horse down the cliff trail until the sheer drop became a manageable slope, then he turned off and followed a path down and down, to the water’s edge. The Alcántara Bridge wasn’t for him, nor would it have been for Meir ben Helkias. A short distance downstream Bernardo came to the shallows where the boy would have crossed, and he remounted the mare. On the opposite bank he found the path that went toward the Priory of the Assumption. A short distance away there was rich and fertile agricultural land but here the soil was poor and sere, good only for limited grazing. Presently he heard the sounds of sheep and came upon a large flock cropping the short grass, tended by an old man he knew, Diego Diaz. The shepherd had a sprawling family almost as large as his flock, and Espina had treated a number of his relatives.

“A good afternoon, Señor Bernardo.”

“A good afternoon, Señor Diego,” Espina said, and dismounted. He allowed the horse to crop grass with the sheep, and he spent a few minutes passing the time of day with the shepherd. Then, “Diego, do you know a boy named Meir, son of Helkias the Jew?”

“Yes, señor. Nephew of Aron Toledano the cheese maker, that boy?”

“Yes. When did you see him, the last time?”

“Yesterday eve, early. He was abroad delivering cheeses for his uncle, and for but one sueldo he sold me a goat cheese that was my meal this morning. Such cheese, I wish he had given me two.”

He glanced at Espina. “Why do you seek him? Has he done something bad, that one?”

“No. Not at all.”

“I thought not, he is not a bad young shit, that young Jew.”

“Were others abroad hereabouts last night?” Espina asked, and the shepherd told him that not long after the boy’s departure a pair of horsemen had passed, almost riding him down but unhailed and unhailing.

“Two, you say?” He knew he could depend on the old man to be accurate. The shepherd would have watched them closely, happy to see armed night riders go away without stopping to take a lamb or two.

“The moon was high. I saw a man-at-arms, a knight surely, for he wore fine mail. And a priest or a monk, I did not note the color of his robe.” He hesitated. “The priest had a saint’s face.”

“Which saint did he resemble?”

“No saint in particular,” the shepherd said, annoyed. “I mean to express that he had a beautiful face touched by God. Features that were holy,” he said, and crossed himself.

Diego grunted, and ran to direct his dog toward four sheep moving away from the flock.

Curious, Bernardo thought. A face touched by God? He collected his horse and mounted. “Be with Christ, Señor Diaz.”

The old man shot him a sardonic glance. “Christ be with you, Señor Espina,” he said.

*   *   *

A short distance beyond the hard-browsing sheep the earth became richer and fatter. Bernardo rode through vineyards and several fields. In the field adjacent to the priory’s olive grove he stopped and dismounted, tying the horse’s reins to a bush.

The grass was flattened and crushed by hooves. The number of horses seen by the shepherd, two, seemed to fit the amount of disorder.

Somebody had learned of the silversmith’s commission. They knew Helkias had been nearing the end of his work, and they would have watched his house for signs of just such a delivery.

Here was the confrontation.

Meir’s cries would not have been heard. The olive grove that was rented by the priory was in uninhabited open country, a stout walk from the religious community.

Blood. Here the boy received the cut in his side from one of their lances.

Along this grass-flattened swath, down which Bernardo slowly walked, the horsemen had run Meir ben Helkias before their mounts like a quarried fox, inflicting the wounds in his back.

Here they had taken his leather bag and its contents. Nearby, covered with ants, were two pale cheeses of the type described by Diego—the young bearer’s excuse for being abroad. One of the cheeses was intact, one had been broken and ground, as by a great hoof.

From here they brought the youth off the trail, into the added cover of the olive trees. And one or both of them took him.

Finally, his throat was slit.

Bernardo felt light-headed and faint.

He was not so distant from Jewish boyhood that he had forgotten the fear, the apprehension of armed strangers, the knowledge of terror because so much evil had gone before. Nor so distant from Jewish manhood that he did not feel these things still.

For a long moment, in his mind he became the boy. Hearing them. Smelling them. Sensing the giant, ominous shapes of the night, the huge horses moving at him, coming at him in the blackness.

The cruel thrusting of sharp blades. The rape.

