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If you wish to know God
 go away and fall in love.

Jalāl ad-Dīn Muhammad Rūmī







PROLOGUE

Andalusia, 1483 AD

In the Hiriji year of 888, in the sacred month of Muharram, I return to life.

Moments before I’m born, my soul previews my new home from above. In the realm of existence, stars still dust the ink of night, but behind the mountains of Andalusia, the faint pink of dawn blushes the eastern sky. Below, in the village of Vertientes, the whitewashed buildings that cling to the hillside are bathed in light as blue as Krishna’s skin. 

Just as the spider web trembles from the struggles of the fly, the strings of the mortal world vibrate with the arrival of each new life. Beyond the cocoon of my mother’s womb, on the edge of an African desert, a dwarf admires the Damascus steel sword he has just traded with some Berbers for a manuscript on the genesis of rainbows. The sword’s blade is inscribed with the words: There is no conqueror but Allah.

Sensing some subtle shift in the orchestra of existence, the dwarf pauses, the dawn light catching the tufts of lion-yellow hair on his elfin ears. Surrounded by groves of strawberry trees, his belly sloshing after a night drinking apple tea, he looks up at the bright point of light above the mountains. “Ah, the Morning Star,” he says to his donkey, “the star of love trapped in the agony of desire.”

The donkey, both wiser and stupider than its master, replies with a bray and passes wind.

Further northwest, under a Lowlands sky sponged with clouds, my soul sees a beak-nosed woman with skin as translucent as the inside of a shell jolt awake from a fevered sleep, her hands fumbling the darkness for her Bible as she recalls her nightmare about the coming of the antichrist.

Back in Vertientes, inside the house of my rebirth, a copy of the Qu’ran rests on the tiled table beside my screaming mother’s bed. From my celestial vantage point, I see the top of the Jewish midwife’s head. Her bald patch resembles a monk’s tonsure, and crooked white hairs spring like tree roots from the mole on her chin. Life, insistent and irresistible, presses me into being. I arrive stunned by the cold, a shadow engulfing my soul’s light. I’m always born into heartache and disaster. So I refuse to breathe.

While still connected to the realm of my soul, I hear the thoughts of the Jewish midwife as she coaxes reluctant me into the world. What a time to be born! A baby girl without a father!

She is, however, relieved to see that, unlike the previous child born in this village nestled deep in the mountains of Andalusia, I don’t have a tail.

It happens when you die, but I can say with authority after many reincarnations, that it happens as well, when you are born. My life flashes in front of me. I hear my uncle whisper the first words a Muslim child must hear into my right ear. “God is great. Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah. Come to prayer.”

A few days later, to celebrate my arrival, a sheep will be slaughtered, shared with neighbours, relatives and those less fortunate.

During the celebrations, I will be admired. “Ah, she’s already a beauty just like her mother,” says the Hindu physician, who, after years of peering into the secret passages between women’s legs, has the wrinkles and neck posture of a tortoise. “Such thick black hair! And those eyes! What a colour!”

“She has her father’s ears,” the Jewish midwife comments.

The mention of my father, who vanished before he knew about the seed he ’d planted in my mother’s belly, sends a chill into the air.

My uncle scowls. “If I ever see that scoundrel again, I’ll cut off his cock and feed it to the pigs.”

Four days later, my mother, still bleeding heavily after giving birth, holds me and kisses me farewell. “I want to name her Soheila,” she says, “because she is my little star.”

My mother’s grip on me loosens as she dies.

Further my soul sees – over the hills and valleys of time – to the day my father returns when I am six. I comfort him as he weeps when he learns of my mother’s death. Then once more, like the setting sun, he departs on his travels. Despite my uncle’s threats, he keeps his cock.

I see the follies of the world laid out like black beads on a tapestry. I see Columbus set foot in America, a Bible in his hand, his heart on fire with Christian faith. Through the pine forests that surround the village of Vertientes, my ten-year-old eyes glimpse the pillars of flame that announce the arrival of the Spanish Inquisition. I feel the righteous fervour of those men as they plunder this slice of Heaven on Earth where people of many faiths live together in peace. Someone has told them Vertientes is full of sorcerers.

I witness the murder of my Sufi Muslim teacher, my aunt and uncle, my neighbours and relatives. Already I know the Buddhists, the Jewish cobbler and midwife will escape only to die at the hands of thieves in the Andalusian desert. I feel the hard grip of the merchant who abducts me. I see my watery voyage to a far off country where it always rains and how after the merchant fails to sell sickly, terrified me as a slave, he abandons me on the steps of a convent.

I have seen enough. I clench my newborn fists and scrunch up my face. No. I don’t want any of this. I refuse to enter this world of time and space and pain. The Jewish midwife regards my newborn body with eyes as wise as mountains. This child is a stubborn one, she thinks. Then, she delivers a wallop to my bare, blue buttocks.

In that moment, the shroud of mortality smothers my soul’s light and I surrender to what is to come. After all, no one chooses to be born. God’s plan is a mystery to even the oldest of souls. Outraged, my buttocks on fire, I open my mouth, inhale my first gust of air and scream. I am alive. Again.

I open my eyes and feel the great gap in my soul. I am already looking. For Him.







CHAPTER 1 
THE EXORCISM OF THE BARBARIAN MOOR

The Convent of Saint Wilgefortis-Near-Hertogenbosch

April 14th 1502

On the morning when all hell breaks loose the convent gardens are bright and plump with spring growth, the sky, achingly clear and beautiful, a pale reminder of the wonder of the Kingdom of Allah. As sparrows sing hymns to creation and I behead the season’s first dead roses, the veils of the mortal world shift. The sunlight breaks through a canopy of apple blossoms and my soul whispers from the world beyond. He’s on his way. My heart swells with bottomless longings.

Today, a vermin exterminator is clearing the Convent of Saint Wilgefortis’s Chapter House of rats and cockroaches. On the edges of the rose garden, a gathering of acolytes take their lessons on the garden benches in the sun.

“We are all fallen. We are all sinners and can only achieve salvation through faith,” says the Prior, who has come from the neighboring Klooster Janarius to ensure the acolytes understand the true messages of the Holy Scriptures. Rankled by his words, I accidentally jab my finger on a thorn.

“And Adam was not taken by deceit, but the woman, being tricked, became a wrongdoer.” 

The scar across the landscape of my faith aches. So does my pricked finger. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Sister Heilwich – self-appointed eradicator of demons and witchcraft – watching me, her eyes as sharp as daggers. Something about her gaze sends a shaft of fury through my gut.

The Prior swipes at a bug that has invaded his holy space then, continues his lesson. “Four angels standing at the four corners of the Earth. What does this tell us about God’s World?” 

“It tells us God created the Earth flat,” replies one of the acolytes.

Nine years of bitterness spikes my tongue. I mutter under my breath.

Sister Heilwich, on full witchcraft alert, rises from her seat. “ What did you just say?”

I look into her mold-grey eyes set in the lard of her face and refuse to reply.

The Prior turns to me. “Do you have something you wish to contribute?” he says.

Vigorously, Sister Heilwich shakes her bulbously vast head. “Marjit is the gardener. She has nothing to contribute.”

“Everyone has a right to contribute,” the Prior replies, his gaze soft. “Please, tell us what you just said.”

All eyes turn towards me. I stiffen, fruitlessly trying to contain the storm rising from my core. My mouth moves ahead of my brain. “I said some Bible passages invite as many interpretations as there are flies in a cesspit.”

A shadow crosses the Prior’s face. As the acolytes gasp behind their hands, Sister Heilwich strides towards me, her eyes ablaze. “We have trained clergy to interpret the words of the Lord!” She screeches. “So there is no room for misunderstanding!” She stands so close I can feel the heat of her breath on my cheek and smell the pickled herrings she had for breakfast. “The Bible, The One Holy Book, is the only source of truth! Its teachings are drawn from the greatest life ever lived! Our Lord Jesus Christ!” she adds just in case I’m mistaken as to whose life that might be.

When I glance down at the crucifix nestled in the valley of Sister Heilwich’s bosom, my blood ignites. “The Qu’ran is also a Holy Book!” I reply. “And Jesus was a prophet of Islam!” I add just in case she’s mistaken about the workings of the Kingdom of Allah. The acolytes gasp and cross themselves. Sister Heilwich, nostrils flared, turns and addresses the Prior, whose eyes have turned dark and flinty.

“This woman is a sorceress and an infidel who, despite her baptism, still worships a Muslim devil god!” She waves her copy of the Bible at me as if it’s a weapon. “Muhammad was a false prophet! He devised his own heresy! He seduced ignorant Arab barbarians into accepting a gross, blasphemous and demoniac religion!”

With her Bible-free hand, she slaps my face so hard I drop my clippers. She turns back to the Prior. “You would do well, Reverend Father, to block your ears and avert your gaze. She has also been known to bewitch men and turn them from Our Most Holy Lord with her foreign tongue and strange eyes.”

The black dog of my lower self snarls. Are you going to keep taking this abuse? She’s a mad-woman!

Encouraged by that craven inner beast, I raise my hands and shove Sister Heilwich into a rose bush. Her eyes wide with shock, she drops her Bible and falls backwards, her bellow of outrage accompanied by a chorus of squeals from the seven acolytes. Face puce with rage, Sister Heilwich lurches back out of the bush and grabs a chunk of my hair. Crying out in pain as she tugs, I stumble forwards and grasp at Sister Heilwich’s crucifix to keep my balance. As we wrestle, her crucifix snaps and black beads scatter over the lawn.

“The Moor is possessed!” She cries with a spray of herring-fumed spittle. “This is why we forbid her presence during prayers! The vermin, the rats, the fleas and flies are all drawn to the convent because of this infidel!”

I kick and flail, fending off her attack, our cries echoing against the convent garden’s walls, sending doves fluttering from their roosts. As robes swoop around us, hands pulling our warring bodies apart, I knock Sister Heilwich’s wimple from its perch. Just before someone throws a sack over me and the world descends into musty darkness, I glimpse the pinkly veined orb of her bald head. I’m stirred into a brief respite of surprise. Without her wimple she looks as frail as a newborn bird.



[image: ]



I wake with a jerk and stare into the gloom, my breath hitching. Where am I?

As I fight the fog of sleep, panic rolls through me. A memory rises and takes hold. I ’m ten years old, back in Andalusia, hiding in an old urn, watching through a crack as my world is destroyed. I see the pillars of flame that signal the arrival of the Spanish Inquisition and watch as three inquisitors string Pir Ibrahim, the village of Vertientes’ Sufi master on a makeshift torture rack. The inquisitors stretch the ropes until Pir Ibrahim’s shoulders pop from their sockets. As that gentle and soulful man who has taught me to trust the world and have faith screams in agony, I choke back sobs and bite on my knuckles to stay silent. I listen as the inquisitors accuse Pir Ibrahim of worshipping a Muslim devil god. They tell him Jews, Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists and anyone else in the village of Vertientes who is not Christian will go to hell.

Now fully awake, I press the memory back into the deepest part of my being. Itching from the straw mattress I finally fell asleep on in the small hours of this morning, I sit upright and look around. Squares of light from the barred window set high in the wall pool on the floor at my feet. I glance towards the sound of a rat scuttling through the shadows. Directly opposite my mattress resting against the wall by the door, rows of serrated teeth glint inside the half-open maw of an iron maiden. Shackles and chains dangle from the mossed walls and the room smells of rusting metal and seepage from the nearby cesspit. In a barred and locked cell to my left, sit barrels of ale and racks of communion wine. The Convent of Saint Wilgefortis doesn’t have a dungeon. Officially, this is a store-room where those have lapsed from the path of righteousness come to reflect on their transgressions. As you can imagine, now you know a little about me, I’ve spent nights here before.

But it’s not the stench or the threat of those torture devices that make me tremble. No. It’s the figure in the shadows to my right. Chipped from age and awaiting painting and repair, a life-sized crucifix leans against the store room wall. Assailed by the misery of Christ’s bowed head, the rivulets of blood and the contorted architecture of his limbs, again, a memory hits me like a punch in the gut. I draw short, grasping breaths. Once more, I see Pir Ibrahim on that torture rack; arms stretched wide, his ankles together. Now, as the inquisitors flail Pir Ibrahim with leather straps, blood races from his body in a river of scarlet. Pir Ibrahim has a blood disease that stops his blood from clotting. Once he bleeds, he won’t stop. Crouched in my hiding place, I pray for Allah to take him so his suffering will end.

Again, I try to push the memory away. Here in my prison the stone walls still hold a damp wintery chill and I shiver, pulling my cloak closer to my body. I’m hungry and cold. I get up, move about to keep warm. I move the chamber pot into which I have passed a small amount of pee and a single turd to the furthest corner of the room. Even though I keep my back to the Lord, I feel His presence.

More memories leach from the shadows. I’m back in Vertientes, my legs cramping, knees raw from crouching against the sloping sides of the urn, watching in frozen horror as the inquisitors drag the bodies of the slaughtered villagers and place them in a pile in the centre of the garden. I see my dead aunt and uncle who have raised me since my mother died, and the mutilated body of the village rabbi, his fingers bloodied where they have torn away his nails. I see the bodies of children – Zoroastrians, Hindus, Muslims, Buddhists, Jews – my friends and neighbors -their throats cut. I see the inquisitors untie Pir Ibrahim and throw his body on top of the pile. Then, using the wood my uncle so neatly stacked by the kiln for his glass-blowing, as well as the villagers’ copies of the Torah, the Qu’ran, the Vedas, and Buddhavacana for kindling, they set everyone alight.

Back in the world of now, I start to shake and feel faint. I retreat back to my mattress and huddle into a ball.

Seeking comfort, I whisper a passage from the Qur’an I remember from my childhood.

In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful.

God is the Light of the heavens and the earth. The Parable
 
of His Light is as if there were a Niche and within it a
 
Lamp: the Lamp enclosed in Glass: the glass as if it were a 

brilliant star: Lit from a blessed Tree, an Olive, neither
 
of the east nor of the west, whose oil is well nigh
 
luminous, though fire scarce touched it: Light upon Light!

God doth guide whom He will to His Light: God doth set forth
 
Parables for men: and God doth know all things.

I pause and listen for Allah’s reply. Beyond my prison I hear footsteps. A man coughs as the bar lifts from the storeroom door. Inside me a kernel of hope grows. Is it Him?



[image: ]



The door opens into a blaze of orange torch light. A man dressed in crimson vestments embroidered with gold crosses stands on the threshold. Thrice, he waves his thurible. White smoke curls through the shadows and my prison fills with the smell of incense.

“I’ve come to save you,” my visitor announces with a flash of teeth tinted orange from the torchlight. He wedges the torch into a sconce on the wall then sprinkles holy water on the floor. As he steps into the light from the window, I take in his black felt hat shaped like a crown, his long grey beard that could serve as a nest for several families of swallows. I recognise him. It’s the exorcist from Klooster Janarius – a specialist in purifying the souls of young women and girls.

“I’m here to relieve you of the devil that has taken over your body,” he adds.

I bow my head in submission as the exorcist places a cloth sack on the table by the door and pulls a rolled parchment from his robe. “No living relatives,” he reads as he unravels the parchment. He smiles as if this pleases him. “Two exorcisms in swift succession after you were abandoned on the doorstep of The Convent of Saint Wilgefortis nine years ago.” 

Another painful memory stirs inside the aching chamber of my heart. I push it back deep into my being, where it belongs. “Yes,” I say meekly.

“Stand up.”

I obey.

“You are troubled.” The exorcist says as he scrutinizes me. “You are in the company of the forces of darkness.”

Humbly, I nod as once more, he waves his thurible. “No need to be afraid,” he says smoothly. “Now I’m here, I can purify your soul.”

Incense smoke catches in the shafts of light from the window and the smell makes me feel light-headed. The exorcist raises his voice. “In the name of Christ, I command these demons to leave this body!” He steps closer, holds my chin and looks deep into my eyes with a fearsome gaze. “Go out of her you foul fiend and give place to the Holy Spirit!” he commands with a gust of garlicky breath.

He places his thurible on the floor and insufflates on me three times in the form of a cross. I try to fight the swoon coming over me. “Part your lips.”

Again, I obey as he pulls another vial from his robes, slides up to me and pours the salt from half the Dead Sea into my mouth. I drop my eyes to his red silk shoes and try not to gag. The salt taste is unbearable. I cough and spit it out.

With an indulgent smile, the exorcist dips his hand back into his vestments. “Now remove your cloak. Bare your shoulders.”

Again, I comply as he pulls a bottle from his pocket and spreads olive oil over his hands. He rubs the oil over my shoulders, pushes my blouse aside and moves his hands over my breasts. “I anoint you in the name of Christ Our Savior,” he says, his eyes glazed as he rubs slowly, cupping my bare breasts, insufflating another three times over my bare skin.

“I must ensure the devil hasn’t move to another part of your body,” he says in a hoarse voice as he drops his hands and peels up my skirts. His cold fingers grope my thighs, move upwards and fondle between my legs. I gasp and shiver, feeling as if I’m drowning.

“Yes,” he murmurs, “trembling is good. It shakes the devil’s hold.”

His oiled fingers reach inside me. He breathes heavily, his eyes roll back and a drop of drool gathers on one side of his mouth. “Yes,” he croons. “Release the devil. Submit to the Lord.” He presses against me. Under his robes, I feel a hard something raise into being. My heart pounds and I fight the urge to retch. “Yield to the Scepter of Most Holy Union,” he says as he jostles me against the wall.

Shadows flutter across the light from the window. On the footpath above us, a group of nuns are chanting prayers. I gasp as I hear the voice of Mother Geertruyt, the Abbess. As the nuns pause by the window, the exorcist looks up. His look of rapture vanishes and his face takes on the expression of a cornered squirrel. He pulls his hand from under my skirts. “All done then,” he announces. “The devil has departed.”

He clears his throat, swiftly gathers up his thurible and his vial of oil. “You are safe now. The Holy Spirit has cleansed your body.” He shovels everything back into his pockets and sack. “I have restored you to the one true faith of Christianity,” he says as he pulls his torch from the sconce and opens the door. “Third time lucky. Praise The Lord,” he adds.

Just before he departs, he pauses and turns. “Remember, you must not share the details of your exorcism with a soul. It must remain a secret. To speak of the sacrament would be to nullify the power of the rite.”

I quake and lean against the wall to keep my balance as he sprinkles more drops of holy water on the threshold. Finally, he crosses himself, steps into the shadows and shuts the door. I hear the lock thud back into place. Salted and oiled, like a fish about to be fried, I hold my breath and wait until his footsteps have faded, clenching and unclenching my fists. Then, something inside me explodes. I pick up the chamber pot and hurl it at the door. The piss and turd arc through the air, briefly catching the light from the window. The chamber pot bounces then clangs to the floor, leaving a pale wound gouged in the wooden door. “Wa la ghaliba illa Allah!” I shriek into the darkness. “There is no conqueror but Allah!”
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About an hour later I hear the store room latch open again. A pit opens in my stomach and I scramble to my feet. The exorcist has returned to finish what he started! My blood runs cold in panic.

When the door opens, my best friend, Sister Beatrice, crisp, starched and bleached in the full regalia of Sisterhood, stands in the slanted light from the corridor, looking like an angel of salvation. “Mother Geertruyt is back from Hertogenbosch,” she says, a faint quake in her voice, “and says you are free to go.”

My innards soften in relief. Mother Geertruyt, the Abbess, has always been steadfast in her protection of me, urging the nuns of the Convent of Saint Wilgefortis to practice forgiveness, reminding them that the Christian virtue of mercy prevails over disagreements about doctrine.

“Thank you,” I say, my lower lip trembling in gratitude as I gather my blanket and rush towards light, freedom, fresh air and a good breakfast.

First, however, I throw my arms around my liberator. When I first arrived at the convent, Sister Beatrice, dispatched by her wealthy family to the convent for falling in love with a servant, took me under her wing and stood up to the novices and nuns who taunted me. I am forever in her debt.

I bury my head in the folds of her wimple wanting to tell her about the exorcist, but instead fighting back tears, my tongue suddenly a lump of lead. Awkwardly, Sister Beatrice hugs me back. Her body, usually soft and forgiving, is taut, her arms as stiff as her wimple.

I pull back and see her eyes have a haunted look about them. “What’s wrong? “ I ask.

“Marjit, I fear this time, you have gone too far.”

I choke on my breath. “What do you mean?”

She glances into the corridor’s shadows. “Mother Geertruyt wishes to see you,” she whispers, “immediately.”
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When I arrive at Mother Geertruyt’s office, she’s pacing the room and I can tell right away the news isn’t good. She looks at me, her eyes moist. My legs start to shake and my stomach feels as if it’s turned inside out.

“Marjit,” she finally says, “the Convent of Saint Wilgefortis has no room for young women who disrespect the Holy Scriptures.”

I try to compose myself by gazing out her window at an afternoon that has turned damp and gloomy. “I’m sorry about my behaviour yesterday.” I say, unable to look Mother Geertruyt in the eye. “This latest exorcism,” I add feeling vaguely ill, “it worked.”

When I finally muster the courage to look at her, she gazes deep into my eyes as if she knows I’m fibbing. “I have found a household for you,” she says.

What? my black dog yelps as if it’s been stung by a bee.

“What do you mean?”

“They’re a good Christian family,” she adds.

I step back as if I’ve been punched. No! my black dog wails, you ’re sending me back into the arms of kidnappers and murderers!

“You’ll be safe there,” Mother Geertruyt says as if she’s heard my black dog’s howls. “The master of the house is respectable and well-connected.”

As she speaks, something niggles at me. How has this all happened so quickly? She’s only just returned from Hertogenbosch. And then, it hits me. “You organized all this when you went to the city!” I say, my eyes watering. “You did this before you even heard about my fight with Sister Heilwich!”

Mother Geertruyt gives me a long, deep gaze. “Marjit, this is meant to be.” She shakes her head, her eyes set. Her gaze falls on my long black hair which I refuse to cut. “We could no more make a nun of you, Marjit, than we could nail the wind to a cross.”

I look back at her, my mouth agape. Outrageous! Unjust! I have no desire to hear more! You have betrayed me! my black dog snarls.

Before I’ll say something I’ll regret I turn with a departing sob and race from Mother Geertruyt’s office straight into the arms of Sister Beatrice who’s waiting for me in the corridor. “Marjit,” she says, “what’s wrong? What happened?”

“I’ve just been expelled,” I wail.







CHAPTER 2 
SOUL MATES AND SODOMITES

Late morning, April 15th 1502

Summoned for preliminary inspection, I grind my teeth, my innards writhing as if a family of snakes has taken residence in my belly. Behind her desk, Mother Geertruyt, head bowed, hands clasped, quietly says her prayers.

Their fragrances arrive first. A breeze filled with lavender, lily of the valley and frankincense wends in from the corridor, accompanied by a swish of robes and the soft footfalls of expensive shoes. My belly pulls into a knot and I place the Bible I’ve been pretending to read back on Mother Geertruyt’s desk.

When he first steps into the Abbess’s office, I don’t recognise him. In this realm of flesh and rancor, I never do at first. It can take a lifetime to catch a glimpse of another’s soul.

All I see this morning is a peacock of a man weighed down by so many heavy robes and medallions it’s a wonder he can stand. But, as I breathe in another whiff of frankincense, a veiled memory rises then vanishes from my thoughts and my heart pounds as if there’s a jinn beating at the walls of my chest.

Peacock-man’s wife, her pale moon face sprouting from robes of red velvet, pearls, silks and furs, twists her lips when she sees me. She turns to Mother Geertruyt. “So this is the Moor?” she says. She narrows her eyes, gives me a long stare. “I was hoping for something darker. More exotic-looking.”

I stare back, my insides twisting. Her flame-red hair curls out from under a white, starched hat which has such wide wings that with a few turns of her head, she could use it to dust the Abbess’s book cabinets.

When he shifts his weight, his medallions clatter. My eyes drop to his slender fingers that have probably never plowed a field, weeded a garden or laid a stone. He raises his chin, outlined by a tightly clipped brown beard, his skin as pale as milk.

As I regard the gold cross on his breast, a wave of nausea rolls through me. What perversions does this Christian man harbor? Does he fondle and beat his servants? Does he laugh at witch burnings? I try to still my tongue, which is on a suicide mission.

“She is Arabian, not African,” he says to his wife. His voice is rich and deep and he speaks as if he has honey on his tongue. When his wife sniffs and shakes her head, it occurs to me that with her little nose, flared nostrils and tiny, deep-set eyes, she resembles a pig. Except all the pigs I know have kinder eyes.

“I hear Moors have trouble controlling their urges,” pig-woman adds, speaking as if I’m no more conscious than the vase of flowers on the Abbess’s desk.

“Marjit is blessed with the virtues of diligence and kindness,” the Abbess says. “And she has a gift with plants,” she adds. “She has transformed the cloister gardens, filled them with herbs, fruits and vegetables.”

The man glances at me, his eyes the colour of cornflowers, but when I catch his gaze, quickly, he looks away.

“Marjit,” he says, his eyes resting on the Bible on the Abbess’s desk, “but that’s not her real name, is it?”

The Abbess stiffens and the air in the room thickens. “She has had a painful past,” she says, “and we try not to dwell on it.”

Something about the way he says my name makes my belly convulse. I inhale their cloying fragrances and seethe. These grovelers to the Monarchy that ordered the murder of your family want to buy you! Like a horse! my black dog snarls.

“So,” says pig-woman, “is she an infidel then? Does she still follow the occult faith of Islam?”

“She has been baptised,” replies the Abbess evenly. “She is a Christian.”

Pig-woman arches her pale eyebrows. “Does that mean she has a soul?”

I bite my tongue and lower my eyes, a storm whips up inside me.

The Abbess gives pig-woman an icy look. “Marjit’s father was a Christian.”

“Well,” pig-woman says grudgingly, “perhaps then she has half a soul.”

I grit my teeth, gaze out the window past the clutter of books and scrolls on the Abbess’s desk and try to calm myself. Outside, beyond the distant cornfields, solemn racks of cloud gather on the horizon and above them a thunderstorm brews. A blue vein of lightning flashes over a cloud, and back inside the Abbess’s office, pig-woman’s eyes light up.

“If her father was a Christian, that makes her a bastard,” she announces. She turns to me as the thunder echoes, her eyes flashing as she examines me. Perhaps in that moment some part of her glimpses the trouble to come. “How old is she?”

“Nineteen.”

Pig-woman snorts as if even my age displeases her. “Well past the age of marriage then.” 

My black dog growls. That flame-haired harpy is another Sister Heilwich! Her mind is stuck to Christian Scriptures as stubbornly as shit clings to a shoe!

I glance back at him noticing a brown scar that begins on his cheekbone just below his eye and vanishes into his beard. I feel my back chill.

“Look at me, Moor,” pig-woman says.

When I raise my eyes and gaze at her, I notice her teeth are tiny, white and perfect, as if stolen from a stone saint. Her gaze slides back to Mother Geertruyt. “Her eyes are a strange colour,” she says as if the colour of my eyes is Mother Geertruyt’s fault.

I bite my tongue again. Hard. Somewhere in my ancestry, an Arab fell in love with a Persian and the echo of their union is still alive in the black-rimmed, forest-green of my eyes.

Pig-woman turns to Mother Geertruyt. “Haven’t you got another Moor instead of this one?” she says.

I bristle. Bite my tongue to hold it still. What do you think I am? I want to say. A wheel of cheese?

When I glance at him I catch a faint rise of his shoulders and stiffening of his limbs before his gaze drops to his grey silk shoes.

“Marjit is the only Moor at the Convent of Saint Wilgefortis,” Mother Geertruyt replies tersely.

Pig-woman regards me again. “Then she would do well to understand we are a decent Christian household,” she says crinkling her upturned snout.

If you are decent Christians, then I’m the Holy Virgin, my black dog urges me to reply.

I bite on my tongue to keep it still as pig-woman’s husband draws a long breath and dips a ring-spangled hand into the pocket of his robe.

“Very well then, it’s settled,” he says as he passes Mother Geertruyt a purse of coins. “We’ll expect her tomorrow morning,”

So there you have it, says my black dog. You have been bought. Like a string of sausages.

Instantly I regret that I hadn’t done or said something to make them reject me. As I regard the doughy softness about their faces that comes from lives of comfort and good food, my black dog yelps. It’s not too late! Fall to the ground and have a fit! Froth at the mouth and tear at your clothes! You know you would rather sicken and die than work for these pompous Christian asses! Something however, stops me. Instead, a cold thought seeps past my rage as I watch peacock-man turn. If that man tries to touch me, I’ll kill him.

But my soul is bright with joy, calling me by my Muslim name. It’s Him, my soul says. Soheila, it’s Him.
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Later that morning, back in my cell, I watch from my window as those slave-buyers, their Moor-inspection complete, depart in a black-and-gold trimmed carriage drawn by two horses.

My black dog snarls. They came all this way instead of sending a servant because they wanted to make sure you aren’t a witch!

I slump on my bed and gulp back a despairing sob. Outside my window the sun drops behind the trees and for a moment fingers of light reach inside, flutter across the floorboards and trail over my bed, tipping everything in gold. Suddenly assaulted by the memory of the exorcist’s roaming fingers, I gasp and sit upright. My eyes lock on the metal mirror above the little oak dresser that holds my few possessions. I gaze back at the mortal vessel that houses my searching soul, taking in my arched Arab nose, the mole on my cheek that looks like a dried teardrop, the dark bags under eyes red from remorse and too little sleep. Even when my heart is quiet, I’m told I still look angry.

This is unfair! my black dog barks, are you going to accept this injustice? Do something! This is war! Inside me a kernel of disquiet swells. I pick up the Bible on my bedside table and hurl it at my reflection.

Leaving the Bible on the floor where it fell, I sweep out the door, my heart filled with righteous fervour, my legs propelled by a force beyond Heaven and Earth. Once, in another life, I cowered in the face of tyranny and did nothing. But this time, I will show everyone exactly who I am. Right behind me, nipping at my heels, my black dog herds me towards vengeance. Fight for justice! Kill those damned Christian heretics!
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I stop with a jolt when I reach the door of Mother Geertruyt’s office. It’s slightly ajar and a knife blade of light cuts across the hallway shadows. From inside, I hear the deep tones of a man’s voice. “…that barren, saintless cult some dare to call a religion…”

My blood heats. I know that voice. Archdeacon Solin is visiting again. Through the partly open door, I can see his red-capped head. The material of his black velvet robe is so fine and thick, its darkness swallows the light. “She is a sorceress,” he continues, “born of occult practices. Her baptism means nothing to her. Her people are expert tricksters.” He releases a low growl. “And now you are exposing a decent Christian household to her devious ways. This can only end badly.”

I see Mother Geertruyt’s face thrown into relief by the light from the window. The bags under her eyes are darker than usual today, her face set.

“And I don’t for one minute believe her father was a Christian,” the Archdeacon continues.

“Marjit has been with us for nine years,” she replies firmly, “studying the Bible.”

“Bah! Studying the Bible doesn’t mean understanding it. A young woman like that can’t change her ways. One doesn’t forget the folly of the dark arts. Wantonness is in her blood. And so is witchcraft. Even a fool can see it. It’s written in the way she walks, the shape of her nose, the colour of her skin and eyes.”

As I listen to his words I clench my fists.

“Holy words should never pass lips like hers,” the Archdeacon continues. “Thick lips like that are a sign of lechery. Any fool can see she is a sensualist. A seductress. She doesn’t belong where she can poison people with her loose morals and blasphemous ideas.”

My skin crawls. Mother Geertruyt’s voice sounds strained. “Marjit is a hard worker. An outstanding gardener.”

The Archdeacon scoffs. “Pah! Hard work and pretty gardens don’t make a woman virtuous! And what about those lies she’s told you about her family? The Soldiers of the Inquisition don’t murder people. They are instructed by the monarchy to give every Muslim and Jewish infidel a free and fair trial. And that madness about refusing to have her hair cut? Saying her long hair is a sign of her devotion to God?”

He pauses to take a noisy breath. “Bah! It’s more than likely her family was practicing sorcery and witchcraft.”

My head spins. I squeeze my eyes shut. Stars appear and vanish in the darkness as I listen to Archdeacon Solin, this man who is Mother Geertruyt’s superior, rage about how Muslims are idolaters because we worship Muhammad as a God, the Sufi Muslim dervishes sodomites who bugger small boys.

“Her soul has been corrupted by the false messages of that epileptic, ignorant charlatan the Muslims call their prophet,” he continues. “You would be wise to let me deal with her.”

I shudder at the threat in his voice and my black dog growls. Who will believe anything you say? It’s your word against this Christian man of rank and power.

Icy chills snake up my back as I peep round the doorway just in time to see Mother Geertruyt, her pale lips taut, shake her head. “It’s too late. I’ve made my decision. The van der Beeck family is expecting her to start work tomorrow.”

“Very well,” the Archdeacon growls. “Your mistake. Sooner rather than later, it will all fall apart.” He pauses as if to give his next words the space they need. “There is only one place for women of her character.”

Gritting my teeth, I flee from Mother Geertruyt’s doorway back into the corridor’s dank shadows. I wish right then that I had the strength to scream so loud that my voice would echo through the corridors of Saint Wilgefortis Convent and shake all the crucifixes from their perches. Instead, feeling like a beetle crushed under a farmer’s boot, I creep back to my cell. Archdeacon Solin, who calls himself the eyes of the Bishop, is the overseer of all things holy in Hertogenbosch. In this world where men make the rules, Archdeacon Solin will eventually get his way. In this world of men, I’m as powerless as a plucked quail.







CHAPTER 3 
LECHEROUS CHRISTIAN, RAGING MOOR

April 16th 1502

The wagon hurtles over roads pocked with holes and puddles, past the lake and woods, the windmill and fields of corn. My hair whips over my face and I shiver as the wind, damp and chilly, creeps into my bones.

When the wagon hits a huge hole in the road and nearly tips, I grab one of the wool bales cushioning my buttocks and squeal in fright. The farmer snorts, raises his whip and urges his horse to speed up as if he hopes, like some sick leech, a few more shakes might fling this infidel scum from his wagon. I grip my thigh for comfort. Under my petticoats, wedged into a scabbard I made on the nights when I should have been praying, I’ve hidden a knife. It’s jagged along one edge and has a sharp tip, which is forked, like a snake’s tongue. Mother Geertruyt would not approve of a former resident departing the convent with a weapon but I’ll be damned if I’m leaving the convent without protection.

Closer to Hertogenbosch, I’m welcomed by a blast of stink from the city’s canals. I wince and cover my nose with my hand. I used to love water until I came to the Lowlands. In Andalusia, water was clean and precious. Here, it’s filthy and ubiquitous.

I gaze up at the ramparted city, the scaffolded tower of St Jan’s Cathedral rising like some half-hewn sword failing to pierce the Heavens, and think of the stories I’ve heard about the temptations and vices that corrupt innocent souls in this iniquitous city.

The cold and the growing stench of rot make my eyes tear up. Outside in this putrescent air, under these watery lowland skies, I ache for the hills and bright skies of Andalusia, for my family and everything Christianity has stolen from me. To try and contain my sorrow, I squeeze my bundle of belongings as if it’s a living thing I want to suffocate.

On the edge of one of the shit-ridden canals that ooze through the city, the bargeman is waiting. Gruffly, the farmer tosses the wool bales into the barge and nods in my direction.

“You’re taking that as well,” he says to the bargeman, gesturing at me as if I’m a rat he found among his produce. The Arab blood running though my veins ignites. I feel the knife press hard and warm against my thigh, and think of all the times I’ve longed to sink a sharp something into some piece of righteous Christian flesh.

I manage to pull myself together by helping load the wool bales on to the barge. The bargeman protests. “No job for a young lady,” he says with another grin, his teeth a checkerboard of gaps.

This friendly man is such a refreshing contrast to the gruff farmer, I manage to smile back. “The bales are light.” I reply, hoping both men will recognise this despicable Moor is in fact, a godly, cooperative citizen. “It’s no trouble at all.”

As I toss the bales of wool into the barge, I see it’s already half-full. ’Baptismal salt, blessed and exorcized,’ says the blood-red writing stamped onto the bulging sacks. The bargeman pushes some sacks aside to make room and wedges a bale of wool between two big sacks of salt.

“There.” He says, patting the wool-bale. “A nice soft seat for you.”

After the farmer has given him some coins, the bargeman edges the barge into the canal with his pole. Then, he turns and regards my hair. Under my cap, it falls loose across my shoulders. “Beautiful,” he says, “so thick and black, like the night.”

When he winks at me and gives me another grin, I lower my gaze and pull my horsehair cloak closer over my body.

“Where have you come from?”

I tense. He wants to chat. I don’t. “The Convent of Saint Wilgefortis,” I say curtly.

“Where are you heading?”

“To the city. To work.”

I hesitate. Now I fear he may try some skullduggery. He may demand ransom to deliver me safely.

“What kind of work?”

“A maid,” I reply. I don’t want him to think I am off to work as a strumpet.

The barge approaches a square on the edges of the canal. Stalls have been set up and early rising peasants are selling nuts, firewood and second-hand clothes. As we slide past, someone from the embankment shouts. “Oy!” Outside a crumbling building a group of men and women, blouses unbuttoned and skirts hitched above their knees, lounge on benches. A bleary-eyed man holding a mug of ale wobbles towards the edge of the embankment. On the wall behind this little group, who clearly not early risers but revelers still up after and night’s partying, I glimpse a huge, chipped and faded crucifix.

The world spins and my insides flare. I clench my bundle to my chest to try and pull myself together as the man points. At me. “Look! A Moor wench!” he calls, slopping ale on	his hose. I look from his raised finger to the crucifix and my blood boils. I grip my bundle harder until my knuckles turn white.

One of the women screeches. “You have the lips of a monkey and skin the colour of a sick man’s piss!” Another woman lifts her skirts and flashes her bare backside at us. They all laugh as the bargeman and I gawp. My black dog snarls. Now you’re outside the convent walls there are no nuns to snitch on you! You’re free! So I erupt like a volcano. “You are warts on the backside of the world,” I shout in Arabic. “And not just any warts, but stinking, drunken, Christian warts!”

Their faces twist at the sound of my foreign tongue and they throw their heads back and laugh. “Where’s your broomstick, Moor?” the bleary-eyed man yells. “Wouldn’t it be quicker to fly?”

The bargeman shakes his pole at the woman who flashed her buttocks. “Scurrilous hag! I’ve seen better buttocks on a fly-blown sheep!”

Someone throws a brick. It lands in the canal and splashes fetid water onto the wool bales, just missing my skirt.

As that group of charmers whoop and yell, the bargeman frantically poles through the water to escape. The barge lurches. “Demon-swiving slag!” I hear a woman screech.

Moments later, safe from projectiles, abuse and buttock flashers, the bargeman turns and once more, regards me. “Ah,” he says, with another vast smile. “Don’t listen to them. You’re a great beauty.”

He licks his lips. “A man would be lucky to have you,” he adds appreciatively.

I squirm as he studies me top-to-toe. “A maid eh?”

I refuse to return his gaze and look down into the filthy canal. “A waste if you ask me, of a pretty thing like you,” he adds.

The barge veers unnervingly close to a wall. I throw him a warning glance. He would do well to shut up and concentrate on keeping the barge heading straight.

“I am not a thing,” I snap.

He grins. Widely. He hacks up some phlegm in his throat and spits into the canal.

“No, most definitely not a thing,” he says as we slide into the damp shade between two buildings built right on the edges of the canal. Here, the canal is as lonely as a widow’s bed. Again, he leers. “Your eyes. I’ve never seen such a colour. Like gemstones.”

I look away, my heartbeat quickening.

“Your lips are like roses in full bloom.”

I suck my lips inwards just as the barge lurches to dodge a cesspit outflow pouring from one of the houses. The air fills with stench. “You are a magnificent example of womanly perfection,” he adds, addressing my breasts.

We slip under a bridge and the bargeman stops. He rests his pole along the bales, gives a restless sigh and spends far too much time adjusting his hose. Then, he turns to me with a leer. “How about a little kiss? To make up for making me late? For protecting your dignity?” My limbs tighten. We’re alone and hidden under the bridge’s shadows. My heart hammers in panic and I look around for an escape. Alas, we’re surrounded walls of dank, mossy brick and scummy water.

“You look like someone who knows how to make a man happy.” He grins, moving towards me, still fiddling with his hose, his gaze raking up and down my body.

Again, I shake my head. I can hear my heart pounding in my ears. “No. Please let me off. I wish to disembark.”

“If you want to disembark, you’ll have to pay me,” he says.

“The farmer paid you,” I reply. “It was all arranged by the convent.”

I can tell by the lump in his hose and the way his eyes bulge, it’s not money he’s after. He’s not after just a kiss either. I glance into the canal and consider diving in. But when I glimpse the blobs and trails of scum floating below the surface I change my mind. I don’t want to arrive at the van der Beeck’s household smelling like a chamber pot.

The next thing I know he’s on top of me. My hands pinned down, jammed between the bags of salt, I can’t even reach my knife. I see now he thought this through when he settled me here. I’m trapped. “Stay still,” he hisses, “and I won’t have to hurt you.”

Winded by his weight, I gasp as the bargeman presses me against the wool bale, his hands pushing aside my cloak, pawing my body, his lips and tongue slobbering over my neck and face. I can’t move let alone reach for my knife – I’m pinned into place between two sacks of rock-hard, blessed salt. From this position I can see the underside of the bridge where bats hang like pendants from the stonework.

The bargeman seems to have transformed into an octopus. I feel hands on my breasts, my thighs, another pulling his rod from his hose. “Calm down. I know how to give a woman a good time,” he says, grinning as I struggle. “You’re going to love it. I can tell. A pretty thing like you is going to love a good swive.”

His ale-soaked breath smells of rotten meat and the pickles that I can still see flecked between his few remaining teeth. What he has pulled from his hose smells even worse. My breakfast rises to my throat as if it would like to do what my body can’t – make a quick exit. Pinioned by his weight against my wool-bale seat, I wriggle and scream as he pushes my legs apart and fumbles under my petticoats.

“Get off me you stinking lummox!” One of the bales shifts and over his shoulder, nailed to the side of the boat, I glimpse a tiny crucifix. Unlike the one at the market, this one is freshly painted and new, the rivulets of Christ’s blood bright and fresh against his pale skin. A surge of strength charges through me. I lurch and scream so loud, above me bats flap their wings and squeal back. I bite the bargeman’s ear. Hard. His head jerks backwards. “Witch!” he yells.

While he’s clutching his bleeding ear, I manage to knee him in his belly.

“Slimy, canker-brained wretch!” I scream back.

He buckles; his face red with fury. I kick him in the shins, scramble to my feet and strike him again. A sack of salt tips and a wool bale splashes into the canal. He loses his balance as he tries to grab the sack of salt, which follows the bale into the canal.

“Lumpish bride of a troll!” he cries.

I snarl at him. A moment ago he told me I was womanly perfection. “Burn in hell!’ I reply.

“You have swived with the devil!” he yells back.

I dive forwards and grab the barge pole resting across the bales. With a quick prayer to Allah for strength, I raise it and strike the bargeman. With a look of surprise, he collapses sideways into the bales, but he manages to free one hand in time to grab the edge of the barge and stop himself falling into the canal. Above us, the bats stir and chatter. As he tries to stand I kick the bales to shake him off balance and I plunge the pole into the water, trying to steer the barge from under the bridge. His hands flail in the air around him raising a cloud of Christian stink, his deflated cock flopping out of his hose like a sausage.

“Pus-tongued shrew,” he yells. “Women like you should be dunked until you learn to shut your poxy chops!”

Kill him! growls my black dog. One low-life wiping out another! Who will care? As I regard the bargeman growling as he struggles among the bales, his eyes black with fury, I realise there’s no choice. I’ll have to get rid of him. Just as he regains his balance, I give his belly an almighty prod with the pole. Winded, he tumbles and splashes into the canal.

I plunge the pole into the water and steer past the bridge towards the embankment. The moment the barge touches the low wall, I grab my bundle and leap onto the path. Behind me, the bargeman surfaces. “Foreign succubus!” he sputters as I run towards the nearest steps. “You’ll pay for this! I was supposed to escort you! You won’t make it alone!”

“Damn you to hell,” I yell back as I fly up the steps. You should have hit him harder! Killed that piece of Christian slime! My black dog growls, after all, what do you have to lose?

Yet I realise, as I run for my life through this city of ill-mannered Christians, rogues, harlots and lechers, I do have much to lose. My voice. My freedom. My chastity.







CHAPTER 4 
A MAN OF MISFORTUNE

By the time I reach the edge of Clarastraat – one of the city’s wealthiest streets – I’ve dodged chamber pots hurled from windows, rebutted several more propositions and tried to ignore a thousand disapproving stares. A respectable young woman doesn’t walk the streets of Hertogenbosch alone. And in this exclusive city quarter with its pale-skinned inhabitants, I stand out like a gravy stain on a freshly bleached tablecloth.

My stomach grumbles. I’ve given my last pieces of bread to a woman begging on a street corner who looked even more miserable than I felt. Now, I’m famished and looking forward to a good meal.

Just as I take the corner to enter the street, I crash into a large woman carrying a basket of apples. “Oof! Watch where you’re going!” she squeals in outrage as apples fly from her basket.

Immediately, I stoop to gather up the spilled apples. I rise and smile apologetically as I hand them to her. “I’m so sorry,” I say, “I didn’t see you.”

Her nostrils flare as she takes foreign me in. Quickly, she pulls a crucifix out from under an apron covered in stains and flecks of food. Her eyes burning, she regards my teardrop mole. “The mark of the devil!” she shrieks. Then, her gaze falls to my mouth. “The full lips of a sinner!” Furiously she crosses herself. Once, twice, three times. Lastly, she takes in my hair, her face contorting as if this is just the final straw, a heinous assault on her delicate Christian sensibilities. “The coal-black locks of a sorceress!” She points to the ends of my hair, curling in the damp lowlands air. “And the curls of possession!”

With that, she gives me one last outraged glare and bustles away, still crossing herself.

My limbs now taut with apprehension, I wonder what other joys Allah has in store for me as I make my way into Clarastraat.

As I enter this pretty street, my angry heart stills. Here the houses take up double blocks of land and, with their contrasting arcs of brickwork and window-boxes filled with bright summer flowers, the area reeks of wealth. Even the horse droppings, swept into neat piles, sparkle as if spun with threads of gold. And as if some celestial force has swept away all the human debris, I notice a refreshing absence of rogues, ruffians and lechers.

“Halt!” A man holding a halberd steps from the shadows between two buildings. “Where are you heading?” he demands. Smartly dressed in red and gold robes, the man wears a metal half-helmet and his chest is protected by a vest of armour pressed with patterns of ivy and flowers. Here’s my answer. Guards. Paid to keep these wealthy streets free of low-life.

“To the van der Beeck residence,” I reply, regarding the gleaming edges of his halberd uneasily.

He looks me up and down with an air of bored indifference. “The new Moor maid,” he says.

“Yes,” I reply as the capped head of a maid pops out of a nearby window. Followed by another. And another.

The guard points towards a grand, pink house with a pink barn and stables opposite. “The Lord’s Embrace,” he says. In front of the house’s bright green door two girls dressed in red and gold brocades and silks kneel among pieces of chalk scattered across the cobbles. The older girl, probably no more than twelve, stands up when I approach. At her feet she’s drawn a giant, jewel-studded crown.

Irked by that chalk crown, I smile tightly. “Is this The Lord’s Embrace?” I ask. “The van der Beeck’s house?”

She scowls, folds her arms across her middle and doesn’t answer. From her piggy eyes and red curls I can see how much she resembles her mother. The younger girl, about six, stands as well and stares. A storm of white curls sit above her head. She has her father’s cornflower-blue eyes, but her skin is even paler than his and her eyebrows and eyelashes are as white as her hair. At her feet is a red chalk picture of the Holy Virgin surrounded by white rays of light.

“Are you the new maid?” she says, dusting chalk from her skirt.

“Yes,” I reply. “My name’s Marjit.”

She smiles back at me, several of her front teeth missing. “Why are your skin and hair so dark?” she says.

My insides clench. Another Christian lackwit, snarls my black dog.

While I struggle to consider a civil reply, I notice the girl has ears the size of butterbur leaves. And with her large head perched on top of a long, thin neck she resembles nothing more than the last onion on a kebab.

“Why are your hair and skin so pale?” I retort before I can stop myself.

“You sound funny,” she replies, unmoved.

Again, I catch my tongue reminding myself to be peace incarnate.

I force another smile, glance back at the older girl. “What are your names?”

“I’m Trude,” the older girl says haughtily. She points to her sister. “That’s Wendelmoet.”

Trude comes closer and gives me an icy stare. “Your eyes are a strange colour,” she says.

I’m trying so hard to stay calm, I realise I’m holding my bundle in a death-grip.

I take a deep breath and loosen my hands as I regard Trude. I’ll have to watch this one. She not only looks like her mother, she sounds like her.

Trude glances at my brown and greyish-white undyed, unbleached clothes then at my bundle holding one spare outfit and a Bible. “Is that all you have?” she says with a sneer. “Just that tiny pile of rags?”

I press away a surge of irritation. Indeed, this must be perplexing to a wealthy nobleman’s daughter who probably has chests full of pretty dresses and armies of servants to clean and mend them.

“Yes,” I say, reminding myself that if I’m to have any chance of surviving in this household I’ll have to watch my mouth, be polite and servile, especially to this miniature pig-woman.

“Is it just the two of you?” I ask through my teeth.

“Yes,” replies Wendelmoet, “all our brothers died.”

“Oh,” I reply, suddenly at a loss for words. With no sons, my new master is, what some people would call, a man of misfortune.

A sudden bark startles the doves resting on the eaves of the house and we all turn at once as the front door opens and a brindled hound the size of an ass, tongue hanging from its mouth like a pink scarf, bounds outside. I freeze as the beast rushes up to me and sniffs my clothes.

“Titan the Timorous,” says Trude. “He’s scared of cats,” she adds with a smirk. The hound grins and stares at the girls stupidly then squats on the cobbles. My stomach turns as it passes a huge, steaming turd. Seconds later, the hound skulks back into the house.

Trude, her eyes alight with mischief, glances at the steaming turd and then back at me. She points to a broom leaning against the stables and nods at the turd. She gives me a smile full of contempt and malevolent delight.

“That’s your job Moor,” she says imperiously. “Clean it up.”







CHAPTER 5 
FEAR AND REVELATION IN THE DIVINE ASYLUM

I’m not even inside the front door of The Lord’s Embrace and already, I’m at war. My black dog snarls as I glower at Trude. Look! A shrew-in-training! Feeling as if a jinn has taken over my body, I fight an urge to slap that impudent varlet.

“Who is in charge of the servants?” I snap.

“Frau Kikkert, the housekeeper,” says Wendelmoet, her eyes goggling at my sudden transformation from servile newcomer to angry Moor, “I’ll get her.”

She gestures for me to follow and steps through the green front door of The Lord’s Embrace. Trude follows.

After the girls disappear upstairs to find Frau Kikkert, I’m left alone in the hallway. Behind me, the front door swings shut. As my eyes adjust to the darkness I see two suits of armor bearing the van der Beeck family coat of arms – a black crescent moon flanked by stars and yellow flowers.

My gaze drops to the rugs covering the black-and-white tiles. The last time I saw rugs like these was nine years ago in the hull of Joos the Merchant’s ship. But even through the shadows, I can tell these rugs are much finer than the ones I lay among during my sea voyage to the Lowlands.

I shudder at the memory. For a moment I’m once again imprisoned in the belly of that ship, huddled behind the rolled up rugs and crates. Nested among the sacks of spices and, feeling like a poisoned flea clinging to the hairs of a sultan’s armpit, I’m vomiting from terror and seasickness.

Then voices pull me back to the van der Beeck’s hallway. A woman, her face as pointy as a wasp’s, sweeps down the stairs and stops in front of me. She wears a stiff-collared blue dress and three crucifixes – one wood, one pewter and one ceramic – dangle from leather ribbons around her neck, the skin of which is as translucent as the inside of a shell.

I grip my bundle of belongings and inhale deeply to pull myself together, taking in the scent of the vase of fresh flowers next to me on a hall table as Frau Kikkert regards my loose hair and gives me a look cold enough to make icicles grow on summer windows. “You will have to tie that back” she says. “Loose hair is a sign of a loose woman.”

Behind her I glimpse the two girls peeping through the bannisters wide-eyed, like onlookers at a beheading. Frau Kikkert, making sure our hands don’t touch as she hands me an apron and a pile of dusting cloths all bearing the family coat of arms, launches into my list of chores. “Sweeping, dusting and removal of animal droppings,” she says with the charm of an executioner, “you are here to remove unholy effluent from this Godly household.”

When a hairy creature dressed in a crimson shirt and a pair of blue-and-green striped hose swings down the bannisters and joins the girls sitting on the stairs, Frau Kikkert gives it a contemptuous nod. “The family’s pet monkey Everard the Gallant wears nappies. When you change them, you must make sure you put them on nice and tight, so he can’t get his paws inside them. He likes to fling his shit everywhere.”

“Strumpet!” a shrill voice calls. Frau Kikkert pauses, regards me as if that hideous voice has spoken her thoughts then continues. “That is Wilhelm the Wise. The family parrot. You’ll be cleaning his cage as well.”

Trying to take my mind off insulting parrots and rainfalls of monkey shit, I glance at the girls still watching through the bannister. Trude grins as above us, the monkey swings from the rafters. See? Her gaze seems to say, I was right! Your job is to not only clean away that dog turd but also all the other shit in this house.

Frau Kikkert pauses to regard the vase of flowers I’m standing next to; perhaps to make sure they haven’t wilted in my presence. “I presume you carry a Bible on your person,” she says frostily.

I pat my bundle. “Yes. Of course.”

She nods but her gaze barely softens. On she goes – her instructions as pointy and precise as her nose. She tells me I’ll also be washing the dishes, making sure the lamps in the house are filled with oil, keeping the fires stoked and the fireplaces clean. I mustn’t touch the food, mustn’t speak unless spoken to. I must address her as ‘Madam’ and remember to keep Mauritz the Mouser (the cat) outside as he sprays all over the curtains and Master Pieter hates the smell. I must NEVER enter the family chapel unless I am in the company of someone in possession of pure and full Christian blood. As if afraid of Moor contagion, Frau Kikkert issues all these commandments standing a safe distance from me while gripping and stroking her trinity of crucifixes. Trying to distract myself from those wretched things, I glance over her shoulder at a gloriously detailed painting of the angel Gabriel visiting the Virgin Mary. The Virgin leans against a bench absorbed in a book ignoring the Angel, a coy smile on her lips. A round table in the middle of the image tips forward and it seems any moment the pitcher of flowers, candle and book on its surface will spill from the painting into the real world.

“You will have no time to dawdle,” Frau Kikkert adds. “If you finish all your chores

There’s also work to do in the garden.” She looks at me then as if she would rather dispatch me to the nearest torture chamber.

I make the mistake of glancing at her crucifixes. Just as my head starts to spin again, light suddenly fills the hall as the front door swings open. Someone the height of a child steps inside. He’s dressed in a blue-velvet cap and red, calf-length robe with a small sword in a holster across his hip. Behind him I glimpse that dog turd waiting for yours truly to clean up.

Barely tall enough to eyeball Frau Kikkert’s crucifixes, he waddles inside and bows so deeply, I think for a moment he might be mocking me. But when he looks up I see his eyes, crow-footed and deep brown, are as wise as the roots of trees.

“Rutger,” the dwarf says. “Full name, Rutger the Runt,” he adds with a grin. “You must be Marjit.”

I take in his lion-yellow hair, sword-straight fringe and thick pelt of eyebrows shading a small squashed nose. “Yes.” I nod, lowering my eyes. Something about him makes me feel small, shriveled and ashamed.

“The Master Pieter wishes you a warm welcome,” he says, “and apologizes for being absent when you arrived.”

Pieter, my soul whispers, this time his name is Pieter.

My heart softens at the sound of Rutger’s gracious apology. “Thank you,” I reply, noticing the tufts of hair on the tips of his elfin ears.

Momentarily soothed, I smile at that little man, knowing then I could no more stop what is to come than pluck the stars from the sky.
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After Rutger has excused himself and waddled off through the great hall’s double doors, Frau Kikkert escorts me upstairs to my room.

Still glowing from the dwarf’s message, I focus on the tiny mercies in this ocean of trials. My room, which is on the house’s third level next to the empty guest room and across the hall from the youngest daughter Wendelmoet’s, is bigger than my convent cell. It has a bed, washstand with a chipped floral enamel bowl and, thanks for small mercies, a plain cross on the wall. From her perch on a wooden chest of drawers, a statuette of the Holy Virgin gazes serenely at the cross above the bed.

Somewhere in the house a bell tinkles. Immediately Frau Kikkert jerks to attention. “The Mistress Yolente requires me.” She flicks her wrist as if I’m a hovering blowfly and bullies me back to the stairwell. “Downstairs,” she commands, “to the scullery. Gerda the cook will put you right.”

On the second floor landing she pauses next to a child-sized crucifix, her eyes narrow as if she’s wondering whether as soon as I’m unwatched I’ll disappear out the door never to be seen again with several of the rugs and suits of armour.

“No time for idleness! Go on. Off with you,” she snaps. “You have jobs to do.” Quickly, I look away and bolt down the stairs.

In the kitchen, bustling among her pots, skillets and hanging clusters of onions and garlic, I meet Gerda the cook. A vast woman, in place of her neck she has several chins resting on her collar like a scarf of flesh and she walks with a limp as if one leg is shorter than the other. So huge she must turn side-on to step through doorways, Gerda shows me around the kitchen, the scullery and the alcove where the servants dine then takes me to the laundry. Here, a girl of about fourteen with a face as round as a pie softly sings to herself as she pegs washing to a maze of wooden frames. Everything – the sheets, aprons and linens -bear the family coat of arms. The laundress, called Hillekin, greets me with a cautious smile.

“She’s sweet on Arien, the van der Beeck’s stable boy,” Gerda whispers while showing me the deck filled with potted herbs overlooking the kitchen garden. “Perfect match if you ask me. He works with filth and she scrubs everything clean. It’s only a matter of time before the good Lord blesses them with marriage and babies.” She sneaks a gaze at my belly as she says this, as if checking to see if I have arrived already with-child.

Wondering how I can possibly fit in to this foreign household where every animal has a name, the housekeeper is a cross between a corpse and an insect, and the cook a bloated cripple, I regard the chaos that is the kitchen garden. A sea of wild grasses, nettles and dandelions smother shriveled summer flowers and sagging, light-starved sunflowers strain from their shadowy beds, trying to reach the sun. A lavender bush, listless and defeated, rots in a boggy corner.

“This is your job as well. The last gardener passed away from the plague,” Gerda says, giving the garden a death-stare. “Everyone thinks he caught it from something out there. If you ask me, I think that damned garden’s cursed.” She looks back at me, perhaps wondering if I know any dark magic. I return her gaze with a minute shake of my head, an innocent look that I hope tells her I am not a witch.

When a bumblebee hovers over a potted rosemary plant on the deck, Gerda ushers me aback inside and slams the door. “The mistress hates all those buzzing things out there,” she says, “thinks insects are visitors from the underworld.”

Barely pausing for breath, she tells me the Master Pieter however, is quiet and kind. “He’s been seduced by that new-fangled printing press,” she says with a hint of disapproval, “reads as hungrily as a man might shovel back a meal after a famine.”

Just like you, He likes to read, whispers my soul. But do I hear that divine voice? Of course not. Instead, I gulp back a thickening lump in my throat, thinking of all the books in the well-stocked convent library, the place where I escaped when I needed peace and solitude. Right then, I miss Sister Beatrice, Mother Geertruyt and the convent so much, I want to collapse to my knees and weep in despair.

“The master’s family comes from a family of nobles and knights. Compared with that manor they once owned, The Lord’s Embrace is a hovel,” Gerda continues. “The old place had ten times as many rooms, and they had servants coming out their ears and backsides.” She sniffs loudly and continues. “Lost most of their wealth years ago during the crusades. The bit they had left got gobbled up by the Monarchy’s taxes.”

Back in the kitchen, she grabs a huge lump of dough and pummels it onto a wooden board. 

“But the mistresses father’s a successful merchant,” she continues, her voice now gilded with admiration. “Rich as shit.”

As Gerda speaks, I realise pig-woman wants her husband’s social standing, coat of arms and bloodline. And him. Pieter. He needs her money to finance his love of fine things. This is a marriage of convenience. The revelation gives me a rush of bitter pleasure.

On Gerda goes, assailing my newcomer’s ears with enough stories to fill my head to bursting point. As she rolls then presses the pastry into a bowl and gives me apples to peel for the pie, she rattles through the household routines. I want to tell Gerda that Frau Kikkert has said I mustn’t touch food, but there’s never enough of a gap in her chatter. “Every night, one of the servants dines with the family.” She clears her throat, like a cat trying to cough up a fur-ball, and continues. “Orders from Master Ramecker, Mistress Yolente’s father.” Her smile widens as she mentions pig-woman’s father. “They call him The Master of Storms,” she says, “on account of the way he arrives like a great wind, turns everything upside down, yells and barks orders then goes off again on another of his journeys.” She pauses, her huge bosom expanding like a billowing sail. “Master Ramecker insists the family help the less fortunate. Made his daughter Mistress Yolente promise on her dowry to treat servants as part of the family and help those in greatest need.”

A wave of sorrow passes through me as I think of the last time I saw my own father when I was six. He left Andalusia promising to return. He never did. Over the years as I have grown to understand the world, my thoughts of him have turned bitter. This half-Moor bastard daughter must be a liability to a God-fearing Christian man.

Nearby, a bell tinkles. On a wall near the arched entrance to the kitchen, I see three little bells, one red, one white and one yellow, all attached to cords that vanish into the ceiling. The yellow one jingles insistently.

“That’s Master Pieter’s mother Odette calling from the attic,” says Gerda, nodding towards the Heavens. “She wants her breakfast. She may be blind, but she notices everything, knows exactly what time it is. That’s when she isn’t having one of her fits or visions or telling off her son.”

She gives me one of her death-stares. “Best to stay clear of her if you want to keep your head.”

Unnerved by Gerda’s words, my gaze lingers on a decorated plate on the wall above the stove depicting a woman beating a man with a tin pot. My gut tightens as I’m assailed by some half-formed inner sight.

Just then, a pretty, creamy-skinned girl with crimped blonde hair walks into the kitchen and Gerda hands her a gold tray, with a dish cover embossed with the van der Beeck coat of arms. Thinking this girl, who looks my age might be friendly, I catch her eye. “I’m Marjit,” I say with what I hope is a warm smile, “the new maid.”

When she doesn’t reply, just gives me a surly look, I’m crushed. What? Not even one friend to keep me company in this mad household? My lips quiver and I press away a wave of loneliness littered with the driftwood of despair.

Gerda shakes her head at me, as if I’m a tad dim. “Her name’s Marieke,” she says. “She can’t speak because she doesn’t have a tongue.”

When I look back at Marieke she flicks me a haunted glance and darts off to take the tray to the attic. My own tongue, sensing imminent danger, suddenly feels like a lump of lead. “Why hasn’t she got a tongue?” I ask. “What happened?”

Gerda’s eyes, as tiny as raisins, darken. “Best to mind your own business,” she snaps despite having just told me half the van der Beeck-Ramecker family history. “Perhaps she lost it talking to men or asking too many questions.” Deep in her eyes I glimpse a harsh warning accompanied by pure fear. Rattled by her expression, I turn and regard the white-crusted bars of the parrot’s cage. Already aching to return to the soothing rhythms of convent life, I think of all the shit-cleaning I’ll be undertaking in this household where a mad woman lives in the attic, the Mistress is a drunk and now a there’s serving-girl with no tongue, my insides squirm. This place is going to drive you mad! snaps my black dog. Perhaps instead of stopping off here at The Lord’s Embrace, Mother Geertruyt should have just sent you straight to Hertogenbosch’s lunatic asylum!







CHAPTER 6 
THE PYTHON’S GRIP

Evening, April 16th 1502

An afternoon of cleaning up dog turds and parrot poo, learning how to change a nappy on a monkey and exorcising my despair tearing up weeds in the garden passes. I’m washing dishes as evening falls when Frau Kikkert pokes her nose into the scullery and orders me to the dining room. “Now!” she commands, disapprovingly regarding my hair now tied back with a piece of string I found in the garden.

“Strumpet!” the parrot screeches. I wince as I pass the creature’s cage, feeling as if behind that creature’s mindlessly repeated insult, sits a raw and soon-to-be-discovered truth.

In the dining room, as the family gathers for dinner, they all look me up and down as if inspecting a hog at a fair. When pig-woman, billowing in pink silk and purple velvet robes, glares at me and snorts, I remind myself that now I’ve been expelled from the convent, this family is the only thing keeping me from destitution. My mistress’s name is Yolente, not pig-woman, I tell myself. After all, it is only a short journey from thoughts to words, and one day, this wayward tongue of mine may slip up. And that will be the end of your tongue! my black dog helpfully adds.

I crease my face into a smile at my new mistress. She doesn’t return my greeting but instead, raises her snout and turns as her husband enters the room with his mother, Odette-of-the-attic.

My soul swoons as I regard Master Pieter’s high forehead and kind eyes. His tall frame is draped in a long gold and red jacket over a dazzling white shirt. Can’t you see? It’s him! whispers that voice from beyond. Unfortunately I’m not listening. Ha! A vain and pompous Christian idolater! my black dog announces. That monarchy worshipping bastard has the blood of your people on his hands!

In my mind, I slap my new master’s face. As if she’s sensed my agitation, his blind mother, Odette-of-the-attic, turns in my direction, bitterly twists her lips and stares right through me. She’s beautifully dressed in a purple brocade ermine-trimmed robe and her vaporous tangle of white hair sits like a low-lying cloud under her starched cap. Behind those blind, milk-blue eyes staring into the void, I can see how it irks her to depend on this lower-class family for food and shelter.

Attentively, my new master leads his mother to a chair next to his and after he has made sure she is comfortably seated, he looks up at me and gives me a generous smile. My insides ache as I take in his wide mouth and straight teeth that slope slightly backwards. His scar and long eye-teeth give his otherwise fine face a faintly dangerous edge. I smile back and under my feet the Earth feels as if it’s tipping, just like that painting of the Virgin and the Angel Gabriel hanging in the hall. A part of me – that umbilicus still connected to the celestial womb – feels my soul swoon. Against my will, my heart softens.

Just then the hound bounds into the dining room with a bark and jumps onto Pieter’s shoulders, licking his face, its tail wagging vigorously.

“Welcome to the household, Marjit,” Pieter says as he fends off the amorous beast. His eyes sparkle as if he’s faintly amused.

“Thank you, sir,” I manage, feeling strangely exalted, yet at the same time, tiny, wretched and needy in his presence.

As he dips his hand into his robe and pulls out a crested handkerchief to dab the hound-slobber form his cheek, I fight an inner riot. Stop quivering like a peahen! This Christian man, this idolater, this ally of the monarchs who murdered your family shouldn’t affect you this way! snaps my black dog.

Beyond Earth’s solid substance, through that ear of mortality weakly tuned to the sounds from beyond, a faint thought takes shape and wraps me in a mist of sorrow. How in the midst of all this mortal chaos, will he possibly recognise me?

My connection to the realm beyond is abruptly severed when Yolente steps towards her husband and delivers a whack to the hound’s back. “Slobbering beast! Get out before you break something!” she screeches. My insides squirm as the hound whimpers and skulks back into the hallway shadows. No doubt this woman of temper treats her daughters and anyone else who displeases her the same way. This does not bode well for yours truly.

When everyone is seated at the table I stand near the sideboard waiting to take the dirty plates to the scullery, reminding myself I will have to transform into a silent creature of acceptance, obedience and servitude if I’m to survive this household and keep my tongue.

As Pieter reads a passage of thankfulness from the Bible, I regard the dining room. On an oak sideboard sit a huge Grecian urn flanked by a pair of blue-and-white vases from China. And alas, a crucifix on the wall above. To stop myself from shaking I clench my fists and drop my gaze to the floor. The carpet, a huge thing that takes up the entire dining room floor, looks Persian.

When Gerda limps in with the food, followed by tongue-less Marieke, I sneak another glance at my new master – this collector of the weird, the damaged and the exotic – as he piously reads his prayer. I can’t take my eyes off him. Again, deep inside me a softly disconcerting something shifts and unfolds.

“Where is the Moor?” Odette says even before the last amen has been uttered. Her blind eyes search the room.

I try to hold my tongue. Alas, that’s like telling a fire not to burn. I take a step forward. “My name is Marjit,” I say a little too assertively. As the table takes in my uninvited words, the two girls giggle.

When Frau Kikkert, seated at the table with the family gives me another of her executioner’s glares, I realise I’m probably already due for a telling off from her. All in all, a magnificent start to my first evening with the family.

Odette turns towards me and snaps her fingers.

“Come here. Marjit.”

All eyes on me, I step forward.

“On your knees,” she says.

“Now!” she tugs at my skirt when I hesitate.

My cheeks burning with humiliation, I drop to the floor beside her. I regard the roasted swan, now at eye-level, steaming in the middle of the table. How long will it be before I’m cooked on a pyre as thoroughly as that bird?

Odette swivels in her chair, gropes the air, and then trails her fingers over my shoulders and up my neck. “She has a long neck like a swan,” she says.

“Full lips,” she adds tracing the outline of my mouth and nose with her fingers. “And a fine nose curved like the beak of a finch.”

The skin on her fingers smells musky and unpleasant, like the pages of a damp book.

“High cheekbones.”

“She’s very pretty,” interrupts Wendelmoet gazing at my black hair with open admiration.

No one smiles at this unwelcome comment. Pretty girls are trouble-magnets. Odette’s wrinkles deepen and Yolente’s stare suggests disfiguring curses followed by eternal damnation in the foulest fires of hell.

Trude scoffs. “She’s a Moor,” she points out. “She isn’t pretty. She looks like a monkey.”

I glare at her, my insides suddenly as hot as the steaming tureen of fish soup Gerda has just placed in the middle of the table.

“Trude,” says her father, “you must practice the virtues of truth and grace. Apologize. Immediately.”

“Sorry,” she says in a false voice.

Odette runs her fingers around my eyes and, when they linger on my teardrop mole and I pull away, she grabs my neck with her other hand. I gasp. She may look frail but she has the grip of a python.

“She has large eyes and long eyelashes,” she says. Finally she reaches out with both hands and grabs my ears as if they are handles and she’s about to pick me up like an urn.

“Generous ears,” she adds. “Let’s hope they are good for listening to instructions.”

She looks back in the general direction of the table and draws a long breath. “Let’s also hope all those Christian armies our taxes and tributes paid for did a good conversion job with this one.” The bitterness in her voice is palpable.

Again, she turns back to me and regards me in the most frightening way. I feel at once penetrated and violated – even more so than when she poked me.

“I can see into her soul,” she announces, “and it is broken.”

Her words strike me like a blow and I’m glad I’m kneeling, because the force of her truth would have knocked me to the ground.

She turns towards where Pieter sits; her face full of a woman’s knowledge about the ways of men. “Why exactly have you taken this young woman into our household?”

Everyone turns towards Pieter. He stares back into his mother’s blind eyes, his expression as implacable as a mountain range. “She is an orphan of the Inquisition,” he says, “and is here under the instructions of The Brotherhood of Our Lady.”

He looks back at his wife. “I have also been guided by your father.”

At the mention of The Master of Storms, everyone at the table appears to tense. “Bah! Him!” snaps Odette, her words accompanied by a considerable amount of spittle.

Yolente, scowling at her mother-in-law, knocks back a gulp of wine.

At that moment I catch tongue-less Marieke’s gaze. I see a fire in her eyes so wild, my insides tumble. I’ve seen that look before. In a mirror.







CHAPTER 7 
THE ALCHEMY OF WRATH AND PITY

May 19th 1502

Fearing any day I may be dismissed and thrown out on the street, I resolve to stay silent in the presence of my Christian tormentors. Plagued by suspicious stares from servants, mistress and children, I keep busy, frequently crossing myself and trying to weave the phrases ‘Praise the Lord’, ‘Thanks be to Jesus’, as well as the outrageous and implausible ‘Hail Mary Mother of God’, into my infrequent utterances. When I’m alone, I fall to my knees, face Mecca and implore Allah to guide me towards the light of truth.

I spend my first weeks in The Lord’s Embrace dusting cobwebs from the rafters, cleaning fireplaces, beating rugs and polishing windows. And, of course, forever clearing up that trinity of shit-maker’s turds, which I use as garden compost.

Early this morning I’m half-way down the second floor corridor when I hear Wendelmoet’s door creak open. “Marjit!” she hisses.

I turn to see her standing in her doorway holding a hairbrush as big as a club. She looks at me imploringly. “Can I brush your hair?”

I hesitate. Brushing a Moor servant’s hair? What will her mother say? What will Frau Kikkert say?

She gives my hair a hungry look. “You hair is so long and dark and beautiful.”

The huge brush’s tortoiseshell mosaic winks in the morning sunlight like an invitation. “Won’t you get in trouble?” I say.

She casts a look towards the stairs. “Who will know?” she whispers. Her eyes twinkling, she beckons me into her room. I smile at that conspiratorial look in her eyes and decide this is an order of mistress to servant. I must obey.

In her room, she sits me in a spindly chair near the window that faces the street. Outside, I hear night-water splash on the cobbles, horse-hooves clop and carriage wheels grumble as Clarastraat comes to life. When Wendelmoet slides the brush over my scalp them down, over my back, I shiver with pleasure.

“Last night I dreamed of the Virgin Mary,” she says. “And in my dream she looked just like you. She had hair as soft and black as velvet and golden-brown skin.”

I shake my head, a nugget of worry forming in my belly. “She’s more often depicted with pale skin like yours and hair the colour of corn.”

Wendelmoet pauses from her brushing. “But I saw her. And know my dreams are true.” 

She moves in front of me a look of utmost earnestness in her eyes. “The Virgin Mary was dark and pretty. Like you.”

As I gaze into those blue eyes that so closely resemble her father’s, I think how she speaks with the authority of an old soul who has returned to Earth many times before. And despite the way she’s depicted here in Hertogenbosch, the Virgin Mary, being from the East, most likely did have dark hair and ruddy skin. “You must be careful with such comments,” I say. “You’ll unsettle people. They won’t understand.”

“I know I can say it to you. I know you understand.”

The nugget of worry in my belly hardens. One day, this little girl with a heart as pure as a pearl will succumb to the pressures of her faith. One day, she will turn from both me and her dreams.

With herculean effort, I push my fears away and manage a smile. “Yes, I do.”

“And I know I could say it in Church at confession,” she adds.

My back tenses. I wonder how this pious, truthful and virtuous girl will she react if I tell her that her Church is not a holy refuge but a den of lies and corruption?

I draw a resigned breath as the brush slides exquisitely through my hair. Only Allah can choose when to reveal such truths to those in the grip of illusions. I reach up and pat her hand. “You have no need to tell your dreams to the Church,” I say. “Dreams are secret things beyond the Church’s understanding.”

