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Chapter one

W hat was that? Naomi stopped dead in her tracks 

as a sudden sound broke the silence. She raised 

her hand to her mouth to stifle a scream. Had someone 

discovered her plan? Surely anyone would be able to hear 

the sound of her heart pounding in her chest. She strained 

her eyes in the darkness, trying to see what had caused 

the noise. Then she caught her breath as a large rat ran 

from the kitchen area, almost bumping into her as it 

passed, and scuttled off into the night.

Naomi waited until she was sure that the family was 

still sleeping. The frantic beating of her heart began to 

slow down, and her legs were trembling less now. She 

stretched out her hand and felt around for her mother’s 

leather purse. Yes, there it was, hidden at the back of the 

cupboard. Quickly, Naomi dropped the purse into her bag, 

put two fresh loaves in on top, crept towards the back door 

and slipped out into the darkness.

Once outside she breathed more easily, but she 

wouldn’t be safe until she had passed through the city 

gate and was on the road leading away from Damascus. 

Across the road was a checkpoint where a Roman soldier 

sat, but he was fast asleep and didn’t stir as Naomi passed 

him. A little further on, she turned into Straight Street 

and was soon able to see the large gate in the city wall. 
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She knew the gate would be closed to keep out enemies 

who might try to steal into the city at night, but she also 

knew that very soon a crowd of people would gather here, 

ready to leave the city as soon as dawn came. Then the 

nightwatchman would open the gate and she would be able 

to mix with the crowds and escape. Softly, Naomi moved 

into the shadow of the wall, where the nightwatchman 

couldn’t see her, and waited.

The plan had been worked out very carefully. It 

had taken Naomi three months to plan and to gather 

everything together. She had been very careful not to raise 

suspicion as she collected and hid what she would need, 

ready for today. In her bag was enough food for the long 

journey ahead—bread, dried olives, figs and dates—as 

well as a water flask, a blanket, a second pair of shoes, 

and her mother’s purse. Naomi felt rather ashamed as 

she remembered how hard her mother had worked to be 

able to save the money in that purse. She had collected it 

coin by coin and hidden the purse away from the eyes of 

Naomi’s stepfather, to prevent him finding it and spending 

it on one of his drinking bouts. From time to time her 

mother would use the precious money to buy extra milk 

and eggs for her children. ‘But,’ the girl told herself, ‘I 

need the money more than Mother now.’

Naomi remembered very distinctly the moment she 

had decided she would leave home. It was the first time 

that her stepfather had beaten her with his stick. She 

could still see his angry face and hear his harsh words 

as he brought the stick down across her back. How she 

hated him! But his cruelty wasn’t the main reason she had 

decided to leave. No. It had been the sight of her mother, 
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standing in the doorway clutching her new baby boy and 

doing nothing to prevent Naomi from being beaten. Then 

Naomi realized that she was unwanted, and she knew she 

had to leave.

At first, she thought she would leave the city through 

a hole in the city wall. She had searched and found a 

place where even quite a large person could get through. 

Often she returned to the wall to work out how she would 

get down the other side. Unfortunately, there was such 

a long drop to the ground below that Naomi had had to 

give up that idea. No, she would have to find a time when 

she could slip out through the city gate along with other 

people. And today was that time.

From her hiding place, Naomi watched as people 

started to gather at the gate, chattering and laughing 

together, looking forward to the journey ahead. Now and 

then, she recognized people she knew. When she saw her 

best friend Miriam with her older brother Jacob and their 

parents, she shrank back further into the shadows. It 

would never do for them to see her.

Many people had a donkey or two with them to help 

carry their belongings, and some of the better-off families 

had camels laden with food, water and blankets. For them, 

the journey would be easier. The youngest children would 

be allowed to ride on the donkeys when they got tired, just 

as Naomi had done in the past when she had travelled 

with her mother and father. As she watched the happy 

children with their parents, Naomi felt tears pricking her 

eyes and she angrily rubbed them away with her hand. 

This was no time for weakness. She was eleven years 

Escape from danger.indd   6 20/03/2013   17:18:16



7

Chapter one

old and almost grown up, and she didn’t need family or 

friends.

As the sun slowly rose in the sky, more and more 

people gathered, until the whole area in front of the 

city entrance was crowded with people and the buzz 

of conversation had risen to a crescendo. The Jewish 

community was quite large in Damascus and all those 

who were able to travel were there. All, that is, apart from 

her family. Her mother had only just had her new baby 

and couldn’t travel, and her stepfather had no interest in 

religious festivals.

Every now and then, Naomi looked anxiously up the 

road towards her home. Normally, her family would be 

asleep for at least another hour, but perhaps the sound of 

the travellers on the road outside would waken them and 

they might come looking for her. If her stepfather caught 

her, she knew she would be in for another beating.

With relief, Naomi saw the nightwatchman walking 

slowly towards the big gate and she watched impatiently 

as he swung it open and the people began to move together 

towards it. As they surged past her, she silently slipped 

from her hiding place and moved in among them so that 

she was carried along with the caravan of people and 

animals, out of the gate and onto the newly built Roman 

road that would take her away from Damascus.

She was free!
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