Physician again, Bernardo wavered under the sinking sun and turned blindly toward the mare, escaping. He didn’t believe he would hear the soul of Meir ben Helkias screaming, but he had little desire to be in this place when the next darkness came.


CHAPTER FOUR

THE QUESTIONING

Espina realized quickly that he could glean only a small and finite amount of information about the murder of the Jewish boy and the theft of the ciborium. Almost everything he knew had come from his examination of the body, his discussion with the old shepherd, and his inspection of the site of the crimes. The most evident fact that faced him, after a week of fruitlessly going about the town asking questions, was that he had been neglecting his patients, and he threw himself into the safe and comforting daily work of his practice.

Nine days after he had been summoned to the Priory of the Assumption, he decided to go to Padre Sebastián that afternoon. He would tell the priest what little he had been able to learn, and that would be the end of his involvement in this matter.

His last patient of the day was an old man who was having difficulty breathing, although for a change the air was cool and fresh, a freak day of comfort in the midst of the season of heat. The thin body before the physician was depleted and worn, and there was more troubling it than the state of the weather. The skin of the chest was like thin leather; within, it was filled and clogged. When Espina put his ear to the chest he could hear a ragged rattling. He was reasonably certain the old man was dying but would take his time about it; and he was searching his pharmacopoeia for an infusion that would make the last days merciful when two slovenly armed men walked into his dispensary as if they were its new owners.

They identified themselves as soldiers of the alguacil, the bailiff of Toledo.

One of the men was short and barrel chested and wore an officious air. “Bernardo Espina, you will come with us now.”

“What is it you wish of me, señor?”

“The Office of the Inquisition requires your presence.”

“The Inquisition?” Espina sought to remain calm. “Very well. Please to wait outside. I shall be finished with this señor in a very short time.”

“No, you will come at once,” the taller man said quietly, but with more authority.

Espina knew that Joan Pablo, his man of all work, was chatting with the old man’s son in the shade of the dispensary shed. He went to the door and called to him. “Go to the house and tell the señora I wish refreshment brought for these visitors. Bread with oil and honey, and cool wine.”

The bailiff’s men looked at one another. The shorter soldier nodded. His companion’s face remained without expression, but he made no objection.

Espina placed the old man’s infusion into a small earthen jar and drove home the plug. He was finishing his instructions to the patient’s son when Estrella hurried to him, followed by the servant woman bearing the bread and the wine.

His wife’s features seemed to freeze when he told her. “What can the Inquisition want with you, my dear Bernardo?’

“No doubt they have need of a physician,” he said, and the thought calmed both of them. While the men ate and drank, Joan Pablo saddled Espina’s horse.

His children were at a neighbor’s home, at which a monk weekly catechised a group of the young. He was comforted they weren’t there to watch as he rode away flanked by the horses of the two men.

*   *   *

Clerics in black robes moved through the corridor where Espina sat on a wooden bench and waited. Others waited also. From time to time a white-faced man or woman was brought in under guard and was seated, or someone was escorted from the corridor and swallowed up by the building. None of the people who left the benches returned to them.

Espina was kept waiting until torches were lit against the encroaching dusk.

There was a guard seated behind a small table. Bernardo went to him and asked who it was he was waiting to see, but the man gave him a flat stare and motioned him back to the bench.

After a time, though, another guard came and asked the one behind the table about some of the people who were waiting. Espina saw them looking at him.

“That one is for Fray Bonestruca,” Bernardo heard the man behind the table say.

*   *   *

Toledo was becoming populous, but Espina was born there and had lived there all his life, and—as Prior Sebastián had pointed out—as a physician he had a good working knowledge of both the lay population and the members of the clerical communities.

But he had no memory of a friar named Bonestruca.

At long last a guard came for him and took him from the corridor. They climbed a stone stairway and traversed several ill-lighted corridors similar to the one in which he had waited, and finally he was brought into a small cell where a friar sat beneath a torch.

The friar was someone new to the Toledo See, because if Espina had but once seen him in the streets, he would have remembered him without difficulty.