Wendelmoet giggles as I once more succumb to the bone-melting pleasure of the brush’s caress and her gentle touch as she pulls my hair into strands.

“Marjit!” Where are you?” Gerda calls from downstairs.

I sigh. “I’m late for my chores.”

After Wendelmoet has insisted on finishing what she started, my hair plaited and decorated with daisies and feeling like a virgin about to be sacrificed to some pagan god, I step into the scullery. None of the servants comment but I can tell from their furtive glances they’ve noticed Wendelmoet-the-innocent’s handiwork.

Later that same morning, I’ve just placed some clean platters back in the sideboard in the great hall when I hear a racket outside. “Catch him! He’s escaping!” a girl screams.

A man shouts, the hound yelps, and I hear his claws scrabble on the tiles as he races down the hall. I follow the hound through the open front door just in time to see a boy with a bulging sack running down the street followed at close quarters by a guard. Trude, waving her hands in agitation shrieks. “Thief! He got past the guards! He robbed us!”

Just before he vanishes into a laneway, the guard catches the thief by his tattered jacket. As he drags the thief back into the open street, heads pop from neighbor’s windows.

Trude, red-faced with fury, screeches to the guard and points to his halberd. “Punish the scoundrel! Chop off his thieving hands and then his head!”

My heart squeezes as I glance at the vagabond trembling with terror in the guard’s grip. He can’t be more than thirteen and he looks as frightened as a baby bird.

The guard, in his confusion, looks at me. My insides harden. I turn to Trude. “I think your father should have the final say about this.”

Trude gives me a hateful sneer. “Mind your blabbering tongue, Moor. You don’t make the rules. In my father and mother’s absence I am head of this household.”

Slap her! snaps my black dog. The mortal hound, as if agreeing with that otherworldly presence, releases a stentorian bark.

Practice peace, urges my soul. Hearing something beyond the realm of mortal ears, I muster my calmest expression. “That may well be, but I don’t think the Lord God would approve of your ordering the guard to execute a thief before he is properly tried,” I manage. I look into Trude’s scalding blue eyes and continue. “And his death will be on your conscience for eternity.”

Clearly outraged at being lectured to by this Moor servant, Trude opens her mouth to reply but at that moment, Pieter emerges from the house, along with Rutger and Wendelmoet.

“We have a thief in our midst!” Trude cries to her father, “and we caught him!”

Pieter looks from his daughter, to the vagabond, to yours truly. “What has he taken?” 

“Gold and silver!” cries Trude, pointing at the sack he’s dropped at his feet, “artworks and precious jewels!”

She raises an accusing finger at the guard who drops his gaze to his silver-tipped shoes.

“He wasn’t doing his job. He was lounging about and talking to her.” When her finger drifts to a buxom maid watching from a neighboring doorstep, the startled girl ducks back inside in a flash.

As Pieter regards the scene and tugs on his beard, Rutger opens the vagabond’s sack, looks inside and sniffs. “Horse droppings,” he says, looking at his master, a faint smile on his lips.

Pieter gives the vagabond a soft gaze and points to the sack. “What were you planning to do with all this?”

With his wide frightened eyes set in his pale filthy face, the vagabond resembles a half-buried corpse. “Sell them at the markets, Sir,” he says in a breaking voice, “The farmers pay well for good dung.”

Trude tugs at her father’s robes. “Father! Make him go away! He smells!”

Pieter turns to his daughter, his eyes flashing. “Then we will offer him a bath.”

Trude’s brow drops. Her eyes blacken and she steps back in outrage. “What!? We are not a poor house!”

Pieter winces. Briefly, his eyes snap to me and I glimpse a point of obsidian darkness in their depths. All around us heads, like jack-in-the-boxes, have popped out of open windows.

Pieter regards his daughter, his face stern. “No. You are right. We are not a poor house. We are a good Christian family and we aid the needy,” he says tightly.

He surveys the audience of onlookers then looks back at his daughter, his cornflower eyes burning. “Go inside and tell Gerda we need soap and warm water from the scullery.”

Trude folds her arms and refuses to budge. “If mother were here, she would not agree to this.”

Pieter’s jaw stiffens. “Well, she’s out visiting. So you will do as I tell you.”

Trude scowls and rolls her eyes.

“Go!” her father says in a voice that leaves no room to argue.

“What can I do father?” Wendelmoet asks vibrating with so much eagerness, she looks as though she’s about to leave the ground and fly off to the Heavens.

“Fetch a washcloth and towels,” her father says. “And ask Frau Kikkert to open the chest that holds my brother’s old clothes. Something in there should fit him.”

When he speaks of his brother, I hear the faintest quaver in his voice and see an echo of suffering flash through his eyes.

As Trude skulks and Wendelmoet races past her back into the house, Pieter turns to me, his eyes smoldering. “Marjit, Arien is having a few hours off so please go into the stables with Rutger and fetch the spare bathtub.”

Something about his look strikes me in the most peculiar way. As I take in the shaded valleys below his cheekbones, my thighs weaken and a thrill snakes up my spine. I nod at my master, overcome by a bright flash of joy. The vagabond however, under the gazes of all those staring neighbours, looks as though he wants to die on the spot.

As we walk to the stables, Rutger chuckles. “That young man picked the right man’s horse shit to filch.”

I manage to smile back, even though my mind is right now, on that something I glimpsed behind Pieter’s eyes. “Yes, he did,” I agree.

I draw a long breath. “Pieter has a brother?” I ask Rutger as we enter the hay-scented gloom of the stables.

“Had a brother. He was killed three years ago in a joust.”

“I’m so sorry,” I reply, suddenly feeling strangely fragile.

“It seems he had a death wish,” Rutger replies, the horses stirring and whickering as we pass. “He was as reckless and fun loving as Pieter is serious and quiet. It was just a matter of time before he did something foolish.”

My eyes ache, straining to take in the stable’s gloom. “Remarkable how siblings can be so different,” I say, thinking of Trude-the-reluctant and Wendelmoet-the-eager.

Rutger nods as we walk through the dusty light from the dormer windows set high in the walls. “Even though we are all as different as night and day, we are all part of the same human tribe.”

“Yes, we are.” I agree, trying to shake the sensation of weakness creeping through me. Outside, we hear Trude still challenging her father. “Father! He’s a thief! You are encouraging him! Mother should be here! She would put a stop to this!”

Rutger shakes his head. “Poor Trude,” he says. “Her mother wished for a son and rejected her when she was born. Now Trude will do anything and everything to try and please her mother. She hasn’t yet learned that she’s simply the wrong sex.”

And you. A Moor and woman. Wrong sex, wrong faith, my black dog reminds me.

Side-swiped by my black dog’s intrusion, I remain mute.

“In between Trude and Wendelmoet, there were three boys, all born dead,” says Rutger. A muscle in my belly jolts as if aware of something just beyond the level of my being.

“All part of God’s plan, I suppose,” Rutger adds with an expansive sigh. He points at a statuette of Saint Eloy, patron saint of horses, sitting in a nook in the wall. “It must irk you, all these saints,” he says, cocking his gold-haired head, mischief now sparking in his eyes, “you must think we have returned to pagan times the way we pray to all our greater and lesser deities.”

Not wanting to stir up any trouble in the presence of both Christian saint and dwarf, suspecting this may be another test of my faith, I choose my words carefully. “I appreciate it is another way of giving form to something we can’t understand,” I reply in the spirit of my baptism.

“Indeed. One cannot decipher the true meaning of God’s plan any more than a painter can milk and bottle the colors of a rainbow,” Rutger chortles as we approach a dark shape nestled among the hay bales. “And yet still, we fight over things we don’t understand.” He removes a sack, revealing a large wooden tub. “Wars of religion,” he hisses as he tosses the sack aside, “the daftest wars of all.”

Disarmed by the passion in his words, I silently help him wrestle the tub from the shelf. When we return outside, the boy’s now undressing in front of his audience of onlookers as Pieter speaks to the guard. Frau Kikkert has deposited fresh clothes on the cobbles and watches, a safe distance away on the doorstep of The Lord’s Embrace.

Rutger and I place the tub in the middle of the street just as Gerda and Hillekin arrive with buckets of steaming water.

“He could be the Lord come back to life!” says Wendelmoet who’s right behind them with cloths and towels. In one of her fists, something red bleeds between her fingers.

Behind her younger sister, Trude plods, as if wearing lead shoes. “He could also be the devil,” she mutters looking at the vagabond and then, with even more revulsion, at me.

“More than likely he is neither,” says Pieter, gazing sternly at his oldest daughter, “but simply someone without your good fortune.”

When she rolls her eyes at him, he bends down, picks up the boy’s clothes and offers them to her. “Take these inside and put them in the fire,” he orders.

Trude steps back in disgust. She waves her hands and fans her face as if any moment, she might faint. “They reek! And I can see creatures with legs hopping about on them! Nits! Fleas!”

“Now!” says Pieter. He crushes the clothes into her hands. “And burn them along with your pride.”

Trude’s face twists in horror. “My dress! Soiled! Mother will hear about this!” she wails as she races away holding the vagabond’s clothes at arm’s length. When she reaches the doorstep, she shovels them into Frau Kikkert’s arms. As the housekeeper, her face contorted with disgust, slithers inside, Pieter watches, a strange, set look in his eyes.

After Gerda and Hillekin have filled the tub with water, Wendelmoet opens her clutched hand and sprinkles red rose petals on the water’s surface.

“Blessings form the garden of the Lord,” she says with a smile that could light the naves of a hundred gloomy churches.

Pieter catches my gaze and grins. I cover my own smile and look away. Yet in that very moment, something infinitesimal and powerful passes through me. Even though the sky is overcast, I feel warmed by some inner light. For a second, my head spins and I fear I might faint.

As the vagabond sinks into the bath with a happy sigh, Wendelmoet races back inside her eyes wild. Moments later basket in one hand, a small folding table in the other, she almost crashes into Trude still lingering in the doorway as she races back to the tub.

“What are you doing with all our things?” shrieks Trude, following her sister, her eyes wide with alarm.

“Serving the needy!” replies Wendelmoet as she unfolds the table and covers it with an ornate, silk-tasseled tapestry of Buddha sitting under the Bodhi Tree. Trude watches in obvious horror as Wendelmoet pulls a bottle of French wine, glass and assorted pastries from the basket. Smiling ear-to-ear, the boy wallows in the water and watches.

Again, I catch Pieter’s gaze. He regards my plaited and decorated hair and his lips twitch into the faintest of smiles. Then, his eyes lock on mine, in possession of a look so potent, it’s as if every corner of the world has suddenly filled with God’s light. A flash of ecstasy rolls through my body, a celestial wave scented with Heaven’s fragrances of glory. I gasp, not understanding what just happened, but suddenly feeling as light and careless as a cloud. I’m so discombobulated, I have to look away, my heart jittering. What just happened?

“Help me wash him, Marjit!” Wendelmoet cries, handing me a cloth, her hands shaking with excitement. I kneel by the tub and start with the boy’s back as Wendelmoet tackles his arms. My heart still hammering, I turn for a second to watch Pieter disappear back into the stables with Rutger. What was that strange sensation, that feeling older than time that just passed between us?

You’ve recognized one another, replies my soul. Addled by that voice from beyond I can’t quite hear, I turn back to washing the vagabond, the water already brown. If Wendelmoet scrubs any more enthusiastically, she’s going to skin the poor boy.

After the boy, whose name he tells us, is Laurens, has been washed, dried, dressed, and his golden hair relieved of nits with an infusion of lavender and parsley, Pieter offers him one of Arien’s shovels and a sack.

“These are yours. Twice a week I will pay you to come and remove the horse droppings from the street. Take the sacks to the Friday markets and sell the manure to the religious orders. They will pay you better than the farmers.”

Inspired by Pieter, I regard the pastries Laurens was too full to finish.

Trude, who’s taking everything in as keenly as a scribe commits words to parchment, gasps when I wrap the pastries in the table cloth. As I’m tying the tassels, she rushes up to her father, yanks on the sleeve of his robe and points at me.

“Father! Stop her! The Moor has no right…”

“Enough!” says Pieter through his teeth. He looks at the bundle of food I’ve just offered to Laurens. “She’s doing as I ask.”
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That night the household is woken by Yolente shrieking from her marriage chambers.

“Rewarding people for stealing! Giving them our best French wine! Are you out of your mind?”

Pieter’s voice is low and soft and I don’t hear his reply.

“They will arrive in great crowds now! Are we to give every wretch and thief freedom, a meal and a bath?” his wife continues.

I scramble out of bed and press my ear to the floor. “The guards you and the rest of the street are paying to keep the neighborhood safe will make sure that won’t happen again.” I hear Pieter reply.

“Paugh! This is a respectable street!” shouts his wife. “The damage is already done! What will the neighbours think of us now?”

Again, a soft, honey-tongued reply I can’t quite hear, but seems to quell his wife’s fury.

I start to shiver in the night’s chill. I crawl back into my warm bed thinking of Laurens grinning among the rose petals and, for the first time in weeks, I fall asleep with a smile on my face.







CHAPTER 8 
AROUSED BY THE NIGHT’S CRAVINGS

Before dawn, May 20th 1502

In the small hours of the morning, I’m dreaming of sublime reunions with long-lost loved ones when I’m jolted awake by a devilish racket – a woman’s cackle followed by a metallic clang. Through my open window I hear a man’s voice, low and insistent. “Stop quibbling. This is all I have.”

The gate to the back garden squeaks on its hinges. “Not enough,” a woman says. “More silver and I’ll give you the best time you’ve ever had.”

A jangle of coins follows. “You’ve impoverished me, you greedy slattern,” the man growls.

Blearily, I rise from bed and step to the window. Outside, the air is warm and sticky, the night sky’s clouds trimmed silver by the full moon’s light.

Below in the kitchen garden, I glimpse a metallic shimmer. As my eyes adjust, I see one of Clarastraat’s night watch men fumbling with his armour, cod piece and breeches. Assisted by a wild-haired woman, her shoulders bare and breasts barely contained in her corset, both reel and bicker as if they’re thoroughly drunk. “I haven’t got all night! I’m supposed to be at work,” the watchman slurs, “get on with it, woman.”

Finally freed from his lower body armour, I gasp as the woman raises her skirts and he shoves her against the garden shed. The night watchman pushes her legs apart and plunges his member, the size and colour of a huge white radish, inside her.

My innards quiver as I watch her body jerk as he thrusts. “Aahh, you’re a nice big one,” she croons. My eyes lock on the moonlit mounds of the watchman’s buttocks as he pounds the woman into the side of the garden shed. Inside the shed, disturbed by the flexing wood, rakes, buckets and shovels rattle.

As I watch and listen to the diabolical percussion of garden tools, the man’s grunts and the whore’s croons of encouragement, I lick my lips. My pulse quickens and my breath shallows. A moist, earthly smell rises into my room. My belly fills with shimmers of longing and for a moment I’m down in the garden at one with that whore. I press back an urge to throw my head back and groan with her in rapture.

Below, a window suddenly bangs open. “Animals! What are you doing in our garden?” Gerda shouts.

The woman turns to the Gerda’s open window. “I’m performing a service! A man’s needs must be met! Otherwise he will be in ill humor and make trouble in the world!”

“Whore! The devil is with you!” Gerda yells. “Fornication outside of marriage is a sin!” 

The whore yells back at Gerda. “Bah! You fat ignorant troll! Don’t you know if a man doesn’t empty his cock at least once a day his head explodes!”

The watchman pauses from his rutting and turns to face Gerda. “Meddling shrew! Shut up! Let me get on with what I paid for!”

“Arse-breathed basket-cockles! Get out of our garden!”

The watchman snorts and resumes his rutting, his jaw set in determination. The whore groans loudly. “Ah! Yes that’s it! Nice and big, just the way I like ‘em!”

Inside the shed, the rattling reaches a fevered crescendo as their rutting gathers pace. A metal something clangs to the floor. A cat yowls and the whore shrieks. “Harder!” she cries as she claws her client’s buttocks. “Ooh! You swive like a god of love!”

Beholden to my own still-faceless god of love, I grip the windowsill and pant in rhythm to their coupling, my flesh all at once on fire and damp with cravings. My insides feel as liquid as a caterpillar secretly transforming in its chrysalis.

Upstairs, in Frau Kikkert’s room, floorboards creak. When I hear hinges groan, some soul-borne premonition makes me duck back inside just in time to hear a rush of liquid swill through the night air. Framed by my window, I glimpse a graceful arabesque of urine spangled with dark lumps of turd splat against the garden shed and strike the entwined couple.

The watchman cries out in disgust. “Argh! Putrid flap-dragon!”

“That’ll teach you to use our garden as a brothel!” Frau Kikkert shouts from the room above.

“Bitter, tight-arsed hag!” the whore yells as she shakes the chamber pot’s blessings from her hair and clothes. “You know nothing! You’ve probably got cobwebs over your cunt!”

“I didn’t finish!” the night watchman wheedles as he gathers up his armour and lurches towards the garden gate.

“Too bad! If you want to do it again, you’ll have to pay again!” the whore replies.

As the sound of their argument drifts into the night, I hear Frau Kikkert speaking to Gerda on the stairs. “Women succumbing to the unholy temptations of the flesh,” she says in a tight, low voice, “and men and their base animal needs! Shocking. Most shocking.” I imagine her on the landing, frantically stroking her crucifixes.

As the house subsides back into silence, I creep back between my covers feeling restless and rattled. In the heat of the night, still aroused by what has taken place in the leafy moonlit shadows of the garden, the urgent rhythm of the watchman’s rutting plays over and over in my mind. Thorns of desire spread through my flesh. Now wide awake, I lie and stare at the statuette of the Holy Virgin, serenely silver and blue in the moonlight. Deep inside me, the threads of a tightly bound something I don’t yet fully comprehend, unravel.

I think of that man I don’t yet recognise sleeping on the floor below. Has he been woken and aroused by these nocturnal cravings? And if so, what does he make of such unbridled lust? Does it send his body, like mine, into cascades of desire?

I toss and turn, unable to sleep in my lonely bed, my blood scorched with inchoate yearnings. My black dog whispers to me as I fling a restless leg from under my down cover and let it dangle wantonly over the edge of my narrow bed. Men’s needs? What about women’s needs? Soheila! That fiend catches my attention, using my Muslim name, making me listen with both body and soul. Soheila! What about your desires?
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I wake to a gloriously clear day with a fire in my belly. I feel newly formed, my flesh tight and alert as if overnight, I shed some old, unwanted skin. I feel powerful enough to move mountains. But with no mountains to move in these lowland plains, after a hearty breakfast, I decide to spend the morning tackling the wilderness that was last night’s brothel.

I’ve just pulled a dead branch from a tree when I’m startled by a voice behind me. “Trying to impose reason on the chaos of creation are we?”

Startled I turn. Then laugh. “God gave us minds and bodies to help Him with His work,” I reply to Rutger.

“Then allow me to help you,” he says, rolling up his sleeves, gathering up a pile of branches, “and impose my humble will on this ungodly mess.”

“Thank you.” I pick up a broom and start to sweep away the dead twigs and leaves that have accumulated on the garden paths after months of neglect.

“What’s this then?” Rutger’s gaze drops to a tiny body under the tree. Gently he picks up a dead baby bird. “Poor little thing. Must have tried to fly before it was ready,” he observes before placing it on the compost heap and burying it under some leaves. “No doubt its soul is soaring about somewhere in Heaven now.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see him gazing at me with an interest that makes me feel uneasy. “I’ve heard your prophet Muhammad once told his followers that God is more loving to his creatures than a mother is to her baby birds,” he adds, the lilt of a challenge in his voice.

Disconcerted, I stop my sweeping. I really should point out that now I have been baptised, Muhammad is no longer my prophet, but as usual, my tongue has its own agenda. “You have read the Qu’ran?”

Rutger nods. “A few of the Suras.” He picks up another branch and hurls it onto the growing heap which will be stored under the deck to dry for firewood. “I’ve read excerpts from many Holy Books.” He adds, his face darkening as a fat blowfly buzzes under his nose. With the speed of some reptile capturing its dinner, he claps the creature between his hands then deftly flicks the deceased but un-squashed corpse straight onto the compost heap. His face breaks into a smile. “But I have yet to be moved by any of them.”

I stop for a moment and stare in surprise at this muscled dwarf whose face looks as if it’s been sat on by an elephant. A man of no religion? Impossible! Perturbed, I manage a smile, curious as to where his conversation is heading.

First looking around as if to make sure there are no ears nearby, he lowers his voice. “Somewhere along my life’s journey I lost my love for the Church.” he says. “It might have had something to do with the clergy’s regular threats to impale and burn me for being an apostate and a demon.”

Again, that conspiratorial look in his eyes that draws me in. “Of course, for the sake of appearances, I’m a Christian,” he adds, winking at me as if he knows I’m also a Christian for the sake of appearances. “But if truths be told, I don’t like being told what to do and exactly how to do it by books written hundreds of years ago.” he adds. “We should be guided by the spirits of the writings, not beholden to the laws men make in their wake.”

He hurls some branches he’s just snapped into smaller pieces on to the kindling pile under the deck. “When two men can read the same letter and each see something different in its words, what of a Holy Book written hundreds of years ago? Scholars argue over meanings and Emperors and Kings send armies to war over theologies.” A guttural sound of disgust emerges from deep in his throat. “Personally, I like to think for myself.”

I give a mute nod of agreement suspiciously wondering if someone has put him up to this conversation to make me confess I still follow Islam. “Life itself has been my greatest educator.” Rutger continues, his eyebrows dancing, “and nature is a book written by God’s hand. In my opinion, the best book He ever wrote.”

I pause to watch him pick up an enormous branch and snap it in two over his knee as if it’s a mere twig. “What did you do? Before you worked for the Master?” I ask.

“I travelled the world working at various times as a forester, guide, merchant’s assistant and chaplain,” he says.

I suppress a gasp. A chaplain? This man who has just confessed his lukewarm affinity for religion and has been accused of being a demon?

When he sees my brow shoot up in surprise, he releases a conspiratorial chuckle. “Let me just say I have been robbed by Hindus, whipped by Muslims, knifed by Christians and shafted by Jews.” As if his feet have wings, he springs upwards to pull a down a dead branch stuck in an apple tree. “Yet people of those same races and faiths have cared for me when I was sick, welcomed me into their homes and shared their meals with me, even when they were as poor as dirt.”

Apple branch still in his hand, he looks behind me towards a sound from the house. “And those were the places where I saw people’s souls and got to know God.”

His expression hardens and I turn to see a scowling Yolente dressed in a voluminous, fur-trimmed robe the colour of pus. Accompanied by three of her ladies-in-waiting wearing plainer robes in swathes of sulfurous yellow, they all stare imperiously at us from the pulpit of the deck.

Rutger snaps the apple branch across his thigh with a crack as Yolente gives me a look filled with darts of hatred. “You give away our things? Who do you think you are?” she shrieks.

I glance at her ladies-in-waiting all regarding me as if I’m something that just crawled from the cesspit. For a second, I’m confused. “Excuse me? I don’t understand.”

That vision in pus waves her arms in exasperation. “No, of course you don’t understand you ignorant, shit-shoveling Moor! Your brain has been so stupefied by that barbaric faith of your birth that you cannot distinguish between fair and foul!”

She flicks a glance at the lady-in-waiting to her left as if to say: look what we have here. An example of what could happen to you if don’t listen to your mistress and have a sudden urge to convert to Islam.

“The precious oriental tapestry!” she shouts as if I’m not only an infidel, but also deaf. “The one with the fat man sitting under the tree. The one you gave to that thieving wretch!”

Ah. I see. She’s talking about yesterday’s gift to the vagabond. “The tapestry with the image of Buddha?” I reply. The one, I want to add, I had Pieter’s permission to donate.

Yolente’s lips skew. “How dare you!” she shrieks, gripping the bannister as if to keep her balance. “Never mention the names of foreign Gods in this household!”

I open my mouth to reply that Buddha was not a God but a divine messenger but she doesn’t give me a chance. “Stop answering back! Stop facing Mecca! She looks at Rutger. “And you! Why are you helping her? Haven’t you got duties to perform for my husband?” 

Rutger’s eyebrows arch and wriggle like a pair of caterpillars tormented by the pecks of a bird. “Your husband at this moment is tending to his books Madam,” he replies, “and there is some heavy lifting to be done out here.”

“The Moor doesn’t need help,” she says. “And, unlike that precious tapestry she so carelessly gave away, she is replaceable.”

Inside me, something feels as if it’s been stabbed by a hot knife. Then, as if this confrontation has all been too much for her, Yolente swoons and flaps her hands. “A drink. I need a drink. The infidel has ruined my day.”

Before she turns, she gives me one last stare. “The only way to stop people from spreading their stupid ideas is to chop off their heads,” she says to her ladies-in-waiting as she lifts her skirts and swoops back inside.

“And some people’s heads are stuck right up their backsides,” Rutger mutters to his boots as the ladies follow their mistress inside like streams of pus re-entering a wound.

“Where is the wine?” I hear Yolente cry from the bowels of the house.

“Just make sure she keeps away from open flames,” Rutger grumbles as he hurls another branch onto the growing pile, “otherwise she might ignite.”

I’m not sure for a moment how to reply. It’s clear right now how much he dislikes Yolente but I don’t want to feed the black dog of his lower self by contributing my own insults.

As if he’s heard my thoughts, he shakes his head and smiles at me. “Ah, my apologies. I’m being unchristian,” he says. “Who am I to judge? We are all mere children in the eyes of God.”

Inside the house Yolente once more yells. “The French wine! Not this Italian horse’s piss!” Rutger glances back up at the door, a grim smile on his face. “Unfortunately, some of us are still squalling infants.”

I pick up some twigs, trying to stay calm, still wondering if I can trust him. But it’s hard to resist an opportunity to vent my discontent. “An infant with a very large and intoxicated black dog,” I finally reply.

Rutger chuckles and gives me a thoughtful gaze. “Ah yes. The black dog of the lower self.” He blows a beleaguered sigh. “Funny isn’t it? How the fevered and fanatical, those who ruin lives and leave blood and misery in their wake are the ones who come to represent their faiths.”

“Religion should be a salve, not a fever,” I reply.

Rutger nods. “In an ideal world…” he begins. He doesn’t get a chance to say more because at that moment, Frau Kikkert appears on the deck holding a large crucifix against her three-times-protected bosom. “The Mistress says the Moor has ensorcelled the garden with her infidel’s prayers,” she says, “and is bewitching the flowers, killing the song birds and stopping the quails laying their eggs.”

Rutger seems barely able to contain himself, his compact body as tight as a ripe puffball straining to burst its spores. “And what about me?” he replies. “I suppose she thinks I’ve been hypnotized into helping her?”

Frau Kikkert gives a curt nod. “Yes. Mistress says that you should not be associating with her, that she’s a bad influence.”

“I’m helping her!” Rutger says, his nostrils flaring.

Frau Kikkert gives him an icy stare then regards the trimmed trees and weeded flower beds.

“You are helping her do Moorish things to the garden,” she replies.

“Fie!” Rutger shouts with a wave of his hands. “What exactly do you fear? Do you think armies of Moor homunculi will sprout from this freshly turned soil?”

Frau Kikkert tosses Rutger a caustic glare. “Nay. But I see the Moor has already bewitched and poisoned you with thoughts of invading infidels.”

Her lips warp as her gaze drops to a patch of weeded soil. “And it is clear, through her digging she is attempting to access Lucifer’s bedchambers so she can lie with him and fill our godly household with unholy spawn.”

Ah! How I ache to say a thousand things then! I want to point out that before Islam the world had descended into a dark and superstitious age (yes, even worse than this age) which the teachings of the prophet Muhammad dispelled. I want to point out to that fool of a woman that the Arab world gave the West knowledge and many gifts including the water clock, algebra and the artichoke. Alas, I would have no more luck turning that woman’s heart that I could resist the wings of death. Mired in indignation, my blood beating in my temples, I bite my tongue and try to focus on my sweeping.

As Rutger throws up his hands once more in exasperation, Frau Kikkert looks down her long nose at me. “The Master wishes to speak with you immediately,” she says, an edge of triumph in her voice. Then she turns and vanishes inside so swiftly, it’s as if she’s been yanked away by some sanctified Christian leash.

Rutger scowls at the doorway as if some residue of Frau Kikkert still lingers on the threshold. “After the trolls of ignorance dined on that woman’s brains, the bits they didn’t want flew off with the fairies of superstition,” he says between his teeth.
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As I plod to Pieter’s library to be told off for infusing the garden with witchcraft and Moorish influences, I ask myself this – why on Earth am I here? What force sent me to The Lord’s Embrace when quite clearly, the mistress of the house – that flame-haired harpy – is addled by my presence and her corpse of a housekeeper regards me as a walking curse. And how long will it be before you are dismissed? my black dog adds.

My legs as heavy as wood, I pass through the great hall which is full of grand, dark cabinets, benches with plump beautifully embroidered cushions, vases of fresh flowers and another suit of armour. On walls are fine paintings – portraits of sumptuously dressed men and women and domestic scenes of the Virgin Mary and child. Passing those signs of refinement, Christian piety and affluence, I pray to Allah for guidance.

In his library, Pieter sits on a tall stool at his sloped desk and frowns as he gazes at a vast ledger. Every now and then he dips his quill into a pot of ink and makes notes in the margins. I stand at his open door and regard him the same way I admire a healthy plant. Despite the troubled look in his eyes, he’s an exceptionally beautiful man. Casually I wonder if he has a mistress. With cheekbones, eyes and breeding like that, he wouldn’t have to pay a strumpet. Women would willingly fall into his arms. As I wait for him to look up, that amorphous something I can’t yet decipher takes hold of me. You know him, urges my soul, you are bound to each other.

Deep inside me, that feeble consciousness that hears my soul’s voice fills me with a strangely sharp and insistent longing. Restlessness assails my legs as I watch Pieter frown and run a slender finger over his beard. He must be in his mid to late twenties, younger than his wife, yet he has a face with the depth and substance of an old soul. He’s very handsome squeaks a voice in my head. Argh! I squash that wild monkey thought and send it back to the darkest jungles of my brain, where it belongs. Then I remind myself I’m here to be chastised. I draw a breath and clear my throat. This waiting has gone on long enough.

His eyes light up when he sees me at the door. He rolls up his parchment ledger and rises as if I’m a lady. “Marjit,” he says with a dazzling smile, “come in.”

He recognizes you, whispers my soul. My body replies with a knot of tension growing in my belly. Confused by those mortal rifts battering undercurrents springing from the realm beyond, I hover in the doorway, unsure how far to step into his inner sanctum.

“How are you settling in?” my Master says.

I’m not, my black dog replies.

“Well, Sir, thank you,” I reply warily.

“I hope the household has made you feel welcome,” he says, gesturing for me to enter.

I take a tiny step forward. “Yes, Sir, everyone has been very kind,” I lie.

As he regards me I glimpse again, that obsidian darkness lurking in the depths of his eyes.

“I hear you enjoy spending time in the garden,” he adds with the faintest arch of a single, finely shaped eyebrow.

Ah, here comes the rebuke buried under carefully crafted layers of noble charm, says my black dog.

“Yes, Sir, I do.”

He smiles and gazes at me with obvious interest. “The garden has been in need of a loving hand for some time. I can see already how much work you have put into it.”

Addled by his unexpected words, I stand for a second, stock-still as he holds my gaze. Then, emboldened by his faintly bemused expression, I compose myself and reply. “The plantings were poorly placed, Sir. The soil was tired and in need of composting.”

He nods, his eyes never leaving mine. Inside me celestial windows open, welcoming the sweet draughts of love from beyond. Lured by my inner yielding and his openly curious gaze, I take a step into his library and draw a long breath, recalling how, just yesterday, the gongfermor arrived to clean out the cesspit, something that is only done once every two to three years. Yes indeed. In the realm beyond, the great Allah, the God of all Gods orchestrates everything. Even the timing of cesspit cleaning.

“The gongfermor was very kind and gave up some of his takings to spread through the garden,” I add. “And I have asked Arien the stable boy to deliver some of the spare horse manure to the back garden gate.”

I watch him stroke his chin and wonder how it would feel to run my fingers through his beard and then up through his brown hair, which has the sheen of fine silk. Appalled at my wanton self, I stiffen and continue. “I have also started a compost heap with the kitchen slops.” I drop my gaze, regard his clipped fingernails and close my palms around my own dirty, bitten-down stubs. Beyond the scent of the lavender water I’ve dabbed on my skin, I’m sure I can smell shit. I inhale a draught of courage. “If the soil is properly turned, it doesn’t smell,” I add apologetically.

The same can’t be said for you, my black dog replies.

I wince and take a minute backwards step towards the door. Am I the one who now stinks? “And the plants love it,” I continue. “They thrive. Especially the sunflowers.”

Pieter looks faintly amused. “Yes. The transformative power of compost is remarkable,” he replies.

As I study his robe of the finest purple velvet, his silver medallions bearing his coat of arms, shame, with its millipede legs of unease and embarrassment, uncoils in my belly. I am speaking to this beautiful, refined man about SHIT.

My jaw cramps and as our eyes once more lock, I’m momentarily disarmed, confused. His javelin-thrust of a gaze plunges deep into the core of my being. I feel penetrated, breathless, yet, above all, intoxicated.

Perhaps, says my black dog, he’s looking at you like that because he can smell shit.

I resist an urge to step back through the door and flee. I tear from his gaze, my eyes drawn to a beautiful rock crystal vase carved with Islamic patterns of birds and flowers. On the shelf above, sits an equally beautifully carved Chinese jade bowl. As I regard those exquisite objects, I choke down my fear. Where is my spine? Am I some kind of feeble-minded twit? How dare this Christian man affect me this way!

My insides harden as I think of Frau Kikkert’s accusations. Catalyzed by her idiotic comments, inspired by my conversation with Rutger and encouraged by Pieter’s acquiescent presence, my insides swell with a wild determination. I will do Moorish things to the garden! I will fill their garden with glory! I will show all these Christians the power of Allah!

“I have done a lot of transplanting, weeding and trimming, Sir. The garden is bare at the moment, and needs seedlings and seeds.”

He nods, almost bows as if he is my servant. “Anything you wish, Marjit.”

I feel my eyebrows lurch upwards. Anything? My heart races and for a moment, I’m breathless. The aching gap in my soul rises to the surface of my being. I want you.

Recalling his kindness towards Laurens the vagabond, refusing to allow myself to care if I stink, I look that man right in the eye and stand as tall as an oak.

“I will need to go to the markets,” I say, “to buy some plants.”

He gazes at me, smiles and nods, moves to a drawer, opens it and pulls out a green velvet purse patterned with gold vines and bulging with coins. I catch another whiff of frankincense as he steps forwards and offers it to me. “Make the garden magnificent, Marjit,” he says, a tempest lurking behind his eyes.

You mean Moorishly magnificent? I want to say, but don’t, because my tongue is suddenly leaden with surprise.

“I will,” I only just manage, returning his resolute gaze. When he presses the purse into my hand our fingers brush and a tiny thrill eddies across my belly. The purse is strangely warm and seems to possess a beat, as if what I hold is not a purse, but his heart.

“Thank you, Sir,” I add suddenly feeling short of breath. He looks at me, the flint behind his eyes softening.

“If this isn’t enough,” he says, “come back for more.” When he looks at me then as if I am the master and he the servant, I feel for a moment, full of power. More?

My bones feel as if they have turned as soft as feathers. The wood of my flesh turns to dust. This man of chivalry and noble blood is treating me like a goddess.

“Thank you, I will, Sir,” I say, managing the faintest of curtseys.

He gives me a smile warm enough to melt a hangman’s heart. “My pleasure, Marjit. Any time.”

Holding the purse, a soft glow travels up my arm and lodges deep in my heart. Fingers of desire spread down to my belly. I will always want more from you, I think.

My heart as jubilant as a song, I leave his library feeling as if I’m floating on a cloud woven of the softest silk.







CHAPTER 9 
HOLY VIRGINS AND BASTARD INFIDELS

Mid-morning, May 23rd 1502

Above us, clouds black with the burden of rain congregate. “Have you ever been inside Saint Jan’s Cathedral?” Wendelmoet takes my hand as we step into a narrow laneway, its walls covered with silver lichen.

“No,” I reply, “this will be my first time.”

“Well then, you’re in for a treat,” Rutger says, a wry tone to his voice.

I repress a sigh and think back wistfully to the barrows of shrubs and seedlings I’ve purchased, all waiting to be planted in the van der Beeck’s garden. Attending mass at Saint Jan’s Cathedral is definitely not my idea of a treat. But here Rutger, Wendelmoet and I are, on our way to meet Pieter and attend my first mass at the Cathedral since I arrived at The Lord’s Embrace.

“The Brotherhood of Our Lady has its very own chapel there,” Wendelmoet says, the awe in her voice palpable. “Father does work for them. He distributes alms for the poor and organizes meetings and the choirs and music for the services.”

Here in this chilly laneway, the tang of creeping damp lies heavy in the air. “Perhaps, Marjit, one day you will see inside The Brotherhood’s chapel,” Wendelmoet-the-innocent adds with a gentle squeeze of my hand.

Unlikely, snorts my black dog.

Ahead, a flame from a candle sheds nervous flickers of light over the laneway’s walls. Following Wendelmoet’s lead, Rutger and I pause to cross ourselves as we pass an illumined statuette of the Holy Virgin standing in a nook in a wall. Once, twice, three times, Wendelmoet crosses herself and prays. Above us, the clouds are so dark and pendulous it seems they might fall to the ground without bothering to release their cargo of rain. “Enough now! Your father’s expecting us!” Rutger affectionately growls to Wendelmoet-the-prayerful. “A celestial deluge is imminent!” He points to the black Heavens. “By the time you’ve finished praying, your father will have had time to build an ark!”

“Mother Mary will protect us from rain and suffering if we speak to her with love and reverence,” Wendelmoet replies with a smile of piety before crossing her breast three more times.

Moments later, we step from the laneway into the city’s bustling heart. “It’s called a town square when it’s actually a town triangle,” Rutger quips as we step into the crowds. “No doubt an Arab mathematician would take offense at such an imprecise description.” When he cocks his head at me, inviting a reply, I manage a small smile, my insides stirring with half-formed trepidations.

Wendelmoet yanks at my hand. “It’s father!”

Against my will my heart twitters and I find myself gazing past well-dressed men and women inspecting stalls piled high with helmets and tournament shields, chain mail and kitchen pots.

“Where?” I say, hearing the edge of hunger in my voice as I hunt for that beautiful man.

My black dog growls at my heart. Stop fluttering, will you! You’re as addled as a drunken ladybug! Do you wish to betray your family’s memory? By falling for a Christian man?

“There!”

My gaze snaps in the direction of Wendelmoet’s finger, a crowd of butterflies hatching in my stomach. When a huge peasant woman with a tray of ribbons and laces blocks the view, my stomach-butterflies wither and die. Wendelmoet points to a gap in the crowd. “There!” she squeals again. She grabs my hand, dragging me with an unearthly strength. “Come on Marjit! Over there! I see him!”

Wendelmoet tugs me towards the northern side of the city square, Rutger follows, legs churning to keep pace. Today the market is packed with travelers, traders and shoppers. We squeeze through crowds of finely robed women as bright as birds of paradise, almond-eyed gentlemen from the East and African Moor slaves with night-dark skin. We pass boys throwing slabs of rotting cabbages at a row of men in stocks and fight our way through a crowd watching a little white dog doing somersaults.

Then I see him. Just like that little dog, my heart does a somersault. Pieter, dashing in his Friday blacks, stands outside a five-storied house talking to an older man with wild, rust-coloured hair and stooped shoulders. When that wild-haired man’s eyes settle on me then lock and stare, a chill climbs my spine. There’s something unsettling about the stranger, though I can’t put my finger on it. My stomach clenches as if it knows something my mind hasn’t yet realized.

Disconcerted by the stranger’s gaze, I look away, overcome by a strange feeling the world is closing in on me.

When Pieter turns and sees us, the stranger bows at us and swiftly steps back into the house. As I watch the man retreat into the shadows, my head spins so much I fear I might faint.

Pieter, perhaps noticing my unease, nods to the now shut door of the man’s house. “That was the famous painter, Hieronymus of Bosch,” he says to me. “I’ve commissioned him to paint an altarpiece for the family chapel.”

His voice, as potent as valerian, soothes me and my sensation of sickness falls away. “Hieronymus of Bosch wants to depict paradise in the middle panel,” Pieter continues, “but he is concerned about doing it justice with mere paint and images.”

At Pieter’s words, a Sura from the Qur’an pops into my head. In Paradise I prepare for the righteous believers what no eye has ever seen, no ear has ever heard, and what the deepest mind could never imagine.

I attempt to hold my tongue, reminding myself unless I wish to be tortured for heresy I mustn’t quote from my Holy Book. “Paradise is beyond imagination, Sir,” I reply before I can stop myself.

Pieter regards me and smiles. “Yes indeed,” he replies, “a wise comment. But it is Hieronymus of Bosch’s job to imagine the unimaginable.”

I smile back. Paradise, I think, is standing here, next to you.

As we make our way back towards St Jan’s Cathedral, a man carrying a tray strapped to his shoulders springs in front of us. “All creatures great and small,” he says with a grin that flashes a single tooth in a mouthful of gums, “roasted to perfection!”

The vendor’s tray is full of roasted meats – beef, pork and slices of lamb. He sidles up to Pieter. “Would you care to taste a fire-roasted slice of the Lamb of God?” he says. “Placed on the spit of the cross and tied between the Fires of His Passion and Fearful Death?” He dangles a pink slab of lamb between a pair of tongs in front of Pieter. “Well done, not burnt,”  he adds, “roasted and slow baked to save us!”

Wendelmoet gazes at the meat and purses her lips. “Our family only eats meat that has flown or swum,” she says flicking her father a worried glance.

He chuckles and ruffles her foam of white curls. “Relapses keep us humble,” he says to his daughter as he hands the meat seller some coins, “and if we didn’t sin, think of all the confessors who’d be out of a job.”

Pieter turns to me with a faintly subversive smile and holds my gaze. More butterflies arrive in my belly as his eyes refuse to leave mine. If we didn’t sin… Both thrilled and unsettled by his words and the way he studies me, I pull away from his gaze and, my hand trembling, I pick a piece of lamb off the tray.

Then with the sweet taste of lamb melting on my tongue, I think of what Pieter has just said. If people talked directly to God, this whole Christian world would completely change. Confessors, priests, and all those other middlemen whose livelihoods depend on people believing that they, and they alone have a direct connection with the Divine, would be out of jobs.

Raindrops the size of grapes fall from the sky and, in the distance, the Church bells peal. Mass is about to start. I can’t help myself. I return my gaze to Pieter’s beautiful face. Perfection. He returns my gaze and I see for a moment right through the windows of his eyes and into his soul. Our gazes hold each other. He too, looks back as if he sees something in me he can’t quite fathom, a mystery that draws him in deeper and beguiles and bewitches him. Inside me, something cracks open. I want to sin, I think, with you.
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Inside St Jan’s Cathedral the city Mayor, his belly peeping out from a black robe trimmed with fur, lurches forward to shake Pieter’s hand. Flecks of crumb speckle his mouth and he’s so drunk, he can barely stand. After his greeting he collapses into a pew at the back of the Church and emits a resounding belch.

Nearby a small order of nuns, veiled and dressed top-to-toe in white like brides, turn in shock then swiftly avert their gazes. Those Brides of Christ are betrothed to their heavenly bridegroom, Jesus, who, unlike a real man, can never disillusion, disappoint, belch, fart or collapse, inebriated, into pews.

Wending our way down the aisle, Pieter walks behind Rutger, Wendelmoet and me, and urges us to the front of the Cathedral. I open my mouth to protest. I should be at the back with the peasants, I want to say, but he shakes his head. “To the front pews,” he says. I keep looking back and he keeps nodding me forwards until we’re at the very front of the Cathedral among the most finely dressed members of the congregation.

Obediently, I sit, my legs shaking. I can feel the eyes in the pews behind me drilling into the back of my head. Yet as Pieter sits on one side of me and Rutger on the other, a warm balm settles through me. Despite my dreary, brown-and-white servant’s garb, they have made me feel like a precious gem. Gullible fool! growls my black dog. You ’re being seduced by courtly manners! Are you this weak and impressionable? My back tenses and I sit upright, overcome once more, by a sense of impending doom.

Finely robed men, women and children give me sideways glances before settling into the front pews and I squirm as Archdeacon Solin appears from the Cathedral’s shadows. Rutger leans over to me and whispers. “The Parish Priest is too drunk to give the sermon so Archdeacon Solin has taken his place.”

My heart sinks. “Oh,” I manage, pulling my gaze from that holy man whose presence fills me with consternation. To distract myself, I regard the angels flanking the altar, the view pleasingly free of crucifixes, and take in the Cathedral’s beauty, the intricate stained glass windows, finely carved stone and woodwork. There are times like now when, disarmed by the beauty, I forget that all this ornateness and ritual, this Christian artifice, blinds us to the one true God – Allah.

“SILENTIUM!”

Archdeacon Solin’s voice booms through the Cathedral and bounces off the vaulted ceiling and buttresses and seems to shake the saints praying in their nooks. Immediately, the congregation falls quiet. And so begins Mass.

I bow my head and quietly sigh through the solemn theatrics of the ceremony. I listen to the monks chant, trying and failing to feel God’s presence. When the smell of incense assails me, my thoughts are driven back to my exorcism. Bile rises to my throat.

“Let us pray!” orders Archdeacon Solin.

Swallowing back a wave of sickness, I drop my knees on to one of the green silk cushions in front of the pews. As Archdeacon Solin reads passages from the Bible in Latin, I think how the back rows of peasants can’t even understand his words. For all they know he could be reading out a recipe for mutton soup.

Abruptly, the Bible readings stop. When I look up, Archdeacon Solin’s eyes are locked on Pieter. Slowly the Archdeacon closes his Bible and starts to speak to the still kneeling congregation in Dutch. “There are some in this town who seem to have forgotten the rules of the Church,” he says sounding as if he’s barely containing some all-powerful force. “Some who have forgotten how our Lord Jesus Christ died for our sins.” He glares at Pieter, his voice rising. “Some in our town who have turned away from the Church’s most holy laws, and been tempted by the powers of evil!”

Pieter returns Archdeacon Solin’s gaze, his face as still as a pond.

“Would you like to be reminded of what awaits those who ignore or blaspheme the wisdom and holiness of our Lord’s Church?” shouts Archdeacon Solin, his voice as dark as soot. The congregation replies with hushed breath and foot shuffling as he gestures for us to return to our seated positions.

“Eternal damnation! In the fires of hell! Foul smelling beasts with snake tongues and yellowed teeth that thrust red-hot pokers up your rectums!”

His eyes rake over the congregation as thoroughly as a farmer might till his soil.

“Stinging wasps the size of horses!” he barks.

I look away from that raving idolater and take in the stained glass windows noticing coloured light washing over the white marble angels. “We have let the devil rise!” I bite the inside of my cheek then suddenly snap to attention as I feel a pair of cold eyes on me, a gaze so toxic it could loosen the bowels of an army of demons. “We have witches among us!” Solin snarls. “And there are some who have invited sin into their lives and forgotten their place in the order of things!” he adds again looking at Pieter.

I cringe as Solin’s gaze returns to the congregation. “Sinners belong to the devil! Burning in the fires of damnation! And here, engulfed in hell’s conflation, bastard infidels, (yes, his eyes flick back to me when he says that) black-and-blue-skinned witches and demons with red eyes (another glance in my direction) will gnaw on you with pus-filled jaws and tear your limbs from your body!”

In the pews behind me, a woman screams. In an adjacent pew, a little boy sobs and sniffles in fear, leaving trails of snot on his velvet sleeves.

Archdeacon Solin’s eyes slide back to Pieter as he pounds his fist on the pulpit. “The vain among you, those of who think you know God’s mysteries and seek to challenge the Church will be punished in hell by the devil!”

Pieter stares back, his face still devoid of expression. My stomach turns. The devil I know is more subtle than this Christian creation. The Muslim devil Iblis, hewn from smokeless flame, is not a punisher, but a whisperer and seducer, tempting those who listen to make mistakes that damn them in this life.

Finally, Solin steps from the pulpit in a flounce of robes and slithers into the cathedral’s shadows. Now, robed men of God appear and take the Eucharist and more prayers are chanted in Latin followed by a choir of young boys who sing in voices that seem to have come from paradise. My soul, stirred into joy by those exquisite harmonies, breaks through my veil of resistance. Your beloved organized this glorious music! I glance at Pieter, regard his profile, his strong, yet finely hewn nose. Fingers of desire creep through me and a surge of attraction, all at once bestial and celestial, rolls through me with the power of a tidal wave. Winded by the sudden assault on my equilibrium, I grip the pew for fear this strange force inside me will knock me from my seat.

The choir falls silent. The specter of Solin returns from the shadows. “All of you are responsible for the death of our Lord!” he shouts from his pulpit.

“You.” Pointedly, he looks at me. He waves a long finger at a few other disreputable souls in the congregation. “And you. And you.”

Then, he offers the congregation a grim smile. “Thankfully, most of you can be saved…” 

This time, he doesn’t look my way. Clearly I am beyond redemption. He waves at the monks distributing green brocade sacks to the congregation. “Give generously to the Church. Only sacrifice can bring your souls back to Christ!”

Another waft of incense wends up my nose and, as my thoughts are ambushed by a recollection of the exorcist’s oily fingers probing between my legs, I’m struck by a cold panic. Tumult racing through me, I try to quell the shake that’s taken over my body, my knuckles as white as gravestones. Suddenly feeling horribly trapped, I grip my seat and once more, try not to vomit over the Cathedral’s marble floor.



[image: ]



When Mass is finally over I sigh with relief as we crowd out of the pews. The congregation, heads bowed, faces pale, look as if their bodies have been run over by a host of heavenly wagons, their souls throttled by flaming whips.

Near the exit, for a moment, I’m separated by Pieter, Rutger and Wendelmoet as they chatter and exchange greetings with members of the congregation. Desperate for some fresh air, I decide to walk ahead and meet them outside.

As I edge my way past the back pews, I notice a woman sitting alone. Dressed in rags, her lips move feverishly in prayer and her body rocks back and forth as if she’s trying to shake something loose from her body. When I glimpse her profile my heart jumps. I’m sure it’s Anneke, a novice who left the convent six months ago to work for a wealthy family in the city. I recognise the distinctive lump on her nose, an imperfection that added to her prettiness. I stop, lean forward. “Anneke,” I say, “is that you?”

When she looks up, I try not to gasp. It is Anneke. But her eyes, once sparkling, have a dead look about them and her skin, once smooth and pink, is pallid and bruised. Quickly she looks away and flinches as if I’ve hurt her.

“It’s me, Marjit,” I manage. Without a word, Anneke turns away from me. Head down, she slides across to the other side of the pews and scuttles out the door into the rain. Yes, it is Anneke. I know it’s her because of the way she limps – she has a withered foot.

I watch opened mouthed, my heart in turmoil. A fellow orphan, before she left the convent she was one of my friends. What happened to her?

I’m about to run after her when I feel a moth-soft touch on my back. I turn to see Pieter by my side. “Come,” he says, “we must get back home.” Ever so gently, he guides me outside. The spot where he touched me aglow with some inner light, my arms covered in goose bumps, I look up again just in time to see Anneke vanish into the crowds. Then, my heart lodged in the back of my throat, I nod submissively at my master and turn back towards The Lord’s Embrace.







CHAPTER 10 
OPENING THE DOOR TO RAPTURE

May 24th 1502

Daily I retreat to the only place I truly feel safe – the place where everything makes sense – the garden. The mid-summer weather has turned damp and grim, and, as I mulch seedlings in little nests of dung and straw, pull weeds, place bowls of ale in the vegetable beds to drown slugs and snails and catch and kill the white butterflies that dine on the cabbage seedlings, visions of Anneke plague my thoughts. Why did she look so miserably ill? Are the people she works for unkind and cruel? Perhaps she was dismissed and ended up on the streets, my black dog helpfully suggests.

To contain my despair, I recite Muslim prayers under my breath and beg Allah for guidance.

Late morning, Hillekin the laundress strides onto on the deck, her round cheeks flushed. When she glances at me, her eyes wild, a thorny Christian guilt blooms in my belly. I wonder for a moment if she saw me this morning when I secretly rose at dawn and slipped outside to chant my Muslim morning prayer, the salat al-Fajr, in the garden.

“Have you heard the news?” she says, turning to Gerda, who is busy picking thyme from one of the pots on the deck. “About the dead woman they found in the canal this morning?” 

Relief and alarm collide. I’m not in trouble. Yet. Curious to hear more, I dust myself down and climb the steps to the deck.

“About eighteen,” Hillekin says, drawing a shuddery breath. “She was naked when they found her.” Her eyes turn fearful and watery. “No one knows who she is. No family’s come to claim her.” Then, she delivers the killer blow. “Someone said one of her feet was deformed.” 

Anneke. My heart jumps. I try to take in what Hillekin’s just said by focusing on something else. To compose myself, I drop my gaze to her hands, red and blistered from the laundry. In her shopping basket lie white chunks of lye and tubers of starchwort, just like the nuns used at the convent for starching the communion cloths. Regarding Hillekin’s hands, ravaged so Yolente can have crisp white linens and nice stiff headdresses, the news slams back into my thoughts. It was only a few days ago that I saw Anneke in the Cathedral. What can have happened?

I crave more details, yet at the same time I want to block my ears. Inside, Gerda plops a basket of dead skylarks on the kitchen bench. “She was probably a loose woman. A harlot. Got what she deserved,” she says with a shake of her head.

As I absently scrub my dirt-stained hands in the scullery sink, my insides flare. Anneke was not a loose woman! She was pious and sweet – a gentle, kind and tolerant soul with a spirited sense of humor. Lightheaded with shock, afraid of what might come out of my mouth, I remain silent and gnaw on my upper lip. “At least we know since she drowned that she wasn’t a witch.” Gerda announces as she hurls the skylarks into a safe.

I press back an urge to scream. I turn to gather the dirty dishes from the servant’s dining table, my blood on fire.

“But why was she naked?” says Hillekin. “And they say she wasn’t a virgin.”

Ah! Not a virgin? Why? Bile rises to my throat.

“Do you think it could have been the work of the devil?” Hillekin adds fearfully. She gives me a spooked look.

Paling at the mention of the devil, Gerda gives Hillekin a scolding gaze. “Enough now with all the gossip,” she says as she brings a cleaver down on the neck of a swan she’s just hauled from the pantry. “We must leave such serious matters to the men of God to deal with. Only they have the knowledge and skills to manage these evil doings.”

My insides harden and my hand’s shaking so much I nearly crack the plates I’ve placed into the sink. It’s Archdeacon Solin I think of then – that man who calls himself the Eyes of the Bishop. And with that, a very clear thought slides into my head: if we leave management of evil doings to men of God, we are all neck-deep in shit.
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Overcome by a desperate urge to escape the confines of The Lord’s Embrace, I tell Gerda I need more seedlings from the markets. “You’ll need an escort,” she reminds me, “it’s not safe out there. A respectable young woman doesn’t walk the streets alone.”

I shake my head. I don’t want anyone to walk with me. I need to be alone with Allah and my thoughts.

“I’ll choose safe streets,” I reply. “Besides, this area is full of guards and watchmen, and I’ll be among crowds in the market square.”

Gerda narrows her eyes as if she suspects I might be off alone to make mischief. I sigh in annoyance at the unfairness of this world, the fear of assault and ruined reputations only women carry.

“The devil walks the city streets,” Gerda adds as she crams the plucked and beheaded swan into a roasting dish. “Do you want to end up burning in hell while your body lies dead and defiled at the bottom of a canal?” A vision of Archdeacon Solin in St Jan’s Cathedral, robed like a king, threatening us from his pulpit, flashes into my thoughts. ‘There is only one place for women of your character!’ he shouts at me. My blood heats, and in my mind I crush that vision of Solin with a pair of vast celestial buttocks.

“I don’t fear death or the devil,” I snap. “I fear living in a world among lies and injustice!”

Gerda gives me a dark look as I angrily grab a shopping basket from a hook on the wall. “The master might not let you go,” she says.

For just a second, I falter. Pieter. My master. Your river of love, whispers my soul.

Ha! snaps my black dog, more like your cesspit of oppression!

My heart hardens. No! I will never let that Christian man imprison my heart or my body. No matter how magnificent he makes me feel. “Then I won’t ask him,” I reply as I sweep towards the front door.
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I walk down Clarastraat and fume, my trinity of selves – my black dog, my soul and nineteen-year-old mortal me – at war. Here is the equation of life, I think as I stride past one of those halberd-holding guards. Woman plus independence and power equals witch. Outcast. Shrew. Man plus independence and power equals holy man. Leader. King. Why do women so meekly accept this station in life? Why do we mutely bow to the laws of men?

Eventually I slow my walk and look around. This mortal vessel can only hold so much rage and sorrow. Relieved to be free of The Lord’s Embrace with its superstitious servants, cluttered furnishings and dark rooms, I pause in a quiet open square to take a calming breath. Following yesterday’s rain, the day has a freshly laundered look – the sky a deep Virgin blue, the air so still it’s as if the world has forgotten to breathe.

Again, I think of Pieter. When one of his petticoat-loosening gazes slides into my mind’s eye and sends a jolt of desire through me, I remind myself I am an idiot. This is merely a silly crush. I have fallen for a pair of healthy teeth set inside a rich man’s smile. After all, how many lonely servant girls swoon over their kind hearted masters?

Can’t you think of something about him that annoys you? suggests my black dog. Take a pick! Affairs, mistresses, whores? He’s a man! With urges!

Sliding back into my more familiar state of simmering bitterness, I banish Pieter from my thoughts.

When I finally reach the marketplace unscathed, I walk quickly, my eyes lowered, so no one might think I am for sale. My gaze falls on an underworld of dirty children, pecking poultry and snuffling pigs, cages of doves, mangy dogs, discarded rotting vegetables and rats.

Today, the religious orders have set up stalls in the market and, as I reach the eastern edges of the marketplace, my heart lifts when beyond a group of chuckling monks milling around barrels of ale I glimpse the awning of Saint Wilgefortis Convent.

Sister Beatrice, crisp and starched in her black-and-white habit, clean and serene amid the bustling masses, stands alone behind baskets of freshly picked apples and pears. We throw our arms around one another and cover each other in kisses. I notice her eyes seem brighter and her lips redder than I remember. “You look wonderful.” I say. “Happy and healthy. Something agrees with you.” She smiles at me, then looks away and blushes.

Then, I remember Anneke, once cheerful, now dead. So I ruin Sister Beatrice’s happiness and blurt out the story. Her face, a few seconds ago flushed with joy, pales in horror. She looks around then pulls me closer. “This isn’t the first story I’ve heard of girls from the convent ending up in terrible trouble,” she says, after she’s composed herself.

“What do you mean?”

“You remember when Sister Lysken left the convent a few months ago?”

I nod. Sister Lysken was too noisy and restless for convent life and had an illness that made her unable to write or read. “She decided she didn’t want to be a nun anymore, so she went to live with the Widow Cloppels. She was supposed to work at the wind mill and help bag the flour.”

Sister Beatrice shakes her head. “She isn’t there. We never heard from her again. Even though the mill is only half-an-hour’s walk from the convent and she promised to visit.” She sighs and turns over an apple to hide the worm-hole that blemishes its polished skin. “I went to the mill the other day to ask about her but they said they hadn’t seen her for about a month.”

She chews on her bottom lip. “They told me a couple of monks came and took her away. When I spoke to the Widow Cloppels she said she thought Sister Lysken had run off to join another convent.”

She looks around as if afraid someone will overhear. “The thing is, I saw her the other day as I was leaving the market.” She shudders. “She was begging.”

She turns over another flawed apple and shakes her head. “But she couldn’t speak.” When she looks up at me again her eyes are teary, “because someone had cut out her tongue.”

I gasp as I think of Marieke the van der Beeck’s tongue-less serving girl, knowing immediately that the same scoundrels must have mutilated them both. I draw an angry breath. “What kind of monster would do such a thing?”

Sister Beatrice gives me a haunted look. “When I told Mother Geertruyt, she said that once girls left the convent she couldn’t control their choices. But Mother Geertruyt knows something, Marjit, I can tell. She went bone-pale and nearly fainted when I told her.”

Again she shakes her head and looks away. “She told me not to ask any more questions. That it would only lead to trouble. She told me God has a plan and I must practice obedience and acceptance.”

My insides harden. Obedience and acceptance? When girls are kidnapped by monks and their tongues are cut out? I slap my hand on the stall’s table, making the apples and pears tumble in their baskets, revealing blemishes, worm-holes and bruises. “God’s plan? What kind of a rotten plan is that?”

Sister Beatrice flinches and looks about to weep. So I make it even worse by telling her about Marieke. “She can’t speak or write so whatever happened, she has no way of telling anyone.” When I raise my voice Sister Beatrice’s eyes slide to the nearby stalls and she puts a finger to her lips. But I ignore her warning. “Convenient isn’t it?” I add. “For men to keep us ignorant and illiterate so we can’t expose their dirty secrets.”

“Marjit,” Sister Beatrice says, both her head and voice shaking, “I don’t know what’s going on, but you need to watch yourself.”

She looks around as if afraid the marketplace is full of giant ears. “Anneke and Lysken both had something in common,” she whispers. “They were both pretty and they were both orphans.” She squeezes my hand, her eyes dark with worry. “Just like you.”

My limbs prickle. I don’t like being told I’m pretty. And I sure don’t feel pretty. Besides, it means nothing. My belly squirms as I glimpse the threads that connect those dead, tongue-less and missing girls. They have no family to protest when they are mutilated or vanish.

“Marjit,” Sister Beatrice continues. “Please. Be careful. You know how it is outside the convent. Men like to blame women for their failings. Youth and beauty are obsessions and pretty women sirens, seductresses who lure men onto the rocks of their own weaknesses.”

I look away and huff, anger coiling through my core, thinking how again and again, women end up as the victims of men’s wrongdoings.

“I intend to get to the bottom of this,” I announce, “because something about this stinks.” 

Sister Beatrice looks at me as if weighing something up. Finally, she speaks. “Marjit. There’s something I wish to confess to you.”

My mouth falls open in surprise. This beautiful, pious nun wishes to confess something to me? Alas, she doesn’t get a chance. In the distance, we hear women scream and men shout. I look into the crowds and feel something has changed, although I can’ t put my finger on what it is. My back starts to prickle as the voices grow louder.

“There are infidels in this market!” a man shouts. “Witches and devils!”

Sister Beatrice’s face falls. “Abbeys of Misrule,” she says with disgust. Nearby, a few startled stall-owners start packing up their wares. It’s then I notice what’s different about our surroundings. The foreign-looking people – the almond-eyed men and women, the night-black slaves and turbaned traders populating the marketplace a few seconds ago – have all melted into the shadows.

A gang of about seven young men, their white crosses swinging against their black robes, plough through the crowd, some brandishing swords and knives, others waving mugs of ale. “Jews and whores will be thrashed!” one of the Abbeys of Misrule, who can’t be more than sixteen, shouts. “Any unchristian or wanton behaviour will be punished by the sword!”

An older Abbey of Misrule, perhaps in his early twenties, grabs hold of a bosomy maid clutching a basket full of vegetables. “You have the look of an affection-peddler,” he says to the shrieking and terrified girl. “On-the-spot virginity checks for single women!” he shouts to the crowd, waving his sword. His companions cheer and one tries to raise the maid’s skirt. “And strip her to check for signs of the devil!” a younger one adds.

“If you had proper jobs you wouldn’t have time for all this albatross biting!” an old man with missing teeth and even less hair shouts in a creaky voice. None of the other men in the crowd try to stop this scourge of self-appointed vigilantes of so-called justice. A few even look faintly entertained. When an older woman strikes a marrow across the older Abbey’s shoulder, he wobbles drunkenly and releases his captive who rushes away weeping.

After the Abbey of Misrule has pushed marrow-woman into her baskets of vegetables, accusing her of being ungodly and even worse – ugly – he dusts marrow pith from his robes and once more shouts at the gawping onlookers. “Those who deny the power of our Lord will be flogged!”

“Marjit,” hisses Sister Beatrice, “you need to get out of here!”

I hesitate. “What about you?” And what about your confession? I want to add.

Sister Beatrice he flicks her hand at me. “Go Marjit! I’m a nun. They won’t dare harass me. But you …” uneasily, she regards my loose, long black hair. “You’re a sitting duck!” 

Prodded by blades of panic, I cover my head with my hood and turn, but not before responding to a voice from beyond. My soul makes me look at my best friend one last time. “Marjit,” insists Sister Beatrice, her eyes wild, “run!”

Unfortunately, one of the Abbeys of Misrule sees me. “Behold! A Moor whore!” I hear a voice behind me shout. Immediately, I speed my pace and dash towards the edges of the marketplace where I hope to vanish into an alleyway between the shops. My hood flies from my head as I swerve past stalls, shoppers, goats and geese. Behind me, I’m certain I can hear the breath of someone in close pursuit. I pause at a row of empty stocks, kicking the basket of rotting cabbages across the cobbles to both vent my rage and hopefully provide a temporary obstacle to slow my pursuer’s pace. “There! The black hair of a witch!” a man’s voice calls. 

“And the temper of a harpy!” another male voice replies with a thrilled laugh.

My heart hammers. At least two Abbeys of Misrule are after me. Feeling too exposed, I backtrack, ducking back in among the crowd, bumping cages of ducks and doves, tripping over dogs and children in the chaos of my flight. Terrified of what the Abbeys of Misrule will do if they catch me, I’m torn between wanting space to run and crowds to swallow me. Cries of indignation directed at both me and my pursuers fill the marketplace. “A Moor! A whore! A witch on the run!” I hear a nearby man shout. “Stop her!”

As I blindly head away from that voice, back to the market’s edges, I stumble and twist my ankle, nearly toppling a statue of Saint Honoratus standing outside a bakery shop, his arms filled with loaves and fishes.

“Only the guilty choose to flee!” I hear a new voice behind me shout.

I keep moving, my ankle protesting and a cramp growing in my belly until a sharp pain under my ribs forces me to stop to catch my breath. Pausing beside a statue of Saint Mary trampling a snake underfoot, I notice with the strange clarity of the panicked, the pretty decorations in the window. Dolls made from mandrake roots sit amid potted herbs, colorful flasks and beautifully displayed piles of dried herbs and spices. Van den Meervennes Apothecary says the sign above, which is decorated with a painted assortment of horned, tailed and fanged grotesques.

Again, the shouting grows clearer. “We must catch the foreign infidel! Before she spreads the poison of her heathen beliefs!”

Just as I’m about to take off again, a woman, small and delicately boned, her brown hair streaked with gray, steps from the doorway of the apothecary and grabs my arm. “Come inside,’ she hisses, “where you’ll be safe.”

Momentarily I pause, wondering if I can trust this stranger. The woman’s face tenses as she looks behind me.

“Foreigners, witches and infidels!” another male voice shouts. “Our Lord God wishes them wiped from the face of the Earth!”

“No time for doubt,” the woman hisses. With surprising strength, she tugs me inside and slams the door shut. After she’s locked the door behind me, flipped a sign around that says ‘Closed’, she ushers me into a shop lined with shelves stacked with more jars, bottles of black and brown tonics. I breathe in mingled fragrances of spices, herbs, dried flowers and burning incense. Under my ribs, my cramp grows. You’re trapped, my black dog growls.

My gaze drops to the sound of a snort in time to see a pig emerge from under a table covered in bowls filled with brightly coloured powders, its cloven hooves clacking on the wooden floor. With a large splotch of black on its otherwise pink head and a white collar round its neck, it makes me think of an ensorcelled nun. “Oink,” it says, its corkscrew tail twirling.

“This way.” The woman gestures behind the counter towards murmuring voices at the back of the shop. She guides me past a central fountain surrounded by ferns and moss with dribbling gargoyles perched on its rim, and then we slip behind a counter piled with more bowls of sage, potpourris and incense. Guarding the doorway to the back of the shop sit a row of stone grotesques, bunches of lavender sprouting from their hollowed heads.

My legs still shaking, I enter a back room filled not only with aromatic, bulging sacks, but also with people of different races – three Chinese men and a pretty Chinese woman all dressed in exquisite oriental silks, a tall African Moor garbed turban-to- toe in white and an elderly man with a yarmulke cupped over his mop of curly grey hair. Then, my gaze falls on a group of gaudily robed women who look like whores. Everyone looks tense.

An elderly woman, short and shaped like a dumpling, her white hair refusing to remain restrained in the tight bun atop her head, bustles from a doorway. She addresses our gathering. “Now. It’s safe.” She points down a narrow hall piled with more bulging sacks and gives us a radiant, toothless smile. “This way. Hurry.”

In grim silence, we are fed down the hall in single file and extruded out the back of the shop into a dim alley that opens out onto a quiet street. “Travel safely!” the old woman shouts before erupting into a hacking cough.

“God be with you!” the fine-boned woman adds with a kindly smile.

“Thank you,” I say to my rescuers.

As I step into the quiet street and watch my companions in persecution take flight and scatter into the city’s shadows, I’m filled with confusions. Rather than feeling soothed by this glimpse of goodness and Christian charity, my insides churn like a windmill. By rescuing the foreign and debased, those two women – those proprietors of an apothecary some may regard as a den of sorcery – risk persecution from a citizenry in possession of small minds and vast superstitions. There will be no Earthly rewards for their kindness in this city of injustices. Instead, in this city ruled by men, those women may end up on racks with their limbs torn from their sockets, or their bodies burned to ash on pyres.

God be with you. The woman’s words echo in my inner ear.

God? You don’t need their damned Christian God! my black dog snaps as I feel a sudden urge to speed my pace. You need an angel of vengeance!
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Aggrieved and flustered, I return from the marketplace with chastity, clothes and tongue still in place. Now, in addition to despairing about those missing, mutilated girls and frothing at those Abbeys of Misrule, I’m wondering about Sister Beatrice’s secret. What would a devout Sister of Saint Wilgefortis Convent who comes from a noble family of wealth and influence want to confess to a Moor?

Back in The Lord’s Embrace, Trude and Wendelmoet are walking through the great hall balancing books on their heads. After Wendelmoet has walked from one end of the great hall to the other without the book moving, Trude claps in delight. The words escape from behind the wall of my teeth before I can stop them. “Wouldn’t you rather read books than balance them on your heads?” I say.

They turn and look at me, their eyes as expressionless as peas. “We don’t want to end up smarter than our husbands,” Trude says tersely.

Just as I’m thinking up a reply – something along the lines of: ‘Why not? What kind of a dunce wants a dull-witted wife?’ I notice that Pieter is in his library. He has heard me.

He looks up from his desk. “Marjit,” he says, “please, I wish to speak with you.”

My stomach clenches. Perhaps I’ve offended him with my question, challenged his role as a father and a man. Perhaps Gerda has told him how I marched off to the markets on my own. I place my basket outside his door, my legs weak, heart twittering like a silly bird. Yet the thought of him telling me off gives me a twisted thrill. I imagine him taking me across his lap and smacking my buttocks. Hard. Sparkles of delight ignite in my belly. My cheeks heat.

Pieter gazes firmly at the girls. “Outside for some fresh air,” he says waving his fine hands. A flutter of excitement opens in the pit of my belly. He wishes to speak to me in private.

As I enter, he looks at me intensely. “You know how to read?” he says.

“Yes,” I reply, blushing from my brief fantasy, “I learned Latin in the Convent.”

I glance at a quill and ink pot sitting on his desk, “I can also write,” I add, immediately regretting my words. I sound too boastful and will be punished for my pride. Besides, Arabic – one of the languages I can write – is, according the soldiers of the Inquisition, the language of sorcery.

Pieter sighs. “I would like my daughters to learn to read and write, but their mother says it will make it harder for them to marry well.”

He rises, walks over to a book cabinet, pulls out a maroon book with gold trim and carefully undoes the red ribbon that ties it shut. “There are things we know, things we know we don’t know, and things we don’t even know we don’t know.” He says with a heart-bending smile.

Besieged by liquid longings, I manage a smile. “Yes Sir, the world is indeed a baffling place.” After another heavy sigh that makes my thighs tingle, he opens it, flicks through it then looks up at me. When he gives me another warm smile, I feel as if he’s turned me upside down and shaken me inside out.

“All these are books filled with wisdom from different parts of the world, but I can only read a handful of them.” he says wistfully. He pauses, gazes back at his book cabinets. “Somewhere in this room I may one day unearth a great piece of knowledge that will forever change our understanding of the world.”

I nod, feeling his yearning as if it’s my own. “Any book that imparts knowledge will serve to better mankind,” I agree. Then, as if delivered by some divine force, I say Muhammad’s words before I can stop myself. “After all, the ink of the scholar is holier than the blood of the martyr.”

He looks at me, his eyes shining. I take in his petticoat-loosening gaze and want so much to touch him, it hurts.

“Indeed,” he says with another sublime smile. His gaze doesn’t leave mine. Again, I try to shake free of his charms. This beautiful man could bed any woman he wants, my black dog reminds me. Why would he want you?

Next my black dog, in fine form today, returns Anneke’s fate and Sister Beatrice’s story of Sister Lysken to my thoughts. I draw a shallow breath. It occurs to me if those girl’s tongues were cut out so they couldn’t speak, then a woman who can read and write surely is an added threat. He’s hiding something, my black dog, that cunning exhumer of our darkest secrets, observes.

Suddenly feeling fearful, I pull from Pieter’s intoxicating gaze. Is he testing me? Is he part of this sinister tongue-cutting, maid-drowning plot?

Another of Muhammad’s quotes rises to the surface of my memory. “Knowledge is the stray camel of the believer, take it wherever you find it,” I say before I can stop myself.

And there goes your tongue, cackles my black dog.

Pieter’s smile widens; his eyes sparkle. “Yes,” he says, “precisely.”

He offers me the book he’s holding. “Is this written in your language?”

When I look at the cover, my heart aches at the sight of the Arabic script.

“Yes.” I look up at him and realise he wants more information. “It is a book of poems. By a Sufi poet. His name is Rumi.”

“Read something to me,” he says.

I hesitate. Move to shake my head.

“Please.” he says, his eyes soft.

Again, I pause. Some of Rumi’s work is bawdy. A great deal of it is about love. I look out his open window and my eyes fall on a scruffy-looking sparrow perched on the sundial. As my cheeks heat I hear a voice chirp in my head. Don’t be such a cowardly twit! Now is your chance!

Then he takes the book from my hands, opens it and points to a passage.

“Cross fertilization of ideas is vital to a peaceful world,” he says with another enchanting smile.

As he hands the book back to me, our fingers brush and a thrill like a bolt of lightning shoots through me. I look down and swallow hard. I don’t want to read, but as my fingers grasp the book I surrender to what is to come. I take a long deep breath and begin to read.

The garden of the world has no limits,

Except in your mind,

Its presence is more beautiful than the stars,

With more clarity

Than the polished mirror of your heart.

I steal a glance at him. He’s looking away out the window through the thick glass into the misty greens of the courtyard. I drop my eyes back to the book and turn the pages, my fingers now fate’s servant. Right now, I’m nothing more than a leaf swept away in a flood. I read more: The self is a distraction, learning is a snare.

I pull my eyes from the book and look up at him with an unearthly boldness. Before I say Rumi’s next words, I wait for his eyes to meet mine. If you wish to know God, go away and fall in love.

As I gaze at him his eyes widen and a smile unfolds across his face. My insides heat and a fissure cracks open my heart. Mirrored in the depths of his eyes, I glimpse my soul and see for an infinitesimal moment, all that has been and will be. All at once my insides collapse. My lips twitch as I choke for air. I try to hold my sorrow back, but it’s like trying to stop an avalanche. The sobs billow from me and tears race down my cheeks. Swiftly he takes the book from me, stares at me, his smile gone.

“I’m sorry,” I say, choking back sobs. When I move to leave the room he reaches out grabs my arm and gently holds me back. His touch sends a wave of fire through my flesh. I ache for him to hold me. Comfort me. But he isn’t mine to hold.

“No, I’m sorry,” he says. “That was insensitive of me. I know you have had a difficult past. I had no right to ask you to read.”

When I look back at him I’m assailed by a ghostly feeling we have met before, long ago before time had shape. As he leans forward, reaches out his hand and wipes the tear from my cheek my heart aches and my soul swells with rapture. His touch is like silken lightening. I think for a moment, he might kiss me. Lost in each other in that moment, neither of us hears the disturbance in the great hall, the gusty snort, the shuffle of robes. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a movement and abruptly fall back to Earth.

Yolente, dressed in an emerald green dress beaded with pearls, her hair a wild, hatless tangle of red curls stands at the door, arms folded across her chest. As her face catches the sunlight I see her nostrils are so flared it seems any moment they’ll shoot flames. All about her is the rich smell of ale.

Quickly Pieter drops his hand. His face still, he looks at his wife without blinking. Then as if to make up for his composure, I lower my head in shame and scuttle away like a cockroach escaping a fire.







CHAPTER 11 
THE HERBAL OF DESPAIR

May 25th 1502

Embarrassed by my show of weakness in front of Pieter, I creep through the house and tend to my chores wishing I were invisible. Unfortunately Yolente and I cross paths the morning after she caught me with him in his library. As she passes me with my mop and bucket in the hall, she glances at me, nose raised, a faint smile on her lips, a closed and smug something in her eyes. Addled by that look, I lower my head and speak to my clogs. “Good morning mistress,” I say.

“Don’t speak unless spoken to,” she frostily replies before sweeping upstairs to her marriage chambers.

Crestfallen and agitated, my gaze turns to the open front door where I glimpse Pieter in his travelling robes galloping away with Rutger, their horses laden with bags. I blow a long, sorry sigh. Dare I confess that at this point, time has changed shape? Away from Pieter it lumbers to a tortured crawl, in his presence it moves with the speed of lightening.

“Where has Pieter gone?” I ask Gerda when I return to the scullery.

“Off again rubbing noses with posh people,” says Gerda. “Trying to negotiate back some of the wealth and land his family has lost.”

See? says my black dog, an avaricious, vainglorious, ungodly man! Chasing money! Consorting with Christian murderers!

Thinking again of the vexed look I have seen in Pieter’s eyes, I send my black dog away to skulk in a corner. No. This man who gives vagabonds baths in the street and listens to Rumi’s poetry is preoccupied with something other than status and money.

After I’ve finished the morning’s dishes, I slip into Pieter’s library to dust and inhale the air he’s breathed. As I regard the clutter of books, I catch a glimmer of insight. It occurs to me that every new servant, every foreign book and exotic ideology Pieter brings into this household gives him another opportunity to subvert his wife’s superstitious fervour.

Dusting over a shelf of beautifully bound Moroccan leather volumes, my heart aches for those burdened by secrets, those sufferers of injustices who can’t write or can no longer speak through death or lost tongues. As I breathe the man-scented air, something deep inside me unfolds into being.

Distractedly, I sweep my duster over a windowsill scattered with the corpses of flies. Tackling the vaporous beginnings of an epiphany, I glance towards the diamond lead-glass in the library window, noticing the way it distorts the view outside, making the ivy and sundial in the courtyard appear to have melted in a great heat. And then, it comes to me in a flash.

My heart pounding, I tuck my dusting rag into my belt and skim the shelves for something appropriate, eventually deciding on an illustrated guide to curative herbs and a small book of hours.

I rush from Pieter’s library and find Marieke in the servants’ dining alcove. “Marieke,” I hiss, “come with me.”

A perplexed look on her face, she follows me into the empty dining room where I place the two books on the table. I gaze at her and smile, my blood on fire. “Would you like me to teach you to read and write?”

Eyes as wide as an owl’s, she looks from the books back to me as if she can’t quite take in my offer. “It’s just, if you can write, you can find a way to tell your story,” I continue. My gaze drops to her rosebud-pink lips. “You are not the only girl I know of who has suffered this injustice,” I add. Her eyes darken as I speak. “And if you can write, you can identify the people who have hurt you.”

A breeze from the open window disturbs the torch and makes the flames flicker. A distant bell peals and Marieke’s head whips to the door. Outside, we hear a clop of hooves and in the distance another church bell peals, as if in reply.

Vigorously, Marieke shakes her head, her skin suddenly as pale as the dining room’s bleached tablecloth. Eyes welling with tears, she points to the books and flaps her hands as if she wishes them out of her sight. Her despair is so palpable I feel as if it has spoiled the apples in the fruit bowl and rendered the air in the room as toxic as the fumes from a canal.

My heart constricts. Perhaps she simply doesn’t trust me, this Moor who’s out to make trouble. Devastated, I gather up the books, wanting to weep with her in despair.

My black dog dines on my doubts. What can a Moor with no social connections do with any evidence? Even if you knew who did this, what could you do? And who anyway, is going to care about a few missing or mutilated orphaned girls?

“I’m sorry if I’ve upset you,” I manage to say. “I won’t mention it again.”

She gives me a flimsy nod of acknowledgment then casts a glance at those books I’m holding against my breast, her eyes so filled with fear, I’m wondering just how close those tongue-slicers are.

After she’s scuttled from the room my eyes drop to my clogged feet standing on the Persian rug. As I take in the blood-red arabesques flanked by black-and-blue borders, indignation swells inside me. Am I going to do nothing? Just cower in fear while more girls lose their tongues and are murdered? The books still tightly pressed against my breast, I stride back to Pieter’s library. I know I will mention this again. Just not to Marieke.







CHAPTER 12 
THE FLOWERS OF SEDUCTION

June 10th 1502

“Facing Mecca and praying to our devil-god again are we?” Frau Kikkert says, her mouth barely moving in the cadaver of her face. I’m on my knees pressing mulch into a bed of seedlings and, unfortunately, facing south-east. My insides flare, and I bite on my bottom lip to try and remain calm as Frau Kikkert and her trinity of crucifixes glare at me from the deck. “The Master is back and wishes to speak with you,” she adds. The look in her eyes tells me I’m in serious trouble.

I rise from my knees as if plucked from the soil by a string of Heaven. Magnificent! The world is back in balance! I don’t care if I’m in trouble!

I float to his library on a cloud of exaltation. If in his absence he has turned into a vampire, I will let him drain every last drop of my blood!

He’s looking at his bookshelves when I arrive, that set, obsidian look in his eyes, his face as pale as marble. A lump grows in my throat. Does he know I took some books from his shelf? I have replaced them exactly, but who knows what this pious man with eyes aligned to God sees.

He looks up and sees me, delivering the faintest hint of a smile. His eye-teeth flash. “Marjit,” he says, his skin once more taking on the undertones of flesh, “come in.”

As I step over the threshold, he strides to the furthest corner of his book case and pulls out a large green leather manuscript.

“As you are so involved with the garden,” he says, “I thought this might interest you.”

He places the manuscript, the size of pillow, on his desk.

I glance at the title. An Illustrated Guide to the Symbolism and Reproductive Lives of Plants.

“An acquaintance purchased this from a German monastery,” he says.

With the greatest of reverence he opens it, picks up a corner of a page and turns to the first illustration of a yellow tulip frilled with flames of black. It has been rendered both closed and open, revealing its black heart.

“Beautiful,” I gasp. I study the Latin description. The flower of the Ottomans. Then, I see the word ’ovary ’ and feel my cheeks heat.

“A tulip,” I manage. “In Islam they represent paradise.”

And love, adds my soul.

“Some might consider a book such as this a heresy,” Pieter says, turning the page to another exquisitely rendered flower – a poppy – its bulging seed sack dissected and split open to reveal the tiny seeds, “as it makes no mention of our Lord’s hand in the creation of these marvels.”

A symbol of sleep, peace, death and resurrection. Says the script.

We bend over the book, so close to one another I think I can feel his breath on my neck. My insides swirl and I’m shot through with a sweltering desire – a desperate, bodily need to melt into him, join him and become one. I pull myself together and focus on the script, which doesn’t help.

Pistil and stamen, says the script, the male parts of the flower involved in fertilization.

My mind dances a saltarello with my heart, skipping in awe at these beautiful illustrations while simultaneously yielding to the delirium of being in such close proximity to this beautiful man. He looks at me and gives me a delicious, long, slow smile, his gaze positively bodice-ripping. I return his look, nervously fluttering my eyes, struggling to stay upright.

“How can study of such beauty and such skillful renderings be considered ungodly?” I breathlessly reply. “Surely fascination with God’s work and the desire to study it more closely shows the greatest reverence for His creation?”

“Indeed,” Pieter says, “beauty is one of our Lord’s greatest enchantments.” He gives me another look of such force, I can no longer breathe. The saltarello beating inside me gathers pace. The room begins to spin.

Somewhere in house we hear a woman’s scream followed by a crash and what sounds like the monkey chattering. Immediately, Pieter’s expression changes. His eyes darken and he shakes his head as if trying to dislodge something unpleasant.

“But I must hide it from my wife,” he says, an edge of bitterness in his tone. “She considers manuscripts that study nature in such intimate and godless detail obscene and offensive.” With a sigh, he closes the manuscript and quickly returns it to its place on the shelf. Then, he turns to me, a delicious hint of subversion lingering in his gaze. “But you can come in here any time, Marjit and look at these books, if you wish.”

Deep inside me, something more intimate than a kiss, more profound than a touch quickens. This beautiful man is giving me freedom to rifle through his secrets. Freedom to explore the ideas he keeps from his wife. Outside, a church bell peals and in the hall, the hound answers with a tortured howl.

Pieter pulls on his robes and straightens his back, his expression once more, formal. When his eyes take on a distant look, I suddenly feel as if all is not as it seems, that perhaps he has been testing me by showing me this book that some might consider a heresy.

“Tell me, Marjit, what was your impression of Archdeacon Solin’s service last month?” he says, a spark of something strange in his eyes. “I haven’t had the opportunity to discuss it with you. Yet I came away with the impression something about it disturbed you.”

My innards twist, and again, I’m drawn to his eye-teeth, the faintly dangerous something about him that enchants me, makes me want to speak forbidden truths.

“I was disturbed,” I reply, “but perhaps not for the reasons you think.”

“Go on,” he replies, holding my gaze. I pull away from those eyes I could drown in, my insides churning, my mind scrambling for an acceptable answer to his question – one that won’t end up with my being dunked or hung.

“He spoke most powerfully about the devil waiting for sinners in the afterlife,” I begin. I draw a breath, urging Allah to help with my answer. “Yet I was taught the devil is a presence that tempts and curses us in this life,” I say, gazing at my scuffed clogs, “and we should be wary of the devil’s presence now, not in the afterlife.”

I bite my tongue, cursing that wanton slab in my mouth that rises and performs against my will. Now the dance in my heart has changed into something more formal – a funeral march perhaps, moving to the droning beat of some ecclesiastical drum. Yet my eyes, drawn by the magnet of his beauty, return to his face.

“You are speaking of the Muslim devil?” Pieter says, raising a single, fine eyebrow.

“Yes,” I reply, “the Muslim devil is called Iblis – a whisperer and seducer who entices us to turn from God.”

Pieter’s eyes glaze and darken. “According to the Christian Church, we are born with sin and only through God’s grace can we be cleansed. We are guilty because we are children of Adam. Christ is the source of grace, Adam, the source of sin,” he says tightly.

My insides lurch as I think about what I would really like to say to that beautiful man.

Have you thought for yourself instead of parroting those words that come straight from the mouths of your repressive Christian clerics?

Instead, I shake my head. “I can’t agree, Sir. Sin is nothing more than distance from God. Just as darkness is absence of light.”

“No,” he replies, his gaze firm. “We are all born in sin.”

My thighs burning with the twin flames of resistance and longing, again, I disagree. “No, Sir. We are all born noble. We are all born with God’s virtues already inside us.”

I draw a long breath as he gives me a thoughtful gaze. “Through faith and contemplation we unearth and polish our divine virtues as if they are precious gems.” I add.

He raises both his fine eyebrows and gives me a look that encourages me to carry on. “The Church wants us to feel fear and guilt so it can control us,” I add then immediately regret.

For a second, he looks affronted. My insides shrivel. Have I once again, said too much? Yes! says my black dog, he’s wondering where he can find the nearest knife to remove your infidel’s tongue!

But Pieter, my bright star of love, just looks up at me, his eyes black with an otherworldly fire. “So. You are saying we don’t need the Church?” he says. “That the Eucharist is not true? That the wine and bread, when they touch the priest’s lips, don’t turn into our Lord’s flesh and blood?”

Of course not, I want to say. Such a thing isn’t possible. I open my mouth to reply, but in that instance, his face darkens as he glances over my shoulder.

I turn to see Frau Kikkert, dressed in a hooded robe. She stands at the door holding an old mop, her resemblance to the grim reaper uncanny. “The Moor has been neglecting her duties,” she says coldly. “I was on my way to the markets only to discover that the hound has shat and thrown up in the hall.” With that, she marches into Pieter’s library and shoves the mop into my hands, a look in her eyes that could stop the heart of a dove in mid-flight.







CHAPTER 13 
SUBMITTING TO THE POWER OF DISGRACE

September 3rd 1502

The climate of my heart as fragile and beholden to the winds of change as the petals of a poppy, a damp lowlands summer passes. I’ve been in The Lord’s Embrace nearly five months, my life and soul consumed by endless wars with weeds, filth and desire. For the past few weeks, I’ve barely seen Pieter. When I see him or speak to him, night becomes day, but when he’s gone, the house feels full of shadows. If it weren’t for my fascination with my master and my burgeoning friendship with Rutger, there are times when, among this household of superstitious mistress and servants, I’m tempted to run away or fling myself into a canal in despair.

This morning, after cleaning the fireplace, I watch from the great hall’s window as Pieter once more departs with his travel bag, his midnight-blue cloak billowing behind him, his profile set with that preoccupied look that speaks a thousand mysteries. Wishing I had a window into his mind or could be a fly on the wall of his heart, I tear myself away and, filled with desolation, return to the garden.

Here, I finally kneel down and bow my head towards the East and confess. Sufis have a name for divine perfection encased in mortal robes. The perfect man, the axis of the universe, is called the qu’tb. Here, in the cathedral of nature, among the blooms and scented shrubs, I finally succumb to the will of my soul. This is no silly crush or lustful indulgence. No matter how much I garden, resist and bleed, I can’t escape the truth. Even though I am betraying my family’s memory, I have fallen fully, deeply and madly in love. Pieter is my qu’tb. My perfect man. The axis of my universe.

The weather has been unseasonably cold as if winter can’t wait to arrive but the garden is still vibrant with flowers. This afternoon, Rutger, passing through the garden, as he often does, on his way from the stables, pauses to chat. “How beautifully it’s all taking shape,” he says, a smile lighting his face as he admires the plantings. “The garden seems held in some heavenly space.”

Alas, Frau Kikkert, who is lurking the deck, on one of her inspection circuits, hears. She strides down the stairs, her face set. “All the other gardens in the street are dying,” she says tightly, “only bewitchment would make the flowers this sturdy.”

“It’s not bewitchment,” I snap. “It’s shit. The garden loves it.” To make my point, I hurl a bucket of horse droppings Arien, the van der Beeck’s stable boy has just delivered to the garden, near her feet.

She regards me with narrowed eyes, raises her wasp’s nose and, muttering something about an evil, insubordinate Moor, strides back up the steps and into the house. No doubt, she will report my impudence to Yolente and Pieter. I glance at Rutger, wondering if he will do the same, but he just smiles at me and gives me a conspiratorial wink.

“Well done,” he says as he rubs some salvia between his fingers then inhales the spicy scent, “that woman could do with a bit of fertilization with the compost of knowledge.”

I smile grimly and shake my head. “There are times I wonder why I’m still here,” I reply, “with all my answering back and those suspicions of witchcraft.” I sigh, glancing at the back gate, hoping Pieter might miraculously return early from his latest journey. “I’m surprised Master Pieter hasn’t dismissed me.”

Rutger chuckles. “He’s a man of great insights and he sees something in you, Marjit. Something he feels will benefit us all.”

When my brows arch in skeptical surprise his eyes twinkle impishly. “And he’s fascinated by your language and culture,” he adds.

Ah! Says my black dog. He doesn’t like your body, he likes your mind! You could resemble the back end of a toad and pass foul gasses through every orifice and he’s still be fascinated by you! In my mind, I strike that beastly cur with a spade and give Rutger a querulous look. “He could find all that knowledge in one of his books,” I say.

“Ah, yes, perhaps. But he also wishes to dilute his wife’s choices of servants,” he adds, with another of his subversive eye-twinkles.

“Oh,” I say, thinking of his wife’s haughty ladies-in-waiting. Despite all their silks, velvets and fragrances, they are all pitifully ugly as if Yolente chose them to make her look beautiful, the way a dull flower glows in a field of half-dead weeds. Right then, I have to bite my tongue to stop it from saying something disrespectful.

“What happened to Marieke?” I manage. “Why would someone employ a girl who can’t speak?”

“To send a message,” says Rutger tightly.

“To whom?”

Rutger gives me the same strange disturbed look I’ve seen echoes of in his master’s eyes.

“To those in possession of too much power,” he replies between his teeth.

Far in the distance, a bell peals and the hound, resting on the deck, raises its head and howls.

I hold Rutger’s gaze and wonder then, if it’s safe to say more.

“Marjit!” Gerda appears on the deck holding the squirming monkey at arm’s length. My heart sinks as I spy dribbles of yellow-brown streaking his striped breeches. “His stools are runny,” she says, “he needs his nappy changed.”

My shoulders sag as I’m assailed by a wave of utter futility, the sense I’m sinking into something that’s far beyond my control. “I just changed them,” I protest. When the monkey struggles and squeals in irritation, I fight back a sudden urge to bitterly weep. I have no time to return to the markets to unearth Sister Beatrice’s secret, no time to seek justice for tongue-less, broken girls. I am too busy tending to dust, soot, and constant crises involving the endless permutations of shit.

“He must have eaten something that disagreed with him,” Gerda continues, pulling a revolted face. “Hurry, Marjit! I haven’t got all day!” She looks at Rutger. “And the Mistress requires your assistance moving some furniture.”

Irritated, I drop my shovel and, accompanied by Rutger, make my way to the deck.

The parrot, taking in some sunshine on the deck, shrieks as we pass, “Strumpet!” As I glare at that feather-brain, Rutger scowls and shakes his head. “Gerrit, Mistress Yolente’s younger brother, taught the parrot that delightful greeting,” he says. “A pity it can’t be trained to say something more profound.”

He winks at me, as if offering me a challenge. Then, just before he disappears into the house he doffs his cap and bows as if this changer-of-monkey-nappies is worthy of his respect. “True power lies with the man who follows his heart and with the woman who harnesses her anger,” he adds.

“Strumpet!” the parrot replies.

Right then, fed up with the parrot, moved by Rutger’s challenge, I make a decision. I may only be a Moor, but change can be implemented in small measures. So I decide to teach the parrot a prayer. A foreign prayer.
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Three days later Pieter returns from his latest journey. I’m cleaning out the great hall’s fireplace when I see him enter the room, a troubled look on his face. He’s so preoccupied he only gives me the faintest nod of acknowledgement before retreating into his library and shutting the door. My heart fizzles, his distraction reminding me I’m nothing more than a fixture in this household. Beyond his passing interest in my culture I have nothing of consequence to offer him. He’s probably back from swiving some refined mistress of wealth and breeding, says that eternal torturer, my black dog.

Devastated by that cruel thought, I trudge into the garden where I empty my soot bucket then rip dead flowers from their stems, weed and mulch as if I’m at war, telling myself I must stop this nonsense at once. I have heard of people driven mad by love and I’m not going to be one of them!

Contaminated by Pieter’s troubled glance, even the garden doesn’t mollify me. I return inside, still yearning to catch sight of him again, aching for a look that will soothe my tormented soul. I’m in the scullery scrubbing a pot that doesn’t look as though it’s been properly cleaned for over a hundred years when Gerda stops pummeling her dough and looks up. “Marjit, what’s got into you? That pot’s been like that forever and it still works.”

“Just because it’s been like that forever doesn’t make it right,” I reply without stopping, tackling each mark as if it’s a stain on my soul.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Gerda study me. I know that look. She’s thinking not only is there a witch in this household, but a mad witch.

That night Pieter, his face troubled, steps into my dreams. “Marjit,” he says, giving me a hungry gaze, “you are the only one who can ease my torment.”

In this realm beyond – this portal to the kingdom of the soul – he kisses my hand in front of his book cabinet. Then, in the way of dreams, we are magically transported to the great hall where he unbuttons my bodice behind the heavy curtains now closed to keep out the creeping cold. “Islam does not allow this,” I protest.

He gazes at me with the hungry fervour of the possessed. “To hell with Islam,” he replies.

We move again and now he’s in my room, whispering words of love as he caresses me under the blankets. The mattress turns to freshly turned soil and, shrouded in the quilt of a warm night, we drift to the garden and embrace under the stars.

“If I can’t have you, I will die,” he murmurs. In the sharp relief of his cheekbones, I glimpse echoes of the mountains and valleys of Andalusia. And, even as I know I’m betraying the world of my childhood, I yield. “You are my master,” I whisper. “I am yours.”

He gives me a look filled with the hunger of possession. “So you are,” he rasps. In his impatience, he tears away the last of the buttons on my bodice. He places a hand hot with desire on my breasts, cups them, then he kisses my neck, my shoulders, my breasts, his tongue teasing my nipples into points as hard as mountain peaks.

“I want every bit of you,” he murmurs, his lips on fire, his eye-teeth gleaming.

Now, we return to the dining room where he pushes me onto the table. He hovers above me, the night shadows transforming into black wings sprouting from his back, his gaze filled with want.

Surrounded by the ghostly audience of his family, he spreads my thighs and enters me between the soup tureen and the vegetable platters, the crested sheets, shirts and petticoats from the laundry fluttering above us.

I arch my body, yield to the smoky black of his otherworldly body and gaze at the whites of his eyes, bright against the shadows of his face.

“Islam is obedience,” I murmur as Pieter plunges inside me. Pinned in place by his weight, led by the beat of his body against mine, I feel him, long and hard inside me; a force of nature, a swollen river gushing through the ravine of my thighs.

“And I obey you,” I say in my dream. “For it is my godly service to soothe your tormented body.”

“Yes,” he says grinning and again, flashing his eye-teeth, “you are my whore.”

I gasp at his words. Then, like a vine clinging to its host, I wrap my legs around him and let him thrust inside me, deeper and deeper.

“Islam is submission,” I whisper as he plunders my insides with mounting fervour. Wretched and exalted, I submit to the power of his disgrace. “I am home,” he growls as I dig my nails into his flesh, “and you are mine.” Incapacitated by the flames of desire, every morsel of resistance vanquished, I move to the rhythm of his violations as he plunges his way home. Again. And again.

“I am back with you Soheila,” he says, using my secret name, “Soheila,” he says again, “I am home.”

My body writhes in rapture. “So am I,” I gasp as our fury escalates. “I belong to you.”

Harder he presses me into the dining table which yields like moss under the weight of our passion. Watching with the glazed indifference of the bewitched, the ghostly forms of Trude and Wendelmoet sip their soup. Odette, daintily nibbling on a piece of parsnip, regards us with blind disapproval. Above us, the crested laundry flutters as if possessed by the shapeless ghosts of ancestral beings. “Harder,” I urge Pieter. “I want to die of your love.”

Pieter plunges with renewed vigor. The tablecloth slides and goblets and plates scatter to the floor as we ignite in a concentration of wildfire, burning across the dining room table like some celestial flambé.

A platter of parsnips and a green salad crash to the floor. Red wine spills onto the tablecloth. In the way one can in dreams, we surge through our pastel audience of ghosts as if they are air, the dining table expanding, contracting and heaving under the undulations of our union.

Legs flailing, unable to keep a grip, beholden to his feverish thrusting, I slip and slide from one side of the table to the other.

As if nourished by our escalating union, Yolente grows solid, transforms from vaporous pinks and blues into the reds and oranges of fire. The spilled wine deepens and thickens, dripping like blood as she looms above us, now monstrous and solid. “Damn you both to hell!” she screams, her nostrils shooting white and blue flames. She glares at me with brilliant red eyes. “That man on top of you is mine!” she says, her tiny teeth flashing. One of the flames from her nostrils hits me and burns me to a crisp. “Mine!” she repeats to the pile of ash on the table that was once me. “Until the end of time!”

Startled, I wake in a gasping sweat, the hybrid dragon-Yolente, branded into my mind’s eye. Still suspended in my swoon of half-sleep, I look outside at a crescent moon hanging in a black sky like some bitten celestial fingernail. Again, Pieter returns to my dream-washed world, his gaze still boiling with subversions and desire. Insistently, the realization creeps through me. This madness – he feels it too.







CHAPTER 14 
THE ARRIVAL OF THE MIGHTY CHRISTIAN ROD

September 8th 1502

Autumn stalks the garden. Eventually even shit can’t stop the turning seasons. In the second week of September the last chrysanthemums wither and die and the leaves turn and fall from the trees. In the absence of flowers to lift my spirits, my thoughts return to Pieter. Does he love his wife? How often do they swive? On Wednesdays and Sundays when he’s home, I’m happy because I know they’re days his faith forbids him from fornication.

This afternoon I’m back in the garden clipping back dying annuals and turning the soil when the birds fall silent. I hear a man’s voice in the scullery and my heart jumps. I glance up from my gardening hoping to see Pieter, who is due back from his latest journey. Instead a stranger stands among the potted herbs on the kitchen deck. He is smartly dressed in red velvet and a fur-trimmed doublet. He looks out at me and bows, removes his feathered cap to reveal flame-red hair that rises into a quiff. I stare at him noticing the mocking smile that accompanies his bow. Stocky and big headed, he has a small nose and fat cheeks that give him the appearance of an overgrown baby. He puts his hands on his hips and examines me, feet astride, as if he owns the world. He looks familiar, although at first I can’t place him.

I’ve tucked my skirt under my belt so it won’t get dirty and, when I stand he gazes at my bare legs and his face breaks into a grin. “My, what a lovely, shapely sight.”

Quickly I dust the dirt from my hands, un-tuck my skirts and stand upright.

“Excellent,” he says. “Nothing more thrilling than a puterelle showing a bit of modesty.”

I don’t know what he means but I bristle at his words anyway, sure by the look in his eyes it’s an insult.

Gerda appears behind him. Flour dusted, a ladle in one hand, she folds her arms. “Aren’t you supposed to be in The Hague?” she asks the man, her eyes slits of disapproval staring under brows that have taken on the appearance of thunder lofts. “Studying the law?”

He turns and gives her a smug smile. “Ah, Gerda, my beloved,” he says, his voice slick like oil. “Let me tell you something.” He raises his chin and takes a breath as if he is about to deliver a grand speech. “I couldn’t take all those old idiots talking to me about justice for a moment longer,” he says. His face darkens as he shakes his head. “I have already learned all there is to know about the law. The powerful and wealthy win. The poor and weak lose. The great exploit the small and the small exploit each other.”

He puts his hand on the sword that rests in a holster on his hip. “The law,” he adds, “is not just an ass, but an ass’s arse hole.”

It’s then I realise who he reminds me of. Yolente. This must be Gerrit. The parrot trainer. Yolente’s younger brother.

Gerda snorts. “Ah! Has that pine-knotted slab between your ears you call a brain finally succumbed to the wood-worms of madness?”

Clearly agitated, she wipes her dough-covered hands on her apron. “Your behaviour is a stain on not only the Ramecker family name, but also the van der Beeck’s,” she adds as she bends over and picks some herbs. “Your father will be furious when he hears of this.”

At the mention of his father, The Master of Storms, that man who brought this household all its wealth, Gerrit’s face momentarily darkens. Then, he recovers and scoffs. “Ah what do you know about anything, slaving away all day in your tiny kitchen realm?” When he pokes Gerda in one of her fatty rolls and gives her a playful grin, I think he must know her well to give her such cheek.

“And who is this new wench digging among the weeds?” Gerrit says, with a nod in my direction.

My fist closes around the garden fork I’m holding. “I’m not a wench,” I reply.

“Ah. A spirited wench!” When he grins again, I notice he has the same tiny, even teeth as his sister.

“Her name’s Marjit,” Gerda says. She gives him one of her death stares before lumbering over to another pot of herbs. He looks at me again with eyes that are such an empty blue, it’s like peering into a pair of holes back to the sky beyond.

Next to him the parrot, its cage outside for some fresh air flaps its wings and shrieks out the prayer I taught it. “Aark! From untruth lead me to truth! From darkness lead me to light!” 

Gerrit sneers at the parrot. “What’s that junk language the bird’s speaking?”

Another flare of annoyance passes through me. “It’s Arabic,”  I reply stiffly. He raises his pale eyebrows. “It’s a Hindu prayer,” I add before he can further insult my mother tongue. I can tell by the way he looks at me then, that he regards me as nothing more than a garden slug he wants to squash.

“What? Arabic? The language of barbarians? And Hindu? That pagan cult that worships a blue demon God?”

He scoffs and turns to Gerda. “It seems I’ve come back just in time,” he says. “It appears once again my brother-in-law Sir Readalot, has been too soft on everyone.”

He looks back at me, his baby face twisted with malice. “Not only are the servants answering back, but the parrot has been taught to say foul things.”

Not wanting to look at that pompous Christian idiot for a second longer I turn away. I plunge the garden fork into the dirt, my back on fire, my heart suddenly as heavy as a rock. But out of the corner of my eye I see him linger on the deck still watching me. Gerda snorts and vanishes inside. Finally, Gerrit clears his throat and adjusts his cod-piece. “Well then, Moor wench, I’ll leave you to your dirt groveling and devil worship,” he snickers.

As that chuckling cox comb saunters off, I think it’s not the blue-skinned Krishna who’s the devil. The devil has small teeth and red hair and his name is Gerrit Ramecker.
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“If your cock doesn’t rot and fall off from overuse, it’ll end up so worn down you’ll wake up one day and won’t be able to find it!” At the sound of Yolente’s voice, I freeze. She’s back from her latest round of socializing and must have just discovered that Gerrit has returned.

“Never,” laughs Gerrit. “My woman-pleaser is too large and magnificent to lie idle from neglect!”

Reluctant to barge in on their conversation, I hover near the doorway holding a greasy plate and drained goblet someone has left in the great hall.

“You should be considering your family’s reputation instead of stuffing that pine nut between your legs into the cunts of slatterns!” Yolente shrieks.

“Ha! Better to plant my seed in the belly of a whore than let it spill on the ground!” Gerrit replies.

“Fie! You mosquito-buggering nut-hook! Is your cock-brain also full of maggots? You are disgracing our family! All this effort I’m putting in to finding good husbands for my daughters while you ruin our reputation and piddle away our money! How many children have you sired? How many of your bastards are there out there in the city fouling our good name?”

“Not as many as there are shrews and fishwives in this house!”

“Beef-witted pignut! You have no respect for this noble family!”

Gerrit scoffs. “Ha! A marriage to a nobleman won’t change the fact you’re nothing more than a swinish rent-rump!”

Yolente screeches in indignation. “How dare you! The family tree I married into has roots reaching as far back as the birth of the Lord!” I hear the sound of a smack, a slapped face, I suspect. “Out of this pious Christian house you wind-breaking louse!”

The front door moans open. “Pious Christian house? Ha! This is a house bedeviled by the stench of money! And if I wish for moral guidance, I will enter a church, not a household of freaks, breeders and readers!”

“Fie! Undeserving wretch! Father will hear of your debauchery!” Yolente bellows. “He may be across the other side of the world, but he will find out! Nothing escapes him!”

The mention of Gerrit and Yolente’s father makes my legs restless. Is this Master of Storms some terrifying all-seeing presence, like Yahweh, the jealous and vengeful God of the Jews?

A fly buzzes around the dirty plates I’m gripping. This has gone on long enough. I need to get on with my chores. Warily, my head down, I draw a breath and step into the hallway just as Gerrit throws back his head and laughs. “I have no need of our father! I have powerful friends far closer to home!”

Alas, Gerrit turns and leers as I cross the hall. “Now here’s someone who would benefit from the mighty Christian rod.” Out of the corner of my eye, I see him study me as if he’s sizing up a cut of meat. I speed my pace, and slip into the scullery, my gorge rising, my gut pulled into a tight knot of disgust.
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Tonight, after everyone has retired, Gerrit returns late from his evening in the city taverns.

“Is this household of dullards already asleep?” he shouts as he stomps into the house. No one answers. I hear him crash into what must be the suit of armour in the hall. “Out of my way, you cavernous lump of tin,” he bellows. My jaw cramping, I listen to his footsteps clump up the stairs, the medallions he wears jingling, his sword holster scraping against the banister. When my door squeaks on its hinges my heart riots as he pushes it open. I huddle under the covers as still as death and pretend I’m asleep, breathing in the stink of ale that drifts in from the hall.

“Not tonight Moor,” I hear him slur. “My rod is already spent. Another time, perhaps.”

Finally he lurches away and seconds later, I hear him snoring in the guest room. I lie awake and fume. How dare that arrogant, pea-brained miscreant assume he will have me!

I spring out of bed and drag the chest of drawers and its Virgin Mary passenger in front of the closed door just in case Gerrit sobers up in the small hours. I place my knife under my pillow. Shakily I return to bed, and now wide awake, stare at the ceiling.

Gazing into the shadows, I think how Gerrit’s intrusions into my thoughts have thrown a mace at my love for Pieter. Despite his servants’ and wife’s superstitions, Pieter gave me strength and made me feel, in some way, at home in The Lord’s Embrace. But now I’m assailed by a dreadful feeling of familiarity about Gerrit – a feeling I know him – as if he’s part of something I can’t quite remember, or even worse, part of something dreadful that is to come. I toss and turn, unable to settle back to sleep as I recall his grins and leers. One thing, however, I’m sure of. With Gerrit around, I am no longer safe in The Lord’s Embrace.
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“After last night’s racket, the mistress has told that pelican-buggering wastrel he must sleep elsewhere,” Gerda says to Hillekin. As I scrub egg stains off the breakfast plates, I hold my breath and listen. “She told Gerrit to stay at the Ramecker family home if he wants to cause trouble,” she adds as she tears apart a lettuce. “He might be able to make himself useful once his father returns.” She chuckles as she reaches the lettuce’s pale green heart. “The damned place is even more cluttered with merchandise than The Lord’s Embrace! Plenty more things there to crash in to after a night in the taverns!” she adds before cramming the tiny lettuce heart into her mouth.

My belly sinks in relief. After last night’s threat, I woke this morning feeling as helpless as a gutted partridge. To add to the change in the air the parrot, perhaps influenced by Gerrit’s arrival, has stopped saying the Hindu prayer and is now once more, calling everyone a strumpet.

As I tackle the egg crusting on a great iron pan, I consider my many problems, now writ bold by the arrival of Gerrit. When God gave humankind free will, we chose to make the voices of light and darkness indistinguishable. Sometimes the voice of Iblis -the Muslim devil that whispers in our hearts and draws us to disaster – sounds just like the voice of our soul. If the black dog of our lower selves is a venal and opportunistic rogue, Iblis is a scheming, seductive villain. Iblis is the voice that urges the alchemist to spend his every waking hour searching for the elixir of life then laughs as the alchemist lies on his death-bed and looks into the eyes of the strangers who are his family, realizing his own life has slipped between his fingers. We do not recognise that cuckoo Iblis until it is too late. Iblis is the worm that eats the apple of knowledge from within; the promise of forbidden pleasure that makes the maiden scorn the good man and turn to the rogue.

Now, having met that rogue Gerrit, my yearning for Pieter has taken on brighter, more acute hues. I fear my heart is drawing towards disaster and the apple of my own knowledge is about to be consumed. I’m desperate for Pieter’s return. As if some deep part of me is terrified of what’s to come and only my beloved can prevent my damnation.
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By mid-September much of the garden has died. And Pieter is still absent. Indoors, I feel panicky and imprisoned so again and again I find excuses to escape outside. Today, under a gloomy lowlands sky, I’m pulling dead leaves from the trees, turning the soil and assisting nature as she returns to fallow when Frau Kikkert hurls open the back door. “Nature does not need your help!” she snaps. “You’re wasting time out here when there are jobs to be done inside!” I open my mouth to object, but she narrows her eyes threateningly and raises a boney finger. “Stop defying my orders Moor! Even though you clearly belong out here amid the muck and dirt, you are in this household by God’s grace! I will have no qualms recommending you for dismissal if you keep yielding to your animal urges, facing Mecca and groveling in the garden!”

I rise from my knees, tempted to say she won’t need to dismiss me because I will soon be leaving, but that’s when the sky opens. Suddenly and copiously the rain starts to fall. Grudgingly, I toss the brooms and garden tools back into the shed as Frau Kikkert looks at me with a grimace of triumph, clearly thinking this rain is a sure sign God is on her Christian side. It’s also clear she’d love nothing more than a clear reason for my dismissal.

A few hours later, after the rain has stopped, I’m cleaning the windows in the great hall when I see Yolente and Trude sweep out the front door wearing matching robes – pea-green velvet with white, high-fashion lace trims and plum-red steeple hats with plum and gold veils. Arien the stable boy arrives with the family carriage, and when mother and daughter step inside, he opens a trapdoor in the roof to accommodate their hats.

After I’ve watched the carriage trundle over the cobbles, the tips of mother and daughter’s red-coned hats peeping from the roof like a pair of horns on a black-skinned devil, I turn back to my window-cleaning, thinking how often the most deadly things in the world are like the stink of canals and the fumes of ale those we can’t see coming.

Furiously I scrub at the diamond panes of glass, wondering what it would be like to live and beg on the streets. It occurs to me, if I have to leave Pieter, I will die of grief. Startled by that epiphany, I pause from my cleaning, inwardly slap my cheek and toss aside that bowl of mush parading as my heart. I have imprisoned myself by loving him! If not for him, I would feel free to walk out of this place never to return. Fie! Love! It is as intoxicating, mind-addling and reason-stealing as wine!

I’m in the middle of tackling a stubborn patch of mold when I feel my back prickle. A tongue of heat on my neck tells me someone, something is behind me. I gasp, spin around and come face-to-face with Gerrit. I choke on my breath. What is he doing here? With that look in his eyes? Obviously delighted for giving me a scare, he stands so close I’m pinned against the window seat and can’t step back. He looks me up and down, his gaze lingering on my bodice.

“Nothing more pleasurable than catching a wench off guard,” he says with an unnervingly confident smile. “Nothing more thrilling than a maiden with fear in her eyes.”

I open my mouth to protest but he doesn’t give me a chance. “Not bad for a Moor,” he adds as, lazily, his eyes return to my face and linger on my lips. “Not bad for someone with only half a soul who bewitches gardens and can’t control her urges.”

My gaze drops to his shoes with their extravagantly pointed poulaines, the length of which, I have been told, reflects the size of a man’s penis.

I’m so angry I want to hit him but he’s too close and I can’t even raise an arm to strike. He grabs me round the waist and pulls me closer. Disgusted, I push at him, but his grip tightens. “Let me go!” I finally squeal.

“Not until you do as I say.” He gives me a smug smile. “You should feel honoured,” he says, “having someone like me willing to touch someone like you.”

I kill an urge to snarl and spit like a trapped animal. What does that mean? That I’m supposed to be flattered by his attention? That because I am foreign and a servant I am therefore fair game? What a clumpish wagtail.

I consider crying out, but decide against it. If he thinks I need others for protection this is going to be an ongoing problem. Besides, who would come to rescue me? Pieter and Rutger are still away. More than likely, the servants would never challenge their Mistress’s brother. And Gerda? She’d probably think I invited this lascivious toad’s attention. I look over his shoulder and regard the empty suit of armour in the great hall, wishing it would come to life and clobber Gerrit with a metal fist. Regardless, I decide I’m not going to feed him the fear he so obviously enjoys.

“I wish to leave,” I say coldly, turning my face from his. “Someone like me has better things to do than spend time with someone like you.”

Ignoring my jibe, he tugs me closer, his lips, which are mean and tight, just like his sister’s, puckering, his breath hot and fruity against my cheek. He’s already been drinking. “Not until you give me a kiss.”

I wince in disgust, consider kneeing him in his cod piece. “If you think I am in any way drawn to you and that festering dribble of flesh between your thighs you clearly regard as God’s answer to the world’s ills, then you are suffering a delusion of the brain.”

Gerrit chortles. “Ah, only a woman who hasn’t experienced the pleasure of my mighty rod would dare make such an ill-informed declaration.”

He pulls me closer, grinding his pelvis against my hips. Every crumb of my being churns in revolt. “I know spells,” I say, before I’ve thought things through, “and if you don’t let me go, I will cast one.”

His eyes charge with a flash of fear but he catches himself, and with a smirk, loosens his grip. “We’ll see about that,” he says far too confidently. “Lucky for me, I have powerful and good men of God on my side.”

Good men of your Christian God? No such thing! my black dog snaps. With a surge of strength, I flail and squirm, duck under Gerrit’s arm and race across the great hall. I grab the lance resting in the suit of armor’s hands and point it at him.

“If you ever come near me again, I’ll strike you!” I try to hold the damn thing upright, but it’s so heavy it clangs to the stone floor.

Gerrit throws back his head and laughs. “A woman with a lance! Ah you’ve made my day!” He gives me an ominous wink. “Don’t accidentally impale yourself. It’s not your entrails I want to see round your neck, it’s your legs.”

With another chuckle, he swaggers towards the great hall’s door, lingering to adjust the stays of his cod piece.

“You may have got away this time Moor, but I know you want me!” He says before vanishing into the hall.

“I’d rather take a bath in a cesspit!’ I shout back.

“That can be arranged,” he replies with a roar of laughter.







CHAPTER 15 
THE MOUNTAINS AND VALLEYS OF OBLIVION

September 16th1502

Archdeacon Solin was right about the disaster. I’m right on its knife edge about to slip and fall. Five months in The Lord’s Embrace, and I am heart and soul in love with an unattainable man while his housekeeper and wife suspect I am practicing witchcraft and his lecherous brother-in-law wants to assault me.

Let me be clear here about one thing. I don’t desire Gerrit Ramecker any more than I want to stick my head in a noose. Yet I’m assailed by a strange familiarity about him; a feeling of connection that reaches deep into the imperceptible contours of the world beyond.

This morning, like many others recently, I’m filled with myriad torments. After cleaning the cesspit seats, I stride downstairs and look out the great hall’s window, noticing a steady, drenching rain has set in. That’s the end of taking a mind-clearing walk. The end of seeking peace in the garden. My black dog babbles as I glance towards Pieter’s empty library. Do I need to remind you he’s married? A Christian! Your master! A trinity of reasons why he won’t lay a finger on you.

Taunted by my black dog, I peer into the void of my solitude. Damn that man of noble blood with his codes of honor! I think as I skulk to the back door. Then again, adds my black dog, what man can resist the forbidden fruit of a virginal servant? He may one day, decide to have his way with you then, afterwards, discard you like a well-gnawed bone.

Morbid, crushed, yet filled with yearnings, I step onto the deck and empty the bucket of dirty water onto the soil. I stand and try to quell my inner storm as the rain gathers pace, beating against the leaves on the trees, making them perform a rhythmic dance. Rivers of water pour over the paths and garden beds, turning soil into mud. The air smells of earth and leaves, a symphony of scents mingled together and changed by the rain. I think how gardens remind us nothing stays still, that life on Earth is transformation. Seeds planted a year or an hour ago, are silently taking root in the soil under our feet. Alas, thoughts of pale roots make my mind turn to Gerrit. Soon he’ll be back looking for something to plunge that pustule-ridden Christian rod of his into, my black dog reminds me, and short of any other fair game, that will be you.

“Why are you standing and gawping at nothing when there’s work to be done inside?”

Shaken from my reflections, I turn to see Frau Kikkert glaring at me from the back door. “The great hall is a mass of spider nests and the floor is black with soot!” she shouts. “You have no time to face Mecca and chant your infidel’s prayers!

“My prayers and I were just leaving,” I snap back.

Feeling clod-brained and bitter, I slouch back to the great hall armed with a mop and dusting rag. I’m facing the great hall’s open window when I’m distracted by a movement in the barn doorway. My heart jumps. Is my beloved back? I freeze as I glimpse Hillekin the laundress emerging from the stables, a wide grin on her face as she dusts straw from her skirts. Arien, the van der Beeck’s stable boy, follows, grinning and doing up his belt. And what shenanigans have they been up to among the hay? my black dog muses. Ah of course! They’ve been swiving! Engaging in those pleasures you deny your body!

Trying to ignore that dolt-headed voice of my lower self, I pull my dusting cloth from my pocket, grab a stool and drag it under a rafter festooned with cobwebs. As I hurl the stool’s damask cushion onto the floor, my gaze returns to that pair now kissing under the eaves of the barn. Inside me a void of loneliness opens. Christians from the same social class! taunts my black dog. Ah, could there be a more enchanting match? Him, long-faced, skin blooming with pimples and her, smooth-skinned and pie-faced! What beautiful babies they’ll have! This is true love!

Bitter tears burn the backs of my eyes as I step up onto the stool, stretching to beat away the cobwebs in the rafters. Just as I’m straining to tackle an elusive strand, the stool tips. To stop myself tumbling, I grab hold of the curtains flanking the windows. Luckily they hold as I grip the heavy bolts of velvet between my legs and slide downwards. My maidenhead on fire from my journey down the curtains, I tumble onto the window seat’s cushions. Dislodged by shock, the void in my heart slips down to my thighs and winds of desire build until a hurricane churns between my legs. Outside, the rain pours. Swept up for a moment in the sound of those watery ululations, I sprawl back on the cushions in wild abandon.

I gaze at the blood-red of the curtains and feel filaments of desire course through my veins. My body, as if awoken from some ignorant slumber, heats. Desperately, I summon Pieter to my thoughts. Fine cheekbones as hollow and shadowed as those of a corpse, eyes red and nostrils flared, he arrives willingly and hungrily. He bears down on me. Aching to loose myself in him, I yield. “Take me any way you wish,” I say.

I lie on the window seat’s cushions and submit to that creature of my imaginings as he plunders under my petticoats, finds his mark and presses me into a hard point of pleasure. With his other hand, he unbuckles his robe while I lie inert but smoldering, desperate for his velvet violations. He pushes my petticoats above my waist and enters me.

I feel his taking of me as a pitchfork plunged in the soil of my flesh. The seeds of a thousand weeds planted in my belly, their growth quickened by the fires of hell, brambles of desire prickle my skin, and again and again, I relinquish to the arch and bow of ravishment.

Pieter grins, his eye-teeth gleaming. “I want more,” he says.

I push my hair aside and offer him my neck. “I am a wicked Moor and deserve nothing but your contempt,” I say. “Take all of me.”

“You are,” he says, his eye-teeth gleaming, “and I will.”

His eye-teeth lengthen as he leans in to my neck. And bites. A cry of ecstasy escapes from my lips as I feel his teeth penetrate my flesh. I shiver as each suck, each draining of life-blood, fills me with exaltation.

Above, he sucks until I am no more than a dried husk while below, his vast, blue-veined member fills me with a white, incandescent light that burns with unbearable pleasure.

In the world of flesh, flames burn over my belly and I feel my maidenhead, grow slippery with desire, ready to welcome the engorged bone of fulfilment no matter to whom it might belong. I yearn to be taken, consumed in violence by some giant membered and powerful abundance. I want nothing more than to be ravished, plundered and annihilated in a frenzy of destruction. I yearn to be no longer me. “Extinguish me!” I cry to that beast of my imaginings.

My palms sweating, I grip the red velvet and gasp as my body rises towards a peak of glorious disgrace.

Outside, the rain pours. Outside in the real world, I am ready. I swear right then, if a real demon visited, I would spread my legs for him. My black dog grins and uses my forbidden name. Soheila, if a curtain can do this to you, what of a man? A real man?
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Pieter returns. Late that same afternoon, he’s back in his library. Aching to be near him, I plump the cushions in the great hall and sweep invisible dust from the floor.

“Marjit.”

Hearing my name on his lips makes me catch my breath and swoon. I turn to see him standing at the door of his library.

“You wish to speak with me, Sir?”

“Yes.” He gives me a tight nod. Struck again by his beauty, I drop my head in shame. I look down at his hands and regard his marriage ring bearing the van der Beeck crest, his clean, clipped nails and blush most furiously. After my curtain fantasy, I feel I have insulted this pious man with my bestial imaginings. Still unable to look him in the eye, feeling drained and empty, I step towards his library.

When I stand at the threshold of the library, he beckons me inside and then, steps behind me and closes the door. My legs weaken, my heart feels as if it’s about to burst into flames. He wants to be alone with me! Will he finish what he started last time we were here together? Will he finally kiss me? As I have dreamed? Violate me? As my body yearns?

Perhaps he’s about to dismiss you, says my black dog.

Trying to quiet my thrumming heart, I glance at a large map unfurled on his desk, four black paperweight triangles at each corner. It’s a beautifully detailed map of the New World. At the top are the land masses of Europe, the Middle East and the newly discovered Americas. On the ocean sailing ships bob on crests of curling waves. At the bottom of the map sits Terra Incognita; a land mass populated by serpents, dragons and people with unicorn horns, their bodies covered in feathers.

Pieter stands next to his desk, drumming his fingers. The insides of my thighs quiver. Again, I sense his inner turmoil. Again, I regard his slender fingers and breathe in the air of restraint, civility and refinement about him. The only thing missing from him, I muse, is a halo.

My breath turns shallow. Now I have met this man, my whole world has changed shape. Now Gerrit has arrived, more than ever, I need the pillar of Pieter’s love.

My beloved takes a breath, looks out his window at the blur of ivy twisting through the courtyard. I see he’s thinking hard about how to begin. My insides bend in anticipation. If he wishes to punish me, I am his. I look him over, drink in his beautiful body, stealing the sight of him for my dreams, a vision I can hold on to when I’m homeless.

My heart jerks to attention as Pieter turns back to me. “Do you remember that day several months ago in the marketplace? The man I was speaking with?” Pieter says.

“Yes, Sir, I do,” I reply, lightheaded with relief. I’m not in trouble. At least not the kind of trouble I feared. “Hieronymus of Bosch. He’s doing a commission for your chapel.”

As I say the artist’s name, an arrow of purpose, as vast as it is subtle, pierces my insides. Pieter looks away and folds his hands behind his back. Somewhere in the house I hear his wife screech like a crow in a cornfield. He flinches as if her voice has stabbed him. He strokes his beard as if trying to come to a decision and finally turns to me, his eyes once more bright. He gives me a look that would make a thousand angels shed their wings for a moment of mortal love.

“Do you remember our conversation?”

I shift my legs, which suddenly feel restless. “We spoke about paradise and sin,” I say before I can stop myself.

“Yes. So we did,” he says distractedly. When his eyes flick back to me, so deep and blue, I’m for a moment like a tiny boat lost in an ocean. Right now I would do anything for him. If he wanted me to, I would sin until even the devil thought me too wanton for hell.

He looks towards the closed door then back at me. As if my desire is colonizing the air we both breathe, he gives me the softest of smiles. I am breathless and lightheaded. Is he about to tell me sin doesn’t exist and therefore he is free to confess his love? Take me! I want to say. I am yours! My heart feels as if there are millions of tiny feet beating the walls under my breast.

Pieter’s chest rises. He looks out his window again and sighs. “Hieronymus of Bosch has asked me if you will visit him in his studios.”

My heart darts. The air in his chambers turns tight and hot and when he finally looks at me I catch a glimpse of fire in his eyes.

“Why?” I ask, suddenly filled with a half-formed terror.

He looks away and runs his tongue over his lips. Again, he drums his fingers on his desk. All my soft organs tighten. I don’t want to visit that funny looking man with the wild red hair and staring eyes. I want to remain here. With Pieter. Then my master slides me a glance, his eyes now dark, as full of mystery as a desert night.

“He wants you to pose for him.”

“Oh.” My breath quickens and I look away. I recall the way that odd man stared at me as if he could see right into my inflamed and covetous heart. My black dog, sensing a feast of turmoil, launches into a sustained babble. What else will Hieronymus of Bosch see when you pose for him? Will he be able to tell how much you love Pieter? Will he be able to tell you still chant your beloved Muslim prayers? Even worse, could Hieronymus of Bosch be the man who cuts out young girl’s tongues?

“He lives on the market square – where you saw us speaking. His house is called The Minotaur’s Toenail,” says Pieter. “You can spend your afternoons there. I will make sure the chores you are responsible for still get done and there is time for you to work in the garden.”

He looks at me softly as if he’s giving me a choice. Filled with an intense feeling of foreboding, I look away, clench my fists and shake my head.

“Hieronymus of Bosch is a good man.” Pieter says as if he’s sensing my trepidation. “He is a member of The Brotherhood of Our Lady and a respected citizen of Hertogenbosch.”

I look down at Pieter’s long hands, resting next to that map of Terra Incognita, thinking how in his presence, here in this room, is the only place I feel truly safe and whole. But I can see how much he wants me to go. And perhaps Allah, the Lord God has decided everyone is safer with me away from the van der Beeck household. You must yield to the mountains and valleys of love. You must leave him. That is love’s way, whispers the voice of my soul. I turn from my sorrow, sigh and gaze back into his cornflower blue eyes. I can’t say no to Pieter. So I face the Terra Incognita of my soul. “Of course,” I say, “anything you wish.”







CHAPTER 16 
THE TERRIBLE APPARITION

September 17th 1502

Filled with endless anxieties, I leave early for Hieronymus of Bosch’s studio. This morning ankle-deep mist curls through the streets, buildings appearing through the white webs as if sprouting from some vaporous underground realm. Above, a dirty shroud of cloud robs the Earth of shadows.

My horsehair hood pulled tight over my face, unable to see my feet, I step gingerly through the silent streets and laneways, wary of what lies beneath the mist. Turds for instance, or dead rats or slops hurled from doorways. Although walking is one of the ways I seek union with Allah, alas today, all I anticipate is a mortal union of shit and shoe.

The air, damp and still as a held breath, chills me to the bone. Surrounded by mist, I feel as if I’m slipping through some dream world, suspended in some shivery half-state of being.

When I pass a small church, the cobbles beneath my feet change, turning smooth and slippery. I pause and notice the Church’s door is already open. Inside, candles flicker, throwing threads of light over the clutter of saints and ornately carved pews. My gaze falls on a statuette of a plain wood-brown virgin standing in a nook near the door. In her hands, she holds a Bible. I swallow a lump in my throat and think of Mother Geertruyt, who encouraged all the women and girls at Saint Wilgefortis Convent to read and write. Then, I’m filled with a bone-deep longing for a mother I can’t remember.

Stiffened by a rising grief, I stop. My eyes water and then, fully fledged and bold, the sickness comes upon me; the ache of missing home and the sheer injustice that has lead me to this overcast, mist-shrouded, turd-paved, stinking city.

I begin to cry for pure and pious Islam. I yearn for Andalusia’s bright skies, the mountains and valleys of home, a landscape filled with golden domes and minarets. I long to step into an uncluttered, light-filled mosque, kneel on a prayer mat surrounded by whispering calligraphy and the geometry of tiles and shimmering mosaics, and speak quietly with the all-knowing and unknowable Allah. I shiver as my memory of home is washed away by a lake of blood.

Again, I stare into the Church’s dark maw then back at the Virgin. Bleak Christian guilt assails me. Since arriving at The Lord’s Embrace, I haven’t once visited a chapel or church to confess. Perhaps I should go inside. Perhaps Hieronymus of Bosch will be impressed if I inform him I have been delayed because I went to confession. And Pieter would approve. Pieter! The thought of him is a bright butterfly fluttering over the symmetries of Islam, defying the order, the call of reason and the laws of Allah. Alas, thoughts of Pieter bring more tears. I ache for him as well. I long for him to fill the pitted cup of my sorrow with the liquor of his love.

Propelled by thoughts of my beloved I push my hood from my head and prepare to enter the stale-smelling church. I take a step, pause and draw a breath. Do I tell the truth? Confess my heart’s magnet still faces East? That I am, despite my baptism, still a Muslim?

“Ah, you look like a woman in pain.”

I nearly jump out of my mist-shrouded shoes. I swivel to see a shabby monk wobble from the shadows of an alley piled with firewood next to the Church. Hairs sticking out from his poorly groomed tonsure, red-nosed and rheumy-eyed, he regards me with a beaming smile in possession of three rotting teeth. He belches as he places the tankard of ale he’s holding onto a chopping block. “Praish the Lord,” he says, crossing himself. “I can help you find shuccour.” He nods towards the Church. “No need to go inshide. Shtay out here. I can give you a dishcount.”

I open my mouth to decline, but he interrupts. “You look like a woman in need of confesshion,” he slurs. The mist clears for a moment, revealing the tattered hem of his robes, worn sandals, cankered feet and filthy toenails. I blink and rub the tears and drizzle from my cheeks.

“Ah. Shoulfil mishery,” the monk says, his eyes briefly crossing, “I’ve sheen it before. Confesshion and benedickshins will put you right.”

He raises his woolly eyebrows. “I’m cheap,” he adds. He points to alley. “The confesshional of the fallen,” he slurs, “available for those whose shins prevent them from shtepping inshide a church.”

He steps closer and buzzes around me, as persistent as a blow fly. “Confesshion will unburden you,” he insists.

I regard him with increasing discomfort. He smells awful. Again, I think of the clean mosque I would rather enter. I shake my head. “No. Thank you. I will only be tempted to, in turn, deliver a cheap confession.”

He may be drunk but he’s alert to my trepidation. He puckers his flabby lips. “A cheap confesshion is better than no confesshion,” he replies. “Shpeaking of your illsh, releashing them from the devil’sh grip will eash your pain,” he slurs, “and bring you closher to our Lord.” He punctuates this last exhortation with another loud belch.

Now, alone with a drunk monk in this lonely square, I’m assailed by distinct feeling of unease and a sudden desire to flee. “No,” I say once more to the monk, “I have nothing to say that would be of interest to you.”

His eyebrows rise in an intoxicated squiggle of disbelief. Then his gaze darkens and I glimpse a threat in his eyes. “On the contrary,” he says, regarding my black hair, which has started to tightly curl in the damp air, “shomeone like you would have musch to confesh.”

He reaches out a grubby hand. “Shilver then. For benedickshin.” He winks. “Good for a week.”

I waver, one part of me wanting to depart, another part of me wanting to linger and see how much further this wretch can fall from his precarious plinth of Christian zeal. I look down, trying to compose my thoughts. The mist is clearing and finally I can see my feet. I’m standing on a path of grey, yellow and white patterned tiles embedded into the cobbles. The tiles, bearing images of bizarre hybrid creatures including one which is part goat, part fish, are old and worn. Alarm tingles up my spine and I step backwards. “I’m sorry but I have no money.”

The monk looks in the vicinity of my breasts. “There are other waysh to pay,” he says, wiggling his eyebrows and gesturing back to the alley.

My blood heats. I regard the logs in the alley and consider picking one up to throw at him. Instead, I turn and step away.

“You are turning from a man of God!” he shouts to my back. “A clear shign of guilt!”

I stop, suddenly feeling hot and angry. As I drop my gaze and try to compose myself, the sun burns the cloud to shreds and spindly beams of sunlight fill the square. I stare at the squares of tiles at my feet and think of Islam my love, my hope, the scaffold of reason that keeps me whole.

Emboldened by the sun-washed geometries at my feet, I face that wretch. “I am turning from the devil now!” I reply. “And you turned from God when you tried to sell His favors!” 

The monk flinches as if he’s been slapped. Suddenly, he looks remarkably sober. “Heathen!” he cries. He looks towards the Church door as if considering calling for assistance to apprehend me.

My belly hardens as I turn and step from the slippery tiled path. As long as I have Islam, I will survive. As long as I embrace reason and the words of God spoken through Muhammad, I can carry on. And now I can see my feet, I decide it might be best to run.
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When I arrive and knock on the half-open door of The Minotaur’s Toenail, a pig with a bell round its neck, its corkscrew tail twirling, greets me. I’m staring at the pig, regarding the black splotch on its head, trying to recall where I’ve seen it before, when a high-pitched man’s voice calls from inside.

“Come!”

Pig trotting behind me, I enter the great hall, breathing in a combination of rotting eggs and the rich aroma of linseed oil. By the door stands the household’s patron saint – a full-sized, brightly painted statue of Saint Anthony. Although not as grand as the van der Beeck’s house, I can tell by the floral tapestry on the wall and the fine wooden chest beneath that this is another well-off household.

As I enter the great hall, my eyes fall to the centre of the room to the backs of three wooden panels each resting on its own easel. Beneath the middle of the widest panel I glimpse a pair of legs sitting on a stool, knees and shoes dusted in white powder.

“Is that Marjit?” says the high voice behind the panel.

“Yes.”

There’s a scraping sound and more white dust rains down onto the legs and shoes. Hieronymus of Bosch doesn’t stand. Instead, he peeps round the panel he’s working on and gestures me to a wooden bench near the door. “Sit,” he commands.

Before I turn to sit, I notice three life-sized raw wood statues of saints lined against a far wall. One carries his head in his arm, another sits inside a cauldron and the third, a female Saint, battles a dragon. The only parts of the statues that have been coloured are the gold leaf on their halos and the emerald-green dragon. I recognise the wooden Saint standing in a cauldron. It’s Saint Vitus, patron saint of dancers and entertainers and once coloured, will no doubt end up guarding the entrance to some den of earthly pleasures.

When my eyes flick over a table full of open manuscripts with partly completed illuminations, I think how Hieronymus of Bosch is another citizen of Hertogenbosch whose livelihood depends on the idols and rituals, saints and superstitions of Christianity. Right then, I have an overwhelming urge to run from the room. But something holds me back, making me feel as heavy as a stone, leaving me just enough energy to plod to the bench.

As I sink into the bench’s cushions, my gaze drops to a low bookshelf lined with carefully placed objects – human and animal skulls, the pallid shapes of preserved animals -a frog, a baby rabbit with its umbilicus still attached, float in amber flasks. My heart tripping over itself, my eyes scour the shelves for any shapes that resemble tongues.

Meanwhile, Hieronymus of Bosch regards me through the gap between the panels, his lips as thin as the pages of a manuscript. The easel legs make a grating sound as he pushes back the left panel. Between the panels my gaze drops to a knife and a coarse rag on the small table beside him. I regard that knife transfixed, my tongue a lump of lead in my mouth.

My gaze falls on the weird assortment of sketches lining the walls – a man with wings on his jowls and a peacock feather sprouting from his backside and another of an owl wearing a hat.

Hieronymus of Bosch shuffles his feet, rubs the panel with his coarse rag, his gestures swift like a bird of prey’s. He does nothing to make me feel at ease. So I just sit there as the silence descends into even more awkwardness and twist my hands, wondering what this peculiar man really wants from me. Beyond our breathing this house is suspended in a reverential silence. Even the outside noises of the marketplace – the geese honking, wagon wheels on cobbles, men and women shouting sound muffled as if they’re coming from another world.

Finally he stands, picks up a sketch block and ink and quill from a desk, and drags his stool from behind the panel. “Stand up,” he says as he positions himself in front of me with the block on his lap.

Startled by his order, I rise from the bench so quickly I feel dizzy. Trying to recover, I take in the full man. His eyes, which are the deep midnight blue of a newborn baby, have a haunted look about them. He’s wearing an ink-and paint-smeared smock and, with his wild hair, he looks as if he’s had an unfortunate encounter with a lightning bolt.

“Hands above your head. As if you are holding a large bowl.”

“Yes. Sir.”

His eyes darken. “Call me Jeroen,” he says, sounding faintly irritated, “I’m not a Sir.”

I nod, discombobulated by his brusqueness. “Yes,” I say meekly, “Jeroen.”

When he sketches, his brow furrows as if he’s trying to catch something that keeps slipping from his grasp. His eyes flick back to me. “Sit on the floor. Lean against the bench. Legs straight.”

He rips away the sheet, screws it up, tosses it at his feet and once more begins to sketch.

In addition to the saints, the sketches and the artist, my gaze keeps returning to the pig. Unless it has a twin, it’s the one I saw that day I was chased by the Abbeys of Misrule then rescued by the woman from the apothecary.

Just as I’m having that thought, a woman walks into the great hall carrying a tray with a teapot and three steaming cups. “Marjit, welcome,” she says with a warm smile. “I’m Aleyt, Jeroen’s wife.” As I watch her place the tray on a small table then pick up the teapot and start to pour, I realise I recognise her. Now, the presence of that pig falls in to place.

“I hope I haven’t been too presumptuous,” she says as she walks over to me, moving smoothly, as if she has a pillow of air under her skirts and offers me a porcelain cup decorated with pink roses. “I’ve made you some mint tea.”

“Thank you” I say as I take the cup. “I remember you,” I add, giving her a grateful smile. “You rescued me from the Abbeys of Misrule.”

A faint shadow crosses her face. “Ah, yes. The Abbeys of Misrule. They claim to be following the commands of the Bible, when they are in fact, following the commands of their cocks.”

Not sure how to respond, demurely, I take a sip of my mint tea.

“After that last incident in the marketplace, the Brotherhood of Our Lady had words with them and their parents,” Aleyt continues. She gives me a reassuring smile. “For the time being, they have been disbanded, which should make the streets of Hertogenbosch a little safer.”

“It’ll take more than that,” her husband snorts as he sketches. When Aleyt looks at him, her smile of assurance vanishes. Again I glance at her. I notice her eyes are crow-footed, her nose a little crooked on her face. She looks older than her husband and there’s sorrow about her, as if she’s carrying some great weight. When Jeroen rips his next sheet from his pad and places it on the floor, I notice he’s drawn me without clothes.

As I blush and clutch my skirts as if they might fall from my body, Aleyt glances casually at the sketch of naked me. “Your eyes have a knack of seeing the beauty within,” she says to her husband. His face twitches and he continues sketching in silence.

I’m watching Aleyt bustle around the hall, picking up and straightening out balled pieces of parchment and tidying things back on shelves when I see the ghost. Resting next to a tall cupboard with an open door, it was shielded from my gaze when I entered Jeroen’s studio. When Aleyt shuts the cupboard door, the sight of it knocks the breath from my lungs.

For a moment, I’m back in Vertientes on that terrible day when I lost everything, hiding in the urn watching the Spanish Inquisition slaughter Pir Ibrahim. And here he is again in front of me – pale and dying, his head dropped down and to one side, his lips drawn in pain and sorrow, arms outstretched. I fear I’m going to choke on my heart. My legs feel like jelly and the room threatens to spiral into a bright pinpoint of light. Desperately I try to compose myself, telling myself this isn’t Pir Ibrahim but a carving of Christ crucified, primed top-to-toe with white gesso. The only parts of him Jeroen has painted are the crimson rivulets of blood that run down his white skin and through the carved hills and valleys of his white beard. Yet the resemblance to the dying Pir Ibrahim is so uncanny, I start to shake. I drop the pretty porcelain cup and it smashes on the floor.

“Marjit, are you all right?” Aleyt surges towards me, her eyes bright with alarm. Jeroen, charcoal and sketch block still in his hands, rises from his seat and stares at me.

“No,” I say as I bend down to pick up the pieces of cup, my head spinning.

I look up at her trying to beat back my tears. “I’m sorry I broke your cup,” I manage.

Aleyt waves her hand. “Pah! Please, don’t fret. The cup was nothing. I’m more worried about you.” Her eyes narrow. “Marjit you look terrible.” I see the truth dawn in her eyes as she looks towards the crucifix.

“The image of Christ upset you,” she says.

My heart drums in my throat and my belly churns as I try to ignore the terrible apparition. I need to offer them some kind of explanation. Otherwise they may think I’m possessed.

“I was raised a Sufi,” I say, my voice coming out as thin as a thread. I flick my gaze back to the crucifix. “And Sufis abhor any images of violence.”

“I’m sorry,” I manage again. Aleyt shakes her head and gives me an apologetic smile. “You are not the one who should be sorry,” she says softly.

Jeroen appears to relax. “That’s all right then,” he says as he vanishes back behind his easel. “I thought it was the mint tea.”
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The next morning Pieter summons me to his library. My breakfast of bread, sausages, eggs and jam lurches in my belly as I stand in his exquisite presence. “I hear your session with Hieronymus of Bosch didn’t go well,” he finally says, his eyes filled with questions.

As he regards me as if I’m some strange object whose function he can’t quite decipher, a moth-soft flutter rises to the base of my throat. I inhale a shallow breath. Yesterday, after seeing that crucifix, I was so restless I couldn’t stand still and kept falling out of my poses. Eventually Jeroen became so frustrated he dismissed me after only a few hours. Now, I’m embarrassed and afraid. What has Jeroen told Pieter? Am I in trouble? Does he think I’m possessed?

“It was such a peculiar place Sir. Full of strange objects and creations,” I reply.

As Pieter looks away and licks his lips in thought, my belly buckles with remorse. When it comes to crucifixes, I’ve managed well until now. Apart from the ones embellishing the scrawny bosom of Frau Kikkert, The Lord’s Embrace has only three child-sized crucifixes – one in the dining room, one on the second floor outside the master and mistresses’ bed chambers and another on the wall that divides the hall from the kitchen. I have learned to avert my gaze when I pass them. Yesterday, in a strange Christian house, I faltered. How could I have allowed myself to be so caught off guard?

“I felt ill at ease there,” I add.

Pieter looks back at me with another of his lightening-charged gazes. Immediately, I’m stabbed by a blade of desire.

“You are a Sufi,” he says. He holds my gaze and gives me a look I can’t fathom.

My insides chill. Jeroen has already spoken to Pieter. “I was a Sufi, Sir. I have been baptised a Christian.”

His gaze softens. He nods. “Yes. Of course.”

I suppose at this point, I could explain the true reason for my revulsion towards crucifixes. The only person I have told of the horrors I saw that day in Vertientes is Mother Geertruyt. But after the way she wept and the remorse and pain I saw in her eyes when I told her my story, I vowed I would never let another soul suffer through my words. No. There are some things we must bear alone.

Pieter sighs regarding me again with a look I can’t quite fathom then gazes out the library window at the blurred blue of the sky. My heartbeat quickens. Has he decided to hand me over to Archdeacon Solin?

“I’m curious about the whirling dervishes of Sufism,” he says. “Why do they spin? What does it mean?”

I bite my tongue to remind it to behave. I know some Christians regard the dervishes and their ecstasy of whirling as a sign of devilish possession.

Carefully, I construct my reply. I tell him the story of the poet Rumi; how he heard men hammering gold and, enchanted by the rhythmic beat, stretched out both his arms and started spinning in a circle. His followers saw his ecstasy and have whirled ever since.

“The dervishes believe they are turning towards the truth, Sir. They believe through their whirling they abandon their lower selves and ascend through mind and love to perfection.”

Pieter regards me his eyes burning. He frowns as if he is fighting some inner battle. “Is that not merely emotion? As opposed to covenant and ritual?” he finally replies.

His words startle me. Something inside me cracks. My tongue takes over. “Merely emotion, Sir? Isn’t emotion what drives us all?”

Even as I’m thinking what foolish courage I have in this man’s presence, my tongue is off and away. “What is our ultimate desire but closeness to God? Is that yearning not emotion?” I say as a heat rises through my belly.

When he looks back at me, I see his expression has softened.

“Closeness to God can only be achieved through the guidance of the Church,” he says.

He may have just as well have raised a red rag at a bull. “Sufis believe God is not separate from us but part of the totality of existence,” I reply, quelling my huff of indignation. “This is much harder than believing in an external, punishing God for we are ultimately responsible. It shifts both blame and power from the clergy, to the self.”

And there goes your tongue, my black dog snickers, prepare for it to be sliced from your mouth.

Pieter looks away, sighs, and shakes his head. “The danger of such a faith is self-deception, grandeur and delusion. Without a transcendent father-figure, someone wiser to guide us, we risk falling on the swords of our own imaginings.”

I shake my head right back, thinking if that wise, transcendent father figure he speaks of is Archdeacon Solin, then he may as well book his passage to hell. “Dependence on father figures leads to idol worship!” I reply angrily. When Pieter’s eyes widen at my passionate reply, I remind myself I’m starting to worship him like an idol. I take a breath and try to temper my next words. “Surely any way we can find to bring ourselves closer to God is a wondrous thing.”

Again his gaze penetrates my flesh, pulses through my belly, makes my clothes want to fall from my body. “Sufis believe any man or woman can engage in a direct conversation with God through chanting, prayer and song,” I add, my breath short.

When he lowers his eyes and trails a slender finger over his bearded chin then down his throat, I’m assailed by another exquisitely torturous wave of longing.

He looks at me and frowns. “Some might say a mystic faith like that would drive people to insanity.”

My blood already hot, feels as if it might boil. “Love of God is not insanity,” I reply, more tersely than I intended. But challenging Christian scriptures in these dangerous times is suicide, my black dog replies. Say goodbye to your tongue.

At my black dog’s warning, my will suddenly withers. Have I gone too far? I have put myself in mortal danger with these heretical words?

Still, Pieter’s gaze holds me. As he regards me in silence my head spins, his presence filling my being with some other-worldly draught that leaves me senseless with desire. Right now I am afraid, confused and so in love with Pieter I no longer know right from wrong. I want to whirl with you, I think. I want to abandon everything I know and be lost in the endless night of your body. And, afterwards, I want to crawl with you on the Earth like a worm and fornicate with you like the beasts in the fields.

Hell, says my black dog, you are in serious trouble!

My whole body trembles, my skin both moist and on fire. Pieter’s gaze never leaves mine. When he steps towards me, I’m lost in a delirium of desire. Alas, right then, a hideous voice from the world outside his library shatters the moment. “Pieter! Where are you? Pieter!”

In the distance, a bell rings impatiently and Pieter’s eyes for a moment, flash rage.

Yolente. “PIETER!”

I regard his pained expression, recalling some of Gerda’s gossip, how Pieter’s mother regards his marriage to Yolente as a pact with the devil.

“PIETER!”

I look out the door towards the sound of that Gorgon bellowing from her chambers. That is the sound of demonic possession. I inhale deeply and pull myself together. “I will not have another panic spell, Sir,” I say quickly. “I am happy to return to Hieronymus of Bosch’s studios whenever I am required.”

He gazes at me, the rage in his eyes replaced by something that resembles defeat. He manages a bleak smile, his shoulders sagging.