He was a tall man with a very Spanish head that demanded attention; Espina fought the impulse to stare. His quick glance noted a mass of thick black hair, long and badly cut. A wide forehead, black brows, very large brown eyes. A straight, narrow nose, a wide mouth with thin lips, and a somewhat square chin with a slight cleft.

Each of the features, if found with different features in another face, would have merited no interest. But seen here in this one man they combined in an extraordinary way.

The countenance of the friar was nothing like the face of Jesus as Espina had observed the Savior’s visage in statues and paintings. This was a face of more feminine quality emerging from features of masculine beauty, yet Espina’s initial reaction was a kind of awe.

A saint’s face, the old shepherd Diego Diaz had called it. Diaz had been talking about this friar, Espina knew without a doubt.

Bonestruca was beyond handsomeness; his face at first glance sent the viewer signals of reassurance and piety, the message that such complete and total comeliness must signify the essential goodness of God.

Yet when Espina looked into this friar’s eyes, they carried him directly to a cold and frightening place.

“You have been about the town, asking questions concerning a reliquary but recently stolen from the Jew Helkias. What is your interest in this matter?”

“I … That is, Prior Padre Sebastián Alvarez…” Espina wished to look anywhere but into the knowing eyes of this strange friar, but there was nowhere else to look. “He asked me to enquire into the loss of the reliquary and the … death of the boy who had carried it.”

“And what have you learned?”

“The boy was a Jew, son of the silversmith.”

“Yes, I have heard that.”

The friar’s voice was gentler than his gaze … encouraging, almost friendly, Espina thought with hope.

“What else?”

“Nothing else, Reverend Friar.”

Friar Bonestruca’s chest was hidden beneath the folds of his black habit, but his fingers were long and spatulate, with tufts of fine black hair between the second joints of his fingers and the knuckles. “How long have you been a physician?”

“These eleven years.”

“Did you apprentice in this place?”

“Yes, here in Toledo.”

“With whom did you apprentice?”

Espina’s mouth was dry. “With Maestro Samuel Provo.”

“Ah, Samuel Provo. Even I have heard of him,” the friar said benignly. “A great physician, no?”

“Yes, a man of renown.”

“He was a Jew.”

“Yes.”

“How many children did he circumcise, if you would suppose?”

Espina blinked at him. “He did not circumcise.”

“How many babes do you circumcise in a twelvemonth?”

“Neither do I circumcise.”

“Come, come,” the friar said patiently. “How many of these operations have you done? Not only to Jews but also to Moors, perhaps?”

“Never … A few times over the years I have operated … When the foreskin is not properly and regularly cleaned, you understand, it becomes inflamed. Often there is pus, and to rectify … They … Both the Moors and the Jews have holy men who do the other, along with religious rites.”

“When you made those operations, did you say no prayers?”

“No.”

“Not even a Paternoster?”

“I pray each day that I will bring no harm but only good to my patients, Reverend Friar.”

“You are married, señor?”

“Yes.”

“Name of your wife.”

“Señora Estrella de Aranda.”

“Children?”

“Three. Two daughters and a son.”

“Your wife and children are Catholics?”

“Yes.”

“You are a Jew. Is this not so?”

“No! I have been a Christian these eleven years. Devoted to Christ!”

The man’s face was so beautiful. That made the gray eyes fixing upon his own even more chilling. They had become cynical eyes that seemed aware of every human failing in Espina’s history, and all his sins.

The gaze worked its way deep within his soul. Then, shockingly, the friar clapped his hands, summoning the guard who waited outside the door.

Bonestruca made a small movement of his hand: Take him.

As Bernardo turned to go, he saw that the sandaled feet beneath the table were well fashioned, with long and slender toes.

*   *   *

The guard led him down the corridors, down the steep flights of stairs.

Sweet Christ, you know I have tried. You know …

Espina was aware that in the lower bowels of the building were cells and the places in which prisoners were questioned. He knew for a fact that they had a rack called a potro, a triangular frame to which a prisoner was bound. Each time a windlass was turned, more bodily joints were dislocated. And something called a toca, for water torture. The prisoner’s head was kept low in a hollowed-out trough. Linen was thrust into his throat. Water was poured through the cloth, blocking the throat and nostrils until suffocation brought on confession or death.