“Thank you,” he says.

I give that beautiful man a nod of farewell and, weighed down the insurmountable force of my love, reluctantly turn towards the door.







CHAPTER 17 
DAMMNED ANIMALS AND ENEMIES WITHIN

September 19th 1502

“Stop that at once!” I seize the plate the monkey has just snatched from the sink. Chattering and squealing as I tug, it suddenly lets go, scrambles over my head, then, uses my back to launch itself onto the kitchen bench where it knocks over a bowl of apples. The hound, which has been resting at my feet, rises with a yelp and bounds after the monkey as it swings up to the rafters and vanishes into the hall.

“That creature is the spawn of a devil!” Gerda mutters as she arrives in the kitchen with a basket of sausages, vegetables and pungent cheeses. “It’s a wonder the master hasn’t stuffed the little beast in a sack and dropped it in the nearest canal!” she adds as Hillekin and I help her pick up the apples. As Hillekin bends, I glimpse a pair of red bruises on her neck. At the sight of what must surely be Arien’s love bites, I’m stabbed by a blade of envy. “I doubt the master would take any life in violence,” Hillekin replies to Gerda’s curse as I stare at those bright marks, my eyes pinching. “He loves beast and man alike,” she adds.

My insides heat as they speak of Pieter. I could listen to talk of him until the end of time. I ache for him to take me in his arms in a loving caress, for him to bite me on the neck in a frenzy of desire. I ache to be touched by something other than a playful monkey with dirty nappies, the flapping of a parrot’s wings on my cheek as I wipe muck from the bottom of its cage or those occasional mornings when I steal time for Wendelmoet to brush my hair.

Apples back in the bowl, Gerda dips into her basket and hands me a sealed parchment. “From Saint Wilgefortis Convent,” she says.

I look at the writing before tearing away the seal. It’s a letter from Sister Beatrice.

Dear Marjit,

I’m writing to bring you news of Sister Heilwich’s passing yesterday and the strange manner in which it occurred. As always, I hoped to see you at the markets today and tell you the news then, but I understand you must be busy in your new home.

I can feel her disappointment written between the lines and, again, I think of that secret she wishes to share with me and how harried my life has become. I read on.

As you know, Sister Heilwich was not fond of cats…

I draw a breath, recalling how Sister Heilwich detested the stray cats that used to live and breed in the convent graveyard. I think of the day I sobbed as she made me bury the latest kittens she had drowned and the way she looked at me as if she would have liked to drown and bury me as well.

I carry on reading.

The Lord was swift and efficient when He dispatched Sister Heilwich to the world beyond. The lion carving she campaigned for so long to have removed from above the entrance to the chapter house broke away just as she stepped onto the threshold, landing square on her skull, breaking her neck and cleaving her head in two.

I gasp. Yet beyond the shock of her gruesome death, it occurs to me that not all deaths bring sorrow.

The funeral service is tomorrow and although I know you probably can’t make it, I would love to speak with you Marjit, as I have something important I wish to discuss with you.

Visit soon.

All my love and blessings.

Sister Beatrice.

Perplexed, I fold away the letter and place it in my skirt pocket. What is this secret she wants so urgently to share with me?

“Bad news?” says Gerda as she pauses from her pastry-making, her eyes hungry for gossip.

“Somebody died,” I say, trying not to sound too cheerful.
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When I arrive at Jeroen’s studio, the life-sized crucifix is gone.

“You’re back,” he says, placing his sketch block on the table next to his stool.

“Yes.” The crucifix may be gone but when Jeroen rises from his stool and gathers up a large swathe of pink fabric at his feet, once more, my heart pounds in apprehension.

I hear the front door open. A moment later, Aleyt, dressed in a cloak, a basket filled with sprays of herbs in her hand, steps into the great hall. “Marjit,” she says with a warm, welcoming smile, “we weren’t expecting you back so soon. Are you feeling better today?”

“Much better. Thank you.”

Her face darkens. “I thought you might not return,” she adds.

“Master Pieter wishes me here,” I reply. My heart sweetens when I taste Pieter’s name on my lips. Thinking of my beloved makes the ground under my feet steady. He is my rock. My anchor. The will of my soul.

Aleyt gives her husband a faintly scolding look. “I’ve told my husband to not tax you too much today.” Standing with the pink cloth in his hands, he returns her scold with the faintest twitch of his lips. “He gets so caught up in his work he tends to forget that the world around him is alive and moving,” Aleyt adds, giving her husband an indulgent smile.

As I regard that odd man and then his kindly wife, it occurs to me again I really should explain to them the true reason for my horror of crucifixes. But I can’t. Instead, as it has always been since I arrived in the Lowlands, the Spanish Inquisition and all that it stands for hovers in the air like the smell of a rotting corpse we’re pretending isn’t there.

I notice then, more sketches adorn the walls – a ruined building with a foundation of what looks like entrails, a severed foot draped with a string of toads and a cauldron-hatted bird sitting on a throne devouring a naked man who’s shitting crows.

My insides still in turmoil, I glance down at the pink cloth Jeroen’s holding and look back at Aleyt just in time to see her give her husband what appears to be a troubled glance. Then, Aleyt walks over to the sketch block and picks it up. She studies it, frowns and glances back at her husband. Jeroen returns her gaze, his eyes on fire. Ever so faintly, Jeroen shakes his head, his face set with the stubborn look of a petulant child. Then, she removes the sketch from the block, takes it and places it in a brown leather folder as if afraid someone might see it. A little nugget of something inside my belly jumps. What silent communication has passed between them? What has Jeroen just drawn?

Jeroen hands the cloth to me as Aleyt departs with her basket. “Put this on,” he commands.

I take the cloth, which is soft, finely spun wool and drape it over my shoulders, holding the ends together under my throat. “Like this?”

He nods then opens his hand. “Use this. To keep it in place.”

I look into his palm at a gold and silver brooch, round and fluted, like a flower. When I pick it from his hand my finger brushes the scaly skin on his palm. He winces and quickly pulls his hand away. I try to attach the brooch myself, but the clasp won’t lock. He twitches with impatience, strides up to me, waves my hands away and grabs the brooch. He struggles with it as well and when I reach up to help our fingers brush once more and he flinches as if I have burned him.

He backs away, the look in his eyes one of alarm. I don’t understand what has passed between us, but suddenly everything feels out of balance.

“Aleyt,” he calls, revealing a chaos of teeth, “I need you!” My insides twist at the edge of panic in his voice. Does he find touching me repulsive? This Moor who can’t control her urges?

When Aleyt arrives back in the great hall and steps between us, she looks at him, then me, as if she knows exactly what’s happened. As Jeroen, his face tight, hands his wife the brooch, I look away and catch his reflection in one of the empty glass flasks that line the bookshelf. It’s as if he’s suspended inside the flask like some homunculus, sealed from the world by the wall of glass, alone and untouched. And, as Aleyt pins the brooch under my throat, the thought comes to me in a flash. The artist they call Hieronymus of Bosch hates to be touched. Once more, my gaze falls to those grotesque sketches and the doomed beings within. Denied the comfort of touch, Jeroen has plundered the void, unearthed our depravities, the beasts within us all. I think of what the Prophet Muhammad once said about the monsters in that dwelling of infinite darkness. If I were to describe the true nature of the enemy within the human soul, even the bravest of men would lose hope. I shiver as I pull the robe over my body, the fine, soft wool providing no warmth for the chill that creeps into my bones. Even my black dog shivers. If even the bravest men lose hope, what of a mere woman? Soheila, what hope is there for you?






CHAPTER 18 
THE WARNINGS WRITTEN IN THE CLOUDS

Early evening, September 19th1502

Although nighttime has started to pull its robes of darkness over the town, I decide to take a different route home. I turn into a quiet alley on the opposite side of the marketplace where a cold wind, carrying a sour smell from the canals curls between the buildings. As I pull my horsehair cloak’s hood over my face, my thoughts return to Hieronymus of Bosch and the manner in which he has given form to the devil in his haunted sketches.

I shudder, thinking how depictions of our prophet Muhammad are forbidden as they give rise to idolatry. But what of those monstrosities that have sprung from Hieronymus of Bosch’s mind? Is this not also idolatry? Are Hieronymus of Bosch and his wife devil-worshipers? Is that why I’ve never seen any servants in their household? Do no good, god-fearing Christians want to work for them?

Again, I consider my suspicions that Jeroen, with Pieter’s permission, is using me for some nefarious purpose. Perhaps, through some terrible alchemy, they plan to bring those creatures in his sketches to life! Perhaps all they need is you – a devil-worshipping Moor, the Christian embodiment of evil – to provide the final ingredient to raise these monsters from the underworld! I sigh at my black dog, recognizing for once the follies of my thoughts. Creation of life is an alchemy known only to Allah. And Christian superstitions and fear of the unknown are conspiring to render me stupid.

I turn a corner and gaze towards the eastern sky at a soaring bank of clouds piled on top of one another as if God has placed a wall between Heaven and Hertogenbosch. I remind myself I could no more pin down Hieronymus of Bosch’s peculiar purpose than I could understand the language of the clouds.

As I walk, the sickness of sorrow comes upon me again, my yearning for the bright blue skies of Andalusia now all tangled up with the ache of my fruitless love for Pieter.

I turn sharply into a dark lane-way, heading towards the west of the city, not knowing where I’m going, just wanting to walk on and on and not stop until Allah delivers some understanding.

Above me a bat squeals and its dark shape flickers across the narrow window of sky. My limbs tense and once more, I gather my pace. The lane-ways in this part of the city are empty. I’m suddenly conscious I’m completely alone.

At the far end of the lane-way two brightly dressed women appear. The taller one holds the other’s elbow, as if she’s part guiding, part forcing her companion and I realise one of us will have to press against the walls to make room to pass. They pause when they see me and lower their heads, walking as if they are in a hurry. As they come closer, I recognise the younger woman. She has the face of a doll and curves that would make Aphrodite jealous. My insides lift in delight. I recall crying and hugging her when she left the convent, asking her to visit us, which she never did.

“Cornelia?” I ask. “Is that you?”

When her head lurches towards me I see it’s definitely her. But she’s not dressed like a nun or a servant for the household I heard she joined when she left Saint Wilgefortis convent. Her cheeks rouged, she wears a violet and yellow dress with a square neckline that flattens and spills her breasts up and over like a heaving pair of melons. She’s on my side as I press against the wall to let them pass. I throw my hood from my face.

“Cornelia,” I say with a smile, “it’s me, Marjit, from the convent.”

When she stares at me, her face a pale mask, she has that same dead look I saw in Anneke’s eyes. She raises her nose, doesn’t return my smile. “I’m on a holy mission,” she says, “and I can’t speak to you.”

As Cornelia’s words push me back, I see there’s a wall around her higher than the end of the sky. There’s something terrible hidden in the way her shoulders hunch, the way she half looks back as her companion urges her to hurry. Cornelia’s companion gives me a long stare. Although beautifully dressed, she doesn’t make me think of a noblewoman, and the way she grips Cornelia’s arm is not the way of an employer and her servant. Even though her eyes have a cold, closed look about them, she has an air about her as if she has sat with the Lord Himself. She makes me feel in those few seconds, as dim and dull as a dying worm. They huddle close to one another as they bustle down the lane-way as if in possession of some tightly guarded secret. I regard the way Cornelia walks – uncomfortably – as if she’s just dismounted a horse after a long journey.

My heart in my throat, for a moment I consider following, but the lane-ways are lonely and full of shadows and I no longer feel safe in this part of the city on my own.

And then, they’re gone, leaving me spooked and wondering. What is this mission Cornelia is on that is so holy she can’t speak to one of her friends from the convent? My heart hammers at the inexplicable wrongness of what I have just seen. And then, I shudder as I recall Sister Beatrice’s warning. Cornelia is another pretty orphan who went to work for a wealthy family in the city.







CHAPTER 19 
STABBED BY A DREAM

September 19th – 20th 1502

Back at The Lord’s Embrace, I discover whoever was appointed to do my chores in my absence has left dirty monkey nappies and piles of dog poo outside my bedroom door. After I’ve cleaned up, I eat a swift dinner on my feet while I tend to the piles of dishes that have accumulated in the scullery.

Finally, exhausted, I sink in to bed and immediately succumb to sleep. I dream I’m back in Andalusia, but the hills and mountains have turned to piles of shit. Dressed in glorious, cleavage-spilling robes, I stand in the midst of my home village of Vertientes, now hewn from turds, with a shovel in my hand the size of a soup spoon.

The next morning Rutger brings me a message that Jeroen doesn’t need me today. “Then you have time for me to brush your hair!” says Wendelmoet who’s standing in ear-shot with that club of a hair-brush in her hands.

Rutger doffs his cap and bows as I turn to follow Wendelmoet up the stairs. “There’s no escape from your admirers,” he says looking amused.

“Mother says I shouldn’t be brushing a servant’s hair,” Wendelmoet says after I’ve settled into the spindly chair in front of her bedroom window. “She says you are an unclean Moor and there are demons living on your skull.”

I flinch at her frankness. “What does your father say?”

“That Christ died for our sins and that we must practice mercy, humility and endeavor to be truthful.”

She sighs heavily. “I wish mother and father didn’t argue so much.”

For a moment I don’t know whether to agree with her or offer her comfort. Tell her that her mother’s an ignorant hag, my black dog suggests.

“They argue because they care about the world and want to make it a better place,” I finally say. “It’s just that they have different ideas about what needs to be done.”

In light of my black dog’s intrusions, it’s the best I can manage. I sigh and once more succumb to the pleasure of Wendelmoet’s touch.

“Mother thinks the world is filled with demons and witches,” she says as she braids my hair. “She says women who know too much are probably witches. She says I should be wary of foreign knowledge and that heretical faiths bring forth the devil.”

My jaw cramps and I grit my teeth to contain my rage as I watch Wendelmoet pluck some delphinium blossoms from the vase of flowers on her dresser. When I gaze at her white curls and the furrows of concentration on her brow as she carefully places the delicate blossoms in my hair, I force a smile. “Witches and demons wouldn’t dare dwell in the presence of someone who so closely resembles an angel,” I say as I ruffle my hands through her curls. “All your virtues will send them fleeing.”

She looks at me as if she’s suddenly been blessed with some inner fire. “Thank you Marjit.” She gives me a hug. “I love you.”



[image: ]



Mid-morning, I’m in the garden building a coop for the quails when the sky turns sullen and fills with heavy-bellied clouds. As the first droplets of rain fall, I look up and see Gerda standing on the deck, dusting the flour from her clothes. The birds, I notice, have fallen quiet. “You’ll never guess who has honoured The Lord’s Embrace with a surprise visit,” she says with an enormous grin. “He’s in a meeting with the master.”

Her eyes mist over as she mentions this esteemed visitor. “If you’re quick you’ll catch a glimpse of him before he leaves.”

She won’t tell me who it is, but glimpsing the reverence in her eyes and given this is one of the rare times she’s deigned to speak to me lately, I bustle to the great hall with a dusting rag, bursting with curiosity. When I eagerly look out the open window my blood curdles. It’s Archdeacon Solin. Speaking to Pieter. I drop from the window before I’m seen, pick up a cushion to calm my shaking hands and clench it against my belly, listening to his words.

“Well then, it appears you have made your choice,” he says.

As if drawn on a string, I creep once more towards the window, hide behind the curtains and peep outside. Today, Solin looks regal, his robe trimmed with dark brown fur and scattered with gold fleur-de-lis. With the bearing of a king, he strides across the cobbles to his horse, turns back to Pieter, his lips tight. “You realise I can’t be responsible for what happens next.”

Pieter, his jaw held high, replies, but his voice is too soft to hear. I hold my breath and tremble.

“May I remind you that the only way to eternal life is through the Church,” says Archdeacon Solin in his preacher’s tone. “If you continue long this path, you will sentence your entire household to damnation.”

Archdeacon Solin releases a labored sigh as Rutger helps him into the saddle of his white horse. “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live,” he adds. I notice then Pieter holds a black book in his hand, heavily, as if he wishes to drop it.

“I’ll take note of that,” Pieter replies as a sour wind slices through the open window and the rain gathers pace. My cheeks burn and my insides twist. I have a terrible feeling they’re talking about me.

A few minutes later, hiding back in the scullery, I hear Pieter’s voice summon me and my heart leaps to my throat. I enter his library, feeling both alight with desire and as heavy as a pile of bricks. He beckons me in, pauses next to his desk, his lips tight. He regards my hair but doesn’t even doesn’t even faintly smile at his daughter’s handiwork. This is bad. Very bad. “Archdeacon Solin gave me this,” he says, handing me the book. Wearily, he takes a seat as I read the title: Malleus Malleficarum.

“The Hammer of Witches,” I say. I open the book to the title page. A Comprehensive Witch Hunter’s Handbook.

Pieter shakes his head and flicks me a sharp glance. “He told me he heard when you arrived in the Lowlands you cast a spell over Joos the Merchant’s family. He said you cursed his wife and child to punish him for trying to sell you as a slave.”

My head lightens at the shock of his accusation. I look away from his gaze towards a tall, sky-blue and white porcelain vase on his bookshelf painted with patterns of vines and dragons. “No, Sir, I would never do such a thing.”

When I gaze back into his eyes as open and enticing as doors leading to paradise, panic replaces shock. The demons I have so assiduously chained away in the shadows of my heart rise to the surface of my memory. “After my family was murdered in Andalusia, Joos found me in the urn I was hiding in. He brought me here – to the lowlands. When we arrived in Rotterdam, I was very sick from the sea journey.” I pause, my tongue scrambling for the right words. “He took me to a stall to be sold as a slave.”

Pieter’s gaze darkens as he listens. I look him in the eye, my tears on the verge of spilling forth like water behind a flimsy dyke. “I was the only girl among five African boys and I didn’t sell.” My voice starts to shake. “I suppose, Sir, a sick girl slave isn’t much use to anyone.” I add, pulling from my beloved’s gaze, trying so hard to sound as though none of this matters anymore, that I am telling him a story that happened to someone else. “Joos was angry I didn’t sell,” I add as I recall him cursing and hitting me. “Then, he took me inland,” I continue, remembering our journey across the flattest, most cloud-shrouded landscape I had ever seen and the strange sight of plains dotted with windmills. “When we arrived at what must have been his house, he spoke with a neighbour then broke into inconsolable weeping.” I sigh and shiver. “Later that same day, he abandoned me on the doorstep of the Convent of Saint Wilgefortis.”

I shake my head and place the book back on Pieter’s desk. “I was ten years old, Sir,” I add, tears pricking my eyes, “I couldn’t speak or understand a word of Dutch.” I take a choking breath. “The Abbess at the Convent of Saint Wilgefortis told me his wife and child died of the plague while he was travelling.”

I have to look away from him in order to pull myself together. I don’t want to weigh him down with the burden of my sorrows and I don’t want him to pity me.

Pieter regards me for a few seconds and when I glance back at him, I see something in the depths of his eyes I can barely describe – a look of such intense passion, it seems to envelop me like some dense and fragrant smoke.

“Well, that is the more likely explanation,” he finally says. He sighs, his gaze so captivating I feel we are taking the same breaths, our hearts beating to the same rhythm. “I’m sorry for all your suffering, Marjit. You have been exposed to tyranny that no human being should ever have to bear.”

Something moves in the depths of his eyes. “Words can’t express how deeply ashamed and profoundly aggrieved I am at the suffering you have endured at the hands of so-called adherents to the Christian faith.”

He shakes his head, his full lips drawn tight as if he’s fighting some hideous inner battle. “I’m sure this is not what our Lord Jesus Christ intended when he sacrificed himself on the cross.” Then he picks up the Witch Hunter’s Handbook and tosses it contemptuously on his desk. “I don’t believe all this nonsense. This book was written by half-wits and righteous miscreants. And such ungodly fiction deserves no place in my library.”

He gives me another long deep gaze that makes my heart tremble. “I want you to know you are not a slave in this household, Marjit.”

He opens a drawer in his desk and hands me a gray purse bulky with coins. “You will be paid just like the other servants,” he says, “and you are free to leave if you wish.”

I stare at the purse in my hand, feeling the softness of its leather, the weight of its contents pressing into my palm. Free to leave? Why would he want me to leave if he loves me? Again, I swallow back my tears. I can’t leave him! Now I know him, my whole world has changed shape! I’d be lost without him! I don’t know what to say. But one thing I do know. Despite Solin’s accusations, I’m not going to embarrass myself by crying in front of Pieter again. I suck on my lips and squeeze the purse, trying to kill my sadness.

Pieter shifts in his chair, draws a long breath. “The kitchen garden has never had a summer where it looked so vibrant.” he says, “and the animals are happy and healthy and the children and servants love you.”

I lower my head wondering how much he really notices. Trude doesn’t love me. And I am sure Frau Kikkert and his wife would probably hold a day of celebration if I left.

“Thank you,” I stutter.

Pieter reaches up, runs a slender finger across his beard. For a moment, he looks outside, his eyes darkening. Then, as if he is shaking something away, he blinks and turns back to me. “More than anything, Marjit, I wish you would stay.”

My heart swells. I return his gaze, nothing else in the world mattering but this single, precious moment. My love for him fills me with courage. “And more than anything, Sir, I wish to remain here. With you.”

He holds my gaze and gives me a smile I could drown in. Both soothed and made craven by the faintly dangerous and haunted look in his eyes, longing to climb inside his mind and seek refuge, my fingers twitch, yearning to touch him, trace the outline of his wide lips. Outside the cocoon of this moment, beyond our thin cloud of joy, a door bangs. “Father!” Trude shrieks, sounding exactly like her mother. “You are summoned to the attic! Grandmama wishes to see you!”

Pieter’s expression transforms into one of amused yet weary defeat. “My apologies Marjit,” he says with the faintest shake of his head as he rises from his seat, “The Queen of the Heavens calls. And if I tally, I may be torn asunder by her wrath.”
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Unable to sleep, I sit on the edge of my bed, gazing at the full moon, skeins of green cloud trailing around its face like an old woman with mad hair. It’s only now that I’m away from his intoxicating presence I understand the full weight of Pieter’s gesture. I’m sure he feels an attraction between us. But I also sense a part of him is resisting, wondering if what he feels for me is something else. As I regard the purse of coins he gave me, sitting on my bedside table, the thought crashes into me. My stomach knots. Despite Pieter’s resistance, Archdeacon Solin has sown the seeds of darkness in his heart. Pieter wonders if I’ve bewitched him.

When I finally fall into a restless sleep, I dream I’m in Jeroen’s studio, standing in front of the altarpiece. Behind me, Pieter presides over my dream, as faint and still as a ghost. Even though I don’t understand what I’m looking at, my heart leaps as I stare at the altarpiece. Jeroen and Aleyt gaze at the panels of that painting I yearn to see. Aleyt turns to her husband, her eyes soft with worry. She doesn’t see me. In my dream, I’m invisible.

“Are you sure?” she says. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

Jeroen gives a sharp nod, his eyes smoldering with rage. “Yes,” he replies through his chaos of teeth, “it has to be done. This has gone on for long enough.”

I wake up in the darkness, remembering the dream, sweating and shaking. Again, the thought stabs me. They are using me. Setting me up for something I have yet to understand. All with Pieter’s permission. Terror unfolds inside me and, as I always do in moments of panic, I reach for the hiding place under my mattress and pull out my knife. From now on, I decide, I will always carry it with me.







CHAPTER 20 
SWOONING MOOR, DROOLING LION

September 25th -30th 1502

I try to stay still as Jeroen works. I shiver in the late-September cold, the pink robe providing no warmth in his drafty studio with its curtains pulled open to let in the light. Alone with Jeroen, the house silent but for the crackling of an inadequate fire at the far end of his studio, I try to stand still as he sketches directly onto the altarpiece’s left-hand panel.

“Move your hand,” he suddenly says. “As if you are delivering a blessing.” Every time the silent Jeroen deigns to speak, I feel I’m going to jump out of my skin. After I’ve recovered from the surprise of his voice, I hesitate. My hand is scratched from gardening. It’s a hand that changes monkey nappies, picks up dog turds and wipes bird shit from cages and windowsills. It’s definitely not a hand for passing blessings.

“I don’t know how,” I say. When he shows me, holding his two longest fingers together, again, I sense I’m being set up. Who delivers holy blessings? Certainly not witches or demons. At least not in the universe I inhabit.

“Beautiful,” he whispers as I copy his gesture.

As I take in this man-of- few-word’s comment, I remind myself he’s an artist. He can see beauty in a fly squashed against a window pane. I sigh, longing to see what he has just sketched. Then, catching a glimpse of Jeroen’s monstrous sketches, I suddenly feel as hollow as a bell. I ache for Pieter. I long to return to the safety of The Lord’s Embrace, to fill my lungs with the air my beloved has exhaled.

An urgent hammering at the front door jolts me from my yearnings. “Inspectors from the Most Holy Christian Church!” a man bellows. I hear the front door swing open and the draft from the hall makes the torch flames in Jeroen’s studio nervously flicker.

A moment later, two men stride into the great hall. A monk, short and squat, his lack of height made up for by a nose as big as Damascus, gives me an uneasy glance and crosses himself. Beside him, a tall, broom-thin guard, dressed top-to-toe in armour pressed with fleur-de-lis patterns regards me with utmost disdain. I drop my blessing hand as he addresses Jeroen who has risen and stepped from behind the altarpiece. “I have had reports that heresies are being committed in this household,” the guard announces raising a chin as square as a block of stone. “We have come to investigate unchristian behaviour and possible incidents of witchcraft,” he adds, his hand resting threateningly on his scabbard as he looks back at me, frozen to the spot in terror.

Jeroen’s face pales. “Who? Who sent you?”

“The authorities,” the guard says as he strides up to a wall and studies Jeroen’s sketches. He jabs at a sketch of a pig wearing a nun’s wimple. “Clear evidence of bewitchment,” he says to the monk, who’s still standing in the great hall doorway, looking as ill as the plague.

Jeroen doesn’t look much better. His shoulders have hunched and his hands are trembling as if he’s in the grip of palsy.

Just then, there’s a clatter of feet and shuffle of robes in the hallway and Aleyt, wearing a travel cloak, bustles into the hall. Behind her, trots the pig, pausing to sniff the monk’s robes before snorting and flopping down at my feet.

“What’s going on?” demands Aleyt, looking from monk to guard, her cheeks flushed, her eyes filled with black flames. Her gaze drops to the guard’s sword. “Why are you here?”

“We are here by the orders of the authorities,” the guard says slowly, as if speaking to a child, “to speak to your husband about matters of considerable importance.”

I look back at Jeroen, whose shoulders may have relaxed, but his eyes are as dark and sharp as burned pins.

“Which authorities?” Aleyt demands.

As the monk looks back at the sketches, frowns and scratches his great nose, the guard pulls back his shoulders as if trying to appear taller. “Archdeacon Solin,” he says with unmasked pride.

I catch Aleyt and Jeroen exchange stormy glances. The air in the great hall, already chilled, seems to fill with ice.

“My husband is busy with his work,” Aleyt replies firmly. “If Archdeacon Solin has issues with regard to my husband, then you will address them to me.”

“This is not a matter for a woman,” the monk pipes up.

As Aleyt’s face tightens, Jeroen sighs heavily and shakes his head. “My wife takes care of all of my affairs so I am free to work. She has my permission to deal with all matters pertaining to the city’s laws and religious life,” he says in the longest sentence I’ve ever heard him utter. With another shake of his head, he turns and vanishes behind the altarpiece.

The monk and guard look most put out as they regard Aleyt. The air in the great hall hardens and the guard turns to me. “Moor,” he says with a revolted twist of his lips, “which God to you pray to? The Islamic or the Christian God?”

Fear makes me speak before I’ve thought things through. “They are one and the same, Sir,” I reply in a shaky voice.

The monk snorts through his enormous nose and crosses himself while the guard turns to Aleyt. “Just as I suspected.” The guard says with considerable triumph. “The Moor clearly still follows the cult of Islam and her ungodly ideologies have infiltrated this household.” He steps towards the altarpiece, beckoning for the monk to follow. “We wish to see what Hieronymus of Bosch is working on and ensure he has not been bewitched or influenced by the corruptions of the Muslim and her devil god.”

Swiftly, and with the grace of a dancer, Aleyt darts in front of them. “Do not step any closer,” she says in a voice as strong as a storm. “My husband is a decent law abiding citizen and I will not tolerate this invasion of his privacy!”

“Out of my way woman!” the guard snaps.

Aleyt refuses to budge. She folds her arms and stares the guard down. “What? Are you going to behead me? In my own home?”

The guard blanches and takes a step back. “This is a disgrace!” continues Aleyt. “How dare you challenge my husband’s integrity! He is a member of The Brotherhood of Our Lady! A respected citizen and artist whose work hangs in the homes of bishops and dukes!” She pauses to draw a long breath. “Bishops and dukes we will have no trouble summoning if you do not leave immediately!”

Behind the altarpiece, the seconds of silence are broken only by the scratch of charcoal as Jeroen furiously sketches. The monk and guard exchange glances, clearly no longer sure how to proceed.

“You are disturbing the peace of a God-loving Christian household!” Aleyt shouts. She points towards the door. “Out! Now! Otherwise I will have you reported! To the Duke of Burgundy! Whom we know personally!”

The monk nods to the guard and turns to leave. Begrudgingly, the guard follows, pausing in the doorway. “This is not the end of this matter,” he says, his eyes black with righteousness. After an annoyed squeal at all the disturbance, the pig gets up and stands at the door as if to ensure they are escorted outside. Moments later, I hear the front door slam. My body starts to shiver uncontrollably.

“You can release your pose, Marjit,” Jeroen says through gritted teeth as he tosses down his charcoal. Gratefully, my legs cramping, I sink into the soft cushions of the seat behind me as Aleyt steps behind the altarpiece and regards what her husband has just sketched. In the gap between the panels, I see the faintest line of worry etch her forehead. She looks at her husband and shakes her head. “He who is silent about things is troubled by nothing,” she says with a grim smile.

Then, she marches to the fireplace and hurls another log on the fire. “It’s freezing in here,” she says as the fire comes alive. Flames lick the top of the fireplace and the great hall fills with an orange glow. She regards me and smiles. “Our servants are all away at present,” she says with a shrug, “so I must attend to everything myself.” After she hurls another even bigger log on the fire, I feel the blessed warmth heat my skin.

“Time for a mint tea,” she adds, unbuttoning her cloak and giving me a soft smile. I smile back as she turns, remembering last night’s dream, still unsure as to whether Aleyt and Jeroen are trying to protect or incriminate me. One thing, however, I’ve learned today. It’s clear who’s in charge of this household. “Do you wish for help?” I call after Aleyt.

“No, Marjit,” she replies without turning, “you have already done more than enough.”
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As my body and soul wax and wane between the discord I feel in Jeroen’s studio and the exaltation that rises through me when I’m in Pieter’s presence, days shrink and nights lengthen. It’s the end of September, the day that marks the start of autumn. On this evening of Michaelmas, it’s my turn for dinner with the family. To honor the occasion, I wear a fitted low-cut, red brocade dress I’ve bought second-hand from the markets. As I enter the dining room, Odette is waving a finger at Pieter, scolding him as if he’s still a small boy.

“You think if you capture the world inside the confines of a painted panel, it will be easier to understand,” she says, “but you’ll come no closer to its mysteries through all this art and music you spend all your time organizing and commissioning!”

As Pieter pulls a chair out and guides her to her seat, I glimpse in the orange light from the torches, a pained look on his face. I ache for him to turn and notice me. My black dog however, draws my gaze to the shape of him tightly rendered under his hose. Ah, what I would give to sink my teeth into those lovely taut buttocks!

I blush at my wanton thought as Odette slams her palm on the table, making the candles on the table flicker. “You would do better spending more time with your old, blind mother!” she snaps at her son. “You never visit me in my chambers! This is the only time I get to be with you. Is all that art and music more important that your own flesh and blood?”

“I have commitments to uphold with the Brotherhood of Our Lady and duties and obligations to both the city and my wife and children,” Pieter replies evenly. “I’m sorry if you find your daily lunches and dinners with the family inadequate.”

When Odette scoffs at her son, Trude grins as if she’s heard this all before and loves the conflict.

Then Pieter turns and sees me waiting next to the sideboard. When he pauses and stares, my cheeks flush. This dress is not just for Michaelmas. It’s for him. As he looks me up and down, a thrill wends through my belly. Wendelmoet, who’s just stepped into the dining room, squeals in delight. “Marjit, you look so pretty,” she says, “like an Arabian princess!”

“Thank you,” I say, my whole body alight with pleasure.

Pieter smiles at Wendelmoet and nods back at me. “You do look beautiful tonight, Marjit,” he says giving me another of his belly-plundering gazes.

Every part of me, mortal and celestial, swoons. My black dog drools. You are beautiful too! I want to dine on your beauty! I want to run my tongue over your cheekbones, and feel those fine eye-teeth sink deep into my neck!

The look in his eyes captures me and renders me for a moment utterly paralysed. There in his eyes I glimpse the Kingdom of Allah. Inside my frozen body a desire as ancient and timeless as the stars resurrects. We touch one another with our eyes. I drink in the mystery of him, feel the drug of his beauty ignite my flesh and fill my heart with intoxications. As my cheeks heat, Odette turns and narrows her eyes. “What is she wearing?”

Trude turns to stare as well. Under Trude’s scrutinising gaze, my glow wanes and I suddenly wish I’d worn something less revealing.

“The red of a harlot,” Gerrit says as he marches into the room and leers at me, his eyes lingering on my cleavage. My heart sinks and my blood boils as I stare back at him. I didn’t know he’d been invited to dinner.

“A refreshing change from my sister’s ladies-in-waiting, though,” Gerrit continues, still gazing at my breasts and grinning. “Those five wounds of Christ make my eyes ache whenever I look at them.”

There’s a snort of fury as Yolente, dressed in emerald and lilac robes sweeps into the room. “Don’t speak of my ladies that way,” she snaps. “ They are loyal servants.”

Gerrit scoffs. “Ha! It’s like you specially chose them to give men pain and make them wish they were blind.”

At Gerrit’s indiscretion, everyone’s eyes flick to Odette who tosses a sour glance in his direction. “Better to be blind than gaze into the faces of barbarians and imbeciles,” she replies. “All I look forward to now is complete deafness so I can no longer hear such idiotic utterances.”

As awkward glances are exchanged, Yolente walks up to her brother and slaps his face. “Watch your tongue, you brain-boiled churl!”

When Gerrit contemptuously laughs, Yolente turns with a sneer of disgust. Then she sees me. She looks me up and down, her eyes turning as dark and hard as peppercorns. “Where did you get that dress?” she demands.

I reply with a look of utmost humility and servitude. “At the market, Mistress. I paid for it. With my wages.”

She throws a scornful look at her husband. “Well. We are clearly paying her too much.”

I lower my eyes, my heart quickening, beginning to wonder if a crust of bread next to the cesspit might be preferable to this van der Beeck-Ramecker battlefield.

“She deserves to be paid the same as our other servants,” Pieter replies calmly. Then, he hands his wife the goblet of fine French wine he’s just poured. She takes it without thanks, gazes at him as if she wants to say something else, then looks down at the wine and knocks it back in gulp. I can already see how she will be by the end of this dinner and, just as I’m wondering if I should make my exit, Gerda and Marieke arrive with a tureen of fish soup, the goose roasted to celebrate Michaelmas, platters of onions and turnips and still steaming loaves of bread. My stomach grumbles so loudly, it’s as if there’s a wild animal hiding beneath my skirts.

Finally seated, we all lower our heads and the table falls into a moment of reverence during the thankfulness prayer – a brief respite, I sense, before another squall.

“So tell me Marjit,” says Odette, swiftly breaking the silence after the prayer, “what is your natal planet?”

“Mars,” I say quietly.

Odette leans forward, puts a hand to her ear. “What?”

The bread I have just bitten into sticks in my throat. “Mars,” I say, a tiny bit louder.

“Mars,” says Wendelmoet clearly.

“Ah!” Odette leans back, a great grin on her face. “Mars!” she announces so half of Hertogenbosch can hear. She glances towards Pieter. “Just like your wife. Two women in the same household with Mars as their natal planet!” She grins wickedly and plunges her spoon into her soup. “A recipe for chaos.”

When Pieter gives his mother a dark look, I wonder if he’s wishing right then, that she, just like his serving girl, had no tongue. Meanwhile Yolente gives her mother-in-law a withering glance, takes another great gulp from her re-filled wine goblet, swallows and drops it heavily back on the table. “The Moor is a servant,” she says. “It means nothing.”

The table falls into a brief silence broken only by a chorus of soup slurping. I’m happy right then to mean nothing. The only thing that would make me happier now would to be invisible. Then alas, Gerrit leans forward and once again, leers. “I hear you are visiting Hieronymus of Bosch’s studio and he’s painting your portrait,”  he says darkly. “I thought only nobles and monarchs had their portraits painted. This is the first I’ve heard of an artist of his stature painting a common servant.” He directs this entire epiphany at my breasts.

“He isn’t painting my portrait,” I mumble. “He’s using me as a prop.”

“A prop? For what?”

“For a pink robe,” I manage, my insides stirring with discomfort.

Gerrit’s eyes narrow. “Who is wearing this robe?” He demands.

“I don’t know. He won’t say.”

Pieter opens his mouth to comment but Gerrit interrupts. “Given she’s a woman and woman ruined man’s good fortune in paradise, she will no doubt be depicted as inflicting misery on some God-fearing man,” he says as he tears a piece of bread off the loaf. “And perhaps, as it’s a triptych and an altarpiece, he needs a witch for the hell panel,” he adds, before stuffing the bread in his mouth. As he chews he looks at my breasts again shamelessly, his red hair catching the light from the torches as if Lucifer has lent him his horns. Just like his sister, I want to reach over and slap him. Instead, I lower my eyes and fume. I’ve tried so hard today to fit in, be a good Christian. Today, I have honoured the Holy Day of Obligation, participated in Mass at St Jan’s and even prayed to St Michael to grant me a few extra crumbs of cosmic intelligence. St Michael clearly didn’t hear as right now, I feel like a fool.

As I try to ignore Gerrit’s leers and asinine comments, Pieter sighs. “Hieronymus of Bosch does not paint witches,” he says coldly.

“No, of course not. My most humble apologies,” says Gerrit with a smirk, his mouth still full of bread. “He paints hags, demons, monsters and peasants with bird heads and fish tails.”

Wendelmoet puts her napkin over her mouth to suppress a giggle.

“Then perhaps he is using Marjit’s dark skin colour for the flesh of a demon,” says Trude, giving me a nasty smile.

Gerrit laughs. “Indeed, my bright young niece. A female demon. For woman is the devil’s gateway. She is the un-sealer of the forbidden tree and the first deserter of the divine law.”

As a flash of confusion crosses Trude’s face, Pieter shakes his head. “You seem to have forgotten, my bright brother-in-law, that a woman also gave birth to our Lord,” he says in a soothing tone. Again, he looks at me deep and hard, his gaze both balm and fever.

“Indeed. A Virgin,” replies Gerrit, sliding me another leer. “Not a harlot who seduced man into tasting the forbidden fruit.”

Under his taunting gaze my blood blooms below my skin and my dress feels far too tight. 

“Well,” says Yolente, her voice already starting to slur, “tell us Moor, do you know? Have you seen the painting?” She looks at me as if she would like to chew me up with those tiny, perfect teeth, then spit me out and grind me into the floor with her pointed purple slippers.

I cringe as all eyes turn towards me. Right now, I think I’d prefer an interview with the Spanish Inquisition to this probing by the van der Beeck family. As Gerrit’s gaze drops once more to my chest, I wish again I’d worn something less revealing. I suspect both the Muslim devil Iblis and the black dog of my lower self, the world’s worst fashion advisors, were whispering encouragement when I chose to wear this dress. I make a point of not looking at Yolente and concentrate instead, on the pieces of fish floating in my soup.

“No. Hieronymus of Bosch won’t allow me to look at it,” I say. “He won’t allow anyone to see it until the unveiling.”

Pieter drops his fork to his plate and takes a great breath. “Marjit is right. Enough of all this speculation. Hieronymus of Bosch is a private man. He does not allow people to see his paintings until they are complete. Nor does he appreciate people discussing his work while it is in progress.” He glares at Trude, his wife, and then Gerrit. “We all know gossip in this city spreads faster than the plague, so I would advise you all to be discrete and keep your mouths sealed.”

I drink in every look Pieter gives me, my insides sighing with love. I see in his glances a thousand secrets and torments. I see a man torn between his body and his soul as he glimpses in this infidel Moor a truth he is still unwilling to face.

Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Gerrit staring at me like a lion sizing up its meal. “Indeed,” he says as he regards my bosom, “we must place our faith in God. For the laws of man are nothing against the laws of the Church.”

The way he looks at me makes me shudder. Beyond that patently lecherous gaze, an intense and malevolent something lurks in his eyes delivering as much violence as a body blow. I squirm and lower my eyes. Years ago, I glimpsed that madness, that enemy within, alive and fevered inside the righteous eyes of the Spanish Inquisition – men who followed the laws of their Church.

The light dims and I’m sure right then, some force has sucked the light from the torch flames. A cold wind wends through the door reminding me it’s far too cold for this stupid, thin dress. I glance towards the door now only wanting to race from the table, shed this attention seeking dress and hide among the garden’s shadows.







CHAPTER 21 
AN UNFORGIVEABLE HUMILIATION

September 30th 1502

Of course, the gossip about the painting does spread. Apparently the story in the markets is that Hieronymus of Bosch is painting me as the Holy Virgin. “A Moor as our Holy Virgin,” Gerda says snorting, not caring that I’m in ear shot, “just goes to show what a pack of fools those gossips are.” I have to stop myself from reminding Gerda the Virgin may not have been a Moor, but she was, when she gave birth to Christ, a Jew. Instead I stay quiet, take special care with dishes, cleaning away each mark as if it’s a stain of stupidity.

The afternoon after the delightful Michaelmas dinner, Hillekin steps into the scullery, a mischievous look in her eyes. “The master and mistress are arguing,” she whispers. My stomach jumps. Without a second thought I follow Hillekin and Gerda to the great hall where we crowd outside the closed doors.

Yolente shouts so loudly the wood vibrates and we all pull back from the door at once. “She looked like she belonged in a sultan’s harem! She should not be paid! She is a Moor! She will use her money for no good!”

When I catch Gerda and Hillekin’s eyes, they look away as if that woman in there has just voiced their thoughts. My insides bend as I try to hear Pieter’s soft reply.

For a moment Yolente’s voice lowers as well, but even through the door’s thick wood when I hear her words “like a poorly bred cur.” I’m not sure I want to hear more. I’m about to step away when I hear her say the word garden. I linger. “They grew too quickly over summer,” she says, “it was ungodly.”

Then Pieter’s voice, a single word sailing through the wood. “Compost…”

His wife slurs a reply. “No, it’s witchcraft.” Then I hear “…all foolish enough to consume food from that infidel’s garden…”

I don’t hear much of her next words, except for plague.

Pieter’s voice rises. “Wine was missing from the treasure room,” he says with a shrillness that betrays his frustration, “you found the key.”

The air outside the door seems to soften at the relief I’m no longer being talked about. Gerda snorts like a beast blowing water from its snout. “I don’t know why he doesn’t just slap some sense into that drunken shrew,” she mutters.

Hillekin huffs, gives Gerda a black stare. “Because he is a gentleman,” she hisses. “Because a man should never hit a woman.”

Gerda clucks and shakes her head. “He’s lost his manliness, that one. Gone weak in the head. Lets all the women in his life bully him. A failed knight, too interested in books,” she mutters. “No wonder Master Gerrit calls him Sir Readalot.”

As I bristle at Gerda’s daft comments Yolente shouts at her husband. “We will all be poisoned! She will make us all ill! And now this business with Hieronymus of Bosch! Painting her as the Holy Virgin! It’s outrageous! What will this do to our family’s reputation?”

I try to ignore more pointed looks exchanged outside the door. After Pieter has said a few more soft words to her, Yolente wails again and something smashes. “I have no other wish than to die!” she yells. Gerda gives a weary roll of her eyes. “Ah yes, all that throwing of things. Behaving just like her mother did. Runs in the family, that temper. All comes from the mother’s side.”

Then, she crosses herself. “God bless her dear departed soul.”

While his wife sobs and wails, we can hear Pieter moving about picking up the things she has thrown. Again Gerda shakes her head and tsks. “Did you know that beard of his hides a weak chin?”

As I listen to Yolente’s sobs and Gerda’s snipes, my heart sinks down past my knees to the soles of my shoes. I want to tell Gerda violence is not a sign of courage. I want to point out it is much harder to remain peaceful in the presence of someone like Yolente. But I’ve caused enough conflict in this household already, so I just lower my eyes and stay silent. Behind the door, Yolente’s sobs subside and I hear Pieter talking softly to her. Now, there’s an urging tone to his voice. I hold my breath. A secret is being discussed.

I press my ears close to the door, but their conversation is muffled. From the back of the house, a cold breeze disturbs the torch flames in the hall and in that moment of quiet as the flames flutter and the shadows dance, I sense the air in the house has once again changed shape. I hold my breath, press my ear harder against the door and, although I still can’t hear his words, he sounds deeply worried.

My thoughts return to the wintering garden, the seeds quietly taking root under the soil, growing in the darkness. What lies beneath the soil, in the realm of the unseen, gives rise to the world above. In that moment, I glimpse how far away Pieter is from me, how we are divided by this underworld of Rameckers. Behind that door, in that other realm, is something I long to be part of, but never will be – that crazy Ramecker shrew the greatest obstacle separating me from the man I love. My black dog gives me a wolfish grin. Only the wings of death can carry him to you.
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“I am not painting you as the Holy Virgin.” Jeroen snaps when I tell him of the rumors.

I’m standing once more with my right hand raised in blessing. Aleyt is absent today and the atmosphere in the room is once more, strained, frosty and tense.

“If it is not the Holy Virgin, then who is wearing the pink robe?” I ask.

He gives me a closed look. “What does it matter?” Jeroen says, his eyes hard and fixed. “You are just a prop.”

People won’t see it that way, I want to say, but I don’t, because he clearly has nothing more to say on the matter.

As I stand, feeling as restless as a bushfire, I study the back panels of the altarpiece, where the ghost of a sketch is taking shape. It appears to be a globe, a strange landscape within. I wish then I had otherworldly powers and could see past the wood to the other side of the altarpiece. Instead, searching for answers, I look around his studio, regarding the half-finished illuminations, the raw wood statues of saints waiting to be brought to life with colour, the shields waiting for their painted coats-of-arms. This man has work coming out of his ears.

“Keep your head still,” Jeroen snaps. He seems in a hurry today, as if he’s running out of time. I try to soothe myself by thinking of Pieter, his words of reassurance that Jeroen is a good man. He gave me a choice, I remind myself and I’m granting my beloved his wishes by posing for the great artist Hieronymus of Bosch. Thinking of Pieter delivers me a moment of peaceful elation. He is my anchor. The trellis around which I wind the vine of my love.

“Ahem.” I turn towards the sound and see a young maid in the doorway holding a tray of with a teapot and two cups. She refuses to enter the room and places the tray on the threshold floor. “Your tea, Master,” she says. Her eyes goggle as she regards me, then she quickly turns and vanishes back into the hall’s shadows. A sick feeling worms through my belly. Either she’s too afraid to come inside, or she’s forbidden. Without speaking, Jeroen gestures for me to break my pose and bring the tray inside. Now, I’m even more disturbed. Servants can’t enter the great hall but I can? What’s going on?

I pour the tea, swiped by more half-formed premonitions. What could be worse than painting this devil-worshipping infidel Moor as the Holy Virgin? What could terrify a servant into refusing to enter the artist’s work space?

My hand shakes as I pass Jeroen his cup of mint tea between the gaps in the altarpiece. There’s a reason Jeroen won’t let me see the painting. There’s a reason he won’t let anyone see it. And the reason is not a happy one. You are just a Moor, my black dog reminds me, and in the eyes of Christians nothing more than a beast of burden. To these Christians, that merchant of misery continues, you are dispensable.
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The following morning, I’m sweeping the dust out the front doorstep when a group of young men walk past. They stop to leer, some of them pointing to their cod pieces. “You’d look good on the end of my nob!” one of them calls. I recognise him. It’s one of the Abbeys of Misrule who chased me several months ago in the marketplace. My blood heats. Just as I’m considering insulting them back in Arabic, someone grabs me from behind and thrusts an arm up between my legs. As I shriek and jump free the young men snicker. When I turn Gerrit’s there grinning with triumph. My blood boils.

“You belong to a family of low class fungi!” I shout as Gerrit swaggers past me to join his friends.

He turns and grins. “And you belong to a tribe of goat-swiving barbarians!”

Outraged, I raise my broom, dart forward and strike him across the shoulder. When he loses his balance and tumbles into a pile of horse droppings, his friends laugh even harder. “He’s rolling in shit, trying to wash off the smell of Moor cunt!” I hear someone say.

Gerrit picks himself up, dusts the horse droppings from his doublet and points at me. “Moor hag!” he says, his eyes blue flames of rage. “You are a servant! You had no right to do that! You don’t know your place in my sister’s household!”

“My name is Marjit,” I say, “and you had no right to grope me. I gave you what you deserved.”

“I don’t give a damn what you think!” he shouts back. “You are nothing! A bastard infidel!”

When he lunges back at me I raise the broom once more to strike.

“Watch out for her enchanted broomstick,” one of his friends calls, still laughing. Just then I hear the clopping of hooves and turn to see Pieter and Rutger, Titan bounding beside them, back from their meeting at The Brotherhood of Our Lady. My shoulders relax and I drop the broom.

“Hell,” Gerrit says through his teeth as they head for the stables, “it’s the damned Father, Son and Holy Ghost.”

Before he strides away he gives me one last look. My insides tighten. I know that look. What I have done is unforgivable. I’ve humiliated him in front of his friends. And I know then, I’ll pay for this.







CHAPTER 22 
THE BABY KILLER

October 24th 1502

October in Hertogenbosch brings icy mornings and gloomy afternoons. I wake every morning thinking of Pieter, overtaken by a strange urgency, a sense I must move swiftly towards some goal with him, even as I have no idea what shape our resolution might take.

After today’s session posing for Jeroen, I shiver and hug my arms around my body as I step from The Minotaur’s Toenail into fading daylight. Swathed in my horsehair cape, I cross the market where vendors are packing their stalls, thinking of Pieter and how I’m longing for love among the stars, instead of settling for a love I can touch on Earth.

I pause next to a brazier outside Justus the Printer’s shop and warm my frozen hands. Above me stands a statue of Saint Augustine of Hippo, patron saint of printers, a flaming heart pierced by an arrow in one hand, a book in the other. Not long ago this printer’s shop was a tavern where Monks gathered to drink and discuss the scriptures. Now it’s home to Hertogenbosch’s first printing press.

When I look through the window I can see the press with all its levers and cranks squatting against the wall next to the racks and drawers of parchments like a vast, slumbering beast.

I notice a woman inside Justus’s shop talking to one of the printers. When she turns my heart jumps. She has a handsome face and is dressed beautifully, like a noblewoman. I recognise her. It’s the woman I saw a few weeks ago with Cornelia.

Quickly, I pull my hood over my face and hide between a potted tree and Saint Augustine as she leaves the shop. After she’s vanished into a lane-way I stand frozen for a moment between the pot plant and the Saint. I stare up at St Jan’s where workers are still crawling across the scaffolds. Lit by their torches, its spire flickers like a needlepoint of flame, piercing the twilit sky. A holy mission. As Cornelia’s words assault me, my insides ignite with flames of righteous indignation. That woman is not on a holy mission.

Before I can stop myself I stride into the printer’s shop. “The woman who was in here,” I say to the man standing at the counter, “she asked me to come back. She said she had left something behind.”

In a back room I glimpse a man among a forest of wooden frames sitting on a stool in front of a parchment stretched tight like a drum, scraping it down to make it smooth.

The man at the counter shakes his head. “No, she took everything with her…”

He’s holding a piece of parchment in his hand. I point to it. “May I see that?”

“It’s Justus the printer’s worksheet,” he says, “it belongs here.”

I shake my head, my mouth working ahead of my brain. “She’s sure she left something behind,” I say insistently.

He raises his eyebrows. “Did she tell you what it was?”

I flinch. Oh I’m in trouble now. I stand straight, as if my back is attached to some heavenly string. “No. She was very flustered. She just told me to come back and pick it up.”

Then the older man, who has been smoothing the parchment, rises from his stool and joins us. The younger man turns to him. “The job for The Guild of Adam,” he says. “This young lady says something was left behind.”

The older man looks me up and down then picks up a folder on the counter. I catch a glimpse of the worksheet – a small square of parchment. “We only have the sample here,” he says. When he flashes it at me I see a picture of a green fleur-de-lis inside an apple. I glimpse a quotation from the Bible, the words ’God’ and ’love’, printed several times. And then my heart starts pounding as if it’s just caught up with my mouth. “I’m sorry to bother you,” I say. “She must have been mistaken.”

Quickly, I shoot out the door back into the weak daylight and lengthening shadows of the marketplace. Wondering where that ungodly burst of courage came from, all I want now is to take flight like a panicking horse.
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I’m in the scullery stacking the dishes next to the sink when the question finally bursts from me. “Have you heard of a place called The Guild of Adam?” I ask Gerda as she passes with the family leftovers. As she places them on the servant’s dining table, there’s a sudden crash behind me.

When I turn, Marieke’s staring at me, her face white, her armload of serving dishes in pieces on the floor at her feet.

“That’ll be docked from your wages,” says Gerda, her face pinched as she regards the mess. Then she turns back to me. “What craft does The Guild of Adam represent? Cobblers? Organ makers? Stonemasons?”

“I have no idea,” I reply, bending down to help Marieke pick up the shattered bowls and plates.

“A guild is always attached to a craft and a Saint,” Gerda continues, “but I’ve never heard of a Guild of Adam.”

As soon as Gerda’s back is turned, Marieke grabs my arm so hard it hurts. She gestures to her tongue, her eyes wild. All the blood has drained from her face and she’s shaking like a leaf in a windstorm. She runs into the kitchen, picks a green apple from the bowl on the bench then grabs the small knife Gerda uses for peeling them. In front of me in the scullery, she begins to cut into the apple. She cuts a crude shape. It’s a fleur-de-lis. My heart jumps. The Guild of Adam.

“What?” I whisper, even though my heart already understands, I don’t want to believe what she’s telling me. She points inside her mouth, her eyes wet with tears. Then, she draws her finger across her throat. And right then, I understand. It was The Guild of Adam. They cut out her tongue.

After what seems like only a few seconds later, Yolente, dressed in her pink evening brocades, sweeps into the scullery. “What’s this ungodly racket I can hear all the way upstairs?” she says. “Haven’t you servants heard about the virtue of silence?”

I want to scoff. Oh, that’s so rich, coming from her – the Mistress of Screech. Now, here’s a woman, I think, who could do without a tongue. Her eyes drop to the pile of broken dishes on the servant’s dining table.

“Who broke those?”

“It was my fault,” I say, giving Marieke an apologetic glance.

Yolente narrows her eyes. “So you are clumsy as well as stupid,” she says with a snort.

“I’m paying for them out of my wages,” I say before she can insult me further.

She crinkles her stubby nose as if I’m a bad smell. Behind that steaming pile of Ramecker blubber, Frau Kikkert stands as stiff as a dead twig. I can tell she wants to guide her Mistress back to her chambers as quickly as possible, but she may as well be trying to distract a charging warthog by waving a dandelion.

“Yes you will,” Yolente replies, her nostrils flaring. “Even though we are providing you with home and board and you should not be paid at all.”

Then Yolente turns to Gerda who’s just curtsied to her Mistress as if she’s a queen. “Who picked the herbs that went into our tea at dinnertime?” she demands.

“Marjit,” says Gerda, flicking me a warning glance.

Yolente swivels back towards me, her eyes catching the reflections of the flames from the torches. “Don’t pick any of the plants that end up in our food or drinks, Moor.”

I toss her a contemptuous stare. This is ridiculous. I grow them. I’m trying to take some of the pressure off Gerda, who complains all the time about having too much to do. “But…” 

When she points a finger at me I notice how she seems even larger and more forbidding than ever. “Are you brain-addled as well as riddled with heresies? How many times must I tell you? Never speak unless spoken to!” she says with a spray of spit. “You walk around our home with your nose in the air as if you think you are better than us. I wish to remind you that you are a servant! You are nothing in this household!”

As I’m standing there opening and shutting my mouth, my insides boiling, thinking how Gerrit must have told her about our confrontation, she turns and sweeps away. Then she stops, turns once more, looks at the hair Wendelmoet didn’t have time to braid this morning hanging loose over my shoulders. “And tie that disgusting hair of yours back. Looking at it makes me sick.”

In the moment of silence that fills the void of her departure, my insides harden and chill. I’m thinking concoctions of hemlock and oleander, starchwort berries. Ah, what poetry, I think, to be poisoned by berries from the plant that makes her hats so stiff and fashionable. Alas the berries are bitter and she would taste them.

As Gerda sighs and returns to her chores and Marieke silently turns back to the dining room to clear the rest of the dishes away, I pray that the forces of fate and justice will remove my mistress, that warthog shrew, from the world. My black dog, however, speaks far more directly. The only way that woman will look good is if she’s dead.
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The night after the dish-smashing revelation about The Guild of Adam, a tea called Virgin’s milk –  made with herbs and spices that warthog-woman takes to help her sleep – sits on the table by the staircase. With a spoon perched inside a goblet with the family coat of arms, the drink waits for Frau Kikkert to take it up to her chambers. My hand, holding a dry and ancient piece of dung I found under a cabinet, hovers over the drink. My black dog pants with excitement. Yes! Yes! Do it! I pause, take a deep breath. Show that shrew what nothing can do! my black dog insists. Without another thought, I crumble the turd between my fingers, drop it into Yolente’s drink, give it a quick stir then hasten from the hall. It’s only when I hear Frau Kikkert pause at the bottom of the stairs, and as I hear the clatter of the spoon against the edge of the goblet that I hear a tiny voice at the back of my mind: What have you just done?

A lump grows in my throat and I’m considering rushing past her, knocking the drink from her hands when a sudden cry from the kitchen pulls me back. “Ahh! Get out of here!” Gerda shrieks. “The monkey! He’s just dropped one of his turds into my cabbage soup!”

Every hair on my body stands on end as I’m struck by a sudden awareness of the permeable boundary between this world and the next, and the manner in which this mortal world is connected by unseen strings. “Marjit! We need you in here!” Gerda calls again from the scullery. “Now!”

I gulp back the lump in my throat and yield to the strings of my fate. The damage is done.



[image: ]



The next morning I’m hauling a cauldron of boiling water from the stove to the sink, when Gerda marches in, her lips twitching. “Ginger,” she says, rummaging among the spice basket on the bench, “Mistress Yolente is ill. She’s been vomiting all morning. She needs some ginger tea to settle her stomach.”

I lower my head, pour the water into the sink then return the cauldron, half full, to the stove, my heart hammering. I drift back to the sink, feeling as if time has slowed down and I’m walking through syrup.

“Always gets like this when she’s expecting,” Gerda adds as she picks up a ginger root and starts peeling it.

My hands freeze in the hot water as I take in her words. I stare at a cluster of rainbow-coloured bubbles that seem to have grown to the size of moons.

“How many weeks is she?” I ask, trying to hide the crack in my voice.

“Ah. Not long. About three or four.”

I stare at a patch of scum floating on top of the dish water, my heart wrenching. When I take a shallow breath and lift a dish from the water, it feels as heavy as the world. I drop the dish onto the drying rack, my thoughts in chaos. My arms shaking, feeling as if I’ve been punched in the heart, I scrub the egg smears off the breakfast plates and place them on the drying rack. I drain the water from the sink, walk from the scullery and place the dry dishes back in the sideboard. Then, I step into the garden, stand in the drizzle, stare at the wall of gray sky and think of the turds I dropped in Yolente’s drink. I watch the black outline of a crow swoop, its flight appearing to write some mystical message across the parchment of the Heavens. The servants and Solin were right all along! that otherworldly text seems to say. You are an infidel and a witch. A curser and violator of the innocent. A baby killer.







CHAPTER 23 
FLIGHT INTO DARKNESS

October 25th 1502

I depart The Lord’s Embrace before dawn breaks while everyone is still asleep. I leave behind my harlot’s dress and take only what I came with. My hood drawn over my face, I lumber through the cobbled streets in a delirium, moving with only a dim awareness of where I’m heading. I walk until my legs ache and my feet bleed. My heart impaled on the lance of truth, too miserable to feel fear, too devastated to care, I cross swamps and farmlands, accepting of whatever violations God chooses to dispense. Yet, as if this hermit crab in her shell of sorrow is too pathetic to molest, too wretched to insult, I arrive hours later at my destination in one miserable piece.

I knock on the door of my once sturdy prison, determined to turn back time, immerse myself in a haze of forgetting. I arrive mid-afternoon at Nones, greeted by Sister Griet, who is so old she sees and speaks to people who aren’t there. She looks at me without a glimmer of recognition. “Come in,” she says, “and remember to thank our Lord Jesus Christ who suffered for our sins and died for us on the cross.”

Inside her office, Mother Geertruyt shakes her head. “We have no room at the moment, Marjit.” Her eyes soften when she sees my face fall. “But there may be another Convent in the city that can take you in…”

My bottom lip trembles. No one wants a Moor. Particularly one who can’t control her urges. “No one will want me,” I say, my voice cracking, “Saint Wilgefortis Convent is my only hope.”

Her eyes widen. “What happened, Marjit?”

I drop my eyes to the floor. “Nothing,” I murmur.

Then when her thoughtful silence becomes too heavy to bear, I look out the window, towards the garden. “The cloister garden. It isn’t doing well,” I say.

I realise after I’ve spoken, it’s a stupid comment. Of course it’s not doing well. Winter is coming. Everything is dying. But I’m desperate. I ache to return to the protection of these sturdy walls. I turn back to her, thinking I would fall on my knees and kiss her feet if I thought it would help.

“Please, Mother Geertruyt, I can be a nun. I will try my hardest. I promise. It will be different this time. I won’t sulk during prayers. I won’t be late for my chores.”

I hold her gaze and run a hand through my hair. “I’ll even cut off my hair,” I add, my voice shaking.

Mother Geertruyt’s eyes bloom with sorrow. She understands how my hair is one of my last precious links to the life that was taken from me. Her lips tighten as she shakes her head. “God moves in strange ways, Marjit. And often our difficulties are necessary. They help us grow. Mature our souls.”

I bite my tongue. Oh please, I think, don’t bring God and souls into this right now. God clearly doesn’t know what He’s doing. He does move in strange ways. Strange, pointless ways, giving lechers like Gerrit wealth and freedom, blessing drunks like his sister with a loving husband and more babies. And laying shit in the paths of Moors who can’t control their urges. If my soul matures any further, it’ll rot like a fallen apple.

“Archdeacon Solin visited Pieter and gave him a copy of The Hammer of Witches”’ I blurt out. “He told Pieter I cursed Joos the Merchant’s family.” My lips shake, threatening to open into a full-blown wail of misery.

Her face falls and her eyes darken. “And what did your master say?”

“He told me he didn’t believe in such nonsense.”

With a long sigh, she raises her chin and looks away. “People are often not who you think they are Marjit,” she says her eyes dark with shadows. She gazes out the window as if hunting for words among the clouds. “You must open your heart and mind.”

My jaw cramps. Right now, my heart is better off closed. And I’ve lost my mind somewhere in the compost heap of God’s creation.

When Mother Geertruyt gives me a long, deep look, her eyes are shiny and for just a moment I think she’s the one who’s going to burst into tears. Instead she straightens her back and gazes at me softly. “And what about him? she says. “Your master. Does he treat you well?”

I look away as my cheeks heat. “He’s a good man,” I say to the Bible on her desk.

Silence. When I finally look up at her she’s staring at me. A gentle smile spreads over her lips and I know she’s caught me out. Hell. Mother Geertruyt notices everything.

“Marjit,” she says, after a pause that seems to last for eternity, “love between two people is never wrong.”

I gasp, shocked by her advice. But he is married, I want to say, and his wife is expecting a baby.

She looks away and rests her eyes on her book cabinets. “But you must look deep into your heart to fully understand it. And if you listen to what it is telling you, it will guide you and give you courage.”

Then as she reaches out and squeezes my hand I glimpse an echo of fear behind her smile.

“Have you heard of The Guild of Adam?” I ask before I can stop myself.

Her eyes momentarily flicker as if she’s been slapped. She drops my hands, her face blanched. Right then, I understand. Although she knows, she can’t say. “Do you know of its trade?” she asks tersely, glancing towards her office door.

“No. I thought you might be able to tell me.”

Again, her eyes flick towards the door, her anxiety palpable. “Marjit,” she finally says in a low voice, “you must learn to tame that curious spirit of yours or it will get you into terrible trouble.”

She turns away and stares out the window. “I have had to make some hard decisions lately, Marjit,” she says. She gives me a pained look. “I wish to expand the convent, set up an orphanage. But you see Archdeacon Solin has the final say about the fate of Saint Wilgefortis.”

When she speaks Solin’s name, it’s as if something bitter has passed over her tongue. I nod. I do see. And I don’t like the view one bit. But before I can reply, the bells peal for Vespers.

At the sound of the bell, Mother Geertruyt grabs her Bible from her desk, grips it as if it’s a foundation stone and guides me to the door.

“I’m sorry Marjit,” she says, “but you have to leave.” Now, her face is firm, lips as hard and pale as a stone saint’s.

I want to protest. I want to say I haven’t even had a chance to see Sister Beatrice. Today, on top of returning to the convent, I had hoped to find out her secret.

Mother Geertruyt pauses at the door. “Please. Go straight back to your master’s household.” Her eyes flick down the empty corridor. “And do so quickly and discretely, make sure no one sees you here.” Her hands tremble as she speaks.

Why? I want to ask. She sees the question in my eyes and shakes her head. “You must go. Don’t tell anyone you visited.” She says. “Speak to no one until you have returned to your master’s home.”

She gives me a swift kiss on my cheek. “Let God be the judge of all things, Marjit.”

I want to shake my head. As far as I am concerned right now God is not a good judge. He delegates His work to cretins like Archdeacon Solin and strikes fear into the hearts of good women like Mother Geertruyt. My fear and shame now replaced by rising indignation, I turn and sigh, pull my horsehair hood over my head and slip down the corridor, stride towards the cellars and step outside into the shadows behind the dining hall.

Every step I take I feel as if I’m treading on broken glass. The skin on my heels is stripped raw and there’s blood on my shoes. As I pass the refectory windows, a smell of roasting birds wafts past my nostrils and makes my stomach grumble. Today is the feast of St Crispin, and along with everything else I’m disappointed I can’t even stay to eat.

At this time each year some of the nuns drive awls under their fingernails and fasten millstones around their necks to reenact the suffering inflicted on Saint Crispin and his twin, Saint Crispinian. One or two even dive into the lake near the convent to commemorate the day the Saints were thrown into the Aisne. Even though, as Sister Beatrice once told me, no one is sure whether the story of the twins Crispin and Crispinian is true. But if it is true, then I think they should also submit to beheadings, because that’s how their story ends.

Right then I pray to Saint Crispin anyway, because he is the Patron Saint of Cobblers. My feet are killing me and I need a pair of more comfortable shoes. I pray to the soul of the Jewish cobbler in Vertientes as well, just in case he’s watching and feeling offended that I have forgotten his vocation in favor of a Saint of questionable reality.

As I pass the refectory, my mouth watering from the delicious smells, I look up and see a pair of tiny black eyes peering at me from the window. My heart jumps and I look away, wishing at that moment to be anywhere but here. Damn, I quietly hiss to myself. It’s Sister Jute. Sister Griet may not have recognized me when I arrived, but Sister Jute, on the other hand, notices everything and hates me. One of Sister Heilwich’s acolytes, she complained about me at the convent, told stories about my turning the milk, souring the wine and blunting the knives. She is a trouble-maker, a liar and a snitch. I’m sure she would enjoy nothing better than seeing me sizzling on a pyre. Hell. She’ll wonder why I have returned and tell everyone. As I sweep past, I can see out of the corner of my eye how she stares and stares, clearly not bothered about being late for Vespers. I slide into the afternoon shadows, a bad feeling replacing the grumbling hollow in my stomach. The back of my head burning, I sneak past the graveyard and creep out the rear entrance of the convent like a thief. As I walk, and fret, I realise St Crispin and the Jewish cobbler have both answered my prayers. With all my other worries, I’ve forgotten about the pain in my feet.
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Darkness descends as I walk back to the city. I can’t see the ground in front of me and a cold northwest wind slices though my cape. I won’t make it back to the city before sunset and, after nightfall, I risk running into the vagabonds, rapists and murderers who lurk just outside the walls. I stop to rest, a pit opening in my stomach as I realise I’ll need somewhere to spend the night. My prayer to Saint Crispin has worn out and my feet feel as if they are about to drop off. Now I need the help of a Saint of Temporary Accommodation. Unable to think of anyone more appropriate, damning my adopted faith for its confusion of saints, I pray to Saint Christopher, Patron Saint of Travelers. And then, I keep walking through the black veil of night.

There’s no moon tonight and, just as I’m about to start sobbing in despair, through the evening’s pale gloom, I glimpse the silhouette of a collapsed windmill in a field, its sails in pieces, a gaping hole in its roof.

When I reach the mill I see it’s being used to store bales of hay all stacked away from the hole in the roof. The north-facing wall is still intact and will protect me from the cold wind. I’ll be safe and undisturbed here until the morning.

I make a nest in the corner among some dry hay that smells faintly of sheep. If it rains overnight I’ll stay dry as well. I wrap my robe around me and settle in.

Through the hole in the roof I watch the stars come out, a stab of pain in my heart rising and falling as I think of Pieter. When the pain in my heart momentarily subsides, it leaves behind an ache that throbs as if I’ve been punched. I think how the Buddhists believe life is suffering, and the cause of all suffering is desire. I think of Pieter, and how my love for him is all tangled up in desire. I shiver and huddle deeper into the hay as the air cools. Yolente is right, I think. I am nothing. Less than nothing. Less than the slugs I drown in ale; a lower life form than the weeds I pull from the garden.

Hungry and shivering, I cover myself in more hay and curl into a tight ball like a wintering animal. I tuck my hand inside my skirt, on the knife holster resting on my thigh. Then, I pray to Magnus of Fussen, Patron Saint of Vermin, asking him to keep the rats away tonight so I don’t become a Saint Crispin’s feast for rodents. And just to remind God I’m a confused mess, both a disastrous Christian and a rotten Muslim, I whisper a passage from the Qur’an. As for those who discard the worship of all idols and devote themselves totally to God alone, they have deserved happiness. Give good news to my servants. And that includes discarding the idol I call Pieter, I remind myself.

As I fall asleep among these sheep-scented bales, I think of Anneke and my dead family no longer of this world, now sleeping among the stars. And all I want right then is to roll over and expire like a dying sheep and join them in the Heavens.







CHAPTER 24 
THE SERPENT STRIKES

October 26th 1502

When I wake after what seems only a few moments, I’m surrounded by lambs and the air is filled with yellow butterflies. Among the lambs moves a woman who looks like Aleyt. She’s dressed in a striped blue-and-white dress covered by a crisp, white apron and her hair is a golden tangle of curls that catch the sunlight leaking through the gaps in the windmill’s walls.

Silently I watch the woman hand-feed the lambs with a bottle that looks like an alchemist’s flask. When she looks towards my corner she smiles, pulls another flask from her apron, shakes its milky, yellow liquid, pulls out its plug and offers it to me.

“Soheila,” she says, using my Muslim name, “You’ll need it today. To give you courage.” 

As I drink I realise the liquid has no taste, no feel on my tongue. When I look up at her, she’s caught in a sunbeam and ripples as if she’s just a trick of the light. All around me, the lambs, the butterflies and the woman dissolve into the sunlight. Then, I gasp, wake once more and open my eyes to a cold dawn and a sky the colour of milk.
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Finally inside the city ramparts, I walk through the lane-ways with my head down. Once more, I safely pass through the city outskirts without being blessed by chamber pots, or harassed by lewd bargemen and bare-arsed drunks.

Closer to the city’s heart, I emerge from a lane-way, my eyes still lowered, to see a black-robed man standing in my way. When I look up to see who the owner of this fine robe is, this stubborn sentry who won’t let me pass, my heart jumps. It’s Archdeacon Solin. He gives me a long, slow smile that makes me think of a python that’s cornered its supper.

“Marjit. What a pleasant surprise,” he says.

I stare back, not knowing how to reply. There’s nothing pleasant about this. I can’t think of anyone I would less like to run into, apart from Lucifer himself.

His eyes narrow. “I have heard quite recently that you want to return to the convent,” he says, “to once again, live among women.”

I look away wondering how he’s found out so swiftly about my visit. But I suspect it has something to do with beady-eyed Sister Jute. Perhaps he was at the convent last night, stuffing himself at the Saint Crispin’s feast.

“I have a proposition for you, Marjit,” he says, his voice as slimy as an eel. “A place you can go. Be protected but yet live a full and rich life.”

I shake my head. “No, thank you, Sir. I am perfectly happy,” I manage, thinking of Mother Geertruyt’s warning. Now I know exactly who she was warning me about.

I move to walk on but Archdeacon Solin slides in front of me, not letting me pass.

“Love, Marjit,” he says. “Isn’t that what lies at the heart of your Sufi faith?”

I give him a steady gaze. “But I’m a Christian, Sir,” I say. “I have been baptised.”

He raises his eyebrows and gives me a lingering gaze that sends a chill through my veins. “Yes, but your heart feels otherwise, doesn’t it, Marjit?”

I shake my head and look back down at the pointed, black toes of his shoes peeping out from under his robes. They are smooth and unworn as if he floats above the Earth when he moves. I turn away and murmur something about being late but, again, he slithers in front of me, blocking both my escape and the emaciated sunlight.

“Remember,” he says, “I am the eyes of the Bishop. I see things in people they sometimes don’t see in themselves.” He draws a breath. “The world is full of liars and snitches, Marjit.” His eyes narrow. “Endeavour to neither deceive nor be deceived. Always turn to the Church for guidance for it is the only place of truth and salvation. The one refuge for a soul in torment.”

I look back at him blinking rapidly, wondering if he has used those holy eyes to witness me tampering with Yolente’s drink.

He slides me a knowing smile. “Don’t your people believe in the annihilation of the self Marjit? Through Love? And Service? Working for the good of others? Isn’t that another important teaching of your Sufi faith? Isn’t Islam about submission and obedience?” His smile turns mocking. He knows all about the problems I have with obedience.

“I’m a Christian,” I repeat.

His long nose crinkles at my words. Now, I’m dying to get away. I’m not just uncomfortable in his presence, I’m starving.

For a moment he looks away and rubs his chin. “Yes. A Christian.” He says slowly, thoughtfully. His eyes narrow and slide back to me. He steps closer. Then he draws me close, cups my chin in one of his hands as if he is giving me some special blessing. He forces me to look at him. A chill turns through me. His hand is cold and his eyes are the same overcast gray as the sky. “In that case, prove it.”

I turn my face away. His breath smells of something fishy and putrescent.

“Soheila,” he whispers. When he uses my real name, my forbidden name, my insides sicken. I turn away from his gaze, my fists clenching, my knife pressed hard against my thigh, like an invitation.

He pulls my face back and gazes at me deeply. “It is an honor to be given this offer,” he says in a whisper, “but this invitation for union with Our Lord God won’t last forever.”

When he runs a hand through my hair and removes a piece of straw I tug away, give him a hard stare. His touch makes me feel soiled.

Then a shadow falls across his face and he lowers his hand. He sees I’m repulsed by him. “I suggest you don’t share our conversation with your master, or anyone.” he says, his voice now dry like dust. “You see, I happen to know your master has doubts about your devotion to our Christian faith.” His eyes darken. “In fact, he is considering having you tried for witchcraft.” As he pauses to let his words sink in, I gasp and step back, my heart tearing in my chest. “And if you tell him about my generous offer, it may simply hurry his decision,” he adds.

I want to shake my head. I can’t believe Pieter would do such a thing. But when I recall the strange glances Pieter has given me lately, I wonder if I’ve misread them, that it’s not that he loves me back, but that he’s afraid of me. My head spins. And when I think of how I contaminated his wife’s drink, I know he has every right to mistrust me. I swallow the lump growing in my throat and stare up at the distant spire of Saint Jan’s, the workmen moving like ants among the wooden scaffolds. “The Lord knoweth everything,” Archdeacon Solin says as if he can sense I’m wavering, “and I’m giving you a chance, Marjit. A chance to prove you are a true Christian.”

A nearby Church bell peals like some celestial nod of assent. You may have killed an unborn child, my black dog reminds me, perhaps if you confess, God will forgive you.

Archdeacon Solin reaches into his robe, then hands me a tiny piece of manuscript rolled up and held in place by a green, silk ribbon. “Keep this in a safe place. Don’t let anyone see you with it. And when you have made your decision, sooner rather than later, I hope, for your sake, come to this address. Knock five times on the door, pause, then seven times. And you will be welcomed in. Made safe.”

When I take the piece of paper, and undo the ribbon, I suppress a gasp.

“Remember,” he says again. “Five knocks first. One for each wound of Christ. Then, seven. Seven for the Sacraments, for the moments of Passion.”

But I’m only half listening. I’m staring at the manuscript I have unfurled, at the green fleur-de-lis inside the apple, the words, written in golden script: ‘The Guild of Adam. Handelskade, Hertogenbosch.’

And there’s the quotation from the Bible: Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has been born of God and knows God.

“What is this place?” I ask. “What is its trade?’

He gives me a sickening smile. “You ask too many questions Marjit. You must be careful with such curiosity. It will get you into terrible trouble.”

Then he narrows his eyes and smiles again. “Turn up and you will be enlightened,” he says. His face once more falls and his eyes fill with warnings. “In the meantime, be careful about whom you trust, Marjit. The city is full of those who, while pretending to be your friends, are in fact, your enemies.”

And with that, he bows, turns and sweeps away.

I stand alone frozen to the spot, my fist clenched around the manuscript, only realizing then, I’m cold and shivering. I look around, suddenly wanting to be somewhere safe. Wanting to be home. Wherever that may be. I’m sure no convent will take me in. Even the daftest nun can see I’m filled with the fires of darkness. For a moment, I don’t know what to do.

My black dog settles in for a tasty meal of misery. Whom do you believe? The silken words of Pieter? That handsome nobleman who could charm the petticoats off a thousand nuns? Or the words of a man of God?

Right then, a great force takes charge of my mortal legs. I don’t know where I’m heading. But I run.







CHAPTER 25 
THE ANGEL OF DEATH

Mid-morning, October 26th 1502

I’m standing in the marketplace devouring my first meal in the best part of a day and night when I see him. He waddles over, his face tight.

“Where were you last night?” Rutger demands, his eyes both soft with relief and hard with anger. “The master has been mad with worry.”

I gulp down the quail’s egg in my mouth and look away, not knowing how to reply. Surely if Pieter was considering having me tried for witchcraft he would be relieved I’d vanished. But I can see the sincerity in Rutger’s eyes and for a moment I’m befuddled. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I heard a dear friend at the convent was ill and I was desperate to see her.”

His face softens and then once more darkens. “Would it have been too much trouble to let us know? Wendelmoet spent all last night crying, thinking you had met with foul play.”

My heart curls into a soft ball. Wendelmoet. The thought of her crying makes me feel sick with regret. A heat pricks between my shoulder blades and climbs to the back of my neck.

“I thought the master and mistress might not let me go.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Rutger’s face fall. My stomach tightens. I don’t like this new me. This me who puts shit in drinks and is getting so good at telling tales.

“The master would have let you go,” he says.

There’s a mountain of unsaid things buried under those words. I see in his eyes that he understands. And then he offers me his arm.

“Let’s go home,” he says. My heart melts and for just a moment I forget Archdeacon Solin’s words and allow my legs and Rutger’s arm to guide me.

Arms linked, as we walk in silence, I sense Rutger wants to say something more to me, but is unsure how to begin. I on the other hand, have nothing to say as I no longer trust my own tongue.

But when we pass a freshly printed sign pasted to a small church’s door, Rutger finally finds his words. Emblazoned with a crown sitting above a cross – the crest of the Spanish Inquisition, the sign – for those who can read – says: It is your duty as a godly citizen of Hertogenbosch to report heretics, sorcerers and witches to the Offices of Archdeacon Solin. Underneath is a wood-cut of a naked, old woman burning on a pyre.

“Some Christians may be tall in stature, but they are stunted in spirit,” Rutger says with a snort of disgust. He looks around as if to make sure no one can hear him. “It would be easier to remove a stone from a man’s brain than extract the moral decay that has crept into the hearts of some of the city’s leaders,” he adds quietly. “And some of their followers have wills so weak they can be blown off course by the fart of a gnat.”

He falls quiet and looks at me as if inviting a similar confession.

My hand dips into the pocket of my robe. Just as I’m considering pulling out the manuscript from The Guild of Adam and showing it to him, a group of portly monks walk past. When Rutger bows and the monks’ gazes linger on me, suddenly filled with doubts, I release the manuscript and leave it resting in my pocket.

After the monks have vanished into the shadows, Rutger gives me a look full of the wisdom of eternity. “I know things aren’t easy for you at the moment, Marjit,” he says, “just remember to stand firm in your beliefs and trust the souls who want to protect you.”

As I look into those eyes that seem older than the world, I have to stop myself from bursting into tears. Still muddled by my encounter with the Archdeacon, I wonder if I can trust this little man who refuses to bow to the edicts of any one religion. I shudder, feeling right then as if I’m being torn in two. Is Rutger a friend or an enemy?

“Thank you,” I reply, that piece of parchment in my pocket suddenly as heavy as a rock.
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“Marjit!” Wendelmoet, her face pale, her eyes still puffy and red from crying, races from the doorstep and pulls me away from Rutger as if she wants me all to herself.

“Where were you last night?” she says. “I couldn’t sleep, “I was worried about you.”

I look into her eyes, smile and stroke her cheek. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I had to go back to the convent. A friend was ill.” Again, that shame of a lie that makes the back of my neck prickle.

“I missed you,” she says.

I see her father in her eyes and my heart melts. I give Wendelmoet an enormous hug. “I missed you too.” I take her hand and lead her to the great hall, where the fire needs to be stoked.

“I thought the devil had taken you,” she adds.

Her face darkens as she watches the flames grow when I toss a small log into the fireplace, “And then I had a funny dream about you.”

“What?”

“I dreamed you had changed.”

“How?”

“You were all swollen.”

I swallow the lump in my throat; chase away the ache of premonition as she speaks. In dreams lurk truths we have yet to fathom.

“Tell me more,” I say, really not sure I want to know.

“There were flames,” she says, “and people running around screaming.”

She hesitates, and when I look at her, she looks away, embarrassed.

“What else?” I ask.

She bites on her lips and curls one of her pale ringlets around a finger.

“There was something else about you.” she says, her pale skin turning a delicate shade of pink.

“What?” I ask, my insides filling with a dark restlessness.

She pauses, takes a shallow breath. “You’d grown a beard,” she says.

I stare at her for a moment then throw back my head and laugh. She knows the story of Saint Wilgefortis who, when her father tried to marry her off against her will, prayed to God to save her and woke up one morning with a full beard. “I’m not about to grow a beard,” I say, still chucking.

But she’s not laughing with me. Her face is deathly serious. “And then,” she says, “standing above you, I saw the Angel of Death.”







CHAPTER 26 
RACING THROUGH THE STREETS OF MADNESS

October 26th – 27th 1502

Riddled with disquiet, I sit on my bed and examine the parchment from The Guild of Adam.

Again I read the quotation. Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has been born of God and knows God. What is this place? A place of love? A place of worship?

As I’m chewing on the inside of my cheek in contemplation, Archdeacon Solin’s words swoop into my thoughts. I’m giving you a chance, Marjit. A chance to prove you are a true Christian.

I roll up the parchment then place it under my mattress, thinking how I should leave The Lord’s Embrace before I weaken once more and do something else I’ll regret. Leave before someone gets hurt, or dies. But after my night in the windmill, I know I’m not made to travel like a pilgrim and spend my nights sleeping in hay. I’m too fond of the comforts of home. Besides, I have nowhere to go. Nowhere except The Guild of Adam.

My heart in turmoil, I rise from my bed and go downstairs to stoke the dying fire and pile on more wood. I’ve just refilled the torches in the great hall with oil when Pieter arrives home.

He lingers on the threshold of the now bright and warm great hall, but doesn’t enter. He gives me a rictus smile. “Marjit,” he says distractedly. “I’m glad you’re back. We were worried about you.”

His head bowed as if burdened with troubled thoughts, he turns away and climbs the stairs to his marriage chambers.

Crushed by his indifferent greeting, maudlin from lack of sleep, I retreat early to bed that night and swiftly fall into the world beyond. I dream a song passes my lips. I feel it burst from my heart, I hear each note, perfectly intoned rise into the air and evaporate, as if given a brief moment of life. It’s such a strange, beautiful dream to have in the midst of all the turmoil that I wake up thinking I have finally succumbed to madness.

Then Rutger’s words embrace me like a warm blanket. Stand firm in your beliefs and trust the souls who want to protect you.

And just as quickly, the fog in my mind clears. I decide if I am going to die or go mad, I’m going to do it knowing the truth.
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This morning I don’t go directly to Jeroen’s house. Instead I leave The Lord’s Embrace early and head through the drizzle to the west of the city. Several times, fear pulls me back. Several times, my breath hardens and I turn back in the direction of Handelskade. It’s as if I’m fording a river, pushing upstream, fighting against its current.

Still, I press on. Past the grand facade of the Latin School, then the Antonite Infirmary and all its loitering, well fed pigs, past the mad men and women raving in the wild gardens of the city mental asylum. On I walk, towards the western reaches of the city.

When I arrive at the narrow building discretely standing between empty lots that have been turned into neatly tended parks, not even hesitating in case I lose my nerve, I knock on the door. Five times for the wounds of Christ. Seven for the Sacraments, for the Moments of Passion.

I look around as I wait. There are no words above the door to say what this place is; no saint on the doorstep overseeing the household. Just a carving of a giant, green apple engraved with a fleur-de-lis hanging like a pendulum from a pole above the threshold.

Then I see him – Saint Vitus, patron saint of dancers and entertainers – life-sized, as if he has become human, standing in a bed of evergreen shrubs in the adjacent park. He faces The Guild as if approving from a safe distance. My body fills with discord.

After a long few minutes, a woman answers the door. She’s old and bent, but dressed in the most glorious robes and furs, spangled with jewels. She gives me a beaming, toothless smile.

“Ah what an exotic beauty you are! Come in, come in.”

I pause on the steps, my feet lumps of lead. “I’m sorry,”  I say, “I don’t want to come in. I just wish to know something.”

She raises her plucked eyebrows.

“What is The Guild of Adam’s trade?” I say.

Again, she beckons me inside. “Come in and be enlightened.”

I shake my head. Her eyes hold no light in their depths.

“No. Not until you tell me what The Guild of Adam does.”

As she regards me and considers my question, a voice unfolds like a thread of black flame through my thoughts. Those fiery yearnings between your thighs, that voice of darkness whispers, you would never again have to feel this longing. Remember what Pieter did to his wife? Aren’t you entitled to the same pleasures? Aren’t you curious about what it’s like to have a man love you back? What it’s like to have a man deep inside you? Finally, here, your yearnings of the flesh will be fulfilled. Here, you will be appreciated, loved, revered and honoured.

And then as if time and space have changed form, a sudden thought falls through me. Marieke worked here. So did Anneke. And for some terrible reason, she threw herself into the canal. I shudder as I catch a glimpse of her soul’s despair. What would drive a Christian girl who knew taking her own life was a sin to choose hell over life? I flinch as I recall the dead looks in Anneke and Cornelia’s eyes, the flames of hate in Marieke’s. And then I think of Pieter. How, despite everything, he’s still the only man I wish to give myself to.

In the midst of all my raging thoughts, the woman’s smile dissolves. “Why do you want to know?” she says, her eyes narrowing. “Who sent you?”

Behind her I see two tall and plump monks stride down the hall, rosaries the size of chains in their hands. My stomach lurches. Their eyes don’t hold the gaze of monks, but of something else. My soul cries out, takes my mortal self and pushes me backwards. I turn and run.

Through the crashing waves of my breath I hear the flap of robes behind me, the clatter of chains and the padding of the monks’ sandals. I duck into an alley, glancing behind to see the monks in hot pursuit. The younger of the two races ahead as if he has wings under his robe. I turn and speed my pace, but when I turn and once more glance back I see he’s gained on me. I run, my head spinning, breath coming in short, terrified rasps. Alas, like some terrible dream where one runs but doesn’t move, I fail to increase my distance. In the shadows of a long and lonely laneway, I feel his bulky presence behind me and turn my head just as he lunges and grabs me. With strength and swift efficiency, he swivels my body to face him and pins me to an alley wall crushing his hand against my neck.

“You must never flee an invitation from Our Lord,” he says, his eyes filled with the righteous fervour of Christian possession. My heart pounds in terror. “God does not take kindly to those who turn from His Place of Worship.” His voice comes out accompanied by a whistle that escapes between the gaps in his rotting teeth.

When I try to cry out, his grip around my throat tightens and I see a feral and fevered look in his eyes. The Guild of Adam is no place of worship! I want to reply, but all that comes out is another gagging squeak. Again, I struggle to free myself, flailing to reach for my knife. I want to reach under my skirts, but I’m fearful that’s where he wants to go as well and I don’t want to appear as if I’m inviting him. And what if he finds the knife first? Then, I’m done for. As if sensing my scrambling thoughts, the monk knocks my head hard against the wall, trying to render me unconscious and compliant.

Behind him I see the older monk, red faced and wheezing, plodding towards us, his jowls wobbling. When I see the shackles in his hands held ready to restrain this frothing Moor and drag her back into The Guild of Adam’s maw, my heart scrambles under my ribs. Once there are two, I will be overpowered.

In that moment, Anneke, speaking from the grave, springs into my thoughts and whispers one of her wanton musings. “Have you ever thought about what lies under monks’ robes?” she says. “Unprotected parts! No armour, codpieces or breeches! Free to be wafted and refreshed by the holy breezes of the Lord!”

With his free hand, the monk pushes past the stays on my cloak and gropes at my skirts, a hungering look in his eyes. He turns as I squirm. “Hurry,” he says to his companion, “this one’s a fiery one. She needs to be tamed. Fast.”

“Unprotected!” Anneke shouts from her watery grave.

My heart and thoughts race. Tamed? Does that mean raped? “Yes! This is no time for doubt!” Anneke shouts. The monk raises his robe and pulls out a cock covered in sores. Beholden to that insistent voice from beyond, I raise my knee and, with as much vigor as I can muster through three layers of cloak, skirt, and petticoat, knee the monk in his Most Holy and Unprotected Parts. I strike my target and hear something squelch and crunch. Immediately, the monk screams, doubles over in agony and vomits on to the cobbles. Released from his grip, I take a great gulp of air and run.

“Catch the infidel!” the downed monk squeaks to his companion who has probably paused to offer brotherly succor.

I don’t bother to look back. I run like the wind as I hear the older monk’s sandals pattering behind me. “You cannot escape the wrath of our Lord or run from His Most Holy Place of Worship!” he wheezes.

As I run, it feels as if a supernatural force is bearing in on me, sweeping me in its embrace, and I’m moving so fast, I’m flying; the passing buildings just a blur, the sounds of the monk’s sandals fading, first to a whisper and then silence. In the solitude of an alley as I catch my breath, the realization comes at me, as cold and hard as if I have been hit by a metal shield. The Guild of Adam is a special whorehouse. Just for the clergy and selected city dignitaries.






CHAPTER 27 
THE WHORE OF BABYLON’S REVENGE

Mid-morning, October 27th 1502

I stride through the marketplace to Jeroen’s house under a cloud of fear. The rain has gathered pace and around me stall owners drag their wares under the protection of their awnings. Even though I know I’ve left those monks with their wobbling jowls and swaying bellies far behind, I keep looking back. Soon Archdeacon Solin will be told I have visited The Guild of Adam and then ran away when they refused to tell me about The Guild’s trade. And, as I think about what I’ve unearthed, I feel as if an earthquake has shaken loose the root of my soul. It doesn’t make sense for Archdeacon Solin, a man of God, to be involved in this. It turns the whole ground on which this city is founded upside down.

I arrive at The Minotaur’s Toenail sodden, sweating and shaking, the morning now as dark as night, the rain coming down in a fury.

“Good,” says Jeroen when I enter his great hall looking like a drowned rat, “you’re late. I was about to summon a messenger to fetch you.” Oblivious to my miserable saturation, he continues sketching. I notice he’s now working on the middle panel.

I regard him with a sour glance, wondering how he would react if I told him I’ve just escaped a pair of monks who I suspect work in a brothel that caters to the city’s high and mighty. Gathering from his present indifference and absorption in his work, he probably wouldn’t give a damn. Still, my angry tongue goes off on its own merry way. “Have you heard of a place called The Guild of Adam?” I say.

Jeroen stops his sketching. He regards me, his eyes filled with shadows. As I pull my soaked robe from my shoulders and squeeze out my sopping hair, something about his look leeches into me. Does Hieronymus of Bosch, this famous artist, this man who doesn’t like to be touched, visit The Guild of Adam? Does Pieter visit it? Are the hearts of all the men in this city black with Christian sin?

A flash of lightening ignites the room, closely followed by a crash of thunder. I think of those monks and have a momentary pleasant vision of them being struck by that heavenly bolt and cooked through to their skeletons. Such an image would make a fine addition to Jeroen’s wall of sketches.

“What do you know of its trade?” Jeroen finally asks before returning to his sketching. I hesitate. I can’t bring myself to say what I think. A part of me still believes I must be mistaken. “Nothing,” I say.

Outside Mother Nature rages – millions of angry drops of rain pelting the cobbles. The front door bangs open and I jump, immediately fearing the monks have followed me. Instead, Aleyt strides inside, shaking the rain from her cloak. “The saints and gods are having a damned good weep,” she says to her husband. She looks around and sees me. “Marjit! You’re soaked!” She gives her husband a scolding look. “I suppose you were going to put her straight to work?”

Jeroen manages a shrug and keeps sketching.

“Noelle!” Aleyt turns and calls into the hall and a moment later Noelle, the maid, appears. Once again, she stands in the doorway and doesn’t enter. She curtsies, takes our wet cloaks and then disappears.

In my agitated state, I’m still beholden to the workings of my tongue. “Why won’t she come inside the room?” I ask Aleyt, my voice shrill with fear.

Aleyt gives her husband a look pregnant with secrets. My blood rushes and I’m overcome by desperation to know everything. Right now, I feel my very safety rests upon the answers to my searching questions.

Outside, the rain subsides as Aleyt shapes her answer. “My husband refuses to let anyone see the altarpiece until it’s finished.”

I open my mouth to ask why not, but she calms me with a reassuring smile. “He does this with all his major works,” she adds. “No peeking until the unveiling. At night he covers it with a sheet and locks the door.”

Her eyes twinkle indulgently. “And then, he sleeps with the key.”

She guides me to a small brazier filled with glowing stones and then addresses her husband firmly. “Marjit will be posing here,” she says, “until she is warm and dry.”

As swiftly as it arrived, the storm clears and outside the great hall’s window, I glimpse patches of bright blue sky. After a parting grumble of thunder echoes in the distance, sunshine breaks through the clouds.

Soothed by Aleyt’s presence, cups of mint tea, snacks of nuts and pastries left in the doorway by Noelle and warmed by the brazier’s stones, the knot of fear in my belly relaxes. Slowly, over the course of the next few hours, my insides settle. As the sun comes out and the marketplace stirs back to life I stop jumping at every outside sound.

A day of doing endless poses – lying down, sitting, slouching, kneeling and crawling -passes. If I was puzzled about the robe before, now I’m even more perplexed. As I tire, dark thoughts come and go like clouds throwing shadows over a cornfield. Am I being rendered in that middle panel as a harlot? A fallen woman? And who can I trust in this city where men of God turn young orphan girls into whores? Is that Jeroen and Aleyt’s dark secret? Are they involved with The Guild of Adam?

“Stand on your head,” Jeroen says as the day draws to an end and I’m starting to fret about making my way home in the dark.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Do a handstand,” he commands.

“No.”

As I gaze at him in defiance, a bright slab of setting sunlight filters through the great hall’s window and rests on his head, as if some heavenly bird has blessed his hair.

“You will have to imagine it,” I say, wishing to protect my modesty.

With a grunt he throws down his charcoal. “In that case, we’re done for the day,” he announces.

Unnerved once more by his brusqueness, I give him an equally curt nod of farewell; enter the hall, searching for my cloak and find Aleyt.

She hands me my cloak and walks me to the door. “The world needed that thorough wash,” she says, as she opens the front door into the puddle-pocked, darkening afternoon. “With a bit of luck it will have sluiced all the filth and vermin from the city streets.”

Nervously, I regard the emptying market, looking for corpulent monks or other sinister Christian presences. I tremble and pull my cloak closer over my body, the recollection of this morning’s assault suddenly swiping at me as fiercely as a slap.

“Marjit, it’s getting dark,” Aleyt says as if she’s heard my thoughts. “Will you be all right on your own?”

I look into her searching eyes. She can see I’m upset about something.

“No I’ll be just fine,” I reply tightly.

Still Aleyt holds my gaze. She smiles and sighs. “Don’t take my husband’s rudeness personally,” she says gently. “He always gets like this in the midst of his work. It takes him like a fever. He works long hours and barely stops to eat and sleep. His obsession is a kind of madness.”

I lower my eyes, unsure how to answer, understanding she has no idea of the true source of my discomfort. I look out the door, regarding the cleansed city that has just been turned upside down by my revelations. Whom do I tell of my suspicions? Whom do I trust? Who will trust me? This Moor who can’t control her urges?

As if she senses I need comfort, Aleyt takes me in her arms and gives me a big hug. “Thank you Marjit, for all you are doing. You are being a most gracious model.”

I melt into her hug, recalling the strange poses I’ve just undertaken, thinking there was nothing gracious about any of them. Then, afraid I’m about to crumple and burst into tears, I swiftly pull away. “Thank you,” I manage, “for your kindness.”

“God be with you,” Aleyt says as I step from The Minotaur’s Toenail and into the marketplace. Now, warmed by Aleyt’s hug, a butterfly of resolve emerges from the chrysalis of my fear. All I need at this moment is to make the journey home to The Lord’s Embrace safely. And then, in the solitude of my room, decide what I’m going to do with this morning’s discovery. Reassured by Aleyt’s blessing, the feel of my fork-tongued knife pressed against the outside of my thigh, I step out the door into the cleansed city.
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The sun has already fallen behind what’s left of the storm – a bank of thick clouds to the west. Winter’s grip has tightened, and swiftly night pulls its shroud of darkness across the city. I walk quickly with my head down, refusing to let fear get the better of me.

To warm myself and keep my fear submerged, I think of Pieter and feel a golden thread weave through my insides. Despite his wife’s pregnancy, I’m bound to him. He is my moon, my sun and stars. I would turn myself inside out for him. I would die for him.

It’s only when I pass the construction site of St Jan’s Cathedral that the silence starts to disturb me. Already, the cold has driven the city’s citizens into their homes to the warmth of their fireplaces. Even the workmen who normally remain late into the evening have gone. My breath quickening, I gather my pace, pass brightly painted saints crowded like giants around the entrance of the chapel, chasing away the prickle across my back, the feeling I’m being watched and followed. In some distant cranny of the city, a dog howls. My back chills as I hear a noise behind me – a whisper.

Again those monks with their wobbling jowls and pendulous bellies barge into my thoughts. My heart leaps, crashing into a solid wall of terror. I break into a run.

I hear a scuffle of feet and before I can turn, someone grabs me from behind. When I cry out a hand goes over my mouth, another holds me by the throat. I’m dragged into an alley next to the cathedral, hauled past fallen ladders, wooden scaffolds and stones, deep into the darkness. Here, an awning has kept the alley dry.

I try to wiggle away, to bite the hand over my mouth, but it’s firm and strong and there are too many bodies pressing against me. I catch a glimpse of a quiff of flame-coloured hair, eyes alight and triumphant and a sharp smell of ale on Gerrit’s breath. Behind him, silver and half lit by moonlight, a vast, roughly carved stone cross leans against a pile of rubble. In the shadows I see the whites of his friends’ eyes, their teeth hovering and glinting in the darkness like the lost smiles of ghosts.

“You know you want to have a nobleman’s rod inside you,” he hisses into my ear, “every maid does.” Gerrit presses me against a wall and as he deftly undoes his hose and reaches under my skirts, I think he has done this with women in alleys, many times before.

“You aren’t a nobleman,” I spit through his hands squirming to break free, “there’s nothing noble about you.”

Gerrit snickers, presses his hand harder against my mouth. “Hush Moor,” he says in a tone of mocking tenderness, “you should be swived, not heard.”

When I feel his rod hard against my thigh, my body rises and gives way to a muffled scream. As his hand pushes between my legs, wild rage boils through me. I wiggle an arm free and reach down for my knife.

“Take off her shoes,” a nearby voice calls, “to make sure she doesn’t have cloven hooves!”

There’s laughter and the stink of ale and piss, time holds its breath as my body turns numb and my thoughts quicken in panic. Then, as Gerrit pushes against me as if I’m no more than a slab of meat, I’m filled with the fires of the universe. I hitch my skirt as if I’m yielding, yank the knife from its sheaf, raise it and plunge it into his shoulder. He lurches in shock and a wave of sickness rises through my belly as I feel the knife slice through his flesh and strike bone. As I pull the knife free he gasps again, his rod jerks then flops against my thigh. When he cries out his companions cheer.

“That’s it!” calls one. “Tame her! Show the Moor who her real masters are!”

When I glance at his companions I understand then they’re all waiting their turn. My mouth free, I finally manage to release a great, curdling scream. Gerrit backs away and his eyes drop to the knife. As my skirts fall back to Earth, the smell of cold porridge rises from the warm stickiness on my thighs.

“You witch!” he hisses. “You flap-wagging whore of Babylon!”

He raises his hand to strike me, winces and gasps as he sees the pool of blood dripping round his feet. The earthy smell of blood mingles with the tang of piss, his eyes roll back into his head and for a moment shine white like an animal’s eyes in the darkness. Then he crumples to the ground in a faint. I draw my breath for another scream as I hear a commotion, the great hollow bark of a hound and a shouting voice.

When Gerrit’s companions scatter and vanish like smoke, my heart climbs to my throat and beats as if it wants to escape my body. Frozen in shock, I stare into the fading light towards the alley entrance at the two-headed, six-legged silhouette. I shiver at the sight of that oddly familiar, strangely shaped creature.

“I’ll wager the devil shat you out when he passed between hell’s chambers!” I hear a familiar voice shout to Gerrit’s retreating friends. The light shifts and the shadowy creature splits in two. It’s Rutger, Titan the hound at his side. Rutger bounces up and down waving his sword in the air. “Wait till your parents hear about this!” he yells. “I know who you are! They will have you all put on racks!”

As Titan delivers a hollow bark that echoes through the alley, Rutger glances back at me. In that moment, we know there’s nothing to be said. When his gaze drops to Gerrit his face twists into a grimace. He shakes his head, sighs and pulls his lips tight. He glances down at the bloodied knife in my hand. “You’d best clean that and get rid of it,” he says.

Silently I nod, my heart cold. It’s as though I’m standing apart from my body, watching from a distance as I bend down and wipe the knife clean on the unconscious Gerrit’s tunic.

“Now go,” Rutger says, “leave Master Gerrit to me.”

A fading voice shouts from the darkness. “Let’s see Hieronymus of Bosch paint the Moor as our Holy Virgin now!”
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When I return to The Lord’s Embrace, I slip through the scullery, pull a pitcher of water from the well house, and creep upstairs.

Alas, Frau Kikkert stops me on the second landing. She regards the pitcher I’m carrying and I hesitate, prepare for her rebuke. Frau Kikkert has complained I wash too much. “You cannot clean away the stains of sin with water used for washing dishes!” she barks as she regards the full pitcher, “no matter how often you try!”

I feel the knife, back in its scabbard, press against my thigh. Addled with shock and rage, I press back an urge to hurl the water over her and run away weeping. Instead, I throw her a biblical quote. “Cleanliness is next to Godliness,” I choke as I push past and leave her scowling on the stairs.

I scuttle to my room, pull off my skirts and wash the stickiness from my thighs. After I have dried myself, I wash again, rub my skin until it’s red. Then I crawl between my bed covers and curl into a ball. Although I pray for unconsciousness, I can’t sleep. I shake and toss and turn, my ears picking up every tiny sound, the shuffling of mice behind the walls, the whisper of cat’s paws across the cobbles, the distant clop of hooves. I listen for voices outside, hold my breath when I hear footsteps and voices downstairs in the hall. Somewhere, I hear a baby cry. Titan barks. The house noises rise and fall through the family’s evening routines, but no one comes. It’s as if some spell has been cast over the household and they have all been told to leave me in peace. The silence fills with the laughter of Gerrit and his companions and images of his sneer, his wild animal eyes springing from the darkness behind my eyes. A sharp pain rolls through my stomach as if a bitter seed has taken root. The world smells different, sharper and more potent. I can even smell the tang of plants taking root in the soil below my bedroom window, the decaying scent of the wintery night, the metallic smell of Gerrit’s blood lingering all about me, along with the cold porridge smell of his spilt seed.

Meanwhile my soul weeps for me and tries to explain that this is all part of the plan; that even though it seems right now that God doesn’t care, eventually I will understand.







CHAPTER 28 
CONFRONTING THE ENEMY

October 28th – 31st 1502

This morning, dulled after a fitful sleep filled with nightmares of leering monsters that all resemble Gerrit, I’m struggling with the monkey’s nappy when Gerda bursts into the kitchen with baskets of food and gossip from the markets.

“There’s been an outbreak of Saint Anthony’s Fire at the Monastery of Guilemites,” she announces, her voice breathless from possession of such a splendid piece of gossip. “Some of the monks are descending into madness!”

Her bosom expands like a wind-filled sail. “Herr Schoorel, the van der Beeck’s physician is tending to them. I met his wife at the markets,” she adds as she dumps a huge parsnip on the bench. “Herr Schoorel thinks the monks’ madness is probably because of toxic fumes from the cesspits, or some deadly late summer pollen, but I know it’s the devil’s work,” she declares with utter conviction. She looks around and lowers her voice just in case a few of the devil’s minions might be lurking and listening in. “One of the monks was convulsing and screaming, saying he actually saw a demon! Herr Schoorel managed to calm him with a mandrake and mistletoe potion. Afterwards, he tended to another who was dancing!” As she pulls out a handful of Brussel sprouts she slips me a crafty glance. “The monk told Herr Schoorel he’d been visited by beautiful, black-haired young woman who mounted him like a whore! Once he was inside her she turned into a blue, bat-winged succubus and swived him until he spilled his seed!”

Hillekin gasps. Gerda, in her outraged delight, expands further. “A few seconds later the succubus swelled and gave birth to a giant mosquito! The monk said he was only able to keep the mosquito at bay and stop it from sucking his blood if he kept dancing!”

The news of all this madness makes my heart jump and every soft organ in my body twist. I glance up at Marieke who frowns at the pile of dishes in her hands and Hillekin, who’s frozen in the middle of folding a table cloth. Again, Gerda’s eyes twinkle with excitement. Her skin appears to brighten as if this abundance of gossip has filled her with some kind of force.

“And last night, someone stabbed Master Gerrit,” she adds almost as if it’s an afterthought.

Hillekin gasps and puts her hand over her mouth. “I hear it was some kind of fight among his friends. Over a woman, I imagine.” My stomach cramps and I suddenly feel light headed. Gerda’s face darkens as she reaches into her basket and draws out an endless string of sausages. “What kind of a woman bewitches a man to the point where friends draw knives and stab one another?” she says.

Hillekin shakes her head and then unfreezes and shakes her sheet. “Do you really know that’s what happened?”

Gerda sniffs. “Of course that’s what happened. The story’s always the same. What else do young men fight about? If it isn’t over land or faith, it’s women. In my opinion, some wench probably invited trouble. Gave a couple of them come hither looks, teased them then didn’t give them what she promised.”

Marieke shoves the dishes inside, slams the door of the sideboard shut with a bang and Hillekin clucks her tongue and resumes folding her sheet. As I fiddle with the monkey’s nappy, I feel as if my hands belong to someone else and I’m watching everything from above.

“What if that wasn’t what happened at all? What if someone was protecting a woman’s honor?” Hillekin says.

Gerda scoffs. “Mark my words, young lady. I’ve been around a bit longer than you. Whenever there’s trouble like this, it’s usually because some woman is making mischief.”

I look up at Gerda with her long nose and close-set eyes, and think how much she resembles a weasel. She gives a righteous sniff. “It’s been like that since God created Adam and Eve tempted him with the apple.”

Upset at Gerda’s words, my grips loosens and the monkey manages to squirm from my grip. As he jumps I grab him by the frilly pink shirt Wendelmoet has dressed him in and he gives an irritated squeal. Gerda turns to me. “You’ve been a bit quiet this morning? Monkey got your tongue?”

I kneel back down on the floor and place the damned monkey back on his clean nappy, my insides tearing apart.

“Perhaps Hillekin is right,” I manage, trying to control both the monkey and the tremor in my voice. “The truth is, none of us was there, so we don’t really know what happened. And anyway the Saint Anthony’s Fire and the stabbing happened in different parts of the city.” 

Right then the air curdles. Gerda snorts. “Pah! I know how these things work! Witches can be in several places at the same time. It’s part of their dark magic.” Her eyes narrow when she looks at me. “And besides, no one said exactly where the stabbing took place.”

She clears her throat as she knots the sausage strings. “In my opinion, it’s one and the same. Witchcraft. And mark my words when they find that creature, they’ll have her dunked. If she’s lucky.”

Without another word, I release the freshly trussed monkey and stride into the garden. I empty the dead slugs from the bowls of ale, pull the brown leaves from the plants and dig the horse manure Arien has left in a pile by the back gate into the dirt. Then, when no one is looking, I slip the knife from under my skirts and bury it among the dying saliva plants.

I drift through the rest of the day as if I’m only half alive. My hands numb, I turn manure through the soil, trim more trees and help the dying leaves depart the boughs. In the fading afternoon when I sense a presence behind me, I wonder who has come to taunt me. But, when I look around it’s Rutger, his eyes soft and apologetic. It’s the first time I’ve seen him since the assault.

“Officially, I’m here to ask for some mint to take to a member of The Brotherhood of Our Lady who has a stomach ailment,” he says, “but unofficially, I want to let you know I have told the master nothing about last night. But as the matter concerns your dignity, I wish to ask your permission first, before I take it up with him.”

My blood chills. “I don’t wish you to tell him anything.”

Rutger gives me a sorrowful look as if he considers my decision unwise. Perhaps if Gerda’s morning gossip hadn’t filled my insides with terror and perhaps if I didn’t love Pieter I might have replied differently. But I’m too ashamed. And I don’t want to cause any more disruption in the household.

Rutger lingers as I turn back to my gardening. “Still, I would feel happier if I accompany you in the evenings, when you return from your visits to Hieronymus of Bosch’s studio.” He adds, “I am sure I can arrange that with the master.”

My insides seal over, a scab on the wound of my heart. I shake my head. I want nothing. I am nothing. I deserve nothing. “No,” I reply, “that won’t be necessary.”

As the sun slides behind the city walls and the garden fills with shadows, I turn away from Rutger and plunge my hands into the soil. At that moment I feel I have fallen into a deep well. I’m all alone, lost in the darkness, and every particle of trust and hope dissolved from my body. I’ve fallen into a world where the divine spark has been extinguished.
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The sun spends the last days of October hiding behind a thick carpet of cloud. Cold creeps into my bones and joins the gloom in my heart. Three days after Gerrit’s attack Archdeacon Solin visits The Lord’s Embrace again. I hide in my room, wondering how long it will be before Pieter finally gives in and hands me over. I wait for the knock on my door.

Go to him. The voice of my soul is firm and unwavering. Who? My mortal self asks. Then memories of Gerrit’s attack flood my thoughts and I don’t hear my soul’s answer.

When the knock on my door doesn’t come and I hear Solin depart, I creep back downstairs to help with the chores. I glimpse Pieter leave the house as I descend the stairs. When he turns and sees me, he nods, but doesn’t smile, his eyes filled with something terrible I don’t recognise. I fear the worst. He is being forced to betray me.

Go to him, my soul urges again. But still, my tormented mortal self, so full of love and terror is deaf to my soul’s reply.

The day after Solin’s visit, Gerda arrives from the markets with news Master Gerrit has come down with a fever. “Herr Schoorel’s too busy out at the Monastery,” she says, “and Master Gerrit’s so stubborn, he refuses to see anyone else.”

She expands then shrinks like a billowing sail as the news blows from her. “The city is in the grip of a curse,” she adds, crossing herself, “and Archdeacon Solin is urging us to be extra vigilant about reporting sorcery and witchcraft.”

Then, she gives me a look that cuts right through me. I look away, ashamed and disturbed. I have noticed, over the past days how Marieke and Hillekin have been more distant with me. Wendelmoet no longer seeks me out to brush my hair. Even Arien the stable boy, usually so joking, friendly and generous with his horse turds no longer looks me in the eye.

As I finally allow myself to think through what this all means, I have a sudden urge to throw up. They have heard of Solin’s visits. He has poisoned their hearts. They have been speaking behind my back and suspect I’m the source of these afflictions.

I bite my tongue, beginning to loathe Gerda for being such a superstitious Christian fool. What if Gerrit dies? Someone will have to be blamed. I will have to confess. Rutger knows. And besides, the Book of Proverbs says God hateth a lying tongue.

Out in the garden, as I place the last of the wilting salvias into a scented pile on the path, I glimpse something that makes my heart jump. Near where I buried the knife a bright green plant is pushing its swollen green tongues through the soil. I stare at those three perfect blades, for a moment, forgetting to breathe. Why didn’t I see it yesterday? Has it grown that quickly? Its fleshy leaves look as if they belong to some kind of lily. Green, bright and succulent, the plant looks too healthy to be real. It should not be here, coming to life in a dying garden. I peer at it, deciding I was too preoccupied yesterday to notice it. As I clear away the dead leaves and grasses I can almost feel it sigh in pleasure. My heart shifts as I gaze at this fierce little plant that has forgotten the seasons, defied the nature of things and decided to come to life while everything around it dies. Nearby, a bell peals. And then, as if God has spoken through the clangor of bells and that bold plant’s bright blades, I suddenly know what I have to do.

I gather handfuls of yarrow, comfrey and mint clippings. Next, I pull a half-empty bottle of cooking wine Gerda has hidden in the scullery from a shelf and, while her back is turned, I grab a mortar and pestle and wrap everything in one of the monkey’s clean nappies.

When I finally step from the house in my horsehair cape, I see Rutger standing at the stables talking to Arien. As they turn and stare, I slow down and even though my insides are in turmoil I try to look calm. I sweep past them, my head down, hiding the wild look in my eyes.

Propelled by the will of my soul, my legs take on a life of their own. I run. Among the narrow lane-ways, I make a sharp turn and take a twisting route that ends up on the edges of a canal near a church where I board a barge departing for the eastern edges of the city.

After I have paid the driver, my companions, a monk who reeks of ale and a toothless man with a stained sack full of still flopping fish, silently shift to make more room for me than I need, the air in that tiny boat filled with mistrust. Solin’s poison has spread far and wide. It seems every wretch in this city is a sorcery suspect.

My hood held low over my face, I look down into the murky canal water watching the tiny whirlpools form when the boatman plunges his pole into its depths. Clumps of dark matter rise to the surface, crumble, reform, and sink like beasts disturbed from the underworld. Each time the water settles, a terrible smell rises into the boat and I gag and try not to breathe. When the canal drops under a building and the boat descends into the stinking, pitch black darkness of a tunnel, I think of Charon, the boatman of Hades, who carried the dead down the river Styx.

Many dark tunnels and cesspit outflows later, I disembark and walk towards The Virgin’s Rest – the vast, seven storied house in Koningsweg that belongs to the Rameckers. Gerda has spoken many times with great reverence about the house where she used to work until The Master of Storm’s wife passed away.

Taken aback for a moment by the hive of activity in the street, for a moment my body freezes. Are you mad? What are you doing here? My black dog yelps.

The will of my soul urges me onwards. Not madness but truth.

Outside the open door of The Virgin’s Rest, men are loading crates and rolls of cloth into barrows and barges. They don’t even give me a second glance when I step towards the door.

Inside, the great hall is filled with people and merchandise. A man stands next to burlap sacks spooning spice powders onto scales while another transfers the fragrant piles into glass jars. Another sits at a desk with an abacus and makes notes in a ledger. At the back of the hall, men stand among shelves of ceramics, jewelry and glass, stacks of books, rolled carpets, dark wooded cabinets and trunks, pointing and checking lists. A woman sweeps into the room with a tray of goblets and a steaming pitcher that smells of spiced wine.

I catch her gaze. “I’m here with some medicine for Master Gerrit,” I say.

She sighs, the bags under her eyes the size of chestnuts. “Upstairs,” she says, barely giving me a second glance, “second bedroom on the left.”

At the top of the stairs I pause to catch my breath. A faint smell – oddly familiar, assaults my nose. Argh! What a stink! Leave! At once! My black dog nipping at my heels, I turn, consumed by a sudden urge to turn back and bolt down the stairs. Yet something far more powerful sweeps thorough me and takes charge. I draw a breath and stride towards the closed door, push it open and step into the gloom. A sour smell of sickness fills the room and judging by the emptied goblets and half- finished plates of food, no servant has been up here for a while. As my eyes adjust to the darkness I see Gerrit in the canopied bed lying against the sheets, pale but for a shadow of hair over his chin and upper lip. It seems a barber hasn’t visited him either.

I step towards the window to bring some light into the room. But when I see a huge, brightly painted crucifix on the wall opposite his bed, I no longer want to pull open the curtains. Even in this dimness I can see his boney ribcage and blood matted hair, the way his head drops to one side, his life-sized legs tight with pain, the deep blue tears and bright red rivulets of blood that run from his wounds. For a second, my will falls away and I’m filled with terror. My head spins in panic. I shouldn’t be here, alone, with Master Gerrit. This will come to no good.

Gerrit opens his eyes. “You,” he wheezes.

When I gaze at him shrunken and looking as weak as a worm, my will returns. I turn my back to that crucifix, dump my bundle on a chest by his bed, undo the knot and pull out the mortar and pestle.

“It would be easier for me to let you suffer after what you did,” I say as I mix the herbs with some of the wine and grind everything into a thick poultice.

Silently he watches me then releases a feeble moan.

“Hold still,” I say as I pull back his damp blood-crusted vest. He flinches as his shirt pulls from his wound and fresh blood leaks over his shoulder. The wound smells terrible – like shit from a sick horse.

“Not so brave now you’re not with your friends, are you?” I say. He stares at me; his eyes blood-shot. “Are you going to suck my blood?” he says, weakly.

I scoff, no longer afraid of this pathetic weakling who smells like a cesspit. “You had no right to force yourself on me,” I say as I place the poultice on his wound. “What you did was inexcusable and you deserve every moment of this misery.”

He stares at me, beads of sweat caught among the hairs on his upper lip. He opens his mouth, lips cracked, eyes glazed from the fever. I wait for his apology. His explanation. I wait for his excuses. I wait for him to blame his animal urges, the ale; pressure from his friends. But I’m not prepared for what he says next.

“Archdeacon Solin,” he says, ,he promised me a special place in the Afterlife if I ruined you.”

When I hear his words, coldness curls across my back. I gasp and pull away, suddenly lightheaded. Then, I busy my hands to tame my thoughts. I tear up some of the rags I have brought with me and silently bandage them over Gerrit’s wound. He doesn’t even try to resist and rises from the bed as I wind the bandage across his back, my hands shaking.

“Are you going to finish me off by chanting a spell?” he says.

I sigh and roll my eyes. I think of the Hammer of Witches. Of Archdeacon Solin. My blood heats. I make the sign of the cross over Gerrit. Then, I say a prayer in Arabic. It is Al Fatiha, the first chapter of the Qur’an, and should be recited seventeen times a day. But in the twilit world I currently inhabit with all its Christian prayers clambering for attention, I’d be lucky to say it once a day. Before I say the prayer, I beg God’s forgiveness. Again I apologize for being a disastrous Christian and an even more disastrous Muslim.

In the name of god, the most beneficent, the most merciful

All appreciation, gratefulness and thankfulness are to

Allah alone, lord of the worlds

The most beneficent, the most merciful

The possessor of the day of recompense

You we worship, and you we seek help

Direct all of us to the straight path

The way of those on whom you have bestowed your grace, not 

the way of those who have earned your anger, nor of those

who have lost their way and are astray.

When he looks at me wide-eyed and spooked, I consider telling him it’s a curse that will make his rod wither and fall off. I know in the state he’s in at the moment he would believe me. But I don’t. If his rod withers and falls off he must understand it was all his own doing.

Suddenly a great surge of power comes over him. He grabs my arm, rises from his pillow, his eyes no longer an empty blue but dark and spooked. “It isn’t supposed to be like this!” he cries, his eyes aflame. “The indelible sins of the first mother Eve must be atoned and wiped from the streets of Hertogenbosch! I’m supposed to tame you! You are a woman and a slut!” He releases a sob of despair and collapses back onto his pillow. “I have no other wish than to die!” he whimpers, sounding just like his sister.

Swiftly and with considerable disgust, I pull away from his grip. “I won’t let you die,” I say. When I hear those words they don’t sound like mine; they seem to come from another part of me, a vast, unchartered place I’m learning slowly to listen to. “Because there’s greater justice if you live.”

Just as Gerrit utters another whimper and turns from my gaze, my belly cramps. Startled by the sudden pain, I’m about to buckle when it just as swiftly passes. Yet inside me, I sense something has shifted. I open my mouth to speak again, but realise I don’t know what it is I want to say. Suddenly as weary as death, I close my mouth pack my bundle, turn and leave.







CHAPTER 29 
A MIGHTY TORRENT IS UNLEASHED

Mid-afternoon, October 31st 1502

When I arrive back at the house I go straight to my room and collapse on the bed wondering where on Earth my courage to visit Gerrit came from.

A distant bell peals and a sour smell oozes through my window. I stare up at a sky the colour of soiled sheets. Outside, beyond the garden, I hear voices. When I rise and look out the window, my heart jumps. In front of the garden gate, Pieter speaks with four horsemen. The man on the white horse is Archdeacon Solin, but I don’t recognise the others.

Pieter stands with his hands folded over his chest, and when I hear Archdeacon Solin say the word ’witch,’ my breath catches in my throat. Then I hear Pieter’s voice, soft and measured. “This is absurd.”

As I listen, the voices grow clearer as if some magical wind is carrying their words through the garden and up to my window. One of the men, pale and gaunt on his light brown horse speaks. “A long black hair was found in the Monastery of Guilemites in the bed of one of the afflicted monks. He claimed to have been assaulted by a succubus.”

“You have a servant with long black hair in possession of occult knowledge,” Archdeacon Solin adds. “One does not need to look or think hard to see the obvious.”

I bite my tongue to stop myself from shouting at him and telling him I know his plan. If I do, I’ll look like a mad woman. A Moor who can’t control her urges. A witch screeching at them from her lair. And then it will confirm everything.

Next, another man, reed-thin and sitting on a shiny black horse speaks. “A monk passed by the Moor one evening and, thinking she was behaving oddly, followed her into an alley. He claimed she moved unnaturally quickly and hovered above the ground as if she was in possession of an enchanted broomstick. When he tried to confront the Moor she transformed into a crow, soared above the buildings and disappeared holding her broomstick in her claws.”

As I stare at them in horrified disbelief, I notice the barrel-chested and wild-bearded man on the chestnut horse has chains and locks on his saddle. My heart and stomach knot together. These men have come to take me away.

And then, once more, I hear Archdeacon Solin speak. “Women are after all, imperfect men,” he says, “and more easily succumb to the temptation of the dark arts.”

Pieter, still blocking the gate, shakes his head. “I will not have one of my servants spoken about this way,” he says, his voice now a controlled explosion. “She was at my household on the night in question and your accusations are unfounded and malicious. She is a devoted servant and I don’t believe for one second she would do anything to hurt a soul.”

My insides heat with shame. You tried to poison his wife and stabbed his brother-in-law! my black dog reminds me. My head lowered, I step from the window and collapse onto my bed. I’ve never heard Pieter this angry. And I understand now, no matter how vigorously they insist he won’t let those men pass. Because even though I would turn myself inside out for him, he is turning himself inside out for me.
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Early evening, I’m drying dishes with shaking hands, my heart filled with gloom as I consider places I might disappear to when the situation here becomes desperate. Perhaps, I think, Hieronymus of Bosch will take me in. Yet the thought of leaving Pieter makes my insides feel as if they’re tearing apart. Outside, rain beats against the scullery window, the afternoon is already dark and branches of the wintering cherry tree knock against the glass with the insistence of an impatient visitor.

Behind me someone clears his throat, and I turn to see Rutger standing in the doorway of the scullery. “The master wishes to see you,” he says, his gaze filled with worries.

Moments later, I stand in the doorway of Pieter’s library, my legs weak, panic mounting in my belly. Is the end? Under Archdeacon Solin’s pressure, has he reached his breaking point? When Pieter looks up from the ledger he’s working on, his expression is unnervingly soft.

“Come in,” he says, rising from his stool. His brow faintly furrows as if trying to understand something about me.

Every pore of my body prickling with alertness, I step inside, certain I’ve heard a note of strain in his voice.

“Hieronymus of Bosch says he’s finished with you, Marjit.”

I step back as if I’ve been slapped. “Finished?” I repeat.

A lump grows at the back of my throat as I regard Pieter, desperately trying to see behind his words. Are you finished with me, too? my black dog whimpers.

Pieter nods. “Yes. He’s done all his sketches. Now, he’s preparing to paint the panels.” His lips curl into a smile. “Or, as he calls it, distilling the fires of light.”

I swallow hard as he gestures for me to step further inside. Is this it? Is this the moment of dismissal?

“How did you find working with him?” Pieter says. I step into his library, my legs shaking. I sense openness about him today, as if he wants conversation – a dark contrast to my own closed state of confusion. I’m not sure what I want right now, but an assurance I won’t be handed over to Archdeacon Solin would be a good start.

“He barely spoke to me, Sir.”

I take in his gaze, his eyes alight with curiosity. Even as I feel he is reaching for me, I try and keep my heart tightly shut.

“Ah. Yes. Hieronymus of Bosch is a man of few words and much imagination,” he says.

My belly quivers like one of Gerda’s quince jellies as I gaze firmly into the celestial blue of his eyes. I implore Allah for assistance and draw a breath of courage. I need to know.

“Have you seen the finished painting yet?”

“No.”

His look sends a shiver through my body. My black dog’s ears prick. He’s hiding something!

“Do you not worry? About what he might paint?” I continue.

“No. I trust him implicitly. He may be a man of few words, but his art speaks profound truths.”

I drop my eyes and study the bold geometries on the border of the Turkish rug on his floor.

“His art speaks of the messages in the Bible,” I say, a tinge of bitterness in my tone. “And he has painted me – a Moor. Surely, given all the gossip, his depiction of me won’t be favorable.”

When I look back at him something flows from the crown of my head and over my breasts. The moment of silence between us seems to bend and take on some divine form. I feel the push and pull of him deep in my belly and see in his eyes something I can’t name.

“Hieronymus of Bosch is well aware too many people are interpreting the Bible’s words any way they please,” Pieter replies.

As if reading my terrified thoughts, he gives me a reassuring smile. “This means you are free to return to your gardening.”

“The garden is dying, Sir.” I hear my grim words and glimpse how I’m pushing him away, even as I’m longing for him

“Then you can prepare it for its resurrection.”

“Yes. Thank you.”

He gazes at me as if he has finally smelt the reek of my misery. His smile falls away and his body stiffens. Here it comes. The terrible something he’s been building up to. “Marjit. No doubt you are aware of Archdeacon Solin’s persistence with regard to his unwarranted accusations against you.”

A stone drops in my belly. Blinking furiously as if trying to dislodge grit from my eye, I clasp my hands over my apron trying with all my heart to be the picture of piety and Christian godliness. “Yes, Sir. I am.”

Again, he regards me as if trying hard to break inside my shell. Alas, I cannot let him in. I feel right now that if I open up to him, like Pandora’s box, all manner of troubles will be unleashed.

I pull from Pieter’s gaze. After Archdeacon Solin’s visit, I can still smell his toxic presence. I feel the drug of his faith thick in the air of Pieter’s library and dare not say more. I fear in my present state, I’ll inadvertently reveal my love for Islam.

“I want to assure you that under no circumstances will I let him remove you from The Lord’s Embrace,” he says.

Somewhere in the house the monkey screeches. Frau Kikkert screeches back. “Away you beast! Shoo! And take the devil with you!”

Pieter’s eyes darken. “I have also instructed the servants to resist idle, superstitious gossip and instead, focus on being charitable and pious Christians.”

Rendered lightheaded by his words, I reach out to Pieter’s desk for balance. Again he regards me as if trying to see past my mortal shell and deep into my soul.

He gestures to a pair of upholstered chairs next to his desk. “Please Marjit, take a seat.”
 
“Thank you,” I reply in a feeble voice.

“I’ve been told your father was a Christian,” he says as I sit down. At the feel of the upholstered seat and the mention of my father, my insides settle. A little. I see how Pieter is searching for ways to defend me against Solin’s accusations. Alas, my memory of my father is so faint, I wonder sometimes if I conjured him from my dreams. I struggle to recall his face. Instead, my mind assembles him in fragments, his ears that stuck out from the side of his head like mug handles, his tightly clipped beard and curled hair, both salted with white and the way his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down when he laughed.

I sigh. “He was a traveler,” I say. “I don’t know where he is.”

I look away from Pieter’s searching gaze and regard the copy of the Bible on his desk open to the Book of Revelation. For all I know, my father could be dead. Or more likely, he long ago decided his half-Arab bastard daughter was a liability. “I was six years old the last time I saw him,” I add looking back at him.

When Pieter strokes his beard, desire arrives, hand-in-hand with shame. Again, I look away and try to stop trembling. I fail.

“Yet Archdeacon Solin is still convinced you come from a family of sorcerers,” Pieter says with a shake of his head.

I’m glad I’m sitting because right then, I succumb to a wave of dizziness. I take a breath and, to sustain myself, think of hard things: mountains, rocks and pillars. “No, Sir. After my mother died in childbirth, I was raised by my aunt and uncle. My uncle was an artist and craftsman. Like Hieronymus of Bosch. Except he worked with glass.”

Pieter, gracefully sweeping aside his robe, moves his chair and sits opposite me. Despite everything just watching him sit sends my body into a storm of longing.

“Was your uncle also a Sufi?”

“Yes. He was a good man.” My aunt and uncle flash into my memory – frozen in time and perfectly sealed in the stillness of death. “My aunt and uncle were peaceful and respectful people who loved God.” My voice starts to shake. “They believed the only way to change hearts was through knowledge and learning, not violence and blood,” I add trying to reign in the aching memories. My eyes sting. A lump rises to my throat. I fear I can’t think yet alone speak of them any more without having to recall their brutal ends. I ache for Vertientes then, grieve for my severed childhood. I ache for Pieter and the something I want from him that will never transpire.

Overcome, I drop my gaze back to the rug. I can feel Pieter studying me. I raise my eyes slightly as he moves in his seat. He sits like a warrior, legs spread, his hose stretched tight over his thighs, his long fingers teasing the marriage ring on his left hand. The proximity of him unleashes another gust of inner turbulence. My breath shallows and my heartbeat quickens as I think of his body’s jewels and mysteries lying just beyond my reach. I yearn to touch him yet the thought fills me with terror. I feel for a moment as if I’m on the edge of a great cliff looking down into hell’s depths, considering the plunge.

“Marjit.” He begins. “I will do my utmost to protect you …”

I look back at him overcome for a moment by his words, by the mighty torrent of my love and the utter futility of our situation. I feel as if some invisible war is being fought in the air between our bodies.

His eyes burn through me as if he’s seen my deepest thoughts. “After all, we may, as Christian and Muslim, be facing opposite directions, but we are, in doing so, facing each other,” he gently adds.

Now, I can feel my innards softening in his presence, his words forcing the closed doors inside me open, filling me with droplets of courage. He knows my heart is still bound to Islam. When I gaze into his eyes, I see no judgment, only understanding. “All the different religions are all part of the same divine essence,” I breathlessly reply.

My beloved regards me with a look that sends sparkles of exhalation through both my body and soul.

“Yes,” he whispers. “They are indeed.”

The air seems to shift and strain under the unbearable weight of our desire and all I want right now is to die and be reborn in his arms. Again, I lower my gaze, seeking succor in the carpet’s soothing geometries. I trace my eyes over a red and blue bird rendered in triangles and squares, its jagged wings like tiny black staircases. Suddenly Gerrit’s grin, the feel of him pushing me against the wall, his friend’s laughter and the stickiness between my legs slams back into my thoughts. My heart hammers as the terrible haunting of him lying stinking and pale in his sick bed returns my mind to chaos. My heart speeds up in panic and a sudden cramp stabs at my belly. I’m overcome by a desperate urge to leave. Now. Quickly, I rise, feeling I’ve been punched in the gut. “Excuse me, Sir, I’m sorry, but I must go. I have dishes in the scullery to attend to.”

Pieter, like the gentleman he is, rises as well. He looks faintly disappointed. “Of course.”

I gaze at his beautiful face, my heart, body and soul in torment. I want to take in his gaze, bottle this moment for later use. Steal it into the silence, take it away and decipher its meaning in the solitude of my room. “Thank you,” I say, “for trying to protect me.”

In an unearthly hurry, I turn and step from his library. I can feel him watching me as I leave. As if he too, wants to know me, steal me away and decipher me. Before everything changes.







CHAPTER 30 
THE WARNINGS FROM THE DEAD

November, December 1502, January 1503

November. Time crumbles as if it’s no more than a leaf crushed by God’s hand. Days pass full of ragged, rain-black clouds that hover under sky the colour of armour.

I fall sick. When I collapse from a lacerating pain in my belly while doing the dishes, nobody rushes to help me. Gerda and Hillekin, horrified, stand back as if I ’m possessed by a demon and, finally, when I have sufficiently recovered, I drag myself up the stairs.

I lie in bed, my stomach cramping. I toss and turn and whisper both Christian and Arabic prayers, hoping one won’t nullify the other. In between the advancing and retreating pains, I sleep through a day and a night. I’m still so tired when I wake that I think that just like the garden, I’m dying.

When I emerge from my room to visit the cesspit, I nearly slip on the water sprinkled outside my door. Cloves of garlic have been strung around my door frame. Yet hours later, the next time I rise to empty my chamber pot, the garlic strings have vanished.

I can’t stand the house’s stale air, so even though it’s cold, I keep my windows open. And, waking in those long, empty hours between midnight and dawn when the world is finally still, it’s the cat I find on my bed, curled up against my stomach, purring when I stir.

Days and nights pass. I no longer say my prayers. I no longer care about anything except the retreat of the pain in my belly. The garlic strings and puddles of water outside my door appear and vanish as if the threshold of my room is some battleground for a war between reason and superstition. Strange dreams haunt me. In many of them I’m clambering up rock strewn mountains, plodding through vast deserts, flailing through jungles choked with vines, never quite reaching my destination. And then, my soul’s voice whispers through the dreams, tells me God never gives us tests we are unable to bear.

Warm broths appear outside my door. Whoever brings them wants no contact with me. Perhaps they think I have the plague. Or need another exorcism.

One gloomy afternoon, Rutger speaks through my closed door. “Marjit, I’ve spoken with the master about having Herr Schoorel, the family physician, visit.”

My belly lurches in protest. I don’t want some strange Christian man poking around in my secret self, finding out things I don’t want to know. And certainly not this man who only a few months ago exorcised demons from the monks at the Monastery of Guilemites.

I run my hand over my cramping belly. “I don’t need a physician.” I say. “I’ll be better soon.”

“As you wish,” he says, sounding unconvinced.

Relieved he’s gone I sink back into my delirium and wallow in gloom. When Archdeacon Solin and The Guild of Adam slither into my thoughts, my cramps gather strength. How will Archdeacon Solin keep me silent? If they remove my tongue, they’ll have to cut my fingers off as well, so I can’t write. Even better though to accuse me of witchcraft, and burn me or drown me, than risk my finding some way of telling my story. Perhaps this will all be simplified by when I die from my mysterious ailment.

Time passes, punctuated by sleep snatched between the peaks and troughs of pain and the shuffling and grumbling outside my door.

“Look! My dress!” I hear one of Yolente’s ladies-in-waiting say. “Spoiled by soot! Because I had to clean the fireplace!”

“I had to change the monkey’s nappy!” another wheedles. “Revolting!”

I lie and stare at my closed door, knowing they are deliberately standing outside so I can hear. I am, however, too ill for anger, so I lie as still as a corpse and listen.

“How sick can the Moor be?”

“Her people are afflicted by the vice of sloth.”

Their words scrape down the length of my spine. My belly contracts as if trying to expel something from my body. Eventually, I place my head under my pillow, trying to snuff out their whining voices. Alas my pillow is old and thin and I can still hear them.

“Have you noticed how it smells around here?”

“That’s the stink of Moor.”

“Foul.”

Sometimes downstairs I hear Gerrit’s laugh. Fully recovered, he’s back to his mischief and visits as if nothing has changed. My body freezes when I hear him. Will he come up to me to finish what he started that evening in the shadows of St Jan’s Cathedral? Will he come to cut my throat as revenge, or to silence me? Other times, when I hear men’s voices arguing downstairs I fear through my delirium that Archdeacon Solin is back, as persistent as a blowfly, coming to claim the shit that is this ailing Moor who can’t control her urges. I wonder who will be relieved if I die. My death would release Pieter from the hell I have brought to this household. And Archdeacon Solin would have one less witch to burn.

When these thoughts grip me, damp with sweat, I hold my breath, hear every footstep in the hall, and wait for the knock on my door and the rattle of chains. But when no one comes, I eventually understand my illness is both a curse and a protection. No one dares come near me. They fear I might be cursed. They fear this war inside my body is the plague.
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November passes. Under winter’s creeping darkness, while the black roots of unnamed things deepen their hold in the city’s soil, I remain weak and sickly.

As my body yields to my mysterious ailment, the house prepares for the celebration of the birth of the Lord. I’m only faintly aware of days where the house is alight with candles, I hear the travelling singers passing through the city streets as if they are part of a half world, the family coming and going from the house like the phases of a distant moon.

“This is a blessing,” I hear Frau Kikkert say one morning outside my door. I hear the thud of her replacing the garlic strings I suspect Rutger keeps removing. “For I’m sure if the Moor were not confined to her quarters, she would find some way to curse the day when we celebrate the birth of our Lord.”

That’s followed by the sound of prayers and splash of holy water sprinkled on the floor outside my door.

Time marches onwards. Inside me, something transforms. Smells change, assail me in strange new ways. Now, the aromas of garlic and the boiled vegetables wafting from the kitchen smell worse than a chamber pot. I breathe in the fumes of ale surrounding Yolente in the floor below and dry retch. Past their scents of lavender and geranium, the sour tang of the molds and mildews growing in the creases of the ladies-in-waitings’ skin offends my tender nostrils. I try not to breathe when I hear them climbing the stairs. As keenly as a hound, I can smell the thick, cloying man-whiff of Gerrit when he visits. Sometimes, when I smell stale incense and musty oil-of-eel, I know Archdeacon Solin is downstairs again, pestering Pieter to surrender me, reminding him of his Godly duties.

As Christmas looms, the resinous tang of the pine brought into the house to celebrate the birth of The Lord sickens me further. I try to hold my breath, hide under my blankets to escape this world of stink. I retch into my chamber pot.

On the day before the celebration of the birth of the Lord, Rutger pushes aside decorum and my bedroom door and strides into my room. “The master is concerned about you,” he announces. He blanches when he sees me hiding under the covers. “Marjit,” he says, “you are thin and sick.”

“I’m getting better,” I protest. I rub my belly. “Today I managed to keep down a whole apple and a bowl of cabbage soup.”

“If you are not better soon, the master will insist on a visit by the physician,” he replies.

Desperate to keep my burgeoning fear contained, I decide to chase Pieter and Rutger away in the only way I know. “It’s a woman’s problem,” I say.

Christmas passes with daily retching. In the twelve days between Christmas and the Epiphany, I dream I see the dead walk. They visit me in my room. My aunt and uncle, my mother and then, the Jewish cobbler stand at the end of my bed with sorry, wise smiles. They know what is to come. The dead see everything.

January arrives. The month of the Epiphany. The month the wise men came to honor the birth of the Savior of the World. The month when wintery gloom settles into the house like some stale-smelling creature made of mushrooms and ice. Still, I remain sick.

Early February the Archangel Gabriel, his face ablaze with divine wisdom, visits my bedchamber. Soheila, he says, using my Muslim name, you are an old soul on a holy mission. But this. This is a mortal issue. A challenge of the flesh. This is part of what it means to be human. When I wake, I think it is Rutger who spoke to me, the dream so vivid I am convinced he was just with me in the world of flesh and bone.

Finally, one night, deep in the heart of winter, a few days after I’ve turned twenty, Pieter’s soul comes to me in a beautiful dream, takes me in his arms, kisses and revives me.

“I am here for you, Marjit,” he says, “forever and always.”

The next morning, I wake up with a jolt and the world is once again hard and sharp, my body boiling with energy, my head as clear as the ice-blue winter sky outside. I have recovered. Suddenly. Miraculously. My body has finally surrendered to its transformation. A war has been lost. A new life has taken hold.

When the fragrance of roasting chestnuts drifts up from the kitchen, immediately, I’m as ravenous as bear emerging from its winter den. And right then even though I still can’t say the words, I know. Downstairs I hear a visitor in the hall. As I run my hand over my swelling belly, my heart hammers. The time for truth has come.







CHAPTER 31 
THE VIRGIN APOCALYPSE

February 5th 1503

I reach the bottom of the stairs just as the front door opens in a blaze of light. My heart squeezes as I squint at the brightness and take in the familiar figure. Pieter, his face veiled by shadows, pauses when he sees me and a small tremor shakes my core. Surrounded by a halo of light, I glimpse an accusing look in his eyes. Alas, he doesn’t ask me, as I wish he would, if I’m feeling better. Instead he nods distantly, turns and vanishes into the great hall. My knees soften as I realise he’s deliberately avoiding me. Had I not been so ravenous, I might have been more crushed. Instead, beholden to my hunger, I surge to the kitchen, towards the promise of food.

Later, full of apples and pastries, I’m carrying a pile of dishes into the scullery when I hear a strange man’s voice from above in Yolente’s chambers. My hands weaken under the weight of the dishes as if they know what is to come.

“Herr Schoorel, the physician is examining her, making sure everything is alright with the baby,” Gerda is saying to Hillekin when I enter the scullery. She flicks a glance at my belly then drops her eyes back to the partridge she is gutting. No one has spoken to me since I rose from my sick bed but the air bristles with things unsaid.

Mid-morning, I hear the physician’s voice in the hall. “It is just a matter of keeping her quiet, of bringing her body back in harmony with the rest of the universe,” he says to Pieter.

The next moment, Herr Schoorel, his mouth as stern and set as some stone saint of ill-tidings, is in the scullery. He stands in front of me, his assistant, a young man with huge brown eyes and long eyelashes gawping as if I’m a phantom come to life. Both at once, their eyes drop to my belly.

“I have been asked to examine you as well,” Herr Schoorel says. He shoos Gerda out of the kitchen then closes the door in her face.

“We need peace and privacy,” he says to the huffs of outrage behind the door.

“Lie down, pull up your skirts and raise your legs.” He gestures to the servant’s table.

As I climb on to the table, he pulls a parchment, ink, quill and magnifying glass from his bag and puts on some white gloves. He hands the parchment, ink and quill to his assistant. I shut my eyes and wince as his hands rummage through my maidenhead and I feel the heat of his breath on my thighs. When he grunts, I open my eyes. “Write this down,” he says, peering through his glass.

His assistant raises his quill above the parchment. “Her maidenhead is still intact.” Herr Schoorel says.

His assistant pauses, gives me a look of incredulity. “I have heard Moor women are so fertile, if they sit in a chair a man has just left, they fall with child,” he says.

Herr Schoorel sighs but doesn’t look up. “Just write down what I tell you,” he says still peering into the darkness under my skirts. “This young woman is still a virgin,” he says as he emerges from between my legs. He puts the magnifying glass on the table, places his hands on my stomach and presses, a pensive look in his eyes.

“I can feel a baby in there,” he adds, “and a lively one, at that.”

My heart jolts as his words fall through me. I know there is a baby. Everyone in the household knows. But to hear it said out loud, to hear it’s real, makes my head spin. Right then, I’m grateful I’m lying down.

Again the assistant pauses, his quill trembling. “Perhaps it’s a demon,” he offers.

Herr Schoorel gives him a withering look. “I have helped women deliver sick babies, malformed babies and dead babies,” he says, “but never a demon.”

He points to the parchment and speaks through his teeth. “Just. Write. Down. What. I. Say.”

Herr Schoorel gestures for me to cover myself and rise, “I need to ask you a most important question,” he says as I pull down my skirts and jump from the table. He gives me a deep, hard gaze. “Did you about four months ago have an intimate encounter with a young man?”

I pause to swallow the lump in my throat and lower my eyes. “He was not a man,” I say, then immediately regret my words. I know what the physician’s assistant will think. I flick a glance at him. “He was a coward,” I add.

Herr Schoorel’s mouth slides to one side of his face.

“But there was no penetration?”

“No.” My cheeks burn and I want right then, to crawl under the table and die of embarrassment.

Herr Schoorel’s assistant’s cheek twitches, his quill still frozen above the parchment. Herr Schoorel narrows his eyes.

“But did his member come in contact with your maidenhead?”

I look away, ashamed, not wanting to recall that ghastly night. “I don’t know,” I say, “I don’t remember.”

Herr Schoorel scratches his nose then turns to his assistant. “I have come across this before,” he says. “If a man’s member at the moment of climax touches the maidenhead, the seed, if it is exceedingly vigorous, can still make the journey to the womb.”

Once more, Herr Schoorel looks me deep in the eye. “It seems this child is determined to be born,” he says. And then he turns to his assistant, who’s still gawping at me as if I’m a creature from another world. “Why aren’t you writing all this down?” he growls.

Then, I hear whispers, robes swishing behind the closed door and I know the servants are all listening. Again, I glimpse the thread of things, how I am connected to everything, including alas, Yolente. I force myself to think what this means. We are both expecting babies who, when they are born, will be grandchildren of The Master of Storms. We will be bound to each other through the blood of our children. My gut replies with a resounding cramp as if my body is desperately trying one final time to expel this child from my belly.
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Late morning, I’m about to enter the scullery with a pile of dirty dishes when I hear Frau Kikkert speaking in the kitchen. “This is just as I feared,” she says. “A demon has taken root in the soil of her womb.” I pause in the doorway, chasing away a dizzy spell. “Again and again, I tried to warn the master and mistress about having that unholy creature in The Lord’s Embrace.” I hear her pause to breathe. “But of course, he wouldn’t listen. Bewitched, if you want my opinion.”

On she goes, explaining how she dreamed this would happen and her dreams have always come true. “The antichrist has returned,” she adds, “and we must help God defeat that foul fiend’s multiplying minions.”

When I walk into the scullery, she casts a gaze at my belly at crosses herself. She doesn’t give a whit that I’ve overheard, and, as I watch her and her knife-sharp nose depart, it occurs to me, I shouldn’t give a whit either. Now the truth is out I have nothing left to lose.

Late that afternoon, after I hear Pieter return from his meeting with The Brotherhood of Our Lady, I stride into the great hall and stand at his door. When he looks up from his papers, his eyes are as overcast as the sky.

“Sir, I have something I need to speak to you about.”

He doesn’t rise from his chair as he normally does when a woman enters the room, but instead, glances at my belly and gives me a wounded look.

“Is it Hieronymus of Bosch’s baby?” he says flatly.

I hold his gaze, pray for courage, my eyes burning. How can you ask that? I think.

“No, Sir. Hieronymus of Bosch is a married man.” I take a long, deep breath, unable at that moment to look into the beautiful eyes of the married man I have spent the last months dreaming about. “It’s Master Gerrit’s.” I say, returning my gaze to his. “He attacked me,” I swiftly add as I see Pieter’s eyebrows shoot to the Heavens. Then, I take another, shallower breath. I’m sure right then, my lungs aren’t big enough to draw in all the air I need.

“But I have forgiven him, Sir. I bear him no ill will.” I try to keep my voice from shaking by taking another great breath. “After I had stabbed him to protect myself, to try and stop him from assaulting me,” I daren’t even pause to release the breath in case I lose my courage, “I visited him while he was ill with his fever, with a poultice to clean his wound.”

Pieter’s eyes are dark and sharp but I have no idea what he’s thinking, whether he believes me. Perhaps he’s wondering if making up stories is, along with gardening, another of my heathen talents. My teeth chatter as I speak.

“You can ask Rutger, Sir. He disturbed us. Rescued me.”

When his eyes darken further, I wonder for a moment how I can continue. But an inner force pushes me onwards.

“Gerrit told me Archdeacon Solin said that if he ruined me, he would give him a special place in the Afterlife.”

Pieter’s body tenses and behind his eyes, I glimpse a conflation of rage. Then, a brick in my throat, I hand him The Guild of Adam’s scroll. He undoes the ribbon and spreads it in front of him.

“And I think it might have something to do with this place. Archdeacon Solin gave it to me in autumn, invited me to work there.”

Now my head feels light as if I’m about to faint. “He warned me not to tell you, in case you decided to have me tried for witchcraft.”