Jesus, I ask … I implore …

Perhaps he was heard. When they reached the exit, the guard motioned him on, and Espina proceeded alone, out to where the horse had been tied.

He rode away at a walk, fighting to compose himself so when he arrived home he could reassure Estrella without weeping.


PART TWO

THE SECOND SON

Toledo, Castille

March 30, 1492


CHAPTER FIVE

YONAH BEN HELKIAS

“I will take Eleazar down to the river, perhaps to catch our supper. Eh, Abba?”

“The polishing is finished?”

“Much of it is finished.”

“Work is not finished until it is finished. You must polish it all,” Helkias said in the bleak tone that always wounded Yonah. Sometimes he wanted to stare into his father’s distant eyes and tell him: Meir is dead but Eleazar and I are still here. We are alive.

Yonah hated to polish the silver. There were half a dozen large pieces still to do, and he dipped his rag into the stinking mess, a thick mixture of powdered bird dung and urine, and rubbed and rubbed.

He had learned the taste of bitterness early, with the death of his mother, and it had been very hard for him when Meir was killed, because by that time he had been older, past thirteen years, and had better understood the finality of loss.

Only a few months after Meir’s death, Yonah had been called to the Torah to recite the law and become a formal member of the minyan. Adversity had matured him beyond his age. His father, who had always seemed so tall and strong, was diminished, and Yonah didn’t know how to fill the space emptied by Helkias’s grief.

They knew nothing of the identity of his brother’s murderers. Some weeks after Meir had been killed, word had reached Helkias Toledano that the physician Espina was about the town, asking questions regarding the event that had taken his son’s life. Helkias had brought Yonah with him to call upon Espina and speak with him, but when they had reached his house they saw it was abandoned, and Joan Pablo, the Espinas’ former servant, was taking away for his own use all that remained of the furnishings, a table and some chairs. Joan Pablo had told them the physician and his family had gone away.

“Where have they gone?”

The man had shaken his head. “I know not.”

Helkias had gone to the Priory of the Assumption to talk with Padre Sebastián Alvarez, but on his arrival he had thought for a confused moment that he had made a wrong turn in the road. Within the gate was a row of wagons and tumbrels. Nearby, three women were treading purple grapes in a large vat. Through the open door of what had been the chapel Helkias could see baskets of olives, and more grapes.

When he had asked the women where the priory had been moved, one of them told him the Priory of the Assumption had been closed and the Hieronymite order had rented the property to their farmer.

“And what of Padre Sebastián? Where is the prior?” he had asked. The woman had smiled at him and shook her head and shrugged, without stopping her treading.

*   *   *

Yonah had tried very hard to assume the duties of the eldest son, but it was obvious to him that he would never be able to take his brother’s place. Not as an apprentice worker of silver, not as a son, not as a brother, not in any way. The dullness in his father’s eyes compounded his own sorrow. Although three Passovers had come and gone since Meir died, the house and workshop of Helkias still were places of mourning.

Some of the pieces before him, wine flagons, were especially dark with tarnish, but there was no reason for him to hurry, because his father seemed suddenly to remember their conversation of half an hour ago. “You will not go to the river. Find Eleazar and make certain both of you stay close to the house.

“This isn’t a time for Jewish boys to take chances,” Helkias said.

*   *   *

It had been necessary for Yonah to assume Meir’s responsibility for Eleazar, who was tender and apple-cheeked, seven years old. He told the younger boy stories about their older brother so Eleazar would never forget, and sometime he picked out tunes on the small Moorish guitar that had been Meir’s, and they sang songs. He had promised to teach Eleazar to play the guitar, as Meir had taught him. That’s what Eleazar wanted to do when Yonah found him playing at war with stones and twigs in the shade of the house, but Yonah shook his head.

“Are you going to the river?” Eleazar said. “Am I to go with you?”

“There is work to be done,” Yonah said, unconsciously mimicking his father’s tone, and brought the smaller boy back into the atelier with him. The two of them were sitting in a corner polishing silver when David Mendoza and Rabbi Jose Ortega came into the workshop.

“What news?” Helkias asked, and Señor Mendoza shook his head. He was a strong, middle-aged man with a number of missing teeth and a bad complexion, a house builder.