Despite my lightheadedness the words come more easily now, as if now the scab has been picked, the blood can flow freely. “I suspect several other women I know from the convent have ended up there.” I shake my head. “And, Sir, they don’t appear well, or happy.”

Pieter rises and pushes his chair back. He clenches his hand around the paper, one of his eyes twitching.

“Leave this all to me,” he says through his teeth.

I take a gulp of air, my mouth as dry as ash. “I’m sorry, Sir, to have caused so much trouble in this household,” I say, my eyes burning. I turn to leave.

“Wait.” Pieter, his tone urgent, moves forward, places a hand on my arm.

“No,” he says, and for a moment I glimpse a terrible fire in his eyes I’ve never seen before. 

“I’m sorry. Sorry I didn’t protect you better and keep a closer eye on you.”

His gaze softens; he puts both his hands on my shoulders and looks deep into my eyes. “But I want you to know one thing, Marjit. Whatever happens, I will never desert you.”

We see each other clearly then, as if the sun has burned away a veil of clouds. I look back into his eyes and smile for what feels like the first time in years. My mouth, guided by my soul, moves ahead of my thoughts. “I know,” I whisper.

He holds my gaze and a thrill shoots straight to my knees which threaten to bend under the weight of my gratitude and desire. I love you, I want to say.

Outside, the sky darkens and a sudden gust of wind rattles the window in his library. A hinge shakes lose and the window flies open, an icy gust blowing The Guild of Adam’s parchment onto the floor. Startled, Pieter releases his hold on my shoulders and picks up the parchment. Shivering from the sudden chill, I step to the window and set it firmly back in its lock. Outside the wind wails as if the real world wants to make its presence felt and has decided enough soulful swooning is enough. You have mortal matters to attend to! the wind seems to cry. I turn back to see Pieter once more gazing at the parchment, his mouth twisted in disgust. “This will get worse before it gets better,” he says half to himself as he takes in those holy words and the perverse message written between their lines.

I sense his mind drifting away from me and understand that right now he needs to be left alone to gather his thoughts. Feeling as though I’m leaving him to single-handedly cure the city’s ills, I excuse myself. He gives me a crisply formal nod and glances again at the parchment. “Thank you for passing this on to me, Marjit. I will do what must be done.”

I depart with a sunken heart feeling as if all that opened between us has been undone by that fickle wind. And, as I leave, I notice the smallest thing betray the power of his emotions. His hand holds the parchment and shakes as if he’s read news of the apocalypse.







CHAPTER 32 
FAITH’S BETRAYALS

February 5th – 15th 1503

After my meeting with Pieter I step into chaos. In the scullery, the monkey, its nappy bulging and leaking, swings from the shrieking parrot’s cage. Outside, the winter wind howls and inside the kitchen, pots and cauldrons hiss and spit on the fire while others sit in great piles in the sink waiting for yours truly to scrub. On the kitchen bench, sits a half-gutted, very smelly fish. In the midst of the cacophony Frau Kikkert stands in the archway that leads to the kitchen, an open Bible in her hand. “The curse of Eve!” she shouts to her congregation of servants. “Thou shalt in sorrow bring forth children!” As I step into the reeking scullery she looks my way. She slams the Bible in her hands shut and regards my belly with utter disdain. “Mistress Yolente, the one true expectant mother in this household, has been ordered to remain in bed,” she announces to Gerda, Hillekin and Marieke. “If we wish her to deliver this child safely, we must pray constantly, keep peace in the household and practice the virtue of silence.”

I grab a clean nappy and then the monkey, who shrieks in protest as Frau Kikkert’s gaze whips back to me. She crosses herself and delivers a derisive snort. “A demon seed planted in a so-called virgin,” she mutters to before leaving the room, clutching her Bible and stroking her crucifixes, Marieke walking in front of her with a tray of polished silver. “Bewitchment!” Frau Kikkert shouts to her tongue-less audience of one. “Men are falling for her tricks left, right and centre! How much more can The Lord’s Embrace take before this whole household must submit to an exorcism?” she shouts above the parrot’s and monkey’s shrieks.

I bite on the inside of my lip and, refusing to look at anyone, wrap the monkey in a fresh nappy. Desperate for a moment’s refuge, trying to relive that moment with Pieter when it seemed our souls touched, I take the monkey’s dirty nappy, step into the wind-blown, weed-choked garden and fling the monkey turds onto a bed of kale.
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I spend the next few days catching up to my chores. I clean up shit, keep all the fires burning and walk through the Lord’s Embrace like a submissive ghost, knowing it’s only though Pieter’s grace I’m still in the household. There are many times when I wonder whether I should have just remained in bed.

“Witch hunts are gathering pace,” Rutger whispers to me one morning as I pass him in the hall. “And there have been even more outbreaks of St Anthony’s Fire.”

He looks around to make sure no-one nearby is listening in. “The marketplace is filled with pyres set up to burn witches when they’re found.”

Inside my belly, my child wriggles like a snake as Rutger glances towards Pieter’s empty library. “Pieter wants to protect you. But you must do as he asks.”

His gaze drops to my ever-expanding belly. “Now you are with child, you are more vulnerable than ever. And I would advise you, urge you for your own safety, to not leave the house. Pieter has asked Arien to deliver the firewood to the back doorstep so you don’t even have to venture across the road to the stables,” Rutger continues.

My legs turn restless. You’re a prisoner! My black dog yelps.

“I need to walk,” I protest, “I can’t stay stuck inside all the time.”

“Then I will accompany you.” Rutger gives me a firm look. “It’s dangerous out there,” he reminds me.

As my body transforms, my thoughts follow. All around me in this prison that is The Lord’s Embrace, I witness desire – rapacious and unstoppable. I hear stray cats yowl their love calls under my windows. I see the longing gazes Hillekin gives eternally grubby Arien, as if she would like to scrub, soak him and beat him with a laundry paddle until he is as clean and bright as her sheets. I see how he gazes back at her, as if nothing would delight him more than yielding to her beatings.

My belly swells along with my appetites. I eat until I am about to burst. At night, under the warm blankets my hunger for Pieter becomes voracious. And, in the ocean of slumber, our souls once more meet.

Tonight, safe in my bed, jelly-supple and lithe-limbed, joyous and free in my underwater world, I float among the dream-currents of sleep. Peaceful yet alert to the miniscule changes of my liquid realm, I sense encroaching violence and turn to see a translucent blue cross form in the water. My fish-cold heart misses a beat. Behind that cross, surrounded by white bubbles like the wake of a boat, I glimpse a ghostly shape. As the shape closes in on me I see Pieter, as sleek as a shark, his grey robe pressed behind him like a fin.

In his eyes I glimpse a feral hunger. The water around me swirls into a whirlpool and I feel the lure of him, as intoxicating as a draught of poppy milk. I see what he wants – to consume me and turn my flesh into his. Our eyes lock, his gaze charged with a potent enticement that makes me ache to succumb to his will.

My half-fish-half-human body hardens in resolve. I will not let him have me. I turn to flee, but his pull is too strong. I tumble and come face-to-face with him. He floats in front of me, grey-skinned, hollow-cheek-boned and beautiful. “I want you,” he says. His voice, carried by the currents, reaches my ears in a whisper. In his hand he holds a strange golden scepter, a barbed hook glowing on its apex.

My cold blood prickles and stirs. “Never,” I reply. Slippery and scaled, I slide away when he tries to reach for me and, even as I know I want him to catch me I find pleasure in my flight.

When I half-turn to see how close he is, something hard strikes my heart. I tumble and gasp in shock as a silver net, soft and strong as silk, falls over my body. Netted and impaled, my iridescent green blood leaks from the hole his golden harpoon has made in my chest. With a look of triumph, he tows me towards him on a golden line. “Tell me you don’t want this,” he says.

“I don’t.” I say. My words are joined by a flurry of blood-green bubbles. “I will never want this. I want nothing to do with your Christian world of lies and illusions.”

He grins and tugs me closer. I strain against him and beat at him with my fish-tail as he reaches into the net and runs his hands through my black seaweed hair. Surrounded by the iridescence of my leaking blood, he gives me a hungry, shark-toothed smile. “Tell me again,” he says. “And sound like you mean it.”

I tear myself from his hypnotic gaze and look up at a tiny shadow floating on the roof of the ocean. I realise I feel no pain but only the promise of pleasure if I succumb to Pieter’s will. A ball of resistance expands in my belly. I implore Allah for guidance.

I lock my eyes onto my beloved. “No,” I say once more to Pieter. “You will never have me. I will tell you nothing.”

He smiles as if he knows I’m helpless against the nets and hooks of his faith. “You don’t know what you want,” he says as he scoops me in his arms. Still impaled by his golden harpoon and tangled in the net, I struggle as he bears me upwards to the ocean roof. Here, he breaks the water’s surface and drags me onto the deck of a small green boat. Torn from my buoyant world into his heavy, waterless realm, I lie on my back, cumbersome and helpless, my fish-tail flapping against the wooden deck while he stands above me in triumph. Above us a warm, damp wind flaps sails emblazoned with the red cross of the Spanish Inquisition.

“You are mine,” he says. “I have caught you.”

He bends and, as if unpacking some fragile treasure, gently peels the net from my body. He kneels over me and runs his hands over my swollen belly and fish-thighs. “It’s time to convert. You are too beautiful to remain hidden in your heathen underwater world,” he whispers as he caresses me. Gasping with both desire and terror, I gaze behind him at the sky as endless and blue as his eyes and beg Allah to save me. Under the power of Pieter’s touch, my scales dissolve and my tail turns to flesh then cleaves into a pair of legs. Still caught on his barbed hook, my arms still half-tangled in his net, I struggle to move, but the weight of this waterless world pulls and presses on my body, giving me no choice but submission.

“Tell me you don’t want this,” he says. He looks at me with his Heaven-blue eyes as if he knows my heart and my body are at war. I try to protest, but I find in this earthly world, my tongue is too heavy for words. He looks into my eyes and sees my answer written in their black dilations. As my body transforms, my mind follows and finally melts in capitulation.

I surrender and weep for my lost world. His gaze softens and fills with love. “If you don’t want me, then send me to hell,” he whispers as he pulls his erect and pulsing rod free from his sodden breeches.

His gaze never leaving mine, when he bears down on me, exploding with desire, I summon all my strength, part my freshly created legs and offer him the invitation of my resurrected body. Fish-slippery, he slides inside me and, as I feel my belly fill with the ocean of his fulfilment, the last of my scales drop away. With my newly formed lungs, I gasp and take a breath. My first sound in this world of air is a cry of ecstasy that joins the calls of the sea-birds circling above.

Below us the ocean churns under our embrace, the waves rising as he pushes further and further inside me, warming my heart and heating my blood. Inside me, my tiny passenger, still safe in its watery realm, rides in joy on the currents of Pieter’s taking.

As our coupling reaches its glorious peak, a huge wave rises above the little boat and thunders down on top of us. Hurled back under the water, we tumble, our limbs tangled in the line that joins with the golden hook still embedded in my breast. Through the swirls of foaming water, I see him, his legs caught in his line as the ocean tries to separate us. His hook remains fast in my chest and I feel the tug of him as he is swept away by the ocean’s furious current. I feel my heart crush as he falls to the ocean floor and vanishes.

Allah! I cry. Why have you placed me in a body so riddled with betrayals? But my words come out as nothing more than a spray of tiny bubbles.

When I try to draw back the air I have just expelled, a solid block of water damns my earthly lungs. I can’t breathe. I flail as I realise with horror what my yielding to Pieter has done. I am no longer a creature of the ocean, but fully human. Now he has transformed me, I can’t return. And he is gone, his work done.

I wake gasping for air, groping at my breast, trying to tear out the barbed fish hook of his love, his words echoing through the dream-chambers of my inner ear. You are mine. I have caught you.
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Today, this prisoner of love and maternity is washing the dishes when Gerrit bursts into the scullery, a wild look in his eyes. It’s the first time I’ve seen him since I tended to his wounds. The first time I’ve seen him since the news I’m carrying his child. His eyes are full of storms. My baby flutters in my belly as he points at me. “She bewitched me! Came to me when I was sick!” he shouts, turning to Gerda and Hillekin, “she chanted spells over me and put words in my mouth!” Then, his finger, still pointing, drops to my belly “And that! That is not mine! I didn’t do anything! She is evil! A succubus!”

I understand then, Pieter has had words with him about my accusations. The servants stare and remain silent. No one tries to defend me. Gerrit has spoken what they all suspect. Unwilling to bear that fool any longer, I grab a dusting rag and storm into the great hall to get away from him. Unfortunately, he follows me.

Pieter is out, the great hall empty. I turn and face Gerrit, his face changed now we are alone.

“Why are you lying?” I say. “Why do you refuse to acknowledge this child is yours? Rutger knows what happened that night. We have a witness.”

His eyes harden and he looks at me as if I’m no more than a wisp of cobweb he would like to brush from his face.

“That!” he snorts. “Bah! You invited it, by walking alone at night and loitering in the alley.”

For just a moment, a wall of rage blocks my answer. “I was on my way home,” I snap, “and it was early evening. I wasn’t loitering!”

Gerrit smirks, looks down at my belly in disgust. “You wanted it. A Moor like you swives anything that moves and has a cock. “

Ah! My blood may as well be boiling in a saucepan over the fireplace. While my Sufi self pleads for peace, I clench my fists, thinking how much the Christian Marjit would like to punch his Ramecker jaw. “God knows the truth,” I say instead, “and will make you face the consequences of your actions.”

Gerrit’s lips twist. I flinch at the suddenly frightening look in his eyes, which have turned glazed and feverish, as if he’s possessed. “It was Eve who seduced Adam into tasting the forbidden fruit. Woman who drove man from paradise,” he says slowly in a dark voice. His eyes narrow, and a chill slices through me as he looks hard into my eyes. “Woman must be dominated by man. Woman must remain in silence with all submissiveness.” His eyes drift to my belly. “And I will swear on the Bible that creature in there is not mine.”

My face burns. I wish I still had my knife so I could use it to slice off his rapist’s cock. “Your mind is addled! You have strayed from the true meaning of Christ’s words!”

I shout in exasperation. “It is your child! And you would shit on the Bible if you knew you could get away with it!”

He looks me in the eye, his mocking expression back in place. He tosses back his head and laughs. “You know nothing of the true meaning of Christ’s words! My seed would never plant itself in the belly of a heathen! And I’ll leave shitting on Holy Books to you, Moor!” 

Finally, he turns and swaggers off. I look at the vase of flowers sitting on a table by the hall, thinking how much I would like to pick it up and hurl it at him, but my soul manages to stop me by reminding me that’s the way Yolente behaves.

Instead, I screech at Gerrit’s back. “Shitlouse! Coward!”

You are feeding the devil, whispers my soul. Remember Islam. Remember peace and acceptance. My black dog snorts at that faint voice. Peace and acceptance? Where has that got me in this suppurating Christian hell?

“A dog’s butt in your poxy, lying face!” I add, immediately hearing how much I sound like Yolente.

Gerrit turns in surprise. Years ago, when I first arrived in the convent, Sister Jute, full of dark mischief, told me those foreign Dutch words were utterances of praise to the Lord. Elderly nuns fainted when I repeated these words to please them. But all I’m thinking as I stare at Gerrit’s raised brows is how, once more, my convent education has come in handy.

“I rest my case,” he says suddenly sounding like the lawyer he will never become. “For a true woman of virtue always remains chaste and silent.”
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At times in our soul’s journeys, there are hours, days and even lives we wish to forget. Today is one of those days. If days could be killed and wiped from our thoughts, then this would be one of them.

After our argument, I remain in the great hall and watch Gerrit step from The Lord’s Embrace just as Pieter returns from another of his meetings. During his conversation with Pieter, Gerrit starts to shout. “You no longer recognise the true face of justice! You are not the master of this family! You are weak! You let yourself be pushed around and henpecked by my sister and bewitched by that sand monkey!”

I step back as if I’ve just been hit. I bite my tongue to stop myself from shouting out the window at that vile, shade-dwelling piece of slime. As I drink in Pieter’s pale, beautiful face, the shape of his body under his robes, the back of my neck heats as I recall the secret violations that have taken place in the world of my dreams. I cringe and shake myself free from my guilt. They are harmless. Just dreams I could no more stop than the beating of my heart. I hold my breath, waiting to hear Pieter defend me. But he doesn’t reply. His eyes however, are filled with torment.

“When my father returns, he will sort this out once and for all!” yells Gerrit as Arien, his eyes wide and sweeping between Pieter and Gerrit, unsaddles Pieter’s horse. “He will send that Moor sand monkey to hell where she belongs!”

Silence. Methodically, as if trying to remain calm, Pieter removes his gloves and, chin held high, unclasps his cape and strides to the front door as Gerrit scuttles to keep up. Pieter pauses on the doorstep. “Your father is a wise man and I will respect his advice,” he says. I can hear the crack in his voice as he speaks.

I draw a shallow breath. A wise man? The Ramecker’s father? I shiver. Is it true that The Master of Storms – that man whose presence seems to seep from the very walls – will have the final say about my fate when he arrives home? How will he punish me? This demon-carrying Moor servant who can’t keep her mouth shut? As the implications of Pieter’s words take shape, something inside me ruptures. If the Ramecker’s father – The Master of Storms -dispatches me to the nearest pyre, Pieter, my star of love, won’t protect me.
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In this day that is turning to hell, Yolente, disobeying the physician’s orders is up from her sick bed. She finds me back in the scullery. As vast as a hippopotamus, she appears in the doorway, a mad look in her eyes. It’s the first time I’ve seen her since my illness and the revelation I too, am with child. I gather from her expression, she has also heard my claim Gerrit is the father.

“You lying Moor slattern!” she screams. “Shameless fornicator! I knew we would come to rue the day you set foot in this house!” She points one of her sausage fingers at my belly. “Tell us. Who is the real father?”

Firm right then, in my faith that truth always triumphs, I fold my arms above my belly, the blood in my temples pounding. “I wouldn’t lie about something this serious,” I say as coolly as I can, “you know as well as I, it’s your brother.”

Behind Yolente, Frau Kikkert appears, looking tight and shriveled, as if she has lost the weight Yolente has gained.

Then, Yolente swoons, grips her belly and glares at me. “Succubus! I swear, if I lose this baby, with all the trouble you are causing, it will be your fault!”

As Frau Kikkert props her up and tries to lead her away, Yolente pulls back, lurches towards me. “It is only my husband’s grace that keeps you here. If I had my way, you would be dismissed!”

Again, she winces, grabs her belly. “You have brought torment, malevolence and foreign gods into this household,” she hisses. She lurches forwards, slaps me across the face, turns and surges from the room. Frau Kikkert reaches out to catch a porcelain statuette of the Virgin and child Yolente bumps on her way out.

Stunned and fighting back tears, I run my hand over my stinging cheek. Something catches on my thumb and my heart rolls like a drum as I tease three prickly protrusions sticking from my chin. Holding my breath in shock, I run to the mirror in the great hall. There, sprouting from my chin are three black hairs. My belly flips as I recall Wendelmoet’s dream. ‘You were swollen. You had a beard.’ A chill races through me. I turn to stare at the orange flames of the fire roaring in the great hall’s fireplace and finally exhale. ‘There were flames. And then, I saw the Angel of Death.’ Yes, indeed. In dreams lurk truths we have yet to fathom. Someone is going to die, my black dog announces.
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February 24th. I unpick my dress seams to make room for my growing belly. When the winter drizzle eases and the sun peeps from behind the overcast sky, I step into the garden. Warmed by the heat of my unwelcome passenger, I remain outside, plant flower, herb and vegetable seeds in boxes and place them in sheltered corners of the garden. I plan the spring plantings, compost and turn the hardened soil and trim the branches of the slumbering trees to let in more light. I plant the pea and bean seeds I’ve saved from the summer straight into the ground, and plant the asparagus crowns that have been maturing on the scullery windowsill.

Pieter has a meeting with the Duke of Burgundy and departs for several days. This time, he leaves Rutger behind and recruits two guardsmen to stand outside the house at all times. When Rutger tells me the guards are there to keep away unwelcome visitors, I know he means Archdeacon Solin and his witch-hunting allies.

Once Pieter has left, tension builds through the house like some viviparous liquid fermenting inside a stoppered flask. Surrounded by mistrust, consumed by my inward ripening, unsettled by the change in my heart’s magnet, the way it turns towards this creature I haven’t met, I’m restless in my safety. Every now and then, I catch myself touching my breast, recalling my dream of Pieter catching me on his hook and the words he spoke to me. You are mine. I have caught you. More and more often, I look longingly out the great hall’s window and down the street. I yearn to escape The Lord’s Embrace.

The morning after Pieter’s departure, Gerda comes back from the marketplace with news of witch burnings in the city. “Private affairs, attended by Archdeacon Solin and monks they had bewitched.” she says, deliberately avoiding looking my way. “They must have been evil witches, with great powers,” she adds, “to be burned in private by such holy men.”

A shaft of fury sprouts inside me and I nearly smash the plate I’m washing.

“And I’ve heard Archdeacon Solin is considering closing down Saint Wilgefortis Convent as too many of the nuns there are not submitting sufficiently to the Will of the Lord.”

My blood boils. I grind my teeth and plates tremble in my hands. My hatred for Archdeacon Solin burns in my belly, my baby as restless as a leaden butterfly. If the Saint Wilgefortis Convent is closed, there will be one less refuge in the Duchy of Brabant for orphaned girls, women who choose knowledge and God over marriage, or those who are beaten and abused by their husbands. Have a fit! my black dog encourages me.

“Still, this city is better off without women who don’t submit to the word of Our Lord,” Gerda continues. It takes every crumb of restraint right then, to keep my mouth still. I turn from the sink to see her shake her head as she dips a rissole into a bowl of flour. “And, as for those witches cursing those poor monks,” she adds, sweeping the rissole through the flour, “where would we be without all those good men of God like Archdeacon Solin protecting and guiding us?” Her lips tight, she throws me a look that says far more than her words.

A raging heat crosses my back and ignites my limbs. My belly as hard as a mountain, I walk over to Gerda, pick up the bowl of flour she’s using to dip the rissoles and hurl it at her. As she stands there, as white and dusted as one of her rissoles, I scream at her. “There are no such things as witches! Only fools and gossips! Only men who try to make prisoners of us and force us to do their bidding!”

As I storm from the kitchen, I hear Gerda huff to Marieke and Hillekin, who stand frozen and open-mouthed in shock as I pass. “Some women lose their minds when they carry a child,” she announces. “And when that child is a demon? Well, then the mother will turn the world around her into hell.”

Fie! If I have to stay in this household a day longer, I will lose my mind and turn this place into hell! I run upstairs grab my horsehair cloak and mittens, walk to the front door, open it and storm outside.







CHAPTER 33 
THE FRYING PAN OF JUSTICE STRIKES

Mid-morning, February 25th 1503

When I reach the marketplace, my blood chills. Beyond the braziers giving off their feeble warmth, past the few brave stall owners huddled behind their wizened winter crops and wrapped like bears against the cold, I glimpse the spot where, in the warmer months, the convent of Saint Wilgefortis’s fruit stall once stood. Now, it’s been replaced by a pyre.

A crowd has gathered and I watch a wagon trundle into the square and stop. Hands under my armpits and stamping my feet to stay warm, I hold my breath and watch as a disheveled and weeping woman weeps is dragged from her barred cage and jostled though the jeering crowd. When I catch a glimpse of her face I gasp. It’s Cornelia. No longer dressed in her finery, no longer plump and voluptuous, she could just be another ragged and starving peasant girl fallen into trouble.

Immediately I’m lumbering across the marketplace towards her, my insides boiling, my baby heavy in my belly, slowing me down, making my insides sicken. But when I pass three bodies strung by nooses on gallows that have been set up in the square, something catches my eye and I lurch to a stop. My heart flips like a pancake as I recognise the middle man. It’s Brother Regiomantus, a monk from Klooster Janarius who dined with us sometimes at Saint Wilgefortis convent and told bawdy stories that made the nuns giggle and blush. Once he told Sister Beatrice and me that he thought women should be fully educated in the scriptures, just like men, and that many women were wiser than men, and as the bearers of children, understood more about the importance of keeping the world at peace. But he shared these opinions only with the nuns he trusted.

My eyes burn with tears. Someone, some idolater of Archdeacon Solin, must have betrayed that trust. Then, I’m running again, screaming and crying.

“She’s innocent,” I yell as I try to break through the crowd. “She was a nun, she can’t be a witch!” As I’m shouting, I’m thinking, this is why they must burn her, because she can write, because she can tell her story.

An ugly, carbuncle-faced man who resembles one of Jeroen’s sketches, blocks my path and sneers in my face. “She bewitched a monk!” he says with a gust of oniony breath, “made warts grow on his rod!”

My heart sickens at his words. “Perhaps that monk put his rod somewhere it didn’t belong,” I snap before I can stop myself.

His eyes narrow as several of his companions, equally ugly, stare at me, their eyes looking for something to hate the way flames seek fuel. As I try to move past them I realise in a moment of awful clarity, the pickle I have got myself into. I disobeyed Pieter’s instructions. And now, I’m on my own.

Carbuncle-man steps in front of me, lips twitching. “Are you a witch as well? Because only a witch would protect another witch.” he says. He glances at my belly. “Growing a demon too are we? Would you like to join your friend on the pyre?”

An ugly thought steals through me. I think how, it seems at times that I am turning into the very creature my enemies want me to be. As if their thoughts are shaping me, I’m beginning to wish I could do the things they accuse me of – punish them, cast spells, bewitch people to do my bidding, make men’s rods fall off. Right now, I would like carbuncle-man’s tongue to turn into a toad.

A woman I recognise joins us. Last year, on my first day at The Lord’s Embrace, I crashed into her and sent her into a superstitious panic. She works for one of the households in Clarastraat and is friendly with Frau Kikkert. Bad luck for me. I’ve often seen them talking and have noticed how her aprons are always filthy.

“I hear she has cast spells over the family’s kitchen garden!” she cries as she points at me, “and mixed potions that cured people with black magic!”

“It wasn’t black magic, it was curative herbs,” I reply, trying desperately to stay calm. “Saint Hildegard of Bingen cured people,” I add, “and no one thought her a witch.”

Thinking of Hildegard of Bingen gives me a moment’s strength. When I found her books Physica and Causae et Curae in the convent library, I read them cover to cover several times over, feeling as if a new world had opened to me. But when Archdeacon Solin ordered a review of the convent library, he had them removed. “Books by women are not suitable reading for nuns,” he had said.

Roused by indignation, I don’t see the golden haired boy called Laurens watching us – the boy who, at the start of summer, we rewarded for stealing horse droppings with a bath and feast. Nor do I see him slip from the crowd and run from the markets, a look of panic on his face. But my soul sees it all.

Filthy-apron-woman throws back her head and laughs. “So now she is comparing herself with a saint!” As she looks at the men, seeking their approval, inside my belly, my baby rolls and twists. A part of me sees how every time I say something, I sink deeper into this shitty pickle. But another part of me is determined to turn these people’s hearts, make them see what is as obvious to me as the sun.

“Hildegard of Bingen was not a Moor,” filthy-apron-woman adds, “she did not have demon-black hair and a hooked nose. She was not a woman from the East!”

Alas, that wild thing -my mouth -refuses to settle. “Jesus had a hooked nose and dark skin,” I say a little too loudly, “because he was a Jew. A man from the East.”

One of the men laughs “Ah, so now she is comparing herself to our Lord!” 

Filthy-apron-woman’s eyes narrow. “Our Lord is pale, like an angel.”

She turns to the growing crowd around us. “Don’t listen to her anymore,” she says, “she’ll bewitch you with her voice, start chanting spells in that strange language of hers. Use trickery to fool you into thinking she speaks the truth!”

She points at me then, raises her voice to the gathering crowd. “In addition to witchcraft, she suffers from the sin of pride!”

As I scoff at her, knowing in part she speaks the truth. I step away, alas, straight into the solid block of a man’s chest. I gasp and grab my belly to protect my baby. There, standing in my way, is the man with the wild beard and chains I saw that day in autumn outside the garden gate with Archdeacon Solin. Close up, I see he has a scar, still fresh and red, that crosses his lip, trails over his cheek and vanishes behind his ear. My heart crumples. Behind that scar, I’ve never seen such a smile of triumph.

His vast chest expands. “I am glad,” he says, eyes sparking with a dark delight, “you have finally decided to confess to your sins of witchcraft.”

Behind him stand four men, three barely older than Gerrit, all dressed in red and blue uniforms, all gazing at me with the same look. It’s as if they can’t believe their luck, to have this bumbling, infidel Moor stumble straight into their waiting arms.

Filthy-apron-woman, her breath as stale as rotting socks, leans into my ear. “You can’t escape,” she hisses. “They are Archdeacon Solin’s men. His Army of God. He has spent the winter recruiting them to hunt down witches like you in exchange for special benedictions and honoured places in the afterlife.”

As I gaze at them, I wonder if they have also been granted special pleasures at The Guild of Adam. I stare at their belts loaded with weapons of war – halberds, pole axes, flails, maces, and other pointy and spiked things – no doubt for battling demonic forces. I want to tell them those mighty weapons will do nothing to defeat the stained soul of Hertogenbosch. They may as well be trying to scare tigers by waving silk scarves.

The man with the wild beard and scar grabs my arm, and when I try and shrug him away, one of the red-and-blue-uniformed men grabs my other arm. And then, I’m screaming like a Moor who can’t control her urges, swearing at them in Arabic, calling them demons, lackwits, and righteous bastards, flailing, spitting and kicking at them. I reach out to try and scratch at their eyes, behaving, for the entire crowd to see, like a witch. And the next thing I know, they’re leading me away, towards the pyre to join Cornelia.

“Another witch,” they cry. “We’ve found another witch!”

As they drag me past a straggle of stalls, a child-sized projectile hurtles into our midst. We all freeze at the sudden apparition, as if wind has been given substance, or a cloud fallen from the sky.

Rutger, sword drawn, brown eyes full of fire, casts his gaze over the four men. My heart quivers. Then, I see Laurens who gives me a brief, fearful glance, then, once more, vanishes.

Stunned, I turn my gaze back to Rutger catching a glimpse of Arabic script inscribed on his drawn sword’s blade.

“If you want to take her away,” that aforementioned dwarf says, “you’ll have to deal with me first.”

He shoves up his sleeves, his arms ropey with muscles, right hand holding his sword. One of the uniformed men, the oldest of the four, draws his own sword. He flicks a glance at his companions as if telling them this is the way God’s Army deals with witches and freaks.

“If you insist, low-born imp,” he says, his flabby lips curled into a hungry smile.

My heart sinks. One child-sized man against four men who have been promised a special place in the afterlife. This can only end one way. With a mocking grin the man feints his sword. But the next moment, Rutger has dodged forward, sliced a gash in his smart red velvet doublet. A dark trickle of blood stains his sleeve. His face darkens and, this time, he aims for Rutger’s head. But, in the blink of an eye, Rutger somersaults away.

In the distance, between the crowds gathering to watch, I see the men who are lashing Cornelia to the pyre keep looking towards us, distracted by the cheers. I also notice how the man’s grip on my arm has loosened as he watches Rutger, now dodging not just one man, but all four. If I believed in it I would think it was magic making that tiny man dart and feint with such speed and skill.

Now the crowd is in a frenzy. Puffs of white breath burst from noses and mouths, evaporating into the freezing air, cocooning our patch of marketplace in a pungent fug.

The air whistles as swords move in blurred flashes, the men circling and prowling, surrounding Rutger like wolves stalking their prey, moving and retreating, preparing for the final kill.

“Behead the runt!” someone shouts. The crowd bays in excitement, and I understand now that they want to see someone, anyone, pay for the outbreaks of Saint Anthony’s Fire. And after the long, boring months of winter, cloistered inside their damp and drafty homes, I see how their eyes hunger for entertainment. Quicker than the eye, Rutger strikes and thrusts as the Army of God lunges, first one, then the other, advancing and retreating as Rutger swivels, parries and leaps. Against the backdrop of shouts of encouragement, steel clashes against steel, sparks fly and beads of sweat trickle from temples. I notice with a grim and fleeting satisfaction that the Army of God is slowed by the panoply of weapons attached to their belts. To my disappointment and, as if they’ve read my thoughts, three step back to unbuckle their belts and lighten their loads. Now, Rutger is fighting only one. I glance back at the man holding my arm. I see how he watches Rutger’s every move, waiting for that moment when he tires or loses his focus. I see how he, too, is beguiled by the battle, which has taken on the moves of a mystical dance.

My blood chills when my captor, a grumble of impatient disgust rising from deep in his throat, draws his sword. Then, as Rutger falters and tumbles, his opponent’s sword skims the top of his head, slicing off a chunk of his hair. Just then, I feel my captor’s grip on my arms soften. My thoughts race. Although I have a chance to run, I know I won’t get far with my baby weighing me down. And I can’t desert Rutger. Time stills as my captor releases his grip and steps forwards, his sword raised and aimed for a single, murderous strike. My breath stuck in my throat, my gaze snaps to the stall full of pots and pans behind me. Swiftly, I reach out, grab a cast iron frying pan, and hold it above me with both hands. Violence is taboo, my Sufi self whispers. Yes I know, another voice in my head replies, but right now, I am a Christian. I take a great breath and, with all the strength of my body and soul, slam the frying pan into the side of my captor’s head.

After he has turned to deliver me a look of shocked surprise, he crumples like a pile of rags onto the cobbles. As Rutger’s opponent turns, distracted by the body that has fallen at his feet, Rutger, as if his legs are blessed with the powers of levitation, lifts from the ground, arcs his sword and slices the man’s head clean off his neck. A spray of bright red foam splatters over the hose and skirts of the front row of onlookers and, as the crowd cheers in an ecstasy of excitement and horror, the remaining three members of The Army of God squeal like piglets. One faints, while the other two pale and freeze in shock.

In those few seconds as the other two men stare in disbelief at their decapitated companion, I glimpse in the eyes of the crowd, a blaze of confusion. The Army of God has faltered. With their fainting and piggy squeals, they have shown that under their smart uniforms and lofty titles, live the hearts of worms.

Then, beyond the drably dressed peasants, a flash of colour and fine robes moves towards us. “Let us through!” a familiar woman’s voice shouts. When I recognise the owners of those fine robes, I feel I might faint as well. It’s Aleyt and Jeroen. Aleyt, her face hard, steps over the headless body and faces Archdeacon Solin’s quaking Army of God. Her husband, his face as pale as one of his unpainted panels, looks at me and shakes, as if in the grip of palsy. Aleyt stands in front of the men with the bearing of a goddess, while her husband’s eyes drop to the body on the ground, staring, as if committing every bloodied vein and sinew to his artist’s memory.

Behind them, face red from running, gold hair wild, once more, I glimpse Laurens just before he melts back into the crowd.

“What’s going on?” Aleyt demands. “Who authorized all this?”

The remaining members of Army of God exchange confused looks. “Archdeacon Solin,” mumbles one of them, looking as though he’s about to burst into tears.

“A demon!” someone shouts. “The dwarf is a demon!”

Aleyt kills that voice with a single look but the onlookers, once more restless start murmuring. I feel eyes filled with hate burning into me and all I want now is to return to the safety of The Lord’s Embrace. Aleyt, a single scolding finger raised, steps forwards and addresses the two still-standing members of the Army of God in low, firm, tones. Although I can’t hear through the growing nose of the crowd, I catch the words “Disgrace” and “The Brotherhood of Our Lady will hear about this.”

Listening to Aleyt’s threats, it’s as if the men have been dosed with valerian. Their faces fallen, shame written in their eyes, they re-holster their swords and back away. Rutger, red faced and sweating, swoops to my side and offers me his hand.

“I think it’s time we departed this unholy scene,” he says firmly.

On my other side, Aleyt takes my arm. I feel where it has been bruised by my captor who now heaves himself from the ground holding both hands to his head and groaning. A woman bends down and slaps the face of a Soldier of God, trying to wake him from his faint.

“You should not be here, you have a baby to think of,” Aleyt whispers as we clear the gawping crowd, their eyes as sharply expressionless as the yellow-eyed crows that perch on the gallows waiting for everyone to disperse so they can dine on the bodies.

“All of you,” Aleyt shouts to the now dispersing crowd, “go home to your winter beds!”

As we depart, I glance back and see the pyre is empty and unlit, the torches flickering and spitting in the sleet that has descended over the city.

“Where has Cornelia gone?” I ask, not wanting to leave until I know she’s safe.

“A group of monks from Klooster Janarius stole that young woman away while everyone was distracted,” says Aleyt. “They plan to hide her somewhere safe while she writes her confession.”

What confession? I want to ask. A confession that she was whored against her will by men of God? Or that she used witchcraft to place warts on monks’ cocks?

Instead, I nod in silence. I am too tired for any more questions, too despairing of this corrupted city to utter any more challenges. All I’m thinking is how much longer can everyone keep me safe? How much longer before it’s me hanging from a noose or sizzling on that pyre?







CHAPTER 34 
THE EARTH CRACKS OPEN

February 28th – 29th 1503

“A war,” Gerda says sounding faintly thrilled as she steps into the kitchen, “between The Brotherhood of Our Lady and The Army of God.”

Her nose red and running from the cold, she sniffs loudly and pulls some bags of nuts from her shopping basket. “The pyres and gallows have been removed from the marketplace,” she adds as she hauls a handful of walnuts from one of the sacks. “After that fuss at the markets the other day, the whole city’s gone quiet. It’s like everyone’s waiting for something even more dreadful to happen.”

Her gaze turns to my general direction as she raises her rolling pin and proceeds to pulverize the walnuts with a rolling pin. “Apparently, The Army of God was set up without the permission of the Duke of Burgundy.” Behind me, in the servant’s dining alcove, Marieke catches my gaze, then swiftly looks away and returns to folding napkins into the shapes of swans.

“The matter’s been taken up with the city council.” Gerda adds with a snort. “Brains the size of walnuts, the lot of them, if you ask me,” she says with another strike of her rolling pin. “The Army of God has been blessed by Archdeacon Solin,” she protests, “how can the city council challenge him?”

She gives an agitated sniff and I sense, even though I’m back bending over the sink with my back turned, that she’s looking at me. “The whole council must have been bewitched,” she adds.

Even as I feel the embers of another fire burn across my belly, I refrain from comment. In Gerda’s eyes, Archdeacon Solin can do no wrong. I see how impossible it is for her conceive of any holy man being corrupt. It would shatter her world. Better to be safe in lies than uncertain in the truth.

As I turn to collect the last dirty dishes from the servant’s dining table, Gerda blows another long sigh. “I’m getting sick of those damned guards standing outside the house. Who exactly are they trying to protect?” Now, very pointedly, she looks at me.

Still shaken by my close shave the other day in the town square, knowing I must listen more and react less if I’m to survive up until the other danger of my baby’s birth, I try and hold myself together. With supreme effort, my hands shaking, I dump the dirty dishes into the sink and, head lowered to avoid glares, step outside.

I stand in the garden and gaze at the overcast gloom of the sky, feeling as though spring will never come. Yet even as the weather remains cold, the plants know. Irises and crocuses push through the soil and buds appear on the trees. Now, the blades of the unnamed lily that grows over my buried knife are as tall as my knees and in its heart, I see tight, yellow-green orbs that will soon be flowers.

I shiver, thinking if this this is a war, it’s a war of ice, not fire. No one has come to arrest Rutger for killing a soldier of God. It’s as if the city has been paralysed by the venom of a snake. My soul, knowing what is to come, whispers to me through a memory of Pir Ibrahim. White-bearded and warm-fleshed, his eyes wiser and brighter than all the stars in the sky, he holds my hand and smiles. These are trials and tests for us, Marjit. All these tribulations are God’s way of telling us we have much to learn, that there are great gaps in our knowledge and that we must work hard, persevere, to uncover His mysteries and grow towards enlightenment.

Alas, I hear nothing, catching only a glimpse of Pir Ibrahim gasping on his torture rack before I shroud that vision in a thick mental fog. Now, in fading moments of clarity, I fear this creature in my belly some suspect is a demon is taking over my thoughts. I see, like many citizens of Hertogenbosch, it’s easier to believe in evil, witches and sorcery than try to understand God’s plan.
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On the day of the Fat Tuesday carnival, on a warm morning, that mysterious lily finally flowers. Among the pale pink and white crocuses, blaze three blood-red blooms. They are so perfect, so bright in the midst of this soft-hued spring garden they seem to have arrived from another realm.

In the kitchen Gerda huffs and sweats, preparing the great feast for the last day of gorging before the Lenten fast. The sun has decided this morning to peep between the blankets of clouds that have sat, stubborn and drizzling, over the city for the past few weeks. I’m in the garden again, pulling the weeds that have sneaked up during all the rain. I’m kneeling, whispering prayers in Arabic under my breath, facing southeast when I catch a flutter of a pink skirt out of the corner of my eye. I turn; a prayer half stuck in my throat. It’s Wendelmoet, looking spooked. My cheeks heat. She has seen my lips moving.

“This is one of the ways I pray,” I say as she stands well clear of me, perhaps thinking I’ve been chanting spells. Ever since news of my pregnancy, she’s also kept her distance. She no longer brushes my hair.

“What?” she says, her eyes watering with worry. “By pulling weeds and talking to the flowers?”

She steps back, nervously wringing her hands. I can tell she doesn’t want to be here, so close to me and my belly filled with demon-child. “Actions are prayers,” I say, “and are often more powerful than words.”

She presses her lips together and gives a thoughtful nod that reminds me of her father. Then, her face stiffens as if she has recalled warnings about my bewitching, seductive words. She reaches into her robe pocket and hands me a parchment. “This arrived for you.”

I gaze at the seal and the writing as I stand. It’s from the Saint Wilgefortis Convent, not Sister Beatrice’s writing, but Mother Geertruyt’s. A terrible fear grips me as I tear it open and begin to read.

Dear Marjit,

It is with great sorrow that I bring you news of Sister Beatrice’s passing.

What? I grip the letter, my throat closing around my gasp.

A week ago, she departed the convent leaving behind a note explaining how she had run away with her lover.

My legs can no longer hold me. My head spinning, racked by despair, I collapse on my knees and fall back into the dirt as the words slam into me. The servant she fell in love with. She’d been secretly meeting up with him. That was the confession she wished to tell me. Now that distracted, glowing look in her eyes makes sense. But why is she dead? Did her parents punish her? I read on, my heart tearing apart.

She was expecting a child and it was starting to show. A few days after she left, she was found with her lover dead in a disused barn, after taking hemlock.

I cry out. I beat at my head to try and take in the pain. Above me, Wendelmoet gasps and takes a step back.

I don’t know if they chose to die this way, or whether it was forced upon them, but rest assured, we are all here at the convent, praying for the Lord to forgive her and grant her mercy in the Kingdom of Heaven. Pray for her as well Marjit, and God have Mercy on all our souls.

With love and blessings,

Mother Geertruyt.

For a moment I can’t breathe, the remorse crashing over me in a flood. Why didn’t I try and get to the markets to see her? Now it’s too late. I moan and choke back tears. You were too busy swooning over Pieter, my black dog says. Sister Beatrice was ruined by love, that opportunistic rogue adds, just like you.

I look up at Wendelmoet still hovering in the garden. She looks embarrassed by my extravagant gestures of grief. “Father is back from Burgundy and wishes to see you,” she says, stealing a furtive glance at my belly.

Despite my remorse and anguish, my stupid heart flutters. I’ve only glimpsed Pieter once since he returned from his meeting with the Duke of Burgundy. It’s been far too long since I’ve seen him. My soul is hungry for his reassurances.

I rise again with great effort, my belly heaving as if my passenger senses my anticipation as Wendelmoet scuttles away.

As my thoughts reassemble it occurs to me Archdeacon Solin might have had a hand in my friend’s death. After all, he knew how close I was to Sister Beatrice. This may be another way of trying to ruin me. And what now? What does Pieter want from me? On top of this does he wish to chastise me for going to the marketplace? I try to pull myself together and wipe away my tears. How did I get like this? I suddenly think. How did my world shrink so much that the only thing that matters to me is a man I can never have? How could I neglect my dearest friend in favor of some self-indulgent voyage of the imagination and the idolatrous worship of a Christian man?

When I enter Pieter’s chambers, he gives me a strange gaze, as if something inside him has shifted and he now sees me differently. Immediately, I rub my chin to check for hairs, but there are none. I’ve been plucking them as fast as they grow. I may be consumed by grief, but I’m still vain in his presence.

He takes a long, deep breath that makes my knees tremble. “Marjit, he says, then pauses, as if already unsure how to continue.

I’m as fragile as a newborn bird, my heart as soggy as a dishcloth. I ache for him to hold and comfort me. But he is not mine to hold. Desperately, I try to pull myself together. My sorrow is not his concern.

His eyes drop to my belly. He surprises me with a smile. “You look well,” he says, looking back into my eyes. His gaze, as potent as a touch, stays entangled in mine. My heartbeat quickens and I feel a butterfly stirring deep inside my belly. I gasp and drop my hand to the swelling under my skirt.

Pieter smiles at my gesture. “The child moved?”

“Yes, I think so.”

His eyes twinkle. “You have a miracle inside you,” he says.

A miracle? My black dog barks. More like a disaster!

I don’t know how to reply. I shake my head. It’s all I can do now to stop myself from bursting into tears.

Pieter looks at me firmly as if he refuses to accept my despair. “I’ve always thought pregnancy makes a woman most beautiful,” he says, his voice hoarse.

With open admiration, his gaze once more drops to my belly. It’s such a contrast to the looks his servants give me that for a moment, I fear I might lose my balance and fall to the floor. “It’s as if they carry the hope of the world and the mysteries of creation in their beautiful, swollen bellies,” he adds.

His gaze right now is almost a physical caress. As his eyes hold mine my blood heats. “There is nothing more alluring than the promise of new life,” he adds breathily.

Again, his gaze drops to my belly. “Marjit,” he continues, his voice hoarse, “rest assured that each day, you will grow more exquisite.”

I try and resist the intoxication of his presence. How can I take such pleasure in his attentions when I’m still absorbing the devastating news of Sister Beatrice’s death?

I catch my breath, realizing he thinks the source of my current despair is my pregnancy. Despite how this creature in my belly came into being, Pieter is refusing to let me feel wretched or ashamed. Instead he is filling me with beauty. “Thank you,” I manage.

He looks back at me, his eyes softly imploring. “There’s something I want to suggest to you Marjit.”

My heart stops as he draws a long breath. “I’m well aware Gerrit vigorously denies fathering this child.”

His face darkens. “And given his disrespectful behaviour, perhaps that is for the best.”

I manage to give Pieter a polite, miniscule nod.

“I would like to offer my services to you as a godfather of this child,” he says.

I blink rapidly, suddenly feeling off balance as I think how Pieter constantly forces me to shift my equilibrium. I blush uncontrollably and my eyes start to water. “You’re not afraid this child might be a demon?” I say.

Pieter looks affronted. “Of course not.”

He looks at me sternly. “Life is a gift from God,” he says firmly. “No matter how it came into being.”

My heart swells. I want to say so many things to him then. I want to tell him he is my gift from God. I want to tell him how I was dead inside before I met him. How my love for him has taken me on my life’s greatest journey. None of which would, right now, be appropriate.

“Then I would be most honoured, Sir. I can’t think of a better man to guide my child through life.”

He smiles gratefully. “I will not let anything happen to you Marjit. You are a member of this household. You are my responsibility. And I wish you to remain safe.”

My breath catches in my throat as I think of my mother’s death. No one, no matter how closely connected they are to God and the Church, no matter how much they beg and pray, can protect a woman from the traumas and dangers of childbirth.

“Thank you, Sir. I’m comforted knowing if anything happens to me, my child will be raised by an honorable man,” I reply.

A shame though, about his wife, my black dog snaps.

Ignoring that sniping inner beast, I gaze at him, thinking how despite everything, in his presence, I feel touched by the hand of God. As if disturbed by my thoughts and my obvious sorrow, he flicks his gaze away towards the thin beams of sunlight that trickle through window. Outside, a few streets away, we hear the tinkling of bells and tambourines, blaring trumpets, beating drums and the singing of the Fat Tuesday procession wending its way through the city.

When he turns back to me I glimpse a storm behind his eyes. There’s something else he wants to say. Something unpleasant.

“Yesterday, I visited the studios of Hieronymus of Bosch,” he says. He draws a shaky breath, gives me a look I don’t understand. His eyes soften and he seems almost, to be imploring me. Does Jeroen want me back? Looking like this? Just then, something assails me, something wild and mystical, stronger than the Earth’s pull. The room spins and I hold on to the door frame, fearing my legs might collapse.

Pieter takes another long, deep breath. He gazes at me, his cornflower blue eyes sharp against the waxy paleness of his skin. “The painting – the altarpiece – is finished,” he adds. He looks at me as if he wants to say more, but is still unsure how to begin. A cloud passes over his eyes. I feel an icy gap open between us.

“I’m sorry, Marjit,” he says, “but I want you to know I’m still doing my utmost to protect you from what is to come.”

Momentarily, I’m confused. What does he mean? Why is he sorry? What is to come?

My insides chill as I catch his meaning. “You have seen the painting.”

“Yes.” His gaze for a moment turns distant as if he’s recalling some incriminating image.


“I thought Hieronymus of Bosch doesn’t let anyone see his work until it is officially unveiled.”

His eyes, all at once beautiful and dangerous, focus back on me. “He made an exception.”

Before I have a chance to ask why, there’s a blood-curdling scream from upstairs. A moment later, as if transported by some otherworldly force, Frau Kikkert is at Pieter’s library door, her face more pale than a skull.

“We must summon the physician at once,” she says to Pieter, “your wife’s baby is coming.”

As she regards me as if I’m a piece of effluent that needs to be scraped from a shoe, Pieter casts me a glance filled with remorse. Then he sweeps from the library, leaving me suspended in ignorance, my imagination free to consider the very worst.
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Late the next morning, Frau Kikkert, her skin still as pale as death, an ash cross smudged on her forehead, slithers into the kitchen. “The baby has arrived,” she says. “A boy.” Hillekin, Gerda, Marieke and I all turn to her at once. Frau Kikkert pauses and inhales as if nourished by our anticipation. “He is dead.”

Four mouths open and gasp and four sets of eyes water in sorrow. My heart cowers under my breast. Is this my fault? Did I kill him when I tainted Yolente’s drink?

“He has been baptised. His name is Hans and the master has taken him for burial,” she adds.

In the way I do in moments of shock, I focus on something trivial – in this case, the hairs sticking from Frau Kikkert’s nostrils. Beaded with droplets of moisture, they quiver as she speaks. “Mistress Yolente is bleeding heavily and needs rest.”

Gerda sobs as she dabs her eyes on her apron, “Born and died on Ash Wednesday! What a beginning to the season of grief! A dead baby!”

Curtly, Frau Kikkert nods as she dips her hand into her apron pockets and hands Gerda, Marieke and Hillekin each a rosary. Then, yours truly ignored, Frau Kikkert raises her chin.

“An angel briefly visited this house,” she says, her gnarled fingers stalking her own crucifixes, the blue webbing of her veins stark against the death-white of her neck, “before once more, he returned to God.”

Eyes glazed, she lowers her gaze to her black, pointed slippers. “Now, we must pray for his soul…”

Lord God, ever caring and gentle, 

we commit to Your love this little one, 

quickened to life for so short a time.

Enfold him in eternal life…

Then, as if she can no longer contain her indignation, Frau Kikkert interrupts the prayer, raises her head and looks at me. “Hans was too good for this world filled with infidels and demons,” she snaps.

Rage, as always, hot on the heels of despair, boils through me. I grind my teeth and remain silent. Gerda replies with another sob and loudly blows her nose on her apron.

Finally I manage to I pull the fracturing ends of myself together and take a deep breath. “May God bless Hans and welcome him in Heaven,” I say.

Frau Kikkert replies with a narrowing of her grey eyes. Her gaze drops to my belly. “Is it any wonder the little angel fled when this household is inhabited by such forces of darkness?” 

I glare at her and push away a sudden urge to scream in anguish. Instead, fearing what might come out of my mouth, I grab a bucket and shovel and stride from the scullery to clean the soot from the fireplace in the great hall.

“This is the season of sacrifice!” Frau Kikkert shouts after me. “Repent and believe in the Gospel! Remember that you are dust and to dust shall you return! And perhaps those our good Lord regards as unworthy should consider finally confessing their most heinous sins!”
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I’ve just re-lit a fresh fire in the swept fireplace and I’m fanning the flames when I hear the front door open. Inside me, the swollen chaos stirs. After I’ve replaced the screen in front of the fire, I kneel to brush the last dustings of ash from the carpet.

Behind me, the air shifts. I turn and see Pieter walk into the great hall, eyes red and raw with grief.

He stops when he sees me as if confused by my presence. I stand, my heart rising to my throat. “I’m so sorry, Sir,” I say, my voice quaking, “for your terrible, untimely loss.”

He nods and his eyes drift to my belly. “It’s God’s will,” he says.

“God’s will is sometimes hard to understand,” I reply, my legs weak with sorrow and pity.

“Indeed. Yet these are the times we most fiercely cling to our faiths,” he says, “when God brings us the most comfort.”

I see the question in his eyes, the subterranean turmoil, the bewilderment that stirs under his acceptance and sorrow.

I ache to reassure him, tell him his dead son will, one day, return in another body. But I know his Christian scriptures won’t allow him to entertain such a belief.

“He is an angel in Heaven now,” I say. I flinch, hearing not comfort, but the paltriness and insincerity of my words.

Briefly, Pieter’s mouth moves as if he’s about to reply. Behind me, heated resin from the wood in the fireplace noisily pops and hisses.

He shakes his head, drops his gaze as if trying to compose his thoughts. “My wife is unable to carry sons,” he finally says, “and the physician has said she mustn’t bear any more children.”

My heart squeezes and unbidden, my hand drops to my belly as if trying to protect my own child from the trials to come. In silence, Pieter steps towards me his lips faintly shaking as if he’s trying to stop some inner disintegration.

He looks at me with a gaze both urgent and primal. Again, his eyes drop to my belly. He reaches out a hand. “May I?” he says.

My heart jumps. I think I might stop breathing. He wants to touch me!

“Yes. Of course.”

I take his hand and guide it on to my belly. He breathes heavily as he runs his hand over the swelling. His face softens, and for a moment the agony vanishes from his face. His eyes tear from mine and drop to the creature just below the surface of my skin, alive in its watery world. “Right now,” he says, “I need to touch something warm and living.”

He gives me a quizzical look as his hand caresses my belly. “Is this wrong? After having just baptised and buried a dead son?”

“No.” I say, floating in the watery blue of his gaze. “I understand.”

He regards me with such silent intensity I feel right then as if he’s fallen inside my head and is floundering for something he desperately needs. I think of Sister Beatrice, of all the friends and family I’ve lost. My heart swells and cracks open.

I press my hand on top of his. “Your sorrow is my sorrow,” I whisper.

His gaze softens; his hand warm and still under mine. Then he places his other hand on top of mine. My toes curl in my shoes as something deep inside me, some strange symmetry imprinted in a realm beyond space and time takes shape. Entangled in the threads of each other’s sorrow, an exaltation blossoms deep in my being – a sense I’m drawing closer to some mystery. We stare deep into each other’s eyes, searching, as if the answer to some unasked question lives in the channels carved by our suffering.

“Thank you,” he finally says, his lips trembling.

“This child is yours,” I reply. “And I promise to deliver it safely.”

Pieter’s hand caresses mine, his fingers softly exploring the contours of my wrist. “And I am here, Marjit. To help in whatever way I can.” When I feel his hand press harder against my belly, I thread my fingers between the gaps in his, the stillness of the moment broken only by the sound of our breath and the hiss and crackle of flames from the fire. Under our hands, my baby tumbles like a whirling dervish.

“Oh,” Pieter says, smiling at the vigorous sign of life in my belly.

Briefly, the heaviness of the world lifts and as our souls touch one another, we’re blessed by a flash of utter clarity. In this moment, entangled in one another’s joy and sorrow, we glimpse in a language beyond words, the reason we both returned to Earth.

I gasp, startled by the suddenness of the revelation. Pieter, overwhelmed as well, pulls his hands away. Once more, lines of torment scrawl across his face.

He blinks twice and snaps back into an expression of brittle composure, his gaze once more clouded by grief. He steps away from me. “Thank you, Marjit” he says almost formally, “for your compassion.”

When I watch Pieter retreat back into the hall, my heart departs with him. Once more, I try to connect to that moment of seeing and feel the exaltation embedded deep in the core of our despair. But as frail as mist, it has slipped from my grasp, leaving me with nothing but a profound longing to heal that broken man.
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Tonight, after the last torches and candles have been snuffed and the house is soft with sleep, Pieter’s soul leaves his bleeding wife’s side. Already adrift in a shallow slumber, I join him on his journey to the dream-realm beyond. Between us, floats the tiny body of Hans and together, we stand at the gate of a magnificent garden and pass him into the arms of Sister Beatrice. With a loving smile, she takes little Hans and steps back through the gate.

As we move in our dream to follow her, a red-robed man appears and blocks our way. We step back as we recognise him. Pieter’s eyes darken.

“What are you doing here?” he says.

“I am here to ensure only Christian souls enter paradise,” Archdeacon Solin says.

He glances back at the retreating form of Sister Beatrice. “She shouldn’t be here either. But I’ll deal with her later.”

His gaze drops to my swollen belly. “This is not a place for a whore infidel and her bastard progeny.”

He turns to Pieter. “Nor does God welcome men who so willingly succumb to bewitchment.” He points to the blue-and-white orb of the Earth floating in the blackness below. “Descend to hell where you both belong.”

Pieter draws me to his side. “Who are you to say who God will and will not accept into paradise?”

“Who am I?” Solin bellows, his eyes filled with righteous indignations. “I am the eyes of God!”

He stamps his foot and the cloud we’re standing on breaks apart. He laughs as we plummet through the gap. “You cannot challenge the Christian Church’s power!”

I cry out to Pieter as I fall. “This is only a dream! Wake!”

“Soheila,” he calls back, “use your wings!”

When I hear Pieter speak my Muslim name, my true name, an inner glow spreads through me. I’m enveloped by lightness as if my flesh has turned to stardust. I feel a stirring on my back and feel my forgotten wings spread.

The air catches my wings and my insides fill with exaltations. Pieter takes my hand and together, now clothed in white feathers, we joyously circle and swoop above valleys and mountains, deserts and sea, dip and dive among waterfalls and swoop over forest canopies and descend into a lush jungle, life-seethed, damp and fragrant. Here, we land on a bed of moss amid leaves the size of carpets and flowers as big as bathtubs. We draw in deep breaths of thick and pollen-dusted air. Everything feels freshly created and bursting with promise.

Pieter presses me against the trunk of a vast apple tree and traces his hand over my swollen, feather-covered belly. As I sigh in pleasure our wings and feathers fall from our bodies and dissolve into the moss. A cool breeze caresses our bare skin and around our feet the ground hops with little green frogs and bright parrots shriek in the trees.

Pieter’s eyes glaze and blacken as he takes in my naked body. His eyes gleam with subversions. “We have been banished from paradise,” he says, looking amused.

I smile back. “Yes,” I say. “Thanks be to Allah.”

Pieter’s gaze hardens. “Pray,” he commands. “Facing Mecca.”

I gaze into his eyes black with want. I can’t refuse this man who reminded me I had wings.

“Yes, master,” I reply.

I turn from him and collapse to my knees. I bend and offer my head to Mecca and my rear to my Christian master.

Behind me, I hear him growl in delight. Further I bend with my bodily offering.

“Yes,” he says in a low voice. “You are woman. You must submit.”

With hot hands, he strokes my swollen belly, cups my breasts then traces his fingers downwards until they probe between my legs.

Deeper and deeper, I bend and prostrate, my arms spread in front of me, reaching out to the Holy Land. I gasp as, hot and hard, he enters me. In utter joy, I succumb to the watery sucking of his penetrations, the feel of him pushing my unborn child against my heart’s wall.

Captured without thought or faith, beholden only to pleasure’s embrace, I stare at the ground now filled with dark, hopping things that scatter under the blows of his lust.

The air stirs as my breath joins his and becomes one. In this realm of endless power, our desire has such force it transforms the cycles of the Earth. Time slows until his thrusting falls in rhythm with the advance and retreat of the tides. As we move together, at one with the Earth, trees creak in the growing wind of our exhalations. Above us the moon waxes and wanes as he strains inside me, rising and returning to Earth’s rhythms, our visit to paradise now nothing more than a glimpse of some distant star. An apple from the tree above thuds to the ground.

Around us monkeys chatter and birds cry. Wild animal barks and growls join our moans of pleasure until the whole forest echoes with the raucous orchestra of the living. More apples fall until they surround us like a rolling sea of blood.

Louder and louder we cry, and deeper and deeper he plunders me until the Earth trembles and the sky blackens. Distant mountains crumble and larva spews from the mouths of volcanoes. Under my knees the Earth cracks open.

A shadow falls over us and I look up to see Frau Kikkert, white aproned and corpse-pale, standing above us with a bucket and mop. She gazes into the eyes of these heavenly rejects and twists her lips in disgust. “Fornication outside marriage! The worst of all sins!”

Under us the crack in the Earth grows into a spitting orange fissure. Still pinned in place by Pieter’s grip, trying to stop my fall, I spread my knees further and further apart, the heat from the earthly gash rising between my legs until my thighs catch fire. I cry out as we plummet into hell’s depths.

I fall and wake with a shock. I draw a gasp and open my eyes to a dull Hertogenbosch morning unfolding under the incessant hush of rain. I brush away my tears. As I rise to a weeping world, my baby vigorously kicks in my belly as if wanting nothing more than to meet the world and take life’s first breath.







CHAPTER 35 
THE FIRES OF HELL

March 8th – 31st 1503

Today the air in The Lord’s Embrace prickles with disquiet. The cat yowls, the dog howls and the monkey and parrot squeal at each other as if they are having some bestial feud. On the floor above, a thunder of moving furniture shakes particles of dust from the hall ceiling. “How can you let me down at a time like this?” I hear Yolente shriek. “You are deserting me when I need you!” I pause from sweeping the hall to listen to the altercation taking place in Pieter and Yolente’s marriage chambers. Yolente, slowly gathering strength has over the past few days been a most miserable and demanding invalid, and I strain to hear Pieter’s patient yet firm reply.

“I can’t,” I hear him say. “I have…” A thud of some heavy load dropped to the floor follows. The cobwebs hiding in the rafters shiver. “I don’t care!” his wife shrieks. Outside the house, I hear a clatter of wagon wheels and clop of hooves.

“Mistress has decided to visit a relative in the South of France,” Gerda’s telling Hillekin as I step into the scullery, “to get away from the city and go somewhere warmer. She wants to leave the children behind and get the master to come with her. But he won’t budge. This time of year is crazy for him.”

She glances at me and my belly then narrows her eyes and crosses herself. “Too many commitments to The Brotherhood of Our Lady,” she continues. “He has Lenten duties, services and singing for the Easter service to coordinate. And on top of that, he has the unveiling of Hieronymus of Bosch’s altarpiece to organize.”

She flicks me another furtive glance. “So Master Gerrit’s going with her instead.”

My heart ices over when I hear the name of my baby’s father. His visits to The Lord’s Embrace have dwindled since my accusations. He is avoiding me. Yet the thought of him disappearing to the South of France sends my black dog into a tail-chasing frenzy. With Gerrit and Pieter’s shrew of a wife away, you can seduce your master! that pusillanimous beast yelps as it bites its own tail. I run my hand over my swelling belly and savagely address my black dog. Seduction? Looking like this?

A little later, I step back into the hall just in time to see Rutger and Arien haul a huge trunk down the stairs and through the open door to where Yolente, accompanied by her ladies-in-waiting, surrounded by hat boxes and bags, stands and waits.

“You’re taking half of Hertogenbosch with you! You’re not moving house! We’re only going away for a few weeks!” My heart convulses at the sound of the familiar voice. It’s Gerrit.

“You know nothing of a woman’s needs you ill-informed wart!” his sister replies.

Fearing I’ll be seen, I slip into the great hall, stand behind the curtain and peep out the great hall’s window. In the street stand two black carriages, both painted with the Van der Beeck coats of arms and beside them, two heavily armored horsemen.

Gerrit, still grumbling, waits as Yolente and three of her ladies-in-waiting climb inside the first carriage. His head lowered, he flicks a nervous glance at Pieter, who has just emerged from the stables. Then, Gerrit looks up, his face a bitter storm as he hands a roll of parchment to Pieter which he swiftly buries in the folds of his robes.

As I stand at the window icily regarding the father of my child, a dark hope hatches inside me. The journey to the South of France may be dangerous! my black dog wags its non-corporeal tail and grins in delight, brigands and murderers may be waiting on the roads to attack them. Perhaps Gerrit and Yolente won’t return.

Like a flower of darkness, the story unfolds in my mind. After Yolente’s death, I will take over the guidance of the children. I will even be kind to Trude, despite how she reminds me of her mother. I will teach them the words of the Qur’an, that next chapter in the Bible. I will teach them the five pillars of Islam: faith, prayer, charity, fasting and pilgrimage. I will tell them what my aunt once told me, that ideas carried by doves of peace are more powerful, more impervious and enduring than ideas carried by the black dogs of war. Then, under the loving gaze of Pieter, after they have studied the Qur’an, I will teach them wisdom from all the world’s Holy Books. And, of course, the widowed Pieter and I will marry. My insides sigh with hopeful joy till my baby kicks me so hard on my bladder I forget my daydreaming and must run to find the nearest chamber pot.


[image: ]


The next week passes in a blur. I move through my chores heavily, as if the air has taken on the substance of clotted cream. On rainless days, slowly, as if in a half sleep, I return to the garden to weed and pull out the mushrooms and mosses that have snuck into the gaps between the spring plantings.

Even though his wife – that storm of discontent from whom every sane human being wants to escape – is absent, I barely see Pieter. He’s always out. When he does return, the girls run from their play, swarm around him like bees, demanding he look at their new pieces of embroidery, read them stories and have tea with their dolls.

Knowing Sister Beatrice no longer walks the Earth, I feel as unbalanced as if I have lost a limb. With Rutger frequently away with his master, I am so lonely I often wonder how I can possibly go on. Only Pieter keeps me whole. Longing to speak with him, be near him, I’m crestfallen when he silently retreats to his chambers and closes the door. When I hear him move through the house, so close yet so distant, my heart dangles from the gallows of my hopes. What did he see that day when he viewed Jeroen’s altarpiece? What has turned him from me? What in that painting has so disturbed him?
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Passiontide arrives. We veil all the statues and images in the house in the violet shrouds that are stored in the trunk in the chapel.

In Yolente’s absence, it’s Trude who takes on the presence of her mother, demands the servants do her bidding, as imperious as if she were the Queen herself.

This morning, surrounded by those violet-veiled Passiontide ghosts, I’ve just cleaned the floors in the great hall when Trude sweeps into the great hall wearing a new white dress embroidered with black-and-yellow bumblebees.

“Moor!” she says, putting her hands on hips widened by her fashionably full skirt. “I order you to remain in your room unless you are attending to shit!”

“I’m always attending to shit,” I snap back, heaving up my bucket full of dirty water, wondering what her new dress would look like covered in this sooty water with its floating dog turds.

I stride away, grinding my teeth, reminding myself to be a good Christian. I walk back into the scullery reciting one of the seven Penitential Psalms under my breath. I falter and forget the words. Hard as I try, it seems a layer of wool has taken residence inside my head. The world has turned fuzzy, this creature in my belly now monarch of my fate.

That same afternoon, I linger in Pieter’s library, pretending to dust while I flick through his books, hoping somewhere, to find the truth he was about to reveal to me. My gaze falls on a slender book, its spine blackened by soot. I pull it from the shelf. My heart rolls and my baby somersaults in my belly as I regard the Arabic script on its cover. It’s a compilation of Sufi prayers, and looks as though it’s been rescued from a fire. As I flick through it, I think of Pieter words, spoken on that day when we were enchanted by Rumi’s words: ‘Somewhere in this room I may one day unearth some great piece of knowledge that will forever change our understanding of the world.’

Muhammad’s words of wisdom whisper through my thoughts. The ink of the scholar is holier than the blood of the martyr.

Beholden to a force I can’t quite comprehend, I grab a blank piece of parchment from one of Pieter’s drawers, pick up his quill, ink it and translate one of the prayers into Dutch. The front door opens and I hear footsteps stride to the back of the house. My heart in my throat, I leave the translation on Pieter’s desk and, trying to look like innocence incarnate, return to the scullery with my dusting rag.

In the kitchen, Gerda’s just returned with the latest gossip from the markets. “A fire,” she says, “a member of The Brotherhood of Our Ladies’ home, burned to the ground last night.”

She half-turns as I enter and glances at my belly. “Good people in this city are no longer safe,” she says then stares at me as though she would like to ask me where I was last night when the fire was lit.

My nostrils flare and my fury catches me unaware. I am sick of this. Sick of being blamed every time something bad happens. “I was in bed asleep if that’s what you want to know,” I snap, “all of me,” I stress.

As she looks at me with her close-set weasel eyes, all those months of whispers, all my bitterness coalesce into an unbearable pressure and I explode with fury. One by one, I look from Hillekin, to Marieke to Gerda. “Just say it! Say what you think! Say it directly to me instead of sniping behind my back! That you not only suspect this creature in my belly is a demon but you think I am responsible for not just this family’s but the entire city’s misfortunes!”

No one answers but I see the replies written in their eyes. “I am not that powerful!” I continue. “If I were I would wipe all your stupid superstitions from your thoughts and make you see the truth!”

To make my point, I grab a crested plate and smash it against the edge of the sink. Then I surge from the room. As I waddle out the front door (there’s no more running at this point, I’m too huge), I think how this creature in my belly is transforming my thoughts, making me reckless. This creature in my belly is turning me into the pottery-hurling Yolente.



[image: ]



Frothing with rage, I head south. In the direction of Andalusia. The day, unseasonably warm and achingly cloudless and beautiful, makes me long for the world of my childhood, which, as each day in this hellish Christian city passes, seems more and more like one of Heaven’s realms. As I walk, I seethe at my unwelcome passenger, weighing and slowing me down. My hand drops to my belly. If this is a demon, it will feel utterly at home when it enters this world of Christian halfwits, shrews and wretches.

I choose alleys that are quiet, skirt the wealthier sections of the city. My head lowered, I scurry along the edges of markets like a rodent; lurch past giant saints and open church doors, strings of curses aching to burst from my lips. Passers-by avoid me, as if they can tell I’m possessed.

On I walk, the protesting voice in my head getting louder. Where do you think you are going?

In the shadows of trees and parks, I stop to pee like a cat marking its territory. The air heats and under my skirts, I’m covered in a film of sweat that makes my back sticky and leaches dark stains under my arms. The damp air makes me feel sluggish and I slow my pace. My head spins. Tiny insects – real or imagined – I no longer care – swarm in front of my eyes. Go home, my soul urges, this is not part of your fate. You still have a job to do.

And what job might that be? my black dog snorts. To deliver a rapist’s child? Stand silently in the face of constant suspicion, injustice and humiliation? Wait to be rescued by some knight?

Again, I stop to pee. Is there no end to this river pouring from my body? Soon the city will be awash in my pee, a veritable flood of Noah.

Eventually I reach the city’s southern ramparts. The buildings turn shabby, the cobbles neglected, broken and rough under foot. Here, I step into a long alley. Half way down the alley, behind me, I hear the pop and snap of wheels trundling over the cobbles. I pause and look back, then ahead. This alley is narrow and with my great belly, there will be no room to pass. I am stuck. There is nowhere to run. I squint into the shadows and glimpse a few paces ahead, a nook in the wall that probably once housed some saintly protector of dark alleyways, but is now empty save for a few twigs and bits of broken pottery. I scramble forwards and insert myself into the recess, pressing my back against the cold stonework.

As the wagon approaches with a great echoing bellow, sucking the air from the alley, an insect appears and lands on my belly. It’s a wasp, but like none I have ever seen. I stare at it in disgust. Its long abdomen, the colour of fire, hunches as if about to deliver its sting, its antennae flicking as if tasting the air, its eyes as black as madness. This is no benevolent honey-maker or pollen-spreader. With its red-tinted wings and pincers, this is a creature that stings and paralyses its prey then stores it still alive until it is ready for a meal. Worthy of one of Jeroen’s demon sketches; it seems to have arrived straight from the underworld.

Revolted, I brush it away as the wagon, drawn by a single, wretched horse, passes, only missing my belly by the breadth of a hair. The driver, perhaps mistaking me for a saint, crosses himself as he sees me frozen in my nook.

When the barred windows of the wagon pass, my heart jumps to my throat as I glimpse its passengers. Women. Some just girls, younger than me, their eyes wild with fear.

“Mary Mother of God!” a woman cries as she reaches an arm out between the bars. “Please help us! We’ve done nothing wrong!”

My heart torn by her plea, my blood runs cold as I think of their destination. South of the city where the canals meet, is a swamp called The Witches’ Stew. There, among the reeds, witches are dunked and drowned. Whoever ends up there has no hope. Their hands and feet tied together, they are subjected to what the citizens consider fail-safe tests for witchcraft. The innocent sink and drown. The women who float, in their terror, will probably swallow so much water, they will drown anyway. With rules like this, no one can survive.

The Witches’ Stew is also a dumping ground for all manner of other embarrassments, burdens and social liabilities – unwanted babies, black cats, as well as old shoes, rusted blades and broken crockery. Every few years it is dredged by a group of men, dressed head to toe in full leather body suits with long noses that remain above the water so they can breathe. I have heard the things they raise from its depths are sometimes unrecognizable – two headed corpses, half-human creatures with scales and tails and other beings worthy of one of Jeroen’s hell panels. But of course, he doesn’t need to come all the way out here for inspiration. All he needs to do is look into his fellow citizen’s warped Christian hearts.

Again, my soul protests. As long as you inhabit this mortal realm, you are bound to its rules. You should not be here. You are no use if you are drowned. Go back! Go back!

I don’t hear my soul’s voice. I’m too busy fuming, thinking how the men of Hertogenbosch have identified the vessels of evil and named them Women. Women who know too much or protest too much. Women like me.

Still, my soul pleads. You are heavy with child. You have no knife to protect you. And do you want to give birth on the side of the road? Like a vagabond?

All I hear is that wasp’s irritated buzz as it swoops around my head then vanishes into the teaming shadows behind the wagon, as if accompanying those sorry souls to their watery deaths. Cold air rushes past and I shiver. My black dog howls and jabbers. Coward! That should be you in that wagon! What are you going to do? Nothing! That’s what!

My belly lurches. I step from my saintly nook, collapse to my knees and throw my breakfast up onto the cobbles.

My limbs trembling, my heart as heavy as my belly is now empty, I rise clumsily, and, like the coward I am, make my way back to The Lord’s Embrace.







CHAPTER 36 
A STONE DROPPED FROM HEAVEN

Early afternoon, March 31st 1503

When I return to The Lord’s Embrace, several carriages stand on the cobbles outside the house and Arien is wrestling with a white horse that refuses to calm. The sky, so blue when I departed, is now grey with heavy-bellied clouds. In the distance, I hear rolls of thunder.