“Not good, Helkias. It is no longer safe to walk in the town.”

Three months before, the Inquisition had executed five Jews and six conversos. They had been charged with conjuring a magic spell eleven years before, in which allegedly they had used a stolen communion wafer and the heart of a crucified Christian boy in an attempt to turn all good Christians raving mad. Although the boy was never identified—no Christian child had been reported missing—details of the alleged charge had been confessed by several of the accused after severe torture, and all had been burned at the stake, including the effegies of three of the condemned who died before the auto-de-fé.

“Some already are praying to the ‘martyred’ child. Their hatred poisons the very atmosphere,” Mendoza said heavily.

“We must appeal to Their Majesties for their continued protection,” Rabbi Ortega said. The rabbi was small and skinny, with a froth of white hair. It made people smile to see him stagger about the synagogue bringing the large and heavy Torah scroll to be touched or kissed by the congregation. He was respected by most, but now Mendoza disagreed with him.

“The king is a man as well as a king, capable of friendship and sympathy, but of late Queen Isabella is turned against us. She was raised in isolation, molded by clerics who fashioned her mind. Tomás de Torquemada, the inquisitor general, may he expire, was Isabella’s confessor during her girlhood, and he greatly influences her.” Mendoza shook his head. “I fear the days ahead.”

“We must have faith, David, my friend,” Rabbi Ortego said. “We must go to the synagogue and pray together. The Lord will hear our cries.”

The two boys had stopped polishing the silver cups. Eleazar was disturbed by the tension in the faces of the adults, and the obvious fright in their voices. “What does it mean?” he whispered to Yonah.

“Later. I shall explain all to you later,” Yonah whispered back, though he wasn’t certain he really understood what was happening.

*   *   *

The next morning, an armed military officer appeared in Toledo’s municipal square. He was accompanied by three trumpeters, two local magistrates and two bailiff’s men who also bore arms, and he read a proclamation that informed the Jews that despite their long history in Spain, they were ordered to leave the country within three months. The queen already had expelled Jews from Andalusia in 1483. Now they were ordered to leave every part of the Spanish kingdom—Castilla, León, Aragón, Galicia, Valencia, the principality of Cataluña, the feudal estate of Vizcaya, and the islands of Cerdeña, Sicilia, Mallorca, and Menorca.

The order was nailed to a wall. Rabbi Ortega copied it in a hand that trembled so badly he had trouble making out some of the words when he read them to a hurried meeting of the Council of Thirty.

“‘All Jews and Jewesses, of whatever age they may be, that live, reside, and dwell in our said kingdoms and dominions … shall not presume to return to, or reside therein or in any part of them, either as residents, travelers, or in any manner whatever, under pain of death.… And we command and forbid any person or persons in our said kingdom [to] presume publicly or secretly to receive, shelter, protect, or defend any Jew or Jewess … under pain of losing their property, vassals, castles, and other possessions.’”

All Christians were solemnly warned against experiencing false compassion. They were forbidden “to converse and communicate … with Jews, or receive them into your homes, or befriend them, or give them nourishment of any sort for their sustenance.”

The proclamation was issued “by order of the king and queen, our sovereigns, and of the reverend prior of Santa Cruz, inquisitor general in all the kingdoms and dominions of Their Majesties.”

*   *   *

The Council of Thirty that governed the Jews of Toledo was made up of ten representatives from each of the three Estates—prominent urban leaders, merchants, and artisans. Helkias served because he was a maestro silversmith, and the meeting was held in his home.

The councillors were staggered.

“How can we be so coldly evicted from a land which means so much to us, and of which we are so much a part?” Rabbi Ortega said haltingly.

“The edict is yet one more royal scheme to gain fresh tax money and bribes from us,” Judah ben Solomon Avista said. “Spanish kings have always described us as their profitable milch cow.”

There was a grumble of assent. “Between the years 1482 and 1491,” said Joseph Lazara, an elderly flour merchant of Tembleque, “we contributed no less than fifty-eight million maravedíes to the war effort, and another twenty millions in ‘forced loans.’ Time after time, the Jewish community has gone steeply into debt in order to pay an exorbitant ‘tax’ or to make the throne a ‘gift’ in return for our survival. Surely this is but another such time.”