I creep through the front door, planning to make a discrete entrance and disappear into my room where I will prepare my tongue for humility and work on my apology. I step past the half-closed doors to the great hall. But when I hear a voice boom through the opening, I stop dead.

“What other reason would a woman need to write except to spread gossip and other mischief?”

My insides lurch. It’s Archdeacon Solin.

“Casting spells,” replies a whiney woman’s voice, “or writing a book of spells for other witches.”

I hold my breath. To calm myself, I run my hand over my belly. The outline of something hard, a limb perhaps, replies, poking against my palm. I gaze at the crack in the doorway, sensing in that moment, I’m standing on the threshold of a land of ancient darkness.

“Indeed,” continues Solin, “we must carefully monitor the city’s youth. Once again, I recommend any young women of dubious parentage or doubtful faith in possession of such dangerous skills be handed over to the Church to be dealt with.”

The apology I was just moments ago preparing, vanishes from my thoughts. I breathe deeply to remain calm. I know where that wart-tongued serpent in there is going with this. He may as well be saying my name.

Archdeacon Solin’s voice rises. “How much longer before more houses of the pious and righteous are burned to the ground?” he continues in his preacher’s voice.

I gnash my teeth as I hear murmurs of assent. My belly tightens. Is Pieter in there? Listening to those veiled threats and hair-brained drivel?

“And how many more innocent citizens must be afflicted with Saint Anthony’s Fire before we put a stop to this?” that serpent continues.

I picture Solin raising his chin, pausing for effect. “Who is in agreement that this sorcery must stop?” he says.

More voices of assent join the rumble of outside thunder. A cold wind wheedles its way under the closed front door. I stand as heavy as stone, clenching and unclenching my fists. Even though the air is suddenly chilled, my body feels like a furnace. Inside me a force builds to bursting point.

My jaw clenches and my legs take on a life of their own. I stride forwards, throw open the double doors, and stand in the doorway. I take in a small group of men and women all dressed in the red-and-gold robes of The Brotherhood of Our Lady. Startled by this wild and bulbous intruder, everyone looks away from Archdeacon Solin who, dressed in his blackest and most holy garb, stands in front of the entrance to the chapel. Pieter, his eyes wide with surprise, stands like a gentleman as I enter. Don’t, I think, because I am not about to behave like a lady.

My eyes throb, the back of my throat burns. My soul counts the guests. Seven. Seven like the sacraments. Seven like the sins.

As I open my mouth to speak, Archdeacon Solin points. “Get her out of here!” he says to no one in particular. Outside, a sudden gust of wind shakes the window panes in the great hall as if the celestial and mortal realms have colluded to give power to this very moment.

“No.” Pieter replies, his skin pale, his wide and beautiful eyes locked on mine. “Let Marjit have her say.”

Lit by the fire in my beloved’s gaze, I lock my eyes on Archdeacon Solin. Again, in a flash of compressed clarity, I see how everything – the worlds of god and Earth are interlinked and how the will of my soul is more powerful than any force of nature. Right now, I am thunder and lightning, fire, flood and earthquake.

I wave my hands at Archdeacon Solin, that so-called man of God. “See these hands? Yes, they can write!” I gesture to my eyes. “And these eyes can read! But I have never cast a spell or used words to curse another soul.” I look around the room, at the horrified guests then, return my gaze to Solin. “Yet you have decided I am guilty. Because I am a woman, an orphan and was born a Muslim.”

In my heightened state, I think I can feel the air thin as Pieter’s guests all inhale in shock.

“Silence!” Archdeacon Solin shouts and turns to Pieter. “Remove this creature at once!”

Guests shift in their seats and a few men begin to rise, but Pieter gestures for them to remain seated. Pieter turns back to Archdeacon Solin. “I choose to let my servant speak,” he says with utter calm. “I have found on more than one occasion she is in possession of knowledge and wisdom that speaks a thousand truths.”

Archdeacon Solin’s face reddens. The air in the room is so taut with tension it feels as if the merest prick of a needle would be enough to split it and release all manner of demons through the rupture.

Fired by Pieter’s resolve, I turn back to Solin, that man who has helped make me the bitter, pendulous-bellied shrew I am today. “You only wish to silence those who know the truth! And if you wish to chop off my fingers, slice out my tongue or burn me at the stake, you are too late!”

Out of the corner of my eye I see one of the women in the room fan her face as if she’s about to faint. “You may have mutilated and silenced those other girls, but I stand in front of you, at one with their dead souls!” I continue.

Solin, his eyes black with rage, steps back as if he’s been slapped. “I don’t need to curse you,” I add, “because you have already cursed yourself by listening to Satan’s whispers, yielding to your cock and setting fire to the homes of the pious!”

A small man, swallowed by his robes, puts his hand over his mouth, his eyes wide with horror.

Archdeacon composes himself and turns back to Pieter. “If you do not remove her, I will!”

Pieter, still managing an expression of utmost calm, regards me then turns back to Archdeacon Solin. “I am the master of this household, and under my roof, I make the rules,” he says between his teeth. The men glare at each other looking for a moment like a pair of tomcats defending their territory.

“The Moor is mad,” a woman mutters. Dressed in the robes of The Brotherhood of Our Lady, she crosses herself and, with an imploring expression, glances at Archdeacon Solin. “Remove this unholy creature from our presence, before her foul breath poisons us all.”

The woman glances back at me and I stab her with my eyes. You should know better, I think. As if she hears my thoughts, her eyes mist over and her cheeks flush. All this happens in the time it takes to exhale.

“Marjit is not mad or unholy,” Pieter says to the woman. “She is a victim of prejudice and persecution.”

Something about his words undoes me. I will not be a victim! I refuse to be a victim!

I look back at Solin. I will take this moment. Embrace it. I will stand in front of evil and name it. “I stand in front of you a baptised Christian!”

Then, I do what a polite Muslim must never do. I point at Solin as if he is an animal. “You are not a man of God! You are one of Satan’s serpents!”

I hear another collective gasp from Pieter’s guests, but still he doesn’t move. Rutger, however, appears from where he’s been hidden behind a guest and waddles towards me, his gaze sharp. Aware I’m running out of time, I turn back to Solin. “And no girl in Hertogenbosch will be safe until God has brought you to justice!”

Thank the Lord Rutger’s legs are short. He’s given me a few more moments. Words come to me as if transported from some supernatural realm. “You may have abused the printing press and used it to spread you vile invitations, but God also gave us the printing press so we could expose evil souls like you!”

Unsure for a moment what to say next, I inhale and say a quick prayer to Muhammad for courage. “I have written down the story of your unholy corruption and sent copies to the men and women you answer to!” I add.

Several steps from me, Rutger pauses in surprise, everyone looks at one another. I cast my gaze around the room. “I have sent my accusations to men and women who are not afraid to stand up for justice!”

Beyond the flames of my fury, I see Archdeacon Solin flinch. He doesn’t know whether to believe my bluff or not. Good. The entire room stares at me, open mouthed. I take their shocked silence as an invitation to continue. “I have told them how you are poisoning the soul of Hertogenbosch! How you are spreading lies and defaming the innocent! Raising money for your unholy causes by selling virgins for ugly, old, and above all, rich men to ravish!”

Archdeacon Solin, shaking like a tree about to be felled, turns to Pieter. “Is this true?” 

Pieter regards me, his mouth twitching as if trying to hide something fighting to surface. “Possibly,” he manages, “Marjit has a fine hand and expresses herself with clarity and candor.”

Archdeacon Solin erupts. “You are not controlling your servant!” he bellows.

“All my servants are virtuous and Godly citizens of Hertogenbosch,” Pieter says, his voice tight but still remarkably composed, “and they are entitled to their opinions.”

Just then, Rutger arrives at my side. “Marjit,” he hisses, “please come with me, you are in an emotional state. Your baby…”

At the fearful tone in his voice, I falter. I glance at Rutger and again I see in his eyes, a wisdom beyond this world. Suddenly, I’m as tired as one of the dead.

“Breathe deeply,” he whispers, “to calm yourself.”

I relent and place my trembling palm in his outstretched hand. As if this little man is a huge dose of valerian, his touch sends a wave of peace through me. He places his other hand on my back and I turn to depart.

“Halt!” Archdeacon Solin stands in the middle of the great hall, his face puce and pinched. He turns to Pieter. “You have let your Moor servant speak. Now it is my turn.”

He draws back his shoulders, his fists clenched. “Mistress Trude and her mother have told me how you lie,” he says to me. “How you accuse others of lying when you are the speaker of untruths. Such deviousness does not go unnoticed or unpunished.” His face darkens. “The Lord sees all.”

I feel the air in the great hall relax now that the voice of authority has once more, taken charge. After all, the poisoned breezes of familiarity are far more comforting than the unruly winds of dissent.

“No noble man or woman of God will believe your lies,” continues Solin. “You are a deranged Moor who has just defamed a pious and dedicated follower of The Holy Book.”

He looks back at the other guests sitting on the edges of their seats, and reveals teeth tinted orange in the light from the great hall’s torches. “The Lord will not forgive the words that have just passed this woman’s lips.”

He turns back to me, his gaze filled with infinite threats. “It will not be an easy death,” he adds. “It will be riddled with pain. And afterwards, you will descend into hell’s scorching depths, where your soul will be damned for eternity.”

While Rutger nods to acknowledge Solin’s words, my back prickles and I fight an urge to hiss. “Marjit, come with me,” Rutger urges.

Pieter clears his throat and I catch a glimpse of him his face now as pale as the white lilies in the painting above the fireplace. “Marjit needs to rest,” he says to his guests, the faintest tremor in his voice. “However, I believe we must consider the words spoken in the privacy of this room when we are all in a more composed state.”

“I am in a composed state!” shouts Archdeacon Solin. “I am at one with the Lord! And you are letting a heathen bewitch and damn your household!”

Rutger tugs my hand. I tug back and turn one last time. “I am not the one who will be damned!” I glare at the guests, take them in, one by one. “You are all blind to what is right in front of you!”

Rutger, now gripping me and forcing me out the door, leans forwards with his free hand and slams the door to the great hall shut. I turn just in time to glimpse skirt hems dashing back into the scullery. The servants and God knows who else have heard my entire tirade.

“Only devil worshippers would have a calendar that follows the phases of the moon!” I hear Archdeacon Solin shout.

As I step back into the hall, the mortal Marjit breaks free from the grip of my soul. No matter how hard I try and stop myself, I realise I am hell-bent on self-destruction. And I have just thrown Pieter, my master and protector, into the fires of damnation.
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The sky outside is already as black as night as Rutger and I climb the stairs. The wind, growing from the East, gathers leaves and twigs and tosses them against the tall window in the stairwell as if it is a stranded lover wanting attention from his beloved.

As the wind hammers, I pause on the first landing and turn to Rutger who is escorting me to my room, where I will no doubt be entombed until a decision is made about my fate. “Why are you doing this for me? Why are you being so kind when I am causing everyone so much torment?”

Rutger’s face tightens and he looks towards Mistress Trude, gawping at us outside the doorway of her chambers. “This is not kindness but necessity,” replies Rutger stiffly. “For the protection of all the good people in Hertogenbosch.”

As he speaks, I can still feel Archdeacon Solin’s venom curling in the air around us. When Trude looks at us, her grey eyes as sharp as nails, I suddenly feel trapped, a feeling of urgency crazing through my limbs. What will become of me and my baby now I have spoken the truth?

I turn and carry on up the stairs, desperate all of a sudden to cloister myself in my room and curl up in a ball. I deserve nothing more than imprisonment. Through my reckless tongue, I have endangered not only Pieter, but his entire family. And what if I have been mistaken about Solin? What if Iblis has been corrupting my thoughts?

In my doorway, Rutger pauses. “Marjit,” he says wearily, “you have to learn to keep that tongue of yours under control if you want to stay safe.”

Thinking of those poor girls in that wagon, I throw Rutger a sour glance. “How can I be quiet when every day more young women are persecuted, tortured and sent to their graves?” Rutger shakes his head. “Marjit, this is a delicate matter. His gaze flicks upwards towards the lair of Frau Kikkert and he lowers his voice. “We don’t know how high up the corruption goes. We don’t know whom to trust. And Pieter knows if he acts too rashly, he may put his own family in danger.”

Again feeling wretched for all the trouble I’ve caused, my hand shakes as I pass the torch he gave me to light my bedroom candles back to Rutger.

“Pieter will fight for what is right,” continues Rutger. “He will use quiet words and consider everything carefully. He will appeal to people’s reasoned thoughts.”

His eyes turn soft, imploring. “Marjit. Please. You are undermining his efforts. We must wait. Justice doesn’t come through vengeance, but patience.”

Alas, even as I realise I’m an elephant crushing Pieter’s carefully laid plans, my tongue still has a life of its own. “How can you expect me to sit around and do and say nothing when every day that passes, another young girl is violated and accused of witchcraft?”

I use one of the lit candles to light another and slam it down on the dresser. “There is no time for patience!” The shadows in my room dance and again, panic surges through me as I think of those girls being dunked in The Witches’ Stew as we speak. I turn to Rutger, my eyes burning. “If Pieter wishes to do what is right then tell him that today I saw a wagonload of women and young girls being taken out to The Witches’ Stew for dunking. That is where his patience is leading.”

Rutger’s eyebrows rise like arching caterpillars. His torch flame trembles and spits. “What?” His gaze swivels towards the stairwell. Downstairs, I hear the guests departing. Good. I hope my intrusion ruined their meeting.

“Archdeacon Solin agreed to stop the executions until the city council decides on a fairer system of trial,” adds Rutger, his eyes wide with shock.

I huff, putting my hands in the vicinity of the hips I once had before my belly swelled. I roll my eyes and glare at Rutger. “This city is sick and its council has failed!”

My black dog, weary and longing to quietly gnaw on a bone of self-pity whimpers. Enough! No more trouble!

I shake my head and ignore that cowering beast. “If you don’t believe me, if you also think I’m a lying Moor, then go,” I say to Rutger. “Go to The Witches’ Stew and find more witnesses.”

Rutger his face set, his eyes as full of fire as the torch he holds, turns to leave.

Another wave of regret suddenly washes over me. I don’t want him to go. I don’t want to cause Pieter any more trouble. I just want all this to end. I step from my doorway, put a hand on Rutger’s sleeve. “Please tell Pieter I’m sorry for all the trouble I’m causing.”

Rutger pauses and turns. He shakes his head then gives me an odd look. “He loves you, Marjit.”

For a second, I’m baffled. “Who?”

“Pieter.”

My eyes water and everything blurs. The candles flicker in the wind creeping through the cracks between the windows. How can he love me? This bulbous Moor who’s temper always gets the better of her? Now this busy tongue of mine doesn’t know what to say. My mind, however, races like the wind. How does he love me? I want to ask. The way a Godly man loves all living things? The way a good master should love his servant? Or the way a man loves a woman? I know which love I want. But I can see by the spark in Rutger’s his eyes he isn’t going to elaborate. Besides, right now, he has more important matters to attend to.

As I watch the stairwell’s shadows swallow Rutger and his torch, my heart soars. Even though I may be entombed until a decision is made about my fate, I feel as light and free as a seed propelled by spring’s wind. He loves me. Pieter loves me.
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Twilight arrives along with scratching and thuds outside my door. “If we wish to hold on to the civilized world, we must follow the Church’s wisdom,” Frau Kikkert says as they seal the cracks around my door with beeswax so no evil spells can escape.

“Indeed, it’s my duty to protect this household from sin,” replies Trude, her voice shrill with the excitement of the past hours. In the absence of her father who is has rushed away with Rutger, Trude – bona fide mistress of the household – is enjoying her temporary power.

Mingled with the scent of beeswax, I catch a whiff of the garlic cloves they are stringing around my doorway like Christmas decorations.

“Holy water!” Trude adds. “And incense to burn outside her door to ward off evil spirits!”

They don’t care that I can hear. But as I lie on my bed, I think how their desperate words and actions are mere scaffolding holding together the crumbling walls of their church. As they discuss summoning Mertin the local carpenter to bring a lock and chains for my door, I glance at my chamber pot, thinking how when it’s full, I can lean out the window and pour its contents on the heads of any lady-in-waiting or ally of Solin who passes below.

“And we mustn’t forget the window!” shrieks Trude, as if she’s heard my plan. “Get Mertin the Carpenter to put bars across it! Nice tight ones so she can’t escape! Summon him at once!”

I sigh. As if I could even fit through that tiny space with this huge belly. Much less survive the three story drop to the kitchen garden below. But alas, there go my vengeful plans with the chamber pot.

Trude’s voice rises. Where she didn’t care before, now she wants me to hear. “My grandfather will be back soon,” she says. “He has close ties to the Church and the monarchy. He is one of the most powerful and wealthy men in Hertogenbosch. And when he returns, he will punish that infidel.”

My heart, so swollen by Rutger’s revelation of Pieter’s love, deflates. Him again! That Master of Storms! Outside, fingers of rain tap against my window and the sky darkens. Birds shriek and thunder rumbles. The rain hardens and turns to hail.

“He is so powerful,” adds Trude, “he can even tell the Church what to do!”

Every morsel of lightness and contempt flies from my body. The thought of a Ramecker influencing the Church crushes my joy at hearing Pieter loves me like a great stone dropped from the Heavens.







CHAPTER 37 
A CORPSE BOUND FOR A PYRE

Mid-April, May and June 1503

Feeling like some landed water-beast, I lumber under the deck and drag a log from the wood pile.

“I will suggest to the master that she stay in her chambers during the most Holy Days on our Christian calendar.” I hear Frau Kikkert say from the kitchen above. “On top of all her lies, we don’t want her bewitching Easter.”

The back of my head burns. Apart from my visits to the garden, I’ve spent the last two weeks hiding in my room in a state of remorse and ill with a fever. It’s been two weeks since my confrontation with Archdeacon Solin. Two weeks of not knowing, of silence and solitude, my only kinship with the garden, the rocks, the soil and the sky.

When I scramble back into the drizzle, my head in a spin, I see Rutger open the back gate. He waddles towards me, his face set. The fine hairs on my forearms prickle as I throw the log in my basket. This is the first time I’ve seen him since my confrontation with Solin. And I haven’t seen Pieter at all. He has been constantly out. Absent. Avoiding me. After all that’s transpired, not seeing my beloved is the worst part of all.

I hold my breath in anticipation. Rutger looks from me to the logs, his face grim. “Let me help you,” he says.

When he bends down and crawls under the deck, I wonder if it’s because he doesn’t want look into my eyes when he tells me I’m to be executed. I wonder if the other servants already know. I am not the first to hear the news in this household of Christian hierarchies, even when it concerns my own fate.

“Pieter has pleaded your case with the Church and Brotherhood of Our Lady,” he says, emerging with a bundle of kindling. “Until the baby arrives, you are forbidden from stepping outside The Lord’s Embrace.”

Still holding the kindling, he draws a long breath and looks at me. “Please, Marjit. This time, you must heed the warnings.”

I take the kindling from him with a faint nod. Given the nature of my transgressions, these edicts are hardly surprising.

“There will be a trial,” he adds, “but it will be postponed until you are recovered from the birth.”

I force myself to draw a relieved breath, which is cut short by the look of barely suppressed rage that crosses Rutger’s face. “Archdeacon Solin has repeatedly denied all knowledge of that wagon sent to The Witches’ Stew.” Again, Rutger ducks under the deck and drags out a handful of branches from the apple tree. “He says if the Church is failing its own flock then he can’t stop citizens from taking justice into their own hands.”

Alarm tingles up my spine as I snap the branches into smaller pieces so they’ll fit into Gerda’s oven. “What happened to the women in the wagon?”

Rutger’s eyes glaze and darken as he recalls the rescue. “We arrived in time to save two of the girls but the other four had already been drowned.”

My eyes burning, my heart aching with fury and sorrow, I drop my gaze to the garden paths covered with shredded spring leaves. Even though this is the month of the resurrection – the season of blooming bell flowers, daisies and gentle spring rains – the weather, in defiance of the seasons, has refused to comply. Spring has turned cold. The storms of the last few days have lashed the kitchen garden, sent unopened buds from trees and snapped branches from limbs.

Now, another question burns along the edges of my lips. Why? Why won’t Pieter summon me? Why is he not the one telling me with this news?

As Rutger scrabbles once more under the deck, I compose my request. “I would like the opportunity to meet with the master personally and apologize for my behaviour,” I say as he hands me another log.

“You have no need,” he says flicking a spider from his sleeve. “He understands.”

He gazes into my eyes, sighs and smiles as if he sees the true source of my despair. “He’s frantic at present, Marjit. He’s gathering confessions, trying to keep the peace when everything around him is falling apart.”

I look away and up towards the squeal of protesting wood as Mertin the carpenter, perched on the very top rung of his ladder, wobbles precariously in the wind as he removes the bars Trude made him place over my window.

“My outburst didn’t help.” I say unhappily.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Rutger stiffen before ducking back under the deck for another piece of firewood. “It brought things to a premature climax,” he says, his voice muffled by all the wood and cobwebs.

He emerges covered in cobwebs with a knotted and still faintly green piece of last season’s Christmas tree in his hands. Although the smell no longer makes me retch, the memory of the sickness is still there, which is enough to make me feel ill all over again.

And then, it hits me. The reason Pieter won’t summon me. I feel as if a cold hand has been laid on the back of my neck.

“He’s deliberately avoiding me,” I say quelling a sudden rise of nausea. My voice shakes as I stare hard into Rutger’s eyes. “Is it because he wants to prove he’s not bewitched?” 

Rutger regards me in somber silence. “Perhaps,” he finally says as he dusts a cobweb from his shoulders, “but he also knows truth has a way of revealing itself no matter how hard some try to bury it under lies.”

A faintly scolding look crosses his gaze. “In this time of unprecedented turbulence we must transcend our own fears and yearnings and seek to see the bigger picture.”

With considerable shame, I realise I’m thinking only of myself when there’s so much else at stake. I drop my eyes and gulp back a lump of remorse. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Rutger’s gaze soften. “I know you crave justice, Marjit, but this is not a simple situation.”

“It is simple,” I reply before I can stop myself. “The Church has been seduced by evil.” 

Rutger runs his hands through his lion-yellow hair and bites on the side of his upper lip in exasperation. He looks around to make sure no one is in ear shot. “Yes, Marjit, I know,” he says softly, “but certain procedures must be followed if we are to avoid a full blown outbreak of dissent. Many citizens still believe Archdeacon Solin is a man of God and speaks the truth.”

“Lies from the lips of a man of God are more worthy than truths from the lips of women and infidels accused of witchcraft,” I reply bitterly.

As Rutger opens his mouth to reply, Gerda bursts onto the deck, her eyes filled with terrors. “Fie this is terrible news! How much worse can things get?” she shouts to the world. She steps on to the deck, fanning her hand over her face as if she’s about to faint and turns in the direction of the laundry, where Hillekin is boiling sheets, nappies and tablecloths. “I’ve just heard a member of The Brotherhood of Our Lady woke this morning to find two of his horses disemboweled in his stables!” she says, frenetically smoothing her apron as if she hopes ridding it of wrinkles will erase the world’s ills. When she looks into the garden and sees Rutger and me, she swiftly turns and vanishes into the laundry. “And Archdeacon Solin found an entire batch of communion wine that is always kept under his lock and key, has been poisoned with hemlock!” she tells Hillekin.

Rutger and I exchange glances as Gerda’s tirade continues. “I’ve just come back from today’s sermon! Archdeacon Solin spoke about witches – how they use animal droppings and innards for spell casting and can shape-shift, transforming themselves into insects that can fly through keyholes! He said they particularly enjoy poisoning communion wines!”

Engulfed by a hopeless feeling, I watch Rutger, a look of unbridled disgust on his face, dust the dirt and bark from his hands. He looks towards the laundry where Gerda is now wailing about the terrible state of the world. “Witchcraft!” I hear her say more than once. 

“Perhaps your outburst was just as well, Marjit. For I fear we are running out of time.”
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Time becomes my enemy. While I can’t wait to be free of my unwelcome burden, I know once my baby is born I will face trial and, more than likely, execution. Trying to distract myself from what Allah has ordained, I spend Easter repairing the storm damage in the garden and April and May lumbering about in the garden, pulling weeds and mulching the spring plants. A sense of urgency overwhelms me. Before I die, I ’m determined to leave the indelible mark of Islam on The Lord’s Embrace.

Now feeling as vast as an elephant, my baby squirming and struggling in my belly, the birth draws closer. June arrives. Eight months into my pregnancy, I’m sure my belly can’t stretch any further. I can no longer bend properly or sleep on my back. I rise to pee at least seven times a night.

“The Master of Storms has returned,” Gerda says this evening as she places the leftovers on the servants’ dinner table. “He was supposed to be back weeks ago but all that bad weather delayed his ship. He’s in Rotterdam attending to a few things before he makes his way back here.” For the first time in weeks, she looks at me. “Once he’s back, all this nonsense about Gerrit and all those accusations against Archdeacon Solin will be well and truly sorted out.”

I look down at the crumbed fish on my plate, my heart constricting as I think of the fearsome Master of Storms and the bloated nonsense that is me.

Yet another Christian man deciding your fate! my black dog snaps.

Unable to contain my indignation, I silently grab my plate and skulk upstairs to eat in the solitude of my room. Shaking, I sit on the edge of my bed with my plate and seethe, recalling those words I overheard Pieter say to Gerrit about The Master of Storms. Your father is a wise man and I will respect his advice.

Argh! A wise man? I tear a piece of fish off my fork and chew furiously. Right now I feel as if it’s not only my belly that is stretched. I feel as though, any moment, I will once more explode into howls of indignation.

Allah! my heart cries, how can you allow a stranger to decide my fate? Surely you can’t expect me to accept all these injustices like some fatly contented ewe? Why have you once more abandoned me?

As I wait for Allah to answer, I plunge my fork into the fish and imagine stabbing The Master of Storms, just as I did his son.
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The next morning, I’m woken early by banging and thumping at the front door.

“The painting has arrived!” Trude shrieks.

My heart in my throat, I dress quickly, dash down the stairs to find the servants, Wendelmoet and Trude, watching Mertin the carpenter haul pieces of wood into the great hall. When he brings in the altarpiece panels, they’ve all been wrapped in white sheets crisscrossed with ropes. They look like square corpses bound for a pyre.

“No peeking,” he says, looking amused at all the onlookers, “until the unveiling.”

I glance into Pieter’s empty library. He’s already gone out.

Disappointed, we all creep back to our chores while the house fills with the sound of sawing, and hammering, the resinous tang of freshly cut pine bringing another fuzzy ball of remembered nausea to the base of my throat.

Later that morning, I return to the great hall to find the altarpiece set on Mertin the carpenter’s specially constructed frame. Pieter is back, helping the seamstress hang the curtains she’s made for the occasion – a great sweep of deep blue velvet and gossamer fabric with a pair of crimson silk tassels. When she sees me and pales, Pieter turns in alarm. “Marjit,” he says his eyes softening as they drop to my swollen belly. He smiles in approval. “I have heard you’ve been unwell. I’m glad to see you have recovered.”

“Thank you,” I reply, searching his gaze for myriad things. I want to find in his eyes evidence that, over these past angst-ridden and solitary weeks, he has missed me as much as I’ve missed him. I search deeper for glimmers of regret or suspicion or anything else that will tell me what lies behind those white sheets and deep blue curtains. Alas, this is all too much to ask of a single glance. I lower my eyes to the floor, feeling greedy, monstrous and ashamed.

“Sir,” says Mertin, gathering up his saws and hammers “once the curtains have been sewn shut do you wish me to remove the sheets?”

I follow Pieter’s gaze to Frau Kikkert standing behind me, watching the undertaking from the doorway of the great hall. In that moment, I glimpse unease flash over Pieter’s eyes.

“No,” he says, turning back to Mertin. “Leave the sheets on. They will be removed just before the unveiling.”

“Ah!” laughs Mertin, glancing at me then Frau Kikkert. “Only the Lord and a few other honoured citizens know what lies beneath!”

When Frau Kikkert departs the doorway looking faintly aggrieved, Pieter turns to me. 

“Marjit, would you please instruct the rest of the servants that no one must enter the great hall until the unveiling unless Rutger or I are present.”

I shake my head. Doesn’t he know how bad things have become? “They won’t listen to me, Sir.”

A flash of anger darkens his eyes. Then, he gives me a formal smile of apology. “Of course,” he says stiffly. “I’m sorry Marjit. I’ll get Rutger to inform them.”

For a moment in his presence after all that has passed between us, I feel a foolish kind of courage and familiarity. My tongue is simply overcome with the joy of seeing him. “Perhaps Rutger can tell them I have bewitched the room and if they step foot in the great hall they will turn into toads,” I offer.

He regards me for a moment in confusion then throws back his head and laughs. “Indeed. Given the current situation, they would probably believe it.”

His eyes twinkle then with a lightness I haven’t seen in weeks. I drink him in, take in this moment when he’s mine and has eyes only for me.

Then, I regard the curtains behind my beloved. It looks as though the great hall now has a new window. And when those elegant curtains are opened, they will reveal a portal to new world. A world I fear will change everything.



[image: ]



A week later, to my great disappointment, Yolente returns from the South of France.

Dressed top-to-toe in silver and white, she steps from her carriage through the front door walking with the energy and purpose of a fired arrow. Frau Kikkert trails behind her like a black twig in the wake of a wedding barge. When she turns to step into the great hall, Frau Kikkert ducks in front of her. “Mistress,” she urges, “the master says the great hall is out of bounds.”

Yolente stops. She doesn’t see me sweeping the stairs, but I take her in with more than twinge of jealousy, noticing how the colour has returned to her face. Her ladies-in-waiting, all dressed in yellow, wend down the hallway like monstrous ducklings. I’m pleased, however, to see Gerrit isn’t in their company.

Yolente ignores Frau Kikkert’s pleas and strides into the great hall.

“Nonsense. The room is filthy. It must be cleaned. Where is the Moor?”

Frau Kikkert stands on the threshold of the great hall, stares at her mistress, perhaps looking for signs of transformation into toad and glances at me. “Sweeping the stairs, mistress.”

When Yolente swoops back into the hall, her eyes are full of an invigorated hatred – the kind that can only come after a restful holiday with time to think and plot. Her lips twisted in disdain, she runs a finger over the hall cabinet beside her and inspects it for dust.

“This house has turned into a swine-pen in my absence!” she snaps as she rubs her finger and gazes in revulsion at my swollen belly.

“The Moor has been busy making trouble, madam, and has had little time to do her chores.” Frau Kikkert says, caressing her crucifixes and sliding me a malevolent glance.

Dismissively, Yolente raises her hand. “I will speak to my husband about the Moor,” she replies before once more, vanishing back into the forbidden realm of the great hall. “Meanwhile, we all need new dresses for the unveiling.” I hear her snap her fingers. “Send a messenger and summon the seamstress. Inform Gerda we will require extra cooks and servants to prepare for the unveiling and tell Marieke the silverware must be shone and Hillekin must ensure our best linens are all thoroughly bleached.”

A pinched look crosses Frau Kikkert’s face. “Tell Gerda I wish for an early dinner tonight.” Yolente adds as Frau Kikkert makes her way to the kitchen. “A dinner alone with my husband in our marriage chambers. With our best candles and some fine French wine. I wish for a joyful and intimate reunion.”

As I chase the last dust balls into a dustpan, my heart, already squashed by my growing baby, feels like it’s shrunk into a ball of lead. A ball of very jealous lead. Despite everything that has happened, I realise now Yolente’s back, how much I had enjoyed her absence.







CHAPTER 38 
THE GARDEN OF INSULTS

Early afternoon, July 7th 1503

On the day of the unveiling, the house bristles with excitement. Lured by the smell of food, the voices and music in the street outside The Lord’s Embrace I rise heavily from my bed and lumber to the landing.

Moments later Frau Kikkert flaps her hands at me and gestures to the staircase I’ve just descended. “Back! You are not invited! Return at once to your room!”

My body hardens in resistance. I’m sick of my room. Longingly, I look through the open door towards an achingly glorious summer sky. Under the coloured tents raised in the street, the first guests have started to mingle.

As I open my mouth to protest, Pieter emerges from the great hall which has been set up with trestle tables, the curtained altarpiece set against the far wall ready to be unveiled.

My heart misses a beat. He looks heartbreakingly beautiful. Dressed in the red robe spangled with gold roses and thorns of The Brotherhood Our Lady, a gilded wreath set with pearls rests on his chest.

Frau Kikkert pounces before he can speak. “Mistress Yolente ordered the Moor to remain in her chambers,” she says.

Pieter shakes his head, his eyes hard as he regards his housekeeper. “Marjit is participating in the unveiling,” he says. “I insist she is present.”

Frau Kikkert thrusts out her jaw and folds her hands under her wizened breasts. “Most respectfully, Sir, I refuse to take the risk.” She regards me as if I’m no more welcome than a blowfly on a freshly baked tart. “I have heard Moors like to curse en masse,” she adds. “Her people being as they are – cunning, opportunistic and indolent – I fear this gathering is the opportunity she has been waiting for. And even if our Christian Church has made some inroads into purifying her soul, this situation may prove too much of a temptation.”

As Pieter regards her with an expression of barely controlled restraint, Frau Kikkert strokes her crucifixes, her eyes set on his gilded wreath. “And, Sir, I do not wish to hear that, after attending a celebration I have supervised, your esteemed guests wake in the night in terrible agony with weeping sores and flies and toads spilling from their mouths and nether regions.”

She shakes her head, the vaguest suggestion of a threat behind her narrowed eyes. “It will do naught for my reputation or yours, Sir.”

Pieter’s fist tightens around the parchment he’s carrying. He narrows his eyes. “Do you think I would continue to have Marjit in our household if I mistrusted her?”

Frau Kikkert gives him a look of both defiance and pity. She looks at me, opens her mouth to say something then changes her mind. She licks her thin lips and returns her gaze to Pieter. 

“With all respect, Sir, it is better to be safe than sorry,” she finally says.

Pieter’s eyes flash as he regards his housekeeper. Then, his gaze turns to a guest who has just arrived at the front door – a portly man so swathed in furs he resembles a tree covered in animals escaping a flood.

He waves at Pieter. “Ah! Master of the house! There you are!”

Pieter gives me an apologetic glance and slips the parchment in his hand inside his robe. “I have guests to greet. Excuse me.”

Then he turns to Frau Kikkert, his eyes hard. “I insist Marjit remain here. If you are uncomfortable about her handling the food then she can carry the towels and water bowls for the guests to clean their hands.”

Crisply, Frau Kikkert nods. “I will ensure the water is blessed so it burns her if she tries any mischief.”

“I doubt holy water will have that effect on her,” Pieter mutters between clenched teeth as he departs.

Immediately, Frau Kikkert pulls a ribbon of garlic from her pocket and waves it at me. “Put this around your neck,” she commands.

“Keep an eye on her,” she says to Hillekin who’s passing with a tray piled high with serviettes folded in the shape of roses. “If any hemlock gets sneaked into the food, you will be as much to blame as the Moor.”

With Hillekin as my reluctant shadow, I step back outside into the street with my bowl of blessed rosewater, a towel draped over my arm. Together we jostle past guests dazzling in their finery. Women with shaved temples, low-necked dresses with trailing sleeves, titter and blush behind bejeweled hands while men with pointed shoes, laced doublets with balloon sleeves strut, nod, and laugh loudly. Above moving mouths, raised noses and searching eyes, wild assortments of hats, turbans and tall, veiled cones wobble on heads and jab the tops of the tents. Under the tents, stand tables piled with roasted figs, quails’ eggs, candied violets and orange honey tarts, along with the finest French wines. Nearby, trying unsuccessfully to be invisible, stand the four black-and-red uniformed guardsmen Yolente has hired to chase away any vagabonds hoping for a free treat.

Again and again, my eyes seek Pieter. I watch him greet each guest as they arrive – the women with a courtly bow, the men with a brotherly embrace. Each time he smiles, I swoon, once nearly spilling the water from my bowl onto a woman’s ruby-studded silk shoes.

As Hillekin, Marieke and I weave among the parade of latest fashions with our water bowls, brushing against robes of mink and fox and rabbit, I notice most of the guests are merchants and people I’ve seen doing business in the markets, the bulbous city mayor the only official presence. My gut tightens. Where, I think, are all the men of God? And where is Gerrit?

“Ah behold this vision of beauty!” cries a guest with a hat covered in colorful feathers cries as his gaze snaps towards the front door.

The crowd falls into a reverential silence as Yolente steps from the house in a dress of gold-and-red brocades bordered with ermine, an ornate necklace of rubies on her breast. Perched on her head, sits a special wide-winged hat made from a fabric so fine, it flutters like spider’s silk. I watch with more than a twinge of jealousy as she charms her guests like a queen, pecks the women’s cheeks and flirts with the men. For the briefest of moments, I glimpse the glowing, sharp-witted woman Pieter was once drawn to; the woman whose mind is, at this moment, un-dulled by ale and skilled in courtly manners. Yet when she grabs a goblet full of wine, I understand this will all soon pass. A few more tankards of drink and the shrew will return.

Moments after Yolente’s arrival, the girls emerge from the house. First, Trude, dressed just like her mother, then Wendelmoet wearing the white toga of a Roman maiden, a wreath of flowers in her hair. “An angel! And a princess!” An appreciative murmur rises through the crowd.

That’s when I find myself right behind Yolente. “Such radiant beauty!” The man she’s speaking with says. It’s the fur-covered man who Pieter greeted at the front door – quite clearly, judging by his garb – the city furrier. He grins as he stokes the fur on his doublet. “All you need to complete this glorious vision is some silver fox fur to set off your eyes.”

Yolente, clearly searching for an escape, turns and sees me. “What are you doing here?” she demands. Before I have a chance to answer Rutger is at my side. “She is here by the order of your husband,” he says. As Yolente composes herself, I study Rutger hard. What is that I see in his eyes? Is it amusement? My belly tightens. There’s nothing funny about any of this.

“In that case, I must have a word with my husband,” Yolente snaps, turning briskly, leaving the furrier to focus on his next target.

Rutger ushers me back towards the house. “You’re needed,” he says, the look of amusement lingering in his eyes, along with unnerving sparkles of mischief.

The crowd hushes and I see Pieter standing on the doorstep of The Lord’s Embrace, his hands raised in a request for silence. “Before we go inside to feast and unveil Hieronymus of Bosch’s altarpiece, I wish to show you another masterpiece.”

As the guests murmur, he flicks me, now standing at the front of the crowd next to Rutger, a glance then gestures for the guests to follow him. “I have two gardens to show you today,” Pieter continues, “one mortal, one divine.”

Guests and servants follow Pieter to the back of the house and wend through the garden gate. For a moment, the silence is as great as when Yolente stepped from the house in her high-fashion finery. The sun beats down on us, bringing an unseasonable heat that draws forth the garden’s riches and fills eyes and noses with an intoxication of scents and colors.

Everyone drifts along the graveled paths between beds spilling with peonies and irises, delphiniums and roses. Inspired by the gardens of the Alhambra, trimmed hedges, placed in geometric patterns, divide the garden into sections. Among the scented herbs and vegetables, I’ve arranged the spring bulbs according to colour, and bordered the beds with alyssum and lobelia. In the spaces between, I’ve planted purple, white and blue flowering shrubs. Against a southern wall, an exotic plant from the New World is already heavy with its bright red tomato fruits.

Pieter stands beside me. He raises his hand and the crowd falls silent. He throws everyone a smile, nods towards me. I see what he is doing. He refuses to accept the suspicions of an entire city. My entire being swells with bottomless love and gratitude.

“Marjit, who we are fortunate enough to have working for us, has a gift with plants,” my beloved says, “and she is solely responsible for this glorious garden.”

I lower my head, my cheeks burning. I can’t bear all these eyes on me. Especially the ones drifting down to my swollen belly. I can almost taste the unease of his guests. But Pieter, my column of strength, stands beside me, tall, proud and resolute.

I want to say neither this garden nor this baby is my work, but God’s, that I am merely a vessel of His Will. But I still my Moor tongue and remain silent. I don’t wish to challenge my master, the sunlight of my life.

“Thank you,” I whisper to my beloved before he is snatched away by his seething wife. 

“The garden looks Moorish,” I hear a man say to Pieter as he passes.

“Precisely,” Pieter replies as Yolente tugs at his sleeve, wanting her husband all to herself.

“I’ve heard Moors fight among themselves all the time,” I hear a woman say.

“It’s in their nature,” the man she’s speaking to replies. “A barbaric people. Lost their way when they turned from our Lord Jesus Christ. Nothing a good lynching wouldn’t put right.”

I don’t know where to stand. Everywhere people are speaking ill of Moors, not caring that I can hear.

“I hear the Moor posed for Hieronymus of Bosch.”

“No matter, My Dear. She posed for the hell panel.”

Then, across the other side of the garden, I see Yolente in intense conversation with Pieter. She’s glaring at me as if she would like to skewer me on a giant stick. When her eyes drop to my belly, my hand follows her gaze. Protectively, I hold the swelling, suddenly fearing for my unborn child.







CHAPTER 39 
A PAINTING STIRS TO LIFE

Mid-afternoon, July 7th 1503

Back in the great hall Odette raises her nose and sniffs the air. “There’s a stink of merchant money in here,” she says.

She turns to Pieter standing beside her. “Where are all the men of God, the nobles and the city officials?” she says to her son as she dips her hand in the bowl of rosewater I’m holding.

Pieter’s face stiffens. “The Mayor is here,” he says, “but many of the others are too busy to attend.”

Odette sniffles as she dries her hands on the crested linen towel draped over my arm. “What could be more important than one of your unveilings?” There’s a note of triumph in her voice and she smiles as her blind eyes gaze towards Jeroen’s curtained altarpiece.

“And why is Archdeacon Solin not here?”

Pieter glances at me then dips his hands in the rosewater, as well.

“He has been detained” he says.

Odette scrunches her nose and cups a hand to her ear. “What?”

“Detained,” Pieter repeats through his teeth, shaking the water from his hands. The air around him appears to surge and Odette, who can feel everything, shoots me a look that makes my baby lurch in my belly.

“Ah! Detained! Of course!” she repeats.

As Pieter moves to guide her to the tables, she stops, lingers, leans over and sniffs one of the vases of red, white and yellow flowers, picked to match the family coat of arms. Then, she looks back at her son as if enjoying this moment of his full attention.

“And where is Master Gerrit?”

Pieter looks away, his face tight. “He is with his father. He has matters to attend to.”

I nearly drop the bowl of rosewater. And when Pieter shoots me a glance that scares me so much, I fear my waters might break and join the bowl of blessed water I’m about to drop. Is The Master of Storms finally back in Hertogenbosch? And, if so, what are those two Ramecker men planning?

“Matters? What kind of matters would draw that wastrel from a celebration?” continues Odette.

Pieter straightens his back and adjusts his robe. “Important ones,” he says.

His lips drawn, he looks towards the altarpiece, an odd expression clouding his eyes.

“And what about the famous Hieronymus of Bosch?” his mother asks as they walk away.

“He never attends his own unveilings.” says Pieter.

Shaking and numb, I lumber behind them into the great hall with my bowl of rosewater, wondering again how much time I have on Earth now The Master of Storms has returned. Wanting to run away and hide in a corner, I stifle my hisses of frustration as guests, full of courtly manners urge each other to wash their hands first.

Finally, I plop the bowl of rosewater on the sideboard next to the chapel door and rest for a moment, watching the servants Yolente has hired place platters of pork cutlets and meatballs decorated with nasturtium and borage flowers on the tablecloths Yolente made Hillekin bleach three times to whiten.

Tureens of duck soup follow, and then salads and platters of roasted vegetables fresh from the garden and loaves of white bread embossed with the family coat of arms.

We all find our seats. Today, the servants are dining as one with the family, the servants’ dining room given over to the hired helpers. I watch Trude, clearly unhappy to be sitting with her younger sister and demon-carrying Moor at the servant’s table, linger before she joins us. After she’s thrown her parents hateful stares, she sits at the far end of the table, next to the ladies-in-waiting, as far away from Gerda, Hillekin, Marieke, Rutger and me as she can get. Gerda sighs as two women place steaming platters of roasted peacocks, ducks, chops and vegetables at our table.

“Ah, I could get used to being waited on like this,” she says happily.

Then, to add to her delight, the troubadour Yolente hired for the unveiling pauses at our table. I’ve seen him before in the marketplace, weaving through the crowds and singing mocking songs to people in stocks. I hear he also entertains crowds at public torturing and witch burnings. He looks straight at Gerda, who’s grinning, ear-to-ear, and starts to sing.

Whence comes all sovereign nobility?

From a gentle heart adorned by noble morals,

No one is a villein unless it comes from his heart…

He has a tiny nose and red cheeks and strums on his lute with fingers than seem far too fat to pluck the strings. As he sings he taps his pointed, belled shoes, and the single peacock feather in his red hat sways as if it’s alive.

When he moves away to entertain another group, Wendelmoet giggles as he slips on the penny royal and lavender sprinkled on the floors to keep away the summer fleas. We all smile after he squeals and does a comical little dance as he regains his balance.

At the far end of the table, Frau Kikkert settles into her chair her lips curled into what could, if one were generous, be called a smile. “Finally,” she says, giving me one of her looks. “The truth will be revealed.”

Rutger, to my surprise, smiles at her comment. “Indeed,” he replies, “truth in all her naked glory.”

My belly tightens at his words. I shiver and run my hand over my swelling. My baby has been remarkably still today, and for a terrible moment, I wonder if, just like little Hans, it has died.

A trumpet blast to announce the start of feast shocks away my fear. Pieter stands and nods towards our table. “Tonight, there are no servants or masters, but a group of people, all equal in the eyes of God, gathering to witness an event that will turn the tide of history.”

My heart flutters as he catches my eye and pulls the piece of parchment from his robes. He looks as divinely beautiful as the Savior himself. He drops his gaze to the table where, next to his other hand, rests a copy of the Bible.

“As merchants and explorers, many of us bring exotic foods and furnishings from the East,” he continues. “Yet stubbornly, we continue to resist many of their ideas and philosophies. We ignore wisdom that could teach us much about how to live our lives and grow closer to God.”

He lowers his eyes and begins to read from the parchment:

Most Gracious Lord,

Master, Messiah and savior of humanity,

We greet thee in all humility

My heart soars. It’s the Sufi prayer I translated and left on his desk. Around the trestle tables, faces fall and a few lips twitch. Beside her husband, Yolente, her face beetroot red, resembles someone straining to pass a stubborn stool.

Allow us to recognise in Thee

in all Thy holy names and forms,

as Rama, as Krishna, as Shiva, as Buddha,

Let us know Thee as Abraham, as Solomon,
 
as Zarathustra, as Moses, as Jesus, as Mohammed, 

and in many other names and forms, known and

unknown to the World…

“Is that from the Bible?” Gerda hisses. “It’s not a passage I know.”

“It’s a Sufi prayer,” I whisper feeling as if I can’t breathe for joy.

Wendelmoet, eyes wide with horror, puts her hand across her mouth and gasps.

“No,” she says, “father wouldn’t.”

I stifle a sigh, wishing she would open her heart and just listen. Pieter continues to read: 

May the message of God reach far and wide, 

illuminating and making the whole humanity as 

one single brotherhood in the Fatherhood of God.

Amen.

Some guests flick glances at one another then once more, bow their heads. A man, who has stopped in the middle of peeling an orange, stares at Pieter, his mouth open. A woman teases the hollow in her throat, gazes out the window; a distant look in her eyes.

A few guests manage to mumble amen, their faces taut as if they fear they are being prepared for sacrifice at a devil worship ceremony.

A moment later, Pieter raises his hands and gestures to the tables brimming with food. “Please,” he says, “we are still awaiting the arrival of a most important guest, so we will dine first, before the painting is unveiled.”

Trude hisses, gives me an accusing stare, then, in a most uncourtly manner, yanks some bread from a loaf.

“Father will go to hell for reading that infidel’s prayer,” she spits from the other side of the table.

Wendelmoet nods and shakes her napkin as if trying to ward off some evil spell. “I fear so,” she says, her eyes moist with tears.

Opposite us, Rutger throws an annoyed glance at the girls and snorts. “There are worse transgressions than reading from another faith’s Holy Book,” he mutters just before he sinks his teeth into a chop.

My heart feeling as if it’s being pinched, I silently gnaw on a radish and swallow hard. Thanks to my growing baby, there’s no room in my stomach for vast amounts of food.

While we all eat, the great blue velvet and gossamer curtains over the altarpiece ripple in the wind from the open windows as if the painting underneath has been brought to life. And, inside my belly, my baby, clearly undead, stirs and kicks as if unsettled by what is to come.







CHAPTER 40 
TRADING IN AVARICE AND LUST

Late afternoon, July 7th 1503

A red-faced messenger fights his way through the clutter of tables and guests, nearly having his head blessed by the contents of a platter of gnawed bones held high by a passing hired help returning to the scullery. Finally, looking like he’s just crossed a battlefield, he reaches Pieter. When Pieter has read the note the messenger has thrust into his hand, he pulls his lips tight, and looks over at our table, catching my eye before swiftly looking away. Lightheaded with fear, I place my hand over a hard lump on my belly, a pressure building inside me as if my child can’t wait to break free from its watery prison.

Pieter stands and raises his hands for silence. “The Duke of Burgundy is unable to attend,”  he says. “He sends his apologies. He is at this very moment, consulting the Bishop regarding a matter of the gravest importance.”

When a murmur ripples through the great hall, Pieter shakes his head and raises his hand again to get everyone’s attention.

“I know you are all impatient to see the painting,” he says. “But first of all, I would like you, my most loyal friends and devout followers of the words of Our Lord Jesus Christ, to consider this.”

He pauses and looks towards the veiled altarpiece as if searching for words among the curtain’s shifting folds.

“Good art. Profound and honest art, expresses truths obliquely, so the ignorant and those in possession of too much power are not threatened and the innocent remain unharmed. But for those of us who are enlightened, the truths it brings to us are as powerful as if the air has been sucked from our lungs.”

He draws a great breath. “I ask, as you consider the message in this painting, to think about who you are.”

He casts his gaze over his guests. “Are you one of the ignorant?” he says. “Or are you one of the enlightened?”

As I listen to his words, my heart aches with longing. His eyes graze the table where the mayor sits. “Or are you someone who holds too much power?”

When he straightens his robe and raises his chin, my baby kicks and tightness pulls across my belly.

“The four elements – earth, air, water and fire,” he says, “and our Lord Jesus Christ – the fifth element – a perfect balance of the earthly four.”

He gazes down for a moment at his hands, as if carefully weighing his next words. “Consider this, my friends,” he begins. “Consider an element I will call Omega. A sixth element that combines the previous five. An element so powerful that a single vapor of its distilled essence would allow a man to conquer kingdoms.”

For a moment, a heavy silence fills the great hall. I see what he is doing. How, as most of his guests are merchants, men and women who serve two masters – God and Money – he must speak to them in the language of possession.

“Cesspit vapors!” someone calls. The crowd roars with laughter, Pieter gives a wan smile and shakes his head.

“This element already exists in nature, in infinite forms,” he continues. “Yet understanding the power of its essence will be the greatest discovery since God gave man fire.”

“Has someone found a way to turn lead into gold?”

Pieter shakes his head.”No, not yet.”

“If it’s the philosopher’s stone,” a square-jawed man with tiny eyes calls, “then let me be the first to place a bid!”

Again, Pieter shakes his head while the table roars with good humor.

“This element is not for trade or sale, but available to all who respect its transformative powers.”

There’s a faint sigh of disappointment among the guests. Then, Pieter bows his head. “Unfortunately, this distillation process also gives rise to a toxic residue, equally powerful and as destructive as the other is transformative.”

The guests murmur as he opens the Bible in his hands and reads.

And Jesus said unto them, Because of your unbelief; for verily I say unto you, if ye have faith as a grain of mustard seed, ye shall say unto this mountain, remove hence to yonder place; and it shall remove; and nothing shall be impossible unto you.

“Perhaps God will forgive him,”  hisses Trude, “now he has made things better by reading from the Bible.”

“Yes,” says Wendelmoet firmly, “I hope so…”

After a moment’s silence following the prayer, the mayor speaks. “So. What is this Omega element?” he says. “Is it faith?” He gives the crowd a mischievous grin. “Or is it mustard?”

Again, everyone laughs and beside Pieter, Yolente pours herself another goblet of wine. Pieter takes another long breath, holds up a hand to ask for patience. “This element is as vaporous as air, yet when we are struck by its distilled power, we are the ones who are no more than dust.”

“Stop pissing around!” says the furrier. “What is this wretched element?”

Yolente puts down her goblet and cackles. “You have to be patient with my husband,” she says, running her hands over her breasts, giving Pieter a seductive look that makes me want to vomit. “He likes to draw things out.”

While the men roar and the women blush and giggle behind their hands, Pieter tightens his lips, shakes his head.

“The residue of this essence produces in men’s hearts the vices of avarice and lust.” He continues.

“What in God’s name is it?” says a man in a floppy blue hat with a very prominent wart on his chin.

“First, I will give you the name of a place that is a magnet for this toxic residue. Then, after the painting has been unveiled, you must guess what this powerful element is.”

The guests murmur and a few smile at Pieter’s challenge.

“Tell us!” says a fat man with a red nose and skin as pitted as the face of the moon. “Name the blasted place that draws this toxic residue!”

Pieter casts a glance over the crowd and his eyes flick towards Marieke and me.

“It is called The Guild of Adam.”

When the great hall collapses into silence, I notice the mayor lower his head and stare at his goblet as if it’s suddenly turned into an object of fascination. The furrier picks up a tail on his robe and inspects it as if hunting for fleas; others hunch as if the air has suddenly turned cold. A few men inspect their fingernails.

“What is its trade?” a woman says.

“As I said – avarice and lust.”

Pieter drops his eyes, flicks to another marker in his Bible and again reads: Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and whoever loves has been born of God and knows God.

My heart flips. Some of the guests squirm at the words from The Guild of Adam’s parchment. I understand then, what Pieter is doing. Through his speech, he has slowly undressed each and every one of his guests and shown who they really are. As they sit there absorbing what Pieter has just said, their true selves exposed for all to see, he steps from his seat and walks over to Hieronymus of Bosch’s altarpiece. The hall falls silent. All I can hear are the distant grumble of a coming storm and the heavy breaths of anticipation as we watch Pieter reach for the crimson tassels of the curtain.







CHAPTER 41 
THE ATROCITY BETWEEN ADAM AND EVE

Twilight, July 7th 1503

I can’t bear to look. Yet I’m impatient to see. I glance away, wanting for a moment to escape this sea of people and the great hall’s stuffy air. Outside the great hall’s windows, I glimpse a group of men emerge from a green carriage. More people have arrived and now there’s a crowd standing at the doorway of the great hall, all waiting to see the painting.

Hands on the tassels, Pieter turns for a second towards the door. He gives someone I can’t see a nod of greeting. When he glances back at me I see a haunted, apologetic look in his eyes. My heart leaps and once more, I look away.

In the midst of the newcomers at the door, I glimpse Gerrit’s quiff and, next to him, a man in a red cap nodding among the crowd. Gerda stands, cranes her neck then raises her eyebrows. “Finally, The Master of Storms,” she announces. “Always late for everything.” She gives an intoxicated chuckle, looks at me as if I’ve been delivered some kind of grace. “Too busy with important matters to ever be on time.”

Then, a loud voice booms through the chatter. “On with it!” someone calls. “Why are you standing there? Our bellies are full and our hearts are impatient! Stop torturing us!”

Pieter grins at his guest. “Art appreciation requires the virtues of patience and contemplation,” he replies. Nearby, someone belches.

As Pieter finally pulls on the tassels, my baby kicks hard against my ribs and I grip my belly as the curtains, now clipped apart, glide on the rails, the silence in the great hall as thick as syrup. When both sides part like stage curtains to reveal the middle panel, the guests all gasp at once.

Pink, crowded and bright, the middle panel, the paradise panel, is filled with naked men and women cavorting with giant birds and flowers. Jeroen has painted the women with small, high breasts, long, thin arms and gently swollen bellies. Men and women, some pale, some Moor-dark, some with wings and fish tails, some resting inside giant flowers, others doing handstands mingle amid giant birds and fruits as if they are children at play in a cosmic garden. The image has the light and detail of sunlight captured inside a jewel. Some guests smile, while others frown or squint as if the painting is too bright. A woman sneezes.

“Is this the sixth element?” a tight-faced woman in a wide hat and a dress with pleated, mutton-leg sleeves asks Pieter. “A garden of delirious fools? An adult madhouse? A lunatics’ playground?” 

“A garden of delights,” Pieter replies with a smooth smile and a proud twinkle in his eye.

“Moorish influences!” a man with flabby lips and a high-laced collar shouts.

“And Moors cavorting with Christians!” the dough-faced woman next to him adds. “Outrageous!”

Beside me, Rutger chortles as if thoroughly enjoying the indignation. “Just wait,” he murmurs before popping a fig into his mouth.

When I turn from Rutger and his disconcerting amusement back to the middle panel, my eyes fall on a group of men doing handstands on the lip of a giant blue flower. For just a moment, I’m inside the painting, stripped of all my earthly burdens, peering back into this world. The delirious fools I think, are not in the painting, but here, among the plump, pompous guests with their high-fashion clothes, pointed shoes, towering, swirling and horned hats.

As the curtains rest for a moment flanking the triptych’s middle panel, my heart begins to beat wildly and, again, my baby stirs. But where is the Virgin? The woman in the pink robe? I follow Pieter’s gaze and look back at the crowd by the door where I see that man with a red cap and a storm of white hair. Again, my heart quails. The crowd is frozen with anticipation.

Yolente scowls and rises from her seat. She turns her head towards the door, then, back to our table. I see how she wants to go to her father – The Master of Storms – but the room is too thick with guests. She drops back to her seat as Pieter draws a single cord. Only the right curtain moves to reveal the right-hand panel.

Another murmur shifts though the great hall, gathering strength, like an approaching storm. I have to crane my neck to see from this angle, but when I glimpse a scene of terrible damnation which includes a demon eating a man with black birds flying from his backside, I think it resembles one of Archdeacon Solin’s sermons come to life.

“But where is the Moor?” a woman calls. “Where is the creature in the pink robe?”

Then, at a table near the right-hand panel, a man rises from his seat, knocking his chair to the floor. He points to a man’s head peering from behind an egg that has grown roots like a tree. “It’s Archdeacon Solin!” he cries. “Painted as the antichrist!” A gasp rips through the great hall as if a single monstrous being has taken a breath.

“No! It just looks like him!” someone else replies.

“It’s Archdeacon Solin!”

“It can’t be!”

Right then Yolente jumps up, pushing guests aside as she steps towards our table, unsteadily like a rat walking a tightrope. She points at Trude and Wendelmoet, her fine head-dress crooked on her head. “Get the children out of here,” she hisses. “These are not images for young minds.”

Her gaze slides back to the doorway where I catch the briefest glimpse of the man in the red cap. I see one eye and his forehead. My heart jumps and I look away as something stirs deep in my belly.

Behind Yolente, Pieter pulls the other cord. This time, only the left curtain moves. The velvety sweep of the curtain against the stone floor lulls the great hall back into another silence. Yolente turns as the curtain gives way to the left hand panel. For a moment, she freezes, stands so still, she appears no more alive than one of the saints outside the Chapel of Saint Jan.

Blocked by Yolente, I strain my neck to see. When I rise from my stool I glimpse Adam and Eve, naked in the Garden of Eden. Next to Adam, stands a dragon tree, bulbous and stately.

“Unicorns!” cries Wendelmoet, clapping her hands in delight. “And a giraffe and an elephant!”

But when my eyes fall on the figure in the centre of the left hand panel my heart stops. I see the pink robe I posed in for Hieronymus of Bosch. But it’s not the Virgin in that robe. It’s the Lord.







CHAPTER 42 
A RAUCOUS SURRENDER

Evening, July 7th 1503

A woman shrieks. “Our Lord has been painted as a Muslim!”

Stunned, everyone gawps at the altarpiece where, bearded and honey-skinned, the Lord stands in his pink robe between the pale Adam and Eve, his hand raised in a blessing.

“A bearded Moor woman!” shouts a man.

“Shocking!” yelps Frau Kikkert, rubbing her crucifixes.

Somewhere I hear a crash and thud. Gerda stands and gazes across the great hall. “The baker’s wife has fainted!” she cries.

Rutger, his eyes on fire, jumps onto the table. “Marjit was just a prop!” he shouts to the outraged assembly.

I don’t know where to look. My mind a swirling mess, I hold on to my chair to steady myself. No, I think, this can’t be. This is all wrong.

All around me, chaos erupts. Guests stand on chairs and tables to catch a better glimpse of the heresy. Others frantically cross themselves and whisper prayers under their breath. Pieter, his eyes hard, watches his wife as she squeals and crosses herself, then grabs the nearest goblet of wine and knocks it back in one gulp. I realise then, since Pieter pulled the curtain, I haven’t breathed.

As I exhale, Yolente reaches over our table, knocking over a pitcher of spiced wine, a red stain spreading over the starched white tablecloth. Her face twisted, breath thick with fumes of ale and wine, she grabs me by the collar of my blouse. She pulls at me as she climbs over the table, screaming like a banshee while the guests gawp in shock. Even Rutger, with his cat’s reflexes, sits open-mouthed and frozen as if he can’t believe what he’s seeing.

“You bewitched Hieronymus of Bosch!” Yolente screams, leaning on me to get her balance even as she’s pummeling me.

Then, she shoves my belly. “Is that his baby as well? Some half-demon, half-human thing? Like one of those monsters in his damnation panel?”

Almost on top of me, she’s slapping me and pushing me backwards. The only place I can back into is the chapel. But it’s dark and cluttered in there, filled with all the furniture and rugs moved from the great hall to make way for the feast.

I’m trying with every part of me to not hit Yolente back. Because it takes more courage to remain peaceful, to bow to the will of God and I think right then, I have caused her enough suffering and were I not here, none of this would have happened. As I’m defensively raising my hands, praying for God’s help, behind Yolente, I glimpse that red-capped man, The Master of Storms. Again, the crowd closes. My belly cramps. What did I just see?

I have to pull my eyes away and place my hands in front of myself as Yolente slaps me in my arms, my face and swollen belly. Again, my belly cramps, even more fiercely than before. The realization dawns on me. My baby is coming.

Consumed by an ale-fueled fury, Yolente, her headdress so crooked, she has to keep pushing it back to keep the veil out of her eyes froths and spits; her face crimson.

“Heathen demon-swiver!” she screams. “Shameless vixen troll!”

As Rutger, now unfrozen, climbs across the table to stop Yolente, she grabs a torch that sits on the wall next to the chapel doorway and hurls it at me. I manage to duck out of the way and it falls onto a pile of rugs and books. As flames burst from the books and lick over the rugs, Wendelmoet weeps and wails. “This is all happening because we have made the Lord angry!” she cries. “Father should never have read that infidel’s prayer!”

Once more, my belly cramps with unbearable ferocity. Around us, the rugs and furniture have caught alight and Hillekin is throwing the bowls of blessed rosewater and water from the flower vases on the flames, and Rutger holds Yolente, still screeching, arms flailing.

“Let me go, you pig-nosed runt!” Yolente yells as Marieke and Gerda hurl pitchers of wine into the chapel to try and snuff the fire. Yolente’s face falls as she struggles to free herself.

“No! Not the expensive French wine!”  she screams as Pieter dives forward, hauls the Tree of Life tapestry off the chapel wall and throws it over the flames. My head spins. My black dog yelps, this is just like Wendelmoet’s dream! Again I catch sight of the red-capped man. Who is he? Who did I just see?

My thoughts vanish into an abyss swallowed by pain and flames, the sting of smoke in my throat.

I fall to my knees, my stomach cramping, my legs buckling. A woman, one of the guests, fights her way past the other guests and smoke and surges towards me with a determination that seems to come from a place beyond this world.

“Her baby is coming!” she cries. “This is a woman’s matter! Call a midwife! And the physician!” She waves at the men trying to douse the flames. “All the other men must keep away! Move!”

The next thing I know, I’m being dragged from the flaming chapel by a group of women. The crowd parts to let me through, men shrinking away from the sight of the mystery only women are privy to. Right then, a hideous pain, as if I’m being ripped in two shoots through me. I double over, grab my swollen belly and howl, feeling as if a war has erupted inside me. In that moment, the terror hits me, driving the breath from my lungs. I have turned from my faith and coveted another woman’s husband. And this baby, this creature about to burst from my womb, is my punishment.







CHAPTER 43 
THE LOADED WEAPONS OF LOVE

Late evening, July 7th, July 8th and 9th 1503

Sufis believe all life’s mysteries will be revealed when we die. However, at the other end of existence, bringing an unwelcome new life into the world is about as transcendent as passing a giant stool. In the moments of reprieve between the buckling pains of childbirth, I think just like my mother, childbirth does not agree with me.

“Push!” a woman cries.

I release a scream that comes from the deepest part of my being. The words heave from me as I try to expel this creature from my belly. “I’m going to die!” And then, I think how this will make many people happy.

“Push!” In the haze of my agony, I see I’m surrounded by women in horned hats and veils, all shouting to me at once.

“Push!” those ghostly women order in unison. No longer knowing where reality ends and my pain begins, I release another air-tearing scream. A surge of strength, more powerful than the Earth’s pull, gushes through me. I push as if the survival of the world depends on my baby’s expulsion. Inside me, I feel a miniscule movement. My baby, once impatient, now appears to have changed its mind. It does not wish to be born.

When the pain once more subsides and I gather my courage for the agony I know will return, I think, in a moment of peculiar lucidity, that if our mortal bodies could see what life had in store for us, we would wither in fear before rushing to hide under the nearest rock, refusing to emerge until our time in this world is over. Even as our souls see the truth, they deliver the world to us in morsels, gently, a little at a time, so we are not overcome or driven to madness. I’m struck by another wave of pain followed by a desperate urge to push. The pressure is unbearable. I swear at that little demon in my belly, call it all manner of foul things, and want nothing more than to be rid of it. “You little bastard!” I cry. I tighten every muscle in my belly, summon the power of the world and give a final last heave. Feeling like a mountain that’s been split in two, my baby slides from my belly. I collapse in blessed relief. If I am dead, I don’t care. Everything folds into a bright envelope of white light and I am gone.
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The world reassembles. I wake in a large room I at first don’t recognise, a huge window throwing squares of light over a floor covered in Turkish rugs. Perhaps I’m dead and this is the afterlife. There’s a stale, scorched smell in the air, as if a nearby fire has recently died. When my thoughts fall into place, I see it’s the van der Beeck’s guest room. How would I know if I had died, I think, if the world I re-entered appeared the same as the one I departed? My soul knows we can slip between God’s infinite worlds without knowing, the interruption as seamless as a breeze over our faces, or a small step over an invisible line. Not all transitions are as excruciating as childbirth or a painful death.

My baby lies beside me, bundled in white, his big blue eyes wide and curious, examining the world like a wise man peering deep into the reality beyond. A pillar of flame-red hair sits on top of his head, but his skin is the colour of honey. He has the Ramecker family ears and his father Gerrit’s sturdy limbs.

In my drowsy state, I see how his soul hovers around him, God’s light reflected over him as if he is a finely polished mirror. I gaze at him in wonder. He is beautiful. Perfect.

The physician arrives, holds my wrist and takes my pulse. “Marjit,” he says, as if the world hasn’t changed at all, “that was quite a drama last night.” He smiles kindly. “But you and your baby are healthy and well.”

What can I say? Everything has changed. My life has changed.

“Oh,” I say weakly, feeling as if I have woken up in a stranger’s body, “thank you.”

Time folds in on itself and changes shape. My baby and I sleep. Rutger visits as if in a dream with a small pot of honey. “For your baby,” he says. Teary with exhaustion; relief and all manner of other earthly confusions coursing through me, I take it from him, thanking him for honoring my Muslim traditions. But when I rub the honey on my baby’s gums so his first taste in this world is of something sweet, I feel as though I have already deceived him.

That glimpse of The Master of Storms, the man in the red cap, returns to my mind’s eye. There was something about him, something that struck deep in my core. Why did he look so familiar? Then, I turn from my vision and think of that rock I would like to crawl under so I can hide from my fate.

Marieke arrives with food and when she regards my baby, her eyes lingering on that orange quiff that speaks a truth beyond words then gives me one of her familiar haunted smiles, I think how similar this world is to the one I left. Perhaps I’m not dead after all.

My milk comes, my breasts as full and taut as loaded weapons. As my baby, who I have named Abraham, in honor of my beautiful Sufi master, suckles, warmth falls though me. I gaze in wonder at this perfect being and think of Jeroen’s altarpiece and Pieter’s speech. Now I understand the nature of the sixth element. Omega. It is love.







CHAPTER 44 
OTHER WAYS TO DIE
 
July 10th 1503

Abraham, now baptised by Rutger with some holy water he secreted into my room, suckles greedily at my breast. Contentment washes though me as I sit with my perfect baby next to the open window. Summer sunshine beams into the guest room and shifting rainbow patterns dance over the window seat’s white damask cushions. Finally sated, Abraham falls from my breast, a trickle of milk dribbling from the corner of his mouth, his face as peaceful as a saint’s. Again, I’m taken over by the confusion that racks my heart and mind as I gaze at this child who so resembles my rapist, feeling nothing but a bone-crushing, annihilating love.

I turn to the sound of a swish and see something slip under the closed guest room door. My son still in my arms, I rise from the window seat and pick up the piece of parchment. Perplexed, I gaze at the detailed woodcut. As I examine it, a pit opens in my stomach. My hand trembles as I read the script: Device Number Five. Premium Scold’s Bridle. Approved by the Most Holy Christian Church for the punishment of heretics and witches. In addition to a lock, I notice the iron curb, which is placed on the tongue, is covered in spikes. Designed exclusively for the prevention of curses and heresies uttered during immolation.

My hand shakes in shock. Who slid this under the door? Frau Kikkert? Yolente? Trude?

I consider marching to the door, flinging it open so I can scream at that sneak. But I know they will be long gone.

As I shakily place the parchment on the small desk adjacent to the bed, a brisk knock at my door makes me nearly jump from my shoes. “Who is it?” I call, my voice cracking.

I hold my breath as the door swings open. Then, I gasp. My heart would have been no less turbulent if Christ or the Prophet Muhammad himself had stood on the threshold.

Pieter bows. “May I come in?”

I release my held breath. “Yes, of course.”

He regards me standing mute in surprise on the Turkish rug in the middle of the room and smiles. “I’ve come to see how you are faring and meet your son,” he says, eyes grazing the bundle in my arms.

“Abraham,” he says as he steps closer and stands with me in the sunlight pooling from the open bay window. He ruffles my son’s red Ramecker quiff. “A fine name for a fine looking child.”

Pieter looks down and frowns at the drawer I have used as a bassinet for Abraham.

“This will not do. I will make sure your baby has a proper bassinet,” he says.

“Thank you, Sir.”

He looks back at me and his face once more soft. “Are you recovering well?”

I smile back. Now the baby is out of my belly, I feel magnificent. I feel so light I could dance on the head of a pin and afterwards climb the world’s highest mountains. That is, until I think of the picture of the scold’s bridle. And then, once more, I feel like shit.

“I feel fit and well, thank you,” I manage.

Downstairs the monkey screeches. “Out of the kitchen you filthy, godless beasts!” Gerda shouts. Something thumps and the hound barks. “We are drowning in turds! And now, a scorched chapel to clean!” she shrieks. “As if we didn’t have enough to do!”

At the mention of the chapel, Pieter’s eyes fill with turbulence. “A thousand apologies for not forewarning you of the painting, Marjit. I feared, in your delicate condition, it might make you fret more than necessary.”

His face tenses as if he’s recalling disaster of the unveiling. “I knew Yolente would be displeased, but I had no idea her reaction would be quite so passionate. She is usually much more restrained in the presence of guests.”

He shakes his head, deep ridges forming on his brow. “And I had hoped Yolente’s father would arrive earlier to calm and distract her.”

His eyes fill with remorse. “I’m sorry Marjit, to have caused you such anguish. I fear I have failed you in misjudging the situation.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” I manage. “I’m still here. Alive and well.”

My face heats and tightens as I think of the painting, the garden in the central panel and then, that pink robe. I quell the faint feeling of betrayal that keeps insisting it take pride of place in my thoughts. I take a breath of courage and look him in the eye. “What are people saying? About the painting?”

He pauses as if considering his reply. Then smiles. “The Duke of Burgundy visited yesterday. He called it a masterpiece.”

“Does he know the story behind it?”

Pieter nods, his eyes once more filled with subtle subversions. “Yes. Of course. He says it adds to the richness of its meaning and noted its creation had clearly been guided by God’s hand.”

He pauses, his eyes once more, dropping to my son. “Much has happened since the birth of your child, Marjit.”

He takes a deep breath. “Evidence against Archdeacon Solin is mounting.”

He plays with the crested ring on his marriage finger as he speaks. “After your courage that day when he visited, and following our rescue of those two women from The Witches’ Stew, others were inspired to come forward. We are now hopeful we have enough confessions for a proper conviction.”

He looks out the window and sighs. “Solin has, unfortunately, vanished.”

A knot grows in my belly. I follow Pieter’s gaze to the open bedroom window and decide right then I will lock it shut tonight when I retire.

“People are, however, out in force searching for him.”

Abraham, half way between sleep and wakefulness squirms, whimpers and snuffles.

Pieter’s eyes soften as he regards my son. He opens his arms. “May I?”

“Yes. Please do.”

When I hand my son to Pieter, he stops squirming and resettles.

The knot in my belly softens and unravels as I watch Pieter hold Abraham. Tenderly, he runs a hand over my son’s cheek. I smile with pride. A boy child in the house, even if it’s the spawn of rape must seem a blessing. And I suppose that Abraham is alive and breathing makes him worthy of such favor.

“As God is my witness, Marjit, I will care for this boy as if he were my own son,” Pieter says, his eyes shining.

I see then how moved he is, holding this living baby boy in his arms. My gaze briefly flicks to the parchment on the table next to Abraham’s crib. Imminent death makes me careless. “I wish, Sir, he was your son,” I reply before I can halt my tongue.

And that will be a scold’s bridle for you! snaps my black dog.

Pieter looks deep into my eyes. Ever so gently, as if handling some priceless treasure, he kisses my son’s forehead then places the now sleeping Abraham back in his drawer.

He stands in front of me. Firmly holding my gaze, he takes my hand, caresses my palm with his thumb and gently circles my flesh, sending ripples of lightening through my body.

“Some say our futures are written on our hands,” he says. His gaze drops as he runs his thumb over the skin of my palm. “Your mount of Venus,” he murmurs, “is fleshy and generous. This would suggest you will live a long, loving and fruitful life.”

He raises my open palm it to his lips and kisses that aforementioned mount. I shiver with pleasure as the soft echo of his kiss rises like a thousand butterflies up my arm, spreads across my back, coming to rest inside my recently emptied belly.

Still holding my hand, he gazes into my eyes. “Marjit, motherhood has made you even more beautiful,” he says.

Our eyes locked, lightness comes over me as if we’re suspended in a bubble of time, the room, the outer world, some distant planet revolving around this single moment.

Impatience surges through me as if my body, sensing what my soul knows, yearns for resolution. I can’t help it. Motherhood has turned my insides to mush. An unwelcome tear wends down my cheek. Pieter steps even closer and runs a finger across my cheek to wipe it away.

Beside us, Abraham stirs as if something in his dreams has startled him. When he whimpers, loudly passes wind and hurls his little arms skywards, Pieter’s gaze whips for a moment towards the drawer. A breeze from outside stirs the parchment and it flutters onto the bed. His lips are curled into the beginning of a grin when his eyes fall on the parchment.

“What’s this?” He drops my hand, steps away, picks up the parchment and examines the wood cut.

“A picture of a scold’s bridle. Just before you arrived, someone slid it under my door.”

My voice cracks in fear. “I presume it is what I will be wearing when I am placed on the pyre.”

Pieter’s gaze snaps back to me. “There will be no pyre,” he growls. His eyes a moment ago so filled with tenderness, darken. “Who?” he demands. “Who placed this under your door?”

“I don’t know, Sir.” His eyes dart towards the half-open door. I see so much fire in his gaze I fear the wooden door might ignite. Then he looks back at me, his gaze all at once soft and furious.

“Please. Call me Pieter,” he says through gritted teeth. “After all that has transpired, I do not feel at present that this household is in possession of the ‘Sirs’ or ‘Ladies’ of nobility.”

“Pieter,” I repeat, breathless with fear and desire. Hearing my voice speak his name moves my insides, heats the air in the room. We regard each other for a moment, startled, as if some celestial barrier between now and forever has been breached. My insides unravel. I want him so much, I fear I will expire. My renewed lust for life and my desperate need to survive and protect my baby, is now joined by the threat of a collapse into an ocean of tears.

Pieter looks back at the parchment and angrily shakes his head. The tips of his eye-teeth flash. “I will make sure whoever did this is suitably punished.”

Again, he glances at the parchment as if he can’t believe what he’s seeing.

He looks back at me, the fine angles of his face hard and beautiful with fury. “You are the mother of my brother-in-law’s child. “And this,” he says waving the parchment, “is an utter disgrace.”

Without another word, he strides from the room with such speed I feel the breeze of his departure on my cheek.

My legs weaken and I’m shaking so hard I have to sit down on the upholstered trunk at the end of the bed. I’ve never seen Pieter this angry. I have never felt more addled and confused. My gaze drops to my hand, to the spot touched by his lips. It still tingles, warming my insides, as if in that kiss, lives the beginning of some journey of bodily and soulful healing.

As I regard my mount of Venus, my black dog snorts, what the hell was that? Was that the kiss of a lover? Or just the polite peck of a gallant gentleman?
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Yolente’s voice – carried from the floor below by a freshening breeze from the East -bellows through the guest room’s open window. “The Moor has bewitched you!”

Pieter’s voice raised as well, follows. “Rubbish! I will not tolerate this kind of underhanded behaviour! Who placed the parchment under her door?”

“I don’t know!”

Trembling, I creep to the window to listen, my mount of love still tingling from Pieter’s kiss.

“Someone in this household knows!” shouts my beloved.

“Why do you care? Why do you favor a heathen stranger over your own family?”

“She has just given birth to your nephew!”

Downstairs, Yolente strikes something, a metal chamber pot perhaps. I hear a thud and clang as it rolls over the wooden floor of their marriage chambers. “Fie! The child is a demon! His mother is a succubus! Have none of those books you so avidly read warned you of the devil’s cunning disguises?”

“Indeed!” Pieter replies. “The devil comes dressed in the clothes of prejudice and persecutes the innocent!”

Another something bangs the floor accompanied by a splash, a vase of flowers, perhaps. Again, his wife shrieks. “Innocent? Innocent? We are all born in sin! We can only achieve salvation through the grace and wisdom of the Most Holy Christian Church!”

“We achieve salvation though God, no matter how we choose to praise Him.”

A choking scream accompanies the smash of porcelain against a wall. “You mind has been corrupted by that excrement-wallowing infidel whore and that heretical madman they call an artist!”

The hysteria in Yolente’s voice grows. “You have been caught in their evil web! But you are too weak to see! I will not weep when you are all served up as scraps for the crows!”

She pauses, no doubt to draw an energizing breath. “Your children!” she wails. “Who will wed girls whose father has shamed his family’s name and betrayed the Church by inviting such evils into his home?”

That’s it, my black dog says, the altarpiece will be leaving. And so will you.

“In the name of our Lord! Think of your children!”

“I am thinking of my children,” Pieter icily replies.

Abraham whimpers and scrunches his face in his sleep. His little legs surge upwards and I hear the gurgle of stools passed while he sleeps. As the guest room fills with the stench of baby poo, once more Pieter continues; a faint quaver under his unearthly calm. “We must summon your father to sort this matter out once and for all.”

I freeze, my emptied belly now filled with a glacier of fear. I hold my breath as I listen. 

“Yes. Yes,” his wife says; the wind of fury suddenly taken from her sails. “That is how it must be.”

I dip my shaking arms into the drawer to change my baby’s nappy. As I pick up my son, I recall Pieter’s words: There will be no pyre…

There are other ways to die, my black dog reminds me, hemlock, drowning, beheading. 

With shaking hands, I place my baby on the bed and unravel his bindings. How many more times will I hold my son and change his nappies before The Master of Storms demands my execution?







CHAPTER 45 
THE TRIALS OF THE UNKNOWN VIRGINS

July 11th 1503

I nearly jump out of my skin and drop the clean nappy I’m folding as the thud on the outside landing is followed by a brusque knock at the guest room door. The knock is assertive. Urgent. Determined. Immediately, I know it’s not Pieter. “Who is it?”

“Rutger.”

I open the door half-expecting to see him accompanied by guards ready to drag me away, but he’s alone apart from a welcome tray of food and steaming mint tea, a large bundle wrapped in burlap on the floor at his side. He wears a grin as wide as the world on his face and a glowing red scratch on his cheek.

“What happened to your face?”

“A little old lady,” Rutger says blithely as he steps into the room with the tray. “Accused me of being the antichrist. Happens all the time.” He gives me a twinkly smile.

When he sees I don’t share his amusement, his face takes on a more formal demeanor.

“I accompanied some members of The Brotherhood of Our Lady to inspect The Guild of Adam.” He says.

His lips quirk. “We met the madam. Let’s just say her reaction to us wasn’t exactly loving or welcoming. She accused us of coming to rob her of her living and impoverish her in her old age.” When he turns towards the bedside table, I notice a bald patch on the side of his head. “She may have looked frail but she had a firm grip once she got hold of my hair. And her nails were polished and sharpened to arrow points.”

He registers my horror and chuckles as if to reassure me. “No permanent harm done. Nothing that won’t heal or resurrect.”

I draw a shallow breath as I recall the elderly woman who greeted me when I visited the Guild of Adam. Unsure for a moment how I should react, I turn to Abraham, finally settled and snug in his drawer, and tuck in his blankets.

“Confessions left right and centre,” Rutger adds as he places the food tray on the bedside table. “It’s as if Abraham’s arrival has opened the world up to a new realm of truth.”

He returns to the door and drags the package inside. “The picture of the scold’s bridle,” he says. “It was Trude who placed it under your door.”

As if his thoughts have suddenly been assailed by an earthly stench, he crinkles his stubby nose. “No doubt influenced by Yolente who knows Pieter will be softer on his daughter than his wife.”

As Rutger nudges the parcel into the middle of the room, I wonder what’s inside. Perhaps it’s a few dead bodies, suggests my black dog.

Rutger sighs and shakes his head. “It was quite a night at The Guild of Adam. I’ve never heard so many panicked confessions.” His lips crinkle into a sour smile. “Monks falling on their knees and begging for mercy left, right and centre.”

My innards chill as I recall those monks who chased and attacked me the day I ventured to The Guild. “What became of them?”

“Arrested by the city. Pieter and I had to argue for their lives. A few members of The Brotherhood of Our Lady wanted to execute them on the spot.”

In my mind’s eye, I see those monks who tried to rape me on their knees pleading for mercy, their eyes filled with remorse, their hands clasped in piety. I see a man in the red and gold robes of The Brotherhood of Our Lady raise his sword over a blubbering monk’s neck.

“But that would make The Brotherhood of Our Lady no better at dispensing justice than The Guild of Adam,” says Rutger. “They deserve a fair trial.”

I flinch for a moment, thinking of my own impending trial and wondering if it will be fair. I think how the madam, that cheek-scourer, will probably be burned as a witch. And I may well be joining her.

Rutger drops his eyes to the mysterious parcel. “It turns out Archdeacon Solin was influenced by a sect called The Brethren of the Free Spirit,” he continues. “The Brethren sought union with God through mortal men. It used The Guild of Adam as its headquarters.” 

He pauses and regards Abraham snoozing in his drawer. “I don’t wish to upset you, Marjit. I have heard if a new mother becomes too upset, her milk can stop flowing.”

I blush, thinking of the way my milk spurts from me whenever Abraham utters the merest whimper.

“You don’t need to fear that,” I say, “I am a veritable fountain of milk.”

I take a breath of courage, thinking of Cornelia and Anneke and the countless other girls who fell into The Guild of Adam’s clutches. “I need to know,” I add, my voice cracking, “for the sake of those who can no longer speak.”

Rutger gives me a look all at once enraged and sympathetic. “The Guild of Adam was set up to facilitate this so-called union with God,” he continues. “They recruited the young, the beautiful and the innocent as vessels for this divine union. When the young women they imprisoned became ill or resisted, they simply told them they had performed their services with impure hearts.”

All trace of humor now gone from his face, Rutger’s nostrils flare in disgust. “Archdeacon Solin appointed himself as official deflowerer of virgins. And, because of his exalted position, of course the innocent, the vulnerable, the impressionable and the downright stupid, believed him.”

His eyes as hot as embers, he looks out the window at the congregation of black clouds. “He took not just girls, but young boys as well,” he continues, his eyes tracing the clouds as if the events are still taking place somewhere beyond that stormy canopy. “He told his victims fornication with a holy man was a way of cleansing their sins and uniting with God.”

He turns and gives me a soft look. “I understand you knew some of the women who fell into their clutches.”

“Yes,” I reply weakly.

He regards me in sorrow. “They told all the girls who tried to flee The Guild of Adam that they were sinners.”

Again, he breaks off, as if to once more compose himself. His stocky body quakes with outrage. “Those who objected were kept naked and chained to their beds. Their clothes were taken so if they did manage to escape, they would have to do so naked and further shame themselves,” he says, teeth gritted.

My breath turns shallow and I fear I might faint. I sit down on the edge of the trunk at the end of my bed as I see the horrors in my mind’s eye. I see a young woman. She is me. She is Anneke and Cornelia – every virgin fallen into evil hands, every stray or lost girl who has trustingly turned to the Church for guidance. I see how eagerly the Church welcomes her. How she is chosen because she is comely. And pure.

When she’s first recruited to The Guild of Adam, she’s dressed up in robes of gold and silver finely embroidered with flowers, birds and butterflies. She feels like a queen. Or a goddess. Archdeacon Solin invites this virgin – now trussed, cleansed, plucked and brushed – to his opulently appointed chambers where he praises her for her beauty, her humility and her obedience to God. As he peels her clothes from her as if he’s opening some precious gift, all the while whispering prayers and reminding her of her honor and good fortune, she thinks she’s died and gone to Heaven.

After Archdeacon Solin has taken her, telling her she is now filled with the seeds of God’s gifts, he discards her like an old toy. After all, there are many virgins to deflower and God’s work is never done.

Even though she has been told this is all the church’s bidding – her soul – that part of her connected to the divine, knows Archdeacon Solin has debased her. Being spirited and outspoken, she protests. She is punished for her heresy and insubordination. Her tongue is cut out. Now, she lies alone in a dimly lit room, naked and tied to her bed, her eyes filled with terror, her legs spread for efficiency and ease of access as if her body is nothing more than a spittoon.

The rich men come first. They pay well for this still-fresh merchandise that has been blessed by the Eyes of the Bishop. They know The Guild of Adam will keep their secrets because they also pay well to keep lips sealed. They take this freshly deflowered virgin on sheets of silk, the ties that bind her threaded with gold. Later, after violations by several rich men, each of diminishing wealth and status, her sheets are replaced with rough and stained cottons, her ties now made from scratchy flax. More holy men – monks, pastors and preachers who publicly profess celibacy while privately rutting like rabbits – come and go. As the fallen virgin becomes more wretched, distressed and diseased, she costs less to abuse. Her clients become increasingly shabby and disreputable. Her flesh turns pocked, her eyes glaze and she starts to froth from the mouth. Her room, her prison, starts to smell. This is of course all her fault. Her thoughts, she has been told, strayed from God. Eventually even the lowest of the low no longer desire her, so she’s thrown into the street to beg for Christian charity.

My eyes well with tears and my heart aches like a wound as I try to shake away my vivid imaginings.

“Several girls tried to escape,” Rutger continues, “The dead girl found in the canal last summer was one of those unfortunate souls.”

“She was a friend of mine,” I say, my voice trembling.

“I’m sorry, Marjit.”

He rubs his eye to catch an angry tear. “She escaped. They caught her. Told her she was a sinner. And she escaped again. Naked.”

He appears to vibrate with rage then looks down at the mysterious package at his feet.

“A monk from The Guild of Adam found and killed her.”

As he speaks, he pulls his sword from his scabbard, a wild look in his eyes. The sword catches the light and I see in that moment, the inscription. There is no conqueror but Allah.

Some faint insight jabs at me as Rutger’s face contorts into an expression of pure disgust. “Sin! How I despise that word! Has there been any word in our language more abused?” He waves that inscribed sword as if he wishes to eviscerate the next person who says the word ‘sin’.

“Fie! When people are filled daily with such terror of sin, that when everywhere they turn, they are told what they are doing is sinful, how can we possibly understand truth? How can we contemplate Heaven when the Church is so fixated on hell?”

A mad look in his eyes, Rutger raises his sword and brings it down on one of the ropes tying the bundle together.

When Abraham snorts and squeaks as if reacting to Rutger’s tirade, Rutger pauses to compose himself, his expression returning to its usual mixture of defiance and mirth.

“Speaking of sin, there will be even more howls of protest over this,” he says, his face now bearing a wry smile. Again he raises his sword to cut the final ropes. With three quick flicks, the ropes part and the burlap opens to reveal an angel-white bassinet complete with mattress and blankets.

“Yolente refused to give up the family bassinet so Pieter ordered a new one,” he says with a brightly subversive smile.

I glance at the van der Beeck crest embroidered on both the head of the bassinet and the top blanket, shaking from both relief and renewed trepidation. Yolente will want to kill me when she sees this. That’s if I’m not dead already.

“Thank you,” I say. A distant rumble of thunder replies, the room turns dark and I glance outside to see more black clouds gathering in the sky. A storm is on its way. I shudder and force my gaze back to the gleaming white bassinet.

You’re still not safe, my black dog reminds me. There’s still a man out in the world who will decide whether you live or die.

“What about The Master of Storms?” I say, my body still trembling, “The Ramecker’s father? I’ve been told he’s going to have the final say in my fate.”

“Pah! If I were you, I wouldn’t worry about him.”

“What do you mean?”

Outside, a horse whinnies. Rutger’s eyes slide to the door. “I hear he’s coming to see you and his grandson tomorrow.”

I open my mouth in shock, not knowing how to reply.

From somewhere near the stables, Arien calls. “Rutger! Your horse is saddled and ready!”

Rutger re-holsters his sword, steps towards me and kisses my hand.

“I must leave,” he says.

Don’t go! I want to say. Stay here and keep me safe with your inscribed sword and your hatred of sin.

“Where are you going?” I hear the desperation in my tone.

“To visit the Duke. And the royal court. Off though the rain and squalor to Brussels with Master Pieter to furnish more confessions.”

Then, he doffs his cap and pauses at the doorway, the hair on his pointed ears catching the light from the torch in the corridor.

“That kiss,” he says, “was from your master.” Then, with an all-knowing, mischievous wink, he departs, leaving me to face The Master of Storms all on my own.







CHAPTER 46 
THE MASTER OF STORMS ERUPTS

July 12th 1503

My legs weak with fear, I venture downstairs to face my guest – The Master of Storms.

Half-way down the staircase, I hear the front door open. My visitor has arrived. “Hello!” I hear his deep voice boom through the house, shaking the cobwebs I’ve been unable to reach in the rafters. I stop on the first landing. I know that voice. I drop down a few more steps. The visitor, The Master of Storms, strides to the middle of the hall and looks up at me. When I return his gaze, everything slams into place.

Our eyes lock and for a long moment we stare at each other, speechless. I hold on to the bannister to stop myself from toppling. As the truth dawns on me, a chill snakes along my back and the world suddenly sharpens. I take hold of meaningless, disconnected sounds and images that will stay in my mind forever – the open front door, the black shadow of the cat behind him slinking over the cobbles, the smell of the roast lamb and rosemary wafting from the kitchen, the sound of Hillekin on the back deck giggling at one of Arien’s jokes. Everything coalesces and freezes into a single, breathless moment.

To hold myself together, my gaze locks on the squares of the tiled floor behind him. I need something borne of reason to hold on to while my thoughts scatter.

“Yasmina?” he says, his voice so full of power a moment ago, now shaking. Something inside me unspools. My jaw cramps. I clench my fists. Yasmina was my mother’s name.

“My name is Marjit,” I reply. My voice comes out like a croak. That man called The Master of Storms blinks. Shakes his head. His eyes turn milky. “Soheila? Is that you?”

Hearing my Muslim name, my true name, makes my heart twist. My mind spirals back to that day in Vertientes when my family was murdered. I haven’t seen my father for eleven years. My eyes burn with tears. Where was he when Vertientes was destroyed by the soldiers of the Inquisition? Why didn’t he come for me?

Unable to move, I stare back at The Master of Storms, that man at the bottom of the stairs who is my father, feeling as if I’ve been punched in the gut. I never learned his full name. To the child I used to be, he was always Thomas the Traveler, my father. But it’s now clear his real name is Thomas Ramecker.

My next breath chokes in my throat. I turn away. This is too much to take in.

“Soheila!” he cries as I tear back up the stairs. “Soheila!”

On the third floor, I race back to the guest room, slam the door and turn the key. Shaking from the sense of unreality, the feeling that any moment, I might pass from this world into the next, I hear him clump up the stairs. My heart beating too fast, I take short, grasping breaths, wishing I knew none of this. Wishing I could turn back time or have the brain of a bird so none of this would matter.

As I hear my father clump to my door I glance at Abraham peacefully snoozing in new bassinet. I let the horrible implications dawn on me.

“Soheila! Open the door!” As my father roars and rattles the handle, I swallow back an urge to dry retch as my thoughts assemble. Yolente, that drunken pig-woman-shrew is my half-sister! Gerrit, my attacker and father of my child, my half-brother! My heart shrieks.

“Soheila!” My father kicks at the door, the hinges straining to break free.

“Soheila! Let me in!” The Earth moves as I hear an almighty thud followed a hellish crack. Abraham’s eyes spring open in surprise as the door wrenches from its hinges and crashes to the floor.

My father stands in front of me, his face as red as the devil. “I don’t appreciate having a door slammed in my face,” he growls.
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My father sits next to me on the trunk at the end of my bed. We’re both shaking.

I yield and let him take my hand. “I thought you had died,” my father says, his eyes searching my face in wonder. “After my wife Maria died of a liver disease, I travelled back to Vertientes to collect you, only to find a pile of rubble where your home used to be, your family and neighbours all long gone. I have spent forever thinking of you.”

He sits next to me on the edge of my bed, rubs my back to try and calm my trembling. Gripping Abraham who was rudely woken by the smashed door now lying on the floor, I heave in great gasps, a biblical flood of tears rolling down my cheeks.

“I didn’t know it was you at the convent. Soheila. It’s a miracle. God’s will.”

I manage a grim, teary smile, understanding right then why he is such a successful merchant. He is able to see the glory that lives deep in the heart of disaster.

His eyes bright with wonder, he takes my face in his hands. “You have your mother’s beautiful eyes.”

I drink in the sight of him, his great Adam’s apple that used to make me smile when it bobbed up and down when he talked, his long neck and large ears he shares with Wendelmoet and me. I swallow back another choking sob, understanding how seeing the face of his mistress, my dead mother in mine, fills him with both pain and exultation. I see how much he loved her. I see how much he loves me.

“Even worse than your death, I was tormented by the thought you had been kidnapped and sold as a concubine,” he adds, “because I knew you would be beautiful, like your mother.”

He draws a huge breath. “I searched for you, Soheila. Everywhere.” He shakes his head, looks down at his shoes. “I’m so sorry Soheila. I had no idea you were living at the Convent.” He speaks as if he’s fighting for breath. “I’m always travelling. And in my absence, without my guidance, my son has turned into a wastrel.”

At the mention of his son, he blows an enraged breath and shakes his head. I finally find my words. They are angry ones. “You were married to Maria Ramecker when you met my mother,” I say. “You turned your back on your marriage vows.”

My father nods, looks away as he tugs at his neatly clipped, grey-flecked beard. “Yes, I did. But I loved your mother.” He shakes his head and gazes out the window at the wisps of cloud that skim the sky. He shrugs. “What else can I say?” he says. “I have sinned.”

He looks at me and his eyes turn distant with memories. “Your mother opened my eyes to a new world of knowledge and beauty, Soheila.”

My bottom lips twitches, my insides undone all over again hearing him say my true name. He smiles, his eyes glazed as he looks into mine. “I have never felt such love.”

Then he shakes his head as if trying to free himself of that said love’s shackles. He breathes deeply and gazes out the window, his face returning to its stern composure.

He looks back at me with the shadow of a smile. “I see Pieter took my words to heart by bringing you to work at The Lord’s Embrace.”

“What do you mean?”

“I once said to him that the Arab world has much to teach us about humility and obedience to God.” His smile widens, his eyes twinkling the way I recall years ago when he told me some amusing story of his travels. “I suggested to him a Moor in The Lord’s Embrace might dispel some of the ignorance that plagues this household.”

Grimly, I shake my head. “I fear my presence has made everything worse.”

He slaps his hand on a thigh so generous it could easily feed a family of cannibals. “Bah! Whoever said enlightenment would be easy? Nothing worthwhile comes without effort!”

His gaze drifts to the cross above the guest bed. A cloud blots out the sun and the purple shadows under his eyes deepen. “Now more than ever the Christian Church needs to dilute its rituals and superstitions with the pure waters of reason. And God knows; we need this collision of worlds if we are ever to find peace in paradise.”

Then, he glances at Abraham stirring in my arms. His face softens and he reaches out his hands. “Let me inspect my grandson.”

With equal doses of trepidation and pride, I hand my son to my father.

Briskly, as if unpacking some bundle of exotic merchandise, he removes Abraham from his shawl. My son stares in wide-eyed surprise at his grandfather as he traces his hands, the size of bedside prayer books, over my son’s tiny hands and feet. “Five fingers. Five toes. Excellent. No webs between them.” He lifts Abraham’s singlet to inspect his belly, nods approvingly then undoes his nappy. “Nice big balls,” he says, “and an adequate cock.”

His eyes darken. “Let’s hope when he’s older he manages it better than his father.”

Then, he turns my son onto his tummy and peers between his buttocks. “And thank the good Lord, no tail.”

He gives me a wink. “All in splendid order,” he announces with a grin.

As he attempts to re-pack my son, Abraham, fully woken, grizzles and nuzzles against my father’s shirt. “Ah, I don’t have what he needs,” he says with a chuckle. “But hopefully, one day I will,” he adds as he hands me back the snaggle of clothes and baby.

As I take my son, we hear footsteps and voices in the hall. I’m taken by a surge of bitterness.

“Everyone in this household hates me because of Archdeacon Solin’s accusations. No one speaks to me anymore,” I say. “No one except Pieter and Rutger want to have anything to do with me.”

My father growls. “I will fix all that,” he says. “I will make sure my family gives you the respect you deserve.”

I’m shaking my head, my eyes still moist with tears, Abraham snuffling in my arms, when Trude appears in the doorway. She regards the broken door with a crooked smile, looks from her father to me and grins widely as if delighted at both the scene of chaos and my distress.

“Grandfather,” she says, with a little curtsey, “mother and the servants all wish to know if there is anything we can do to help.”

She gives me a haughty glare. “Also, they wish to know. When are you planning to hold the Moor’s execution?”

The Earth moves. My father’s face reddens and he balls his fists. He rises from his seat. “Execution? Execution? How dare you!” he yells. He gestures to me. “This young woman is my daughter!”

Trude’s face turns as white as her starched cap. Then she brings her hand to her mouth, utters a tiny gasp, turns and runs from the door wailing. For a fleeting moment I think how this terrible discovery has been worth the thrill of seeing her horrified face. My lips twitch into the faintest of smiles.

“Bring me your mother!” my father bellows. “At once!”

As Abraham latches onto my breast with the power of a tide, I think if any man can change the magnet of people’s hearts, it will be my father. And then, as I watch The Master of Storms surge from the room, I understand the source of my fiery temper.
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Enchanted, Gerda croons and cradles my baby in her bulbous arms. “He can’t be Master Gerrit’s,” she says as she admires red-haired Abraham who is unmistakably my half-brother’s son. “The Lord would not allow such a thing.”

Seeing the lie she is telling herself to make peace with this child, I bite my tongue and choose not to answer above the racket. Here in the kitchen, pots of soup and stew gurgle and belch above the fire and upstairs, Mertin the carpenter’s hammer bangs as he installs a new guest room door. In the great hall, the door left open, the thunder of a loud argument adds to the cacophony. “She has bewitched you! She is a sorceress!” screams Yolente to the percussion of upstairs hammering.

Trude howls. “Father! How can you possibly believe the words of a Moor?”

Thomas replies with a roar. “I’m proud of her! I’m going to pen the most magnificent birth announcement the city has ever seen! I’ll proclaim it in in the city marketplace to the sound of bells and trumpets! I will declare that at the moment of the child’s birth a sweet perfume filled the room and a rainbow appeared and threw its footprint over Mother and Child! Then, I will release butterflies and doves into the square!”

This pronouncement is followed by agonized wails from Yolente and Trude that shake ornaments from their perches and send vermin scuttling from their hideouts.

“But what about her trial?” Yolente demands.

“There will be no trial!”

Gerda chortles and fluffs Abraham’s red hair. “The more the mistress screams, the more Mertin the Carpenter bangs, the more peacefully this baby sleeps.”

Again my father bellows. “I will hear no more of this! The family tree will be re-drafted! You are to treat Soheila as a full and respected member of this household and if you do not, I will hear about it!”

“Her name isn’t Soheila! That’s a witch’s name!” shrieks Trude.

“Soheila means star! And it suits her!”

“The baby is a demon!” screeches Yolente. To which Abraham twitches in his sleep and loudly passes wind.

Gerda, flinching, quickly places Abraham in hands Hillekin’s eager hands.

Hillekin looks at Abraham with adoration and beams at me. “He’s perfect,” she declares.

I take comfort from her comment. Since learning of my true relationship to Gerrit, I’ve found myself watching Abraham for sickliness or odd behaviour. Will he, like Pir Ibrahim his Arab namesake, have some awful illness? Turn into a monster like his father? Or worse? Yet every time I look into his eyes hunting for maladies, all I see is God’s kingdom, the old and endless soul of his namesake and my bottomless love reflecting back at me.

“The baby is your blood relation!” bellows my father from the great hall.

“Tell me the story about your father again,” Hillekin says as she strokes Abraham’s cheek. 

I manage an indulgent smile. Thomas has already explained the situation to the servants, but now they want to hear it directly from the suddenly-gone-up-in-the-world horse’s mouth.

“The Master of Storms met my mother on his merchant travels and made her his mistress while he was still married to Maria – Gerrit and Yolente’s mother,” I say above the background orchestra of screams and crashes as things in the great hall are thrown. “He returned a few years later to find his mistress dead after giving birth to me and, heartbroken, still came back whenever he could to spend time with me. After his wife Maria died, he came to fetch me and bring me back to the Lowlands, but arrived instead to find Vertientes plundered by the Spanish Inquisition.”

I stop to clear my throat. This is the third time. My voice is turning rough from my story telling. “A merchant ransacking Vertientes for treasures found me hiding in an old urn.”

I shudder, recalling his cold grin as he looked at me, called me a little genie and told his companions in Spanish – not caring I understood – that he’d be able to sell me at the markets for a fine handful of silver.

“He took me away. On a long sea voyage. I’d never seen the sea, I’d never been on a ship and I had no idea where we were going.” The inside of my nose prickles as I recall the stench in the ship’s hull, the smell of terror and the miserable, unrelenting darkness. “There were other children there as well. African Moors. All being taken to the Lowlands to be sold as slaves.”

I shake my head, look down at the kitchen floor, which needs a sweep, torn between wanting to give my now-friendly audience what they want, and resisting those horrors I’ve pushed so firmly into the deepest recesses of my memory. “Of course I didn’t know all this at the time, because on the boat, everyone spoke in Dutch, a language I’d never heard before…” 

In the great hall, something crashes to the floor as Yolente shrieks. “This house has been cursed by that infidel and her devil child!”

I look up expecting glances that speak of fearful agreement with their mistress’s words, but now all I see are eyes hungry for gossip. I have never seen such scandalized pleasure. This story will feed them for months. I however, wish only to forget.

“By the time we arrived at Rotterdam, I was very ill. The merchant tried to sell me. He kept offering me for lower and lower prices, but I must have looked as if I had the plague, because no one wanted me.” Now I’ve had enough. The permanent bruise on my heart aches as I recall my misery and the confusion, the disgusted look on the merchant’s face as he hit me because I didn’t sell. “And of course you know the rest – how the merchant abandoned me at Saint Wilgefortis Convent.” I add.

“Saved from death by a powerful and wealthy father you thought had abandoned you,” sighs Hillekin, “it’s so romantic.”

Gerda, reassured, gives Abraham another indulgent grin as Hillekin reluctantly hands my son to silently smiling Marieke.

“He is my grandson!” my father once more bellows from the great hall.

“A baby boy for the Rameckers,” Gerda says as Abraham’s eyes spring open. “Finally.”

As Abraham serenely gazes at Marieke, I think how he seems to see past his admirers’ mortal casings, deep into the purest dwelling places of their souls.

“Mistress Yolente hates Hieronymus of Bosch’s altarpiece,” Gerda adds as she finally tears herself from the enchantment of Abraham and pulls a fish from the safe, “and is already speaking of selling it.”

“Oh,” I reply, not surprised, but feeling sad for Pieter.

“She can’t stand all those bare bodies in that middle panel,” adds Gerda as she beheads the fish. “She says they all look like they have been born without original sin, which is impossible. Gets upset every time she sees Solin in the hell panel.” Then, she looks at me and shakes her head as if recalling the pink robed Lord. Deftly, she slices the fish and pulls out its guts. “Ah that Hieronymus of Bosch is a mischief-maker!” she chuckles as she hurls fish guts into the slop bucket.

In the great hall, the fight appears to run out of steam but just then Frau Kikkert enters the scullery and looks at me, then Abraham as if we are both something resurrected from the depths of The Witches’ Stew.

Hillekin, not noticing Frau Kikkert’s arrival, admires Abraham. “Such wise blue eyes! Such tiny, perfect hands!” She looks at me and laughs. “I can’t see a single trace of original sin!”

Behind her, Frau Kikkert emits a sound that resembles a cross between a hacking cough and a growl. “Everything is born in sin,” she snorts, “and that…” she regards Abraham as if he’s a turd wrapped in a shawl, “is no exception.”

She turns and faces me, a terrible look in her eyes. “That baby will not grow to be a normal boy,” she says.

I step back from her, as if I’ve been stabbed by her prediction.

“My baby is perfect,” I shoot back.

“A mother’s eyes are always blind to her child’s evils,” she replies.







CHAPTER 47 
THE TONGUE’S DELICIOUS PROMISE

July 19th 1503

Pieter, still in his travel clothes, stands at my bedroom door and gazes into my eyes. “Soheila.” he says with the reverence of a prayer. Hearing him say my Muslim name, my true name, sends a blaze of joy through my belly.

“It means star,” I reply as he steps inside the guest room. The pine fragrance from the new door accompanies him and catches at the back of my throat. I swallow hard.

“Yes,” he looks at me thoughtfully, strokes his beard, “I know.”

He smiles softly. “It suits you.” His gaze drifts to my son and lingers, his eyes filled with thoughts. “He has grown since I saw him last.”

“Yes. He’s a healthy boy,” I say, unable to contain the shake in my voice. I can feel the revelation Abraham is my half-brother’s child sitting between us like a wedge.

Pieter looks at me as if sensing my shame. “A normal baby,” he adds, challenging my thoughts.

“Yes,” I manage to reply, the air between us still tight and expectant. He looks at me long and hard. My heart flutters and I drop my gaze to my son snugly tucked in his bassinet, his hair a devilish lick of flame against the pure white linens.

“Thank you for the beautiful bassinet,” I add, unable to bear this poised silence.

Pieter’s face relaxes into a smile. “My pleasure, Marjit. It’s the least I can do.” He walks to the window and gazes outside and down at the street, as if looking for something. When he turns his expression is, once more, unsettled. He looks back at Abraham. “After everything that has transpired, my wife suggested we turn Abraham over to a wet nurse.”

A seed of panic takes root under my ribs.

“Is that what you want?” Pieter quickly adds, seeing the alarm in my eyes.

“No!” My heart hardens. “Never,” I add. “Once my baby is weaned he can be taken from me.”

Pieter’s lips tighten. “True,” he says, tugging at his beard, “and if it isn’t what you want, then I won’t let it happen.”

“Thank you.”

Once more he falls into silence and gazes out the window at a cloudless sky as bright and clear as truth. For a moment I’m filled with the fear that, now he has heard the news of my parentage, he will no longer love me.

He turns back to me, his eyes sparking. “The wheels of justice are turning, Soheila. Yesterday, Archdeacon Solin was found hiding in abandoned windmill. He has been arrested.”

Hallelujah! In a flash of otherworldly insight, I see Archdeacon Solin hiding in that same windmill I sought refuge in on the night I was sent away from the Convent of Saint Wilgefortis. I see how, surrounded by men from The Brotherhood of Our Lady, he rises with dignity and without resistance. He still believes he is one of the righteous and that God is on his side.

I exhale a breath of nervous relief as Pieter’s eyes darken and he looks down at his boots, scuffed and mud-stained from his travels. “There is however, still much to do to calm the city. Many people still swear by Solin’s innocence.”

He shakes his head and regards the cross above the bed. His eyes, however, appear to drift to some place beyond.

“I’m not offering any excuses,” he begins. “As tyranny and abuse is, in all cases, inexcusable. I only seek to understand. To shed light on Solin’s afflictions and try to unravel the mystery behind his reign of terror.” He draws a breath. “You see, I knew Solin’s father…” When he bites his beautiful upper lip in thought an arrow of desire shoots through me. “I’ve never met a more fearsome tyrant,” my beloved continues. “He bullied his two other children to drink and death. Solin, however, did everything to please this father who beat him and told him he was no good. He grew into an ambitious man who sought to prove his father wrong all while another part of him sought to prove his father right.”

Pieter pauses and regards me, his eyes faintly haunted. “Such are the invisible battles we fight every day in our hearts.”

My eyes prickle. I love Pieter for delving into the complexities of the human spirit. I love him for trying to decipher the source of evil instead of simply blaming it on the devil. Then, I wonder if at this moment his heart is fighting its own invisible battles.

“Eventually, Solin, starved of his father’s love, became drunk with the deference of the masses and intoxicated by the adulation of the poor families, the widows and spinsters, the sorry souls who looked to him for guidance and saw him as their earthly connection to the divine…” Pieter speaks as though, as he hears his own words, he’s still seeking to understand. He shakes his head, his eyes tracing the bold patterns of the Turkish rug under his boots. “There are times when I feel deeply betrayed by my own faith,” he confesses.

He looks up and gives me a searching gaze. Right now, I could agree with him. I could tell him how in contrast to the Bible’s divinely inspired writings, the words of the Qu’ran were spoken directly by God to Muhammad. I could tell him this is why God gave the world the progressive revelations of His messengers, so hearts that strayed from the scriptures and words twisted in the mouths of tyrants could be brought back to God’s eternal truths. But I’m too overcome with adulation.

“Not all of us have been touched by the gift of love,” I say instead. Quickly, afraid my heart will incriminate itself I pull my eyes from his and glance at Abraham. Pieter’s gaze follows mine. “Indeed. God has given us the gift of new beginnings. And, as parents, we have a duty to rise above our own suffering and offer each new life a fresh start.” His eyes cloud over. “I have tried to teach my daughters to think for themselves and remain wary of doctrines that cause them discomfort. But it is a daily struggle…”

I can see by the faint twist of his lips he’s thinking of his belligerent wife. My half-sister. A shudder dribbles down my spine. Again, his eyes seem to drift to some place beyond. “The man of peace can be accused of weakness. But I do believe it takes greater strength to keep peace than wage war,” Pieter adds. He takes a step closer. I can smell him now. He smells of travel, of dust and sweat, all mingled with the lingering whiff of frankincense. I savor the pungent combination as if it’s the world’s sweetest perfume.

He regards my son and a torn look passes over his eyes. “And Abraham is a new hope.” 

My breath shallows, the air between us thickens with things unsaid. What invisible battle is he fighting right now? What does he truly want from me? He looks back at me, his eyes as hard as gemstones. “Soheila…” he murmurs. “It’s good see, after such a turbulent birth, that you’re recovering so well.”

My heartbeat surges and quickens as it dawns on me what he wants. And, as if speaking my real name, my Muslim name, once more has dissolved the final barrier between us, I step up to him and place a hand on his robe. In this moment, I feel copious and blessed, nature’s instructions imprinted on my being, my love pouring forth, as if my baby and this moment were always meant to be. I run my hand up Pieter’s chest, feeling the velvet, gritted with the dust of travel, yield between my fingers, the hard swell of his body resisting beneath. I feel his heart beat as if it lies in my own chest.

“You have helped my recovery,” I whisper. “You stood by me when others suspected me. I can never repay you.”

“Soheila,” he says his eyes soft as he runs his hand over my cheek, “it was nothing.”

I feel my cheeks burn under the fire of his touch and, as I gasp at his reciprocation, an urgency surges through me, a sense of something incomplete that must be resolved.

I gulp back breaths as if trying to contain the desire leaking from my body’s pores. Is this what he wants? Under my hand, I feel his heartbeat quicken in reply. My own heart joins his. It seems our twin heartbeats drum an exhortation – if we don’t accept the offering of this moment, the sun will refuse to rise and the moon forget to wax and wane. I run my hand across his chest. “Thank you, for everything you have done.”

He faintly nods as, with his other hand, he traces the contours of my waist and draws my body closer to his. His voice turns hoarse. “Soheila, I will always feel with you that I have never done enough.”

Trusting the whispers of my body’s language, I reach up and run my free hand through his hair. As fine as silk, it slides between my fingers and desire spills from the top of my skull to the tips of my toes. My skin comes alive as if I am rejoining something I long ago lost. He drops his hand to my arm and strokes my flesh, waking my insides, making me hunger for him with an overwhelming urgency.

“You have done more than any soul could wish for,” I reply as yearning threads through my veins and I gaze into his blue eyes filled with enchantments.

Again, he runs his hand upwards, over my shoulder and cups my face in his hand. I breathe in his musky man-scent as he trails his hand through my hair, then, ever so gently, pulls my body closer.

“Soheila,” he says again as if in my name he is catching a glimpse of our souls’ long journey, hearing in its tones the hymns of eternity. “You are a singular woman, not only beautiful, but in possession of courage and such a passion for justice, you make me ashamed of my own cowardice.”

I gasp for a moment. I make you feel ashamed? You?

Vigorously, I shake my head. “You are the one with courage. You opened your mind and heart to me when everyone else was filled with mistrust and suspicion. You are a man of boundless kindness, tolerance and compassion.”

I stroke my beloved’s beard. “You choose, rather than listening to the devil’s whispers, to hear with your soul. And, in doing so, you have found unity with the God inside us all.”

I see then what it is we recognise in other – the vital connection, the divine united thread. He seeks unity. And I seek justice. My mortal body is rocked by undulations of joy as I gaze into eyes deeper than the ocean and black with desire.

“Is there anything more beautiful than someone who listens with an open heart and mind?” I whisper, feeling the heat of his breath, drawing in the atoms of his being. Beside us, the sheets of muslin draped over the four poster bed riffle in a warm breeze.

He replies with a divine smile. “Is there anything more beautiful, Soheila, than you?” 

When our mouths finally meet, I feel my belonging to Allah speak through the petal soft touch of the universe of his lips. Engulfed in the warm press of his robes, my body bends into him as the lost swallow returns to the safety of its nest. My skin tingles, my bones soften; the invitation of ravishment a question that dips and weaves along the edges of our lips’ journey. For a moment, I no longer know who I am. A ball of desire expands in my stomach and a contraction of healing burns between my legs.

I feel his tongue press on my lips and I open my mouth to his explorations. Inside the cave of my mouth that roving traveler searches and probes, carrying a promise of even more sublime bodily pleasures. My own tongue replies in the same language, speaking with delicate caresses and tracings. He pushes harder. I make a promise back and push my tongue against his. I feel his answer deep in my belly as his tongue thrusts turn deep and more insistent. He pulls me closer. He traces a hand over the buttons on my bodice and cups my breast. I’m so overcome I have pull away to gasp for air. The room turns dim and spins.

We drink in each other’s eyes. “Soheila,” he breathlessly begins.

Our gazes locked in anticipation, the breath of existence pauses as if the knowledge of what is to come is imprinted on our souls.

Downstairs, the hound suddenly yelps. A second later, glass smashes followed by a thud as something hits the floor in the great hall.

Startled by the sudden assault on the peace, Abraham wakes with a jerk, releases a projectile vomit with such force that a gob of half-digested milk strikes the edge of his bassinet. The rest flies onwards, hits the window with an audible splat and dribbles down the diamonds of glass like the dropping of some monstrous bird.

On the floor below, Yolente shrieks. “PIETER! COME HERE AT ONCE!”

Abraham wails. Pieter’s body tenses and he pulls away. “I have to go.”

“I know,” I reply as he twines his fingers through mine, squeezing my hand as if hoping our bodily lock will stop time from turning.

More glass smashes, followed by a ghastly thud. A woman screams. Again, the hound barks.

“Burn the witch and her demon child!” a man outside in the street shouts.

“Aye! She’s the cause of the city’s ills!” another yells. “Send the Moor succubus back to the bowels of hell! Where she belongs!”

As Pieter steps away, his hand still grips mine. Another shriek from inside the house forces him to let go. “They’ve broken our windows!” Frau Kikkert cries.

“I’m sorry, Soheila,” he says as he lingers in the doorway, preparing to face the disaster unfolding below.

“So am I,” I reply, my heart aching with love, my eyes bleeding tears.







CHAPTER 48 
THE RIGHTEOUS PILLOW OF SUFFOCATION

July 29th 1503

I count the moments, the hours, perched on the arrow tip of desire, waiting for him to return.

But, alas, Pieter doesn’t come. It’s been ten days. Ten nights since our kiss. I am stuck, clutching to memory, reliving that moment, my heart frozen in time.

Downstairs, the glazier has finally arrived with the new glass to replace the boarded up windows in the great hall. As I sit feeding Abraham, through my open window, I can hear the glazier chatting with Gerda and Frau Kikkert.

“Thank the Lord they found the rascals!” Gerda says. “Smashing windows! What’s got into the youth of today?”

“The devil’s in them!” Frau Kikkert snaps. “Those Abbeys of Misrule need to be reminded of the Ten Commandments!”

A shriek of wood and bang of hammer replies. “Ah,” the glazier says, “a few days in the stocks will put those wastrels right.”

Gerda snorts. “Too much idle time on their hands if you ask me. Young louts should be put to work as soon as their voices start to squeak and their nether regions grow hairs. That way they’ll be too tired for stupidity and mischief.”

“Indeed,” Frau Kikkert says, sounding faintly hungry, “at those first carnal stirrings of the flesh, young men must learn restraint if they are to grow into Godly men.”

At that moment, Abraham’s mouth falls from my breast with a pop, a sated smile on his face, a look of peaceful defiance about him, as if he has no intention of growing into a Godly man.

Downstairs the hound breaks into an excited bark. I hear the clop of hooves, glance back out the window and see two men on horses outside the stables. My heart jerks and my grip around my baby tightens. It’s Gerrit. And Pieter. Both look flustered and grim.

“Do you wish to be placed in stocks along with you so-called friends?” I hear Pieter say to Gerrit. “Now you are a father, you have an example to set!”

“A father? Bollocks! There is no proof that child is mine!”

“If you saw that child you would know.”

“I have no desire to survey the countenance of a demon!” Gerrit snaps as he dismounts his horse, floundering as one of his feet snags in the stirrup. “The child is an imposter! This is the devil’s trickery!”

Pieter’s voice darkens. “The devil is tricking you now,” he says frostily as he tries to still his stamping, whickering horse. “Whispering to you and urging you to lie and turn from your responsibilities.”

“The devil is not tricking me!” Gerrit snaps. He glares at Pieter then throws his reigns at Arien before he turns and strides across the cobbles towards the front door of The Lord’s Embrace. Pieter, his face black with rage, flicks his reins and gallops off down Clarastraat. My heart sinks as he vanishes behind the huge plane tree at the street’s end.

A moment later, after the front door bangs shut, Yolente wails from her marriage chambers. “Will you stop that racket! I’m dying in here! I need some more of my tonic!”

“I’m on my way!” grumbles Gerrit from the hall. I hear him clump and jangle up the stairs.

Ah, I see. He’s come to deliver the tonic Herr Schoorel gives Yolente for her hysterical migraines. The migraines she’s been having daily since she learned I’m her half-sister.

Something thuds in her marriage chambers.

“Pull the curtains back! I can see a crack of light! It hurts my eyes!”

“But mistress, it’s so dark I can’t see where you are!” one of her ladies-in-waiting whines.

“I’m in my bed, you fool! Stricken! Because of that lying infidel who has insinuated her way not only into our home, but also into our family!”

Suddenly restless, I place sleeping Abraham in his basinet and pace the room.

Out the other window, the one that looks down into the garden, I can see the grasses sneaking between the plantings, new branches on the clipped hedges sticking outwards, rebelling against their forced symmetry. I gaze longingly outside, wishing to spend an uninterrupted few hours restoring order to the garden. But I’m stuck. Imprisoned by motherhood and rendered listless with longing by Pieter’s kiss.

I hear a swish in the hall and jump as someone knocks at the door. Hell. It’s Gerrit.

“Who is it?” my voice comes out thin and anxious.

“Rutger.”

My innards subside in relief and I quickly re-lace my bodice. “Come in.”

Rutger stands at the door smiling with another roped package beside him – this one taller and slimmer than the last.

“Another migraine for the mistress,” he says, his eyes twinkling as he drags it inside.

“Ah! Don’t spill it!” I hear Yolente shriek downstairs.

“Then let me open the curtains! I can’t bloody see a thing!” Shouts Gerrit.

“I can’t bear the light!”

Gerrit grumbles and I hear a glass clink.

“And what do you make of your newly discovered relatives?” Rutger says with a lop-sided smile.

“Charmed,” I reply as he draws his sword to slice open the package. Again, I regard the inscription on his sword.

“Where did you get your sword?”

“In the desert. From some Berbers.”

“Do you know what the inscription says?”

“There is no conqueror but Allah.” He pauses to admire the script, turns to me, winks and smiles. “Never truer words more beautifully written.” He says.

With three swift flicks, he slices through the ties and unwraps a chair with ornately carved legs and arms, its seat upholstered with gold curlicues and red roses, the van der Beeck crest set in gold into the head. “A nursing chair,” Rutger says as he pats the seat, “from your master.”

My heart lifts. He may have been unable to visit, but these past ten days, Pieter has been thinking of me.

“Oh, my head!” Yolente wails from downstairs. “The tonic has failed! There is only one way to stop this illness!”

My stomach ties into a knot as I listen to Yolente and regard the beautiful chair, uncomfortable, half-formed thoughts stirring at the back of my mind.

“Take a seat,” Rutger says, giving the upholstery a pat.

With faint unease, I sit in the chair. I feel awkwardly regal as I rest my hands on the arms.

“You look like the queen herself,” Rutger says with an approving smile.

“The Moor is a parasite!” Yolente yells. “Breeding under our very roof! Lying and casting spells! Making people blind and others invisible!”

I bite my lips and shake my head at her accusations.

“The woman is delirious,” Rutger says, giving me a sympathetic smile. His gaze drops to his hose and he suddenly frowns and snatches a tiny black dot off his thigh.

“A flea,” he says as he cracks it between his fingernails.

He regards the crushed corpse before flicking it out the window. “Vile creatures. But not the worst fiends in the kingdom of parasites,” he says.

My stomach squeezes, thinking of Yolente’s mention of Moor parasites. “What do you mean?”

“God’s best book,” he says. “His eternal book written in the language of nature.”

He winks at me. “Each plant contains a cure for some ill. Butterbur root for migraines…” With his eyes he gestures to the floor below with its wailing inmate. “And each disease and parasite is a symbol of our soul’s afflictions,” he says.

He looks out the window, his gaze drifting to some realm beyond the overcast gloom of the afternoon sky. “Many years ago, before I worked for the master, I traveled to a jungle where a peculiar fungus lives,” he begins. “This fungus preys on ants. And when it does so, the results are devastating.”

Rutger pauses to watch a bee buzz inside the open window. It circles the nursing chair before alighting on the window sill where a sudden breeze plucks it from its perch. I notice its legs are laden with pollen. In his bassinet, Abraham snorts in his sleep. Rutger smiles at the baby-sound and continues. “Once the fungus has afflicted the ant, it takes residence in its brain where it takes over its thoughts and drives the ant to climb. As the dying ant climbs and climbs the fungus spreads its spores through its body, until the ant, now no more than a mindless, fungus-filled vessel, perches on the edge of a branch and dies. Here, having reached its target, the fungal spores explode from the ant’s head, spreading to the forest below.”

“Ugh,” I manage, feeling faintly ill.

“And so, the whole cycle is renewed,” Rutger says sounding both disgusted and at the same time impressed with nature’s ingenuity.

He pauses, shakes his head and sighs. “Some people are like that ant when it comes to their religious beliefs. Rendered stupid by the parasite of doctrine.”

As Rutger speaks, Abraham squirms in his bassinet, offering a wordless commentary of snuffles, squeaks and growls.

“Unfortunately, just like that ant, the higher a man of fanatical faith climbs through his social hierarchy, the further he can spread his poison,” Rutger continues. “And Solin was stuck. Right the top of that ecclesiastical branch, his brain filled with nothing but the fungus of righteousness…”

A shout downstairs cuts short Rutger’s musings. “I came all this way to deliver your tonic and you don’t even have the grace to thank me!” Gerrit says to his sister.

“I’m ill!” his sister replies, “I can barely move! You should be thanking me for standing up for you against that infidel and her parasitic spawn upstairs!”

As Rutger draws his connections between fungal parasite and doctrine, and brother and sister squabble downstairs, I feel as if some spore of truth has finally insinuated itself into my brain. I suddenly, horribly force myself to face the real reason why Pieter won’t come to me.

I trace my hand over the chair’s undulating arm, inhaling the faint smell of beeswax. These gifts are all he has to give. Even though we have been ignited by desire’s fire, this can go no further. For bedding one another would further poison the air in The Lord’s Embrace and plunge this household into an even deeper level of hell. For a moment I’m racked with despair. Can I continue desiring him like this and remain sane? And if I can’t escape my desire, where do I go? Do I move to The Virgin’s Rest to live with my father and Gerrit, my half-brother and my rapist? I shudder at the thought. There is no safe and peaceful place for me. Wherever I go, I am doomed to endless torments. Only death can relieve me of my despair.
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Seven days pass. Seven days where I feel as desultory as a dying river. The broken sleep, the tiredness of new motherhood makes my waking hours groggy, my sleep fraught and dreamless. There are times when I feel asleep when I’m awake and awake when I’m asleep.

And still no visit from Pieter.

Restless in my confinement, I pace the room, now desperate to return to some semblance of my normal routine. I ache to return to the garden which is slowly returning to wilderness. This morning, I watch from my window as Frau Kikkert departs for the markets then glance back to Abraham peacefully asleep. Again, the wonder of him takes me by surprise. I understand in this moment how the greatest servitude of all is the love of a mother for her child. It is a love like a prison with an open door. A door the prisoner willingly slams shut.

My gaze drifts back outside to the pillow-white clouds resting against their silver-blue bed of sky. Outside, the day is enticingly balmy and still. I make my decision. I must escape my prison. I throw open the guest room window so I can hear Abraham if he cries and slip down the stairs.

Since my confinement the garden has turned into a mass of overgrown vegetables, weeds and dead blooms. I work as if I’m at war with chaos. I pull out the grasses and nettles that have sneaked between the plantings, clip the hedges back into neat squares and rectangles. I work until my body is damp with sweat, my heart soothed as I wrench out the weeds of my despair, my mind and eyes delighting at the sight of each patch of restored order.

I’ve just swept one of the garden paths and am bending down to gather the pile of dead leaves when I’m struck by an otherworldly unease. Quickly I stand. I step towards the guest room window and look upwards just in time to see a flicker of movement slide behind the window, I release a gasp. I drop the broom, hitch up my skirts and run. Who is up there, without my permission, inspecting my baby?

I tear up the stairs, pushing past two of Yolente’s ladies-in-waiting. They huff as I pass. “Now that Moor’s found out who her father is, she thinks she can push us around like some mistress of the house,” I hear one of them snap.

When I get to my room, Trude is there, standing over Abraham’s basinet, a pillow in her hands. With the cry of a raging animal, I throw myself forward, wrench the pillow from her grasp, push her against the wall and slap her face. Hard. Then my heart mad in my chest, I dive back to the basinet and pick up Abraham, who’s been woken by my scream. I turn to Trude, my body shaking with rage.

“If I ever catch you near Abraham again, I’ll kill you,” I say.

Trude’s eyes ice over. Still rubbing her cheek, she looks at the wriggling bundle in my arms. “That baby is an abomination,” she hisses. “He should not be alive!”

My insides thrash as I realise what this means. While she is around, I can never, not even for a minute, leave my son alone. I fight back an urge to grab her pale neck and strangle her until her pouting lips turn blue. She’s lucky right now my hands are full of baby.

“Your father and grandfather will both hear about this,” I say my through my teeth.

When she gives me a smirk of defiance, I place Abraham, who’s watching us in silent, wide-eyed surprise, gently back in his basinet. “I have faith in Jesus!” Trude says. “My father and grandfather may have been bewitched but God and goodness will prevail!”

My hands still shaking, I turn back to Trude. “Indeed! Allah will prevail!” I clench my teeth.

“And Muhammad is Jesus reborn!” I add before I can stop myself.

“Harrumph!” Trude gives me an outraged glare and crosses herself. “My mother has always been right. You are a sorceress and an infidel!”

“Get out,” I say, still trying to contain my fury. When Trude stays put and narrows her eyes at me, I pick up the pillow she used to try and suffocate my son. Then, with all the power I have, I strike her with it so hard it splits and feathers fly everywhere.

As she scoffs then flounces away down the stairs, I hear her speak to someone, possibly one or all of the ladies-in-waiting, who have been listening in the hall. “She will never be part of this family,” Trude says. “She and that baby should have died!”

My whole body clenches. Just then, Rutger appears on the second floor landing his eyes wide with alarm. He looks at the feathers scattered over the floor. “What just happened?” 

“Trude tried to kill my son,” I reply, my voice shaking.







CHAPTER 49 
THE DINNER OF INDIGNATION AND DESIRE

August 9th 1503

Rutger stands at my door with a book in his hands and nods at my son. “I’ve got time to keep an eye on him if you want to return to the garden.”

Since Trude tried to kill Abraham, Pieter has ordered that he is never left unattended. But even this incident isn’t enough for him to come and see me. I know Trude denies everything – I’ve heard the yelling. I am now, in addition to being a demon-bearing succubus, a destroyer of pillows and terrible teller of tales.

“Thank you.” I give Rutger a grateful smile. “I’m longing to get outside.” I glance at Abraham, swaddled and serene in his bassinet. “He’s just been fed. He should sleep like an angel for a few hours.”

My heart lifts as I prepare for my escape. The garden soothes me, helps me transcend the torture of my desire for Pieter, returns me to my equilibrium and helps me accept that what happened between us can go no further.

“Go then,” Rutger says as he settles into the nursing chair and opens his book – a freshly printed edition of the epic love poem Roman de la Rose.

“One other thing,” he says just before I sweep out the door. “A message from your father. He’s coming to dinner tonight at The Lord’s Embrace. He insists you attend. He says he won’t accept no as an answer.”

My heart sinks. Since the revelation of my true relationship with the Rameckers, I’ve insisted on still eating with the servants or alone in my room. I cannot eat at a table so addled with hate. And then there is Pieter. Add desire into the mix and I think my belly would too overwrought to receive even the daintiest of morsels.

“Damn,” I mutter under my breath. I feel as if my father has asked me to pluck the moon from the sky and carry it half way across the Earth. But since this is the first time he’s asked anything of me since he returned, I know I can’t refuse. “I’ll be there,” I say, unable to disguise my blooming anxiety.

That evening, I squeeze into the silver-and-green dress embroidered with butterflies my father, insisting my wardrobe consist of more than just servant’s garb, had delivered to me a few days ago. Almost back to my pre-birth size, the upper part of the dress fits me like a second skin, the tightly pleated skirt falling to the floor in a shimmering river of green brocade. When I regard my now vast breasts immodestly swelling from the low neck like dough rising over the edge of bowl, I think of Muslim abayas – those black shrouds that cover a woman’s body to protect her modesty – and in a moment of sorrow and clarity, see how far I have strayed from Islam.

Slowly I brush my hair, trying to delay the moment I must step downstairs into that impending maelstrom of misery my father calls dinner with the family.

“You look magnificent, Soheila,” says Rutger, who’s arrived to guard Abraham while I eat. “A feast for the master’s eyes,” he adds with a wink before settling back into the nursing chair with his book.

“Thank you,” I say, lowering my eyes before he glimpses my secrets.

“Soheila! Where are you?” My father bellows from below. Roughly, I plait the front strands of my hair into a tail behind my head. With a departing sigh, I give my baby a kiss and step into a hall thick with fragrances of roasted lamb and rosemary. My belly rumbles and I’m suddenly as hungry as sin.

Downstairs, when I step into the dining room, everyone turns to stare. The entire family is there. My belly tightens. When I see Pieter at one end of the table, the glance we exchange speaks a thousand words. My heart heaves and my breasts follow. I tear my gaze from his to see my father sitting at the other end of the table. But when I glance at the guest between Yolente and Trude, I gasp in shock. Oh, hell. It’s Gerrit. Quickly, he flicks his eyes from me and looks down, suddenly fascinated by his napkin holder.

“Soheila! You look beautiful!” squeals Wendelmoet, “like a goddess!”

Feeling more like a cross between a harlot and a virgin offered for sacrifice, I manage to give her an uncomfortable smile then glare at my father, wondering how he could be so callous. My father gives me a curt nod. Surely, he can’t expect Gerrit and me to be civil to one another.

I turn to glance back at Pieter and see a look in his eyes magnetic enough to drag me bodily across the table straight into his lap. In possession of a bottomless hunger that has nothing to do with dinner, I’m taken by the dream I had months ago, where he took me on top of the dinner table. Then, I’m recalling our kiss and heated union of tongues. I feel my lips swell and unbidden, my tongue traces over my faintly parted mouth. As we hold one another’s gaze, I see a miniscule shift in Pieter’s demeanor and in my heightened state, glimpse his nostrils flare with desire. My skin on fire, my breath shallow, I lower my eyes, my legs suddenly weak and my heart a wild bird trapped under my breast.

“Sit down, Soheila,” says my father firmly, “we’ve been waiting for you.”

After I have reluctantly taken a seat opposite Gerrit between my father and Wendelmoet, my father says a swift prayer of thankfulness. I’m so shaken and furious, I refuse to say ’Amen.’ I’m not thankful at all. This dinner will be torture. The air in this dining room is as tight as a drum and as prickly as a thistle.

Again, Pieter catches my gaze. The fuse of our desire lit, it smolders across the table.

Why haven’t you come to me? I say with my eyes.

I’m sorry, his gaze replies.

My father clears his throat. “I have called you together for this meal to discuss a few pressing matters,” he says stabbing a fork into the steaming roast lamb.

First, he looks at Trude, his brow furrowed, carving knife raised. “It concerns your visit to Abraham the other day,” he says.

Around the table, a few bewildered faces twist. It seems, apart from Thomas and Pieter, no one else has heard how she tried to kill him.

“If anything happens to Abraham,” continues my father, “I will hold you personally responsible.” He slices a slab of pink flesh off the roast lamb and glares once more at Trude. “And then I will withdraw your dowry.”

When Yolente gasps and Trude releases a tiny cry my father – his face a brewing storm – narrows his eyes at his granddaughter. “Instead, you will join a convent.”

Trude pales. “But I’m training to be a lady-in-waiting to royalty! Mother promised I would one day serve the queen! I will die if I have to join a convent!” Pleadingly, she glances across at Pieter, who gives her a grim, resigned nod.

“A baby-killer as lady-in-waiting to the queen?” bellows my father. “Right now, you’re not even fit to wipe between her royal buttocks!”

As Trude’s eyes fill with riotous indignation, Odette, who seems to have lost her mind even more since Thomas’s arrival, shakes her head “Disgraceful,” she says, “I’m surrounded by even more peasants from hell.” She punctuates this with a noisy sip of her cabbage soup.

Trude twists her lips and stares firmly back at her grandfather. “But that baby is an abomination,” she says.

“Trude.” Pieter puts down his soup spoon and gives his daughter a preternaturally calm yet severe look. “God chose to give Abraham life. And you have no right to take such divine matters into your own hands.”

Trude sneaks a look at her mother as if hunting for solidarity. Yolente, her face tight, her lips sealed, gives her daughter a faint nod then stares at our father, her eyes the colour of storm clouds. “The devil gave the abomination life!” Trude shouts.

Right then, my father slams his goblet onto the table. The tips of his ears and his face turn as red as the platter of radishes next to the roast lamb. “The only abominations in this household are the attitudes of some of its inhabitants!” he says with a spray of ale. After he’s glared at Yolente, Gerrit and Trude, he picks up the knife and fork sticking out of the lamb and furiously resumes carving.

Wendelmoet purses her lips. “But surely if Abraham catches the plague, Trude can’t be blamed for that.” Then she looks at the lamb, twisting her face, clearly horrified at seeing a creature that once had four legs at the van der Beeck dining table.

“If Abraham catches the plague, then it shall be God’s Will,” says my father. He slides Trude another glance. “In which case, there will still be no dowry.”

Trude’s lips quiver and, after throwing a hateful glance in my direction, she glowers at her soup. “This isn’t fair,” she says, sounding as if she’s about to cry.

“Since when has life been fair?” my father shouts, slamming his palm on the table.

Trude points at me, a wild look in her eyes. “She’s lying,” she cries, “I wasn’t trying to kill Abraham. I was just looking at him!”

Behind me, I hear Marieke, waiting to take the dirty plates back to the scullery, gasp. Across the table, even Gerrit flinches.

“Trude!” cries Wendelmoet. “How could you? He’s just an innocent baby! And he’s your nephew!”

My father shakes his head, sighs heavily and looks sorrowfully at Trude. “Yet still you insist the child is an abomination.” he says coldly.

Again, I glance at Pieter. Surely someone else can feel the heat between us. The air positively smolders as I regard my forbidden Christian fruit. He looks back at me for a moment, his gaze black with our secret love. His hair, reflecting the glow of the torch behind his head, shines with such force it seems to possess its very own nimbus. Then, his eyes filled with regrets, he looks back at his daughter. “Trude,” he says, “you are to never enter the guest room. Even when Soheila and Abraham are absent.” He speaks calmly but his words are on fire with threats.

When Trude bursts into tears and rises to leave the table, Yolente throws me a hateful, accusing stare.

“If you wish for an opportunity to practice all those courtly manners you’ve been learning, then I suggest you do everything you can to keep Abraham safe and healthy!” my father shouts she rushes from the room.

Upstairs, Abraham breaks into a wail. I ache to go to him, my breasts swollen like overripe melons about to burst, the sound of his crying making milk leak through my bodice. But when I rise to leave, my father gives me a stern gaze. I try to tell him with my eyes that Trude, mad with rage, is on the loose in the house.

“I haven’t finished!” he shouts, the force of his voice pushing me back into my seat.

I flick a glance at Gerrit, who’s staring at my engorged breasts with what appears to be both disgust and fascination. When he looks up and I catch his gaze, he flinches like a pickpocket caught red-handed. I swear right then, I would like to push him off his chair.

“You,” my father says, glaring at Gerrit, “my only son.”

One side of Gerrit’s mouth twitches upwards, as if he can’t decide whether to grimace or smile. On and on, my son wails. My breasts ache.

“I thought I had raised my children to be honorable, decent and honest, but clearly I have been mistaken.” My father glances at Yolente who’s still smoldering next to Trude’s empty chair then gestures for everyone to begin eating. Upstairs, when Abraham suddenly stops wailing, I squirm, wondering what has happened.

“Your disgraceful conduct has changed the course of Soheila’s fate,” my father says to Gerrit. “So it is only fair she gets to change the course of yours.”

Around the table, forks and spoons freeze, half-raised to lips.

“What?” Yolente’s bottom leaves her chair. “You would let that sorceress decide the fate of your only son?” Her voice cracks as it rises. “Have you finally succumbed to the forces of darkness?”

My father’s hair seems to stiffen on his skull. “No! I have finally seen the light! And now I can see, I don’t like the view one bit!”

Pieter clears his throat. “Yolente,” he says gently. “Please, let your father have his say. We have agreed to abide by his decisions.”

With a snort and another aggrieved look directed my way, she slumps back into her chair.

All eyes turn to me. While my heart lurches, my mind spins. More than anything right now, I want to go to my child. But I can’t turn away from this chance for justice. I understand now, this is why my father has called me here. I breathe deeply. Gerrit stares at me, his lips tight, his eyes flames of fury.

I lower my gaze towards the loaf of bread on the table. “I wish Gerrit to join a monastery,” I say, my voice shaking.

Out of the corner of my eye I see a half smile grow on Gerrit’s lips. Unlike a woman joining a convent, once he is a monk, he can still fornicate, drink and carouse to his heart’s content. My insides harden. “But not just any monastery,” I add. And when I mention Klooster Saint Gerlach, a lonely monastery deep in the countryside known for its pious, hardworking monks, Gerrit slams his hands on the table.

“Fie!” he says, turning to his father, “How can you let that Moor shrew decide my fate? What’s more, a Moor whose brain has shrunk after giving birth!”

With that, my father hurls his goblet at his son. We all flinch as it misses and smashes against a ceramic bowl on the sideboard behind Pieter, sending apples tumbling to the floor.

“Soheila is my daughter!” my father shouts. “Even after giving birth, her brain is ten times the size of yours!”

With unearthly calm, Pieter rises to pick up the goblet, the apples and pieces of smashed ceramic. Meanwhile, Gerrit jumps up, knocking his chair over. For a second his eyes flick from the pink slices of lamb to his father as if he’s thinking if he leaves the table now, it’ll be the end of his dinner.

He leans over, grabs some slices of lamb off the platter, stuffs some in his mouth and a few in his pocket then pushes his chair back so hard it tumbles to the floor.

“I don’t have to put up with any of this shit!” he says through the lamb. With that, he strides from the room.

I take a shuddering breath. God help me I think, that impudent slob is the father of my child.

As swift as a bolt of lightning, my father is up and after his son. “Yes you do!” he bellows. “If you don’t you will be disinherited!”

I look across at Yolente, the daggers in her eyes all pointing at me. Given this entire drama is my fault, I can imagine the curses she’s sending my way. But I’m glad right then that fearsome man yelling in the hall is on my side. I wouldn’t want to cross him, or be a trader who diddled him.

Apples and broken ceramic neatly placed on the sideboard, Pieter resumes his seat and gestures to the half-carved lamb. “Wendelmoet,” he says, “please, pass me the lamb.”

Looking beautiful and unruffled, he gestures at the vegetable platters. “Begin. Back to dinner. Leave this to father and son,” he commands.

Out in the hall, father and son continue to shout. When I look towards the door to the kitchen, I catch a flash of skirt hem and know the servants, too terrified to enter the room, are all listening as well. But they have no need to press their ears to walls or doors. This argument will be heard then talked about up and down Clarastraat.

“You were bewitched by a Moor sorceress!” shouts Gerrit. “Her people have mastered the dark arts! You inflicted that bastard daughter of yours on my sister’s home! I’m your own flesh and blood! Yet you favor that infidel scum with witchcraft in her blood over your only son!”

Calmly Pieter carves the lamb. Then, with utter composure, he puts down his carving knife. “Soheila,” he says, reaching out to me, “please pass me your plate.”

Awkwardly, I look at him, then his wife, who’s giving her husband a glare that says: ‘divorce.’ I pass my plate.

“Do you think I made all my money by being a gullible fool?” roars my father. “I make the choices around here! Soheila is a legitimate heir to this family fortune! And so is her child! Twice over!”

My heart sinks when I hear him say that. Now, my son and I are in even more danger than before. As my plate passes Yolente, she looks as though she’d like to spit on it.

“You broke your vows to my mother!” shouts Gerrit. “At least I never lied to any of the women I’ve been with!”

“I always honoured my obligations to the women I cared about!”

“That sorceress you met in Andalusia when you were still married to my mother bewitched you! Bore your demon daughter!” yells Gerrit.

Back in the dining room, Pieter, pauses from filling my plate with lamb and gives a bemused smile. “If every woman who surprised a man by bearing his unwanted child was accused of bewitchment, the world would be full of demons.”

Again, I catch Pieter’s eye. I ache in that moment to return to the garden of his embrace, taste the nectar of his lips. I tear my gaze away and down into the dull green of my cabbage soup, forcing myself to take a sip.

Out of the corner of my eye I see Yolente staring stone-faced into a void as she picks up her goblet and takes a huge gulp of wine. Then, another.

In the hall, the argument continues. Now my father speaks in a lower voice.

“Deeply disappointed…” he growls.

“But the Bible says…” wheedles Gerrit.

Again, my father raises his voice. “Pah! The Bible says! I will not listen to you twist the words of the Holy Book to justify your debauchery!”

For a second, there’s a pause in their shouting and Rutger, Titan padding behind him, arrives with Abraham sleeping peacefully in his arms.

“I thought you might fret,” he says, “but I’ll hold him if you wish, while you eat.”

“Thank you.” I give Rutger a relieved smile as he leans towards me, a twinkle in his eye. 

“You know,” he whispers, “when I was born my father forced my mother to put me out in the street and leave me to die.” He gives me a wink. “Because I was an abomination.”

He looks at me and Abraham with such tenderness, my bottom lip quakes as I think of how I mistrusted this kind soul when I first met him.

We all jump at once as we hear the suit of armour in the hall clang to the floor. “I expect you to pack and leave for the Monastery tomorrow!” yells my father. “And you will remain there as long as you continue to be irresponsible and deny what’s right in front of you!” 

There’s an ominous pause outside, and in that moment Pieter and I catch one another’s eyes.

“Pah!” says Gerrit. “I do see what’s right in front of me! How do you really know that child is mine?”

It seems at that moment, everyone at the table stops breathing. “How do you know it’s not your son-in-law’s? I’ve seen the way he looks at the Moor!”

Pieter’s head jerks as if he’s been slapped. My breath wedges in my throat. Yolente regards her husband with a look that says not only divorce but immolation and a bit of evisceration thrown in for good measure.

“Fie!” says Odette. “There’s more rutting in this household than in a barnyard in spring!” 

“Only the weak blame others! You are evading your responsibilities!” my father shouts as Pieter shakily prods at the now shredded lamb.

A few seconds later, after more foul language from Gerrit, including the words “Swiving Moor-lover!” the front door slams.

When my father returns to the dining room, his face is puffed and red, his hair wild as if he’s just removed his helmet after a joust.

“I hope Gerda has bought plenty of ginger from the markets, because we’re all going to have upset stomachs after this meal,” he says gruffly.

“I think we should say another prayer,” Wendelmoet suggests looking around at all the grim faces. Heads eagerly bow at her suggestion.

Lord, let the light of your glory shine upon us,

And lead us through the darkness of this world… Wendelmoet recites as I drop my gaze to my heaving bosom. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Pieter is looking at me. I turn from Wendelmoet’s prayer and whisper my own. Allah! God of All Gods. Why are you tormenting me like this?

It’s Buddha who answers. Soheila, the cause of all suffering is desire.







CHAPTER 50 
THE EXECUTION OF JUSTICE

August 25th 1503

“A very moving affair,” Gerda sobs as she blows her nose loudly on a tea towel. “You should have been there Soheila. It was quite an event.”

This morning, Solin, the mayor and three other city officials were sent to the guillotine for their part in the city’s corruptions. Although anticipation of the public execution has been building for weeks, given some citizens still believe Solin’s innocence, my father advised I stay home. I didn’t want to attend anyway. I had no desire for my first outing with my baby to be a trip to an execution.

“Half the city turned up,” Gerda adds as she drags a dead duck out of the safe.

“Was Master Pieter there?” I ask as I watch Gerda prepare to pluck that unfortunate duck. I haven’t seen Pieter since that fraught family dinner. I’m hungry for a glimpse of him. Now fully healed from my child’s birth I’m boiling in an agony of longing. I don’t care about Solin. I want resolution with Pieter. Only then, can I be at peace.

“No. Master Pieter was too busy working with The Brotherhood of Our Lady. After the executions, they put on a special mass and gave out free food to the poor.”

I sigh as I rock the bassinet set up on the deck so Abraham can take in some late summer sun. My gaze lingers on my sleeping son. He’s lost his newborn frailty and is now as chubby as a cherub.

“Archdeacon Solin looked magnificent as he went to his death!” Gerda adds as I pull a few stray weeds from the herb pots on the deck. “He looked so calm and noble!”

Right then as if I’m one of the crowd the scene arrives in my mind’s eye. I’m standing in front of Archdeacon Solin, his face grim, white and clammy as he regards the men, women and children who once looked up to him in reverence. I feel a black stab in my heart as he catches my gaze. I see no remorse. Only righteous indignation. This isn’t over. It has only just begun. For I am but one of many, his look says.

He’s still staring at me as he kneels to take the blade. I feel his words in my heart. I will find you again in death.

I feel the harsh scrape of the blade as it races down its wooden shaft and severs his neck.

“His head landed on a beautiful gold silk cushion decorated with green fleur-de-lis,” Gerda says as I turn to see the kitchen bench piled with duck feathers.

In my visionary embellishment I see his severed head jerk and land on the cushion with its gold and green fleur-de-lis. “After he’d lost his head, his body went into spasms…” Gerda says as I pull a small sack off a hook and start gathering up the plucked duck feathers. “Some people