“The king must be approached and asked for his intervention,” Helkias said.

They discussed who should make the appeal, and there was a consensus that it should be Don Abraham Seneor.

“He is the Jewish courtier His Majesty most loves and admires,” Rabbi Ortega said, and many heads nodded in agreement.


CHAPTER SIX

CHANGES

Abraham Seneor had lived for eighty years, and though his mind was fresh and sharp, his body was very tired. His history of hard and dangerous service to the monarchs had begun when he had arranged secret nuptials that on October 19, 1469, had joined in marriage two cousins, Isabella of Castille, eighteen years old, and Ferdinand of Aragon, seventeen.

That ceremony had been clandestine because it had defied King Henry IV of Castille. Henry had wanted his half-sister Isabella to become the wife of King Alfonso of Portugal. The Infanta had refused, asking Henry to name her as heir to the thrones of Castille and León, and promising him she would marry only with his approval.

Henry IV of Castille had no sons (he was mocked by subjects who called him Henry the Impotent) but he had a daughter, Juana, believed to have been the illegitimate child of Henry’s mistress, Beltrán de la Cueva. When he tried to name Juana his heir, a civil war erupted. The nobles withdrew their support of Henry as their king and recognized as their sovereign Isabella’s twelve-year-old brother, also named Alfonso. Within two years the young Alfonso was found dead in his bed, reputedly poisoned.

Isabella had not been raised or educated as a future monarch, but soon after her brother’s death she had asked Abraham Seneor to set into motion the secret negotiations with influential Aragonese courtiers that led to her marriage to Ferdinand, Prince of Aragon. On December 11, 1474, when Henry IV died suddenly in Madrid, Isabella was in Segovia. Upon hearing the news she declared herself queen of Castille. Two days later, surrounded by a cheering throng, she drew her sword, held it above her with the hilt upward, and led a procession to the Segovia Cathedral. The parliamentary Cortes immediately swore its allegiance to her.

In 1479 King John II of Aragon died and Ferdinand succeeded his father. In the ten years that had followed their secret wedding the royal couple had waged continual war, fighting back invasions from Portugal and France and dealing with insurgents. When those military campaigns had been won, they concentrated on war against the Moors.

Through all the years of combat Abraham Seneor had labored for them faithfully, raising money for the expensive business of war, developing a system of taxation, and guiding them through the political and financial pitfalls of uniting Castille and Aragon.

The monarchs had rewarded him well, declaring him rabbi and supreme judge of the Jews of Castille and assessor of Jewish taxes throughout the kingdom. Since 1488 he had been treasurer of the Hermandad, a militia that Ferdinand had established to maintain order and security in Spain. His fellow Jews didn’t love Seneor—he had been the king’s choice to be their rabbi, not their own. But Seneor was loyal to them. Even before Jews from many parts of the kingdom could beg Seneor to plead with Ferdinand, he had acted. His first meeting with the monarchs was based upon their mutual affection and friendship, but his pleas for a reversal of the expulsion edict met with a cool rejection that dismayed him.

Several weeks later he requested another meeting, this time bringing with him his son-in-law, Rabbi Meir Melamed, who had served as Ferdinand’s secretary and was the kingdom’s chief administrator of tax collections. Both men had been declared rabbis by the king and not by their fellow religionists, but they had served effectively as advocates for the Jews at court. With them was Isaac ben Judah Abravanel, who was in charge of tax collections in the central and southern parts of the country and who had loaned enormous sums of money to the royal treasury, including 1.5 million gold ducats to achieve victory in the war against Granada.

The three Jews again pressed their plea, this time offering to raise fresh funds for the treasury, with Abravanel making it clear that he and his brothers would relinquish certain heavy debts owed them by the Crown if the expulsion edict were revoked.

Ferdinand showed undisguised interest when discussing the sums offered. The three petitioners hoped for an immediate ruling, so Torquemada and other religionists who had worked for years to have the Jews expelled would have no opportunity to influence the decision. However, Ferdinand took their request under advisement, and a week later, when the three appeared before the monarchs again, the king told them their request was denied. He had decided that the expulsion edict would be carried out.

Isabella stood beside her husband, a stern, pudgy woman of average height, but very regal in her bearing. She had large, imperious blue-green eyes and a tiny pursed mouth. Her reddish blond hair, her best feature, was beginning to be flecked with gray. She made the moment even more bitter for them by quoting King Solomon, Proverbs 21:1.

“‘The king’s heart is in the hand of the Lord as the water courses. He turneth it withersoever he will.’

“Do you believe this thing is come upon you from us? The Lord has put this thing into the heart of the king,” she told the three Jews disdainfully, and the audience was over.

*   *   *

Throughout the kingdom, Jewish councils met in new desperation.

In Toledo, the Council of Thirty struggled to achieve some sort of plan.

“I cherish this land. If I must leave this beloved place where my ancestors rest,” David Mendoza said finally, “I wish to go where I will never be accused of murdering an infant in order to make matzos from his tender body, or stabbing the Eucharist, or insulting the Virgin, or mocking the Mass!”

“We must go where innocent folk are not ignited like tinder,” Rabbi Ortega said, and there was a murmur of agreement.

“Where might such a place be?” Yonah’s father asked.

There was a long silence. They stared at one another.

*   *   *

Yet all had to go somewhere, and people began trying to make plans.

Aron Toledano, a stocky, slow-speaking man, came to his brother’s house and he and Helkias talked for hours, proposing destinations and rejecting them while Yonah listened, trying to understand.

There were really only three possible destinations, when all was said. To the north, the kingdom of Navarre. To the west, Portugal. To he east, the seacoast, offering ships to transport them to more distant lands.

But within days they learned new facts that helped narrow the choices.

Aron came again, his farmer’s face dark with worry. “Navarre cannot be considered. Navarre will accept only former Jews who have converted to the worship of Jesus.”

Less than a week later they learned that Don Vidal ben Benveniste de la Cavalleria, who had minted Aragon’s gold coins and Castille’s currency, had ridden to Portugal and received permission for Spanish Jews to go there. King John II of Portugal saw an opportunity and decreed that his treasury would tax one ducat from every immigrating Jew, plus one-fourth of any merchandise carried into his kingdom. In return, the Jews would be allowed to stay six months.

Aron shook his head in disgust. “I hold no trust in that one. In the end, I think we would receive less justice from him than we have received from the Spanish throne.”

Helkias agreed. And that left only the seacoast, whence they would take ship.

*   *   *

Helkias was deliberate and gentle, a tall man. Meir had been shorter and blockier, like Aron, and Eleazar already showed the signs of a similar build. Yonah was built larger, like his father, whom he regarded with awe as well as love.

“To where shall we sail then, Abba?”

“I don’t know. We will go where there are many ships, probably to the port of Valencia. Then we will see what shipping is available, and where the vessels are bound. We must trust that the Almighty will guide our path and help us make a wise decision.”

He looked at Yonah. “Are you fearful, my son?”

Yonah struggled to form a reply but was slow to answer.

“It is not a shame to be afraid. It is wise to recognize that travel is rife with danger. But we will be three large and strong men—Aron, and you, and I. The three of us will be able to see to the safety of Eleazar and your aunt, Juana.”

Yonah was gratified to be counted as a man by his father.

It was as if Helkias read his mind. “I am aware you have taken a man’s responsibility, these last years,” he said quietly. “I want you to know others have observed your character, also. There have been several overtures made to me by fathers of daughters who are ready to stand under the bridal canopy.”

“Have you spoken of a marriage?” Yonah said.

“Not yet. Not now. But once we arrive at our new home there will be time to meet the Jews who are there and arrange a fine match. Which I suspect you will welcome.”

“I shall,” Yonah admitted, and his father laughed.

“Do you not think I was once young? I remember how it is.”

“Eleazar will be very jealous. He will want a wife also,” Yonah said, and now they both laughed together.

“Abba, I am not fearful to go anywhere, so long as you are with me.”

“Nor am I afraid with you, Yonah. For the Lord will be with us.”

*   *   *

The thought of marriage was a new element in Yonah’s life.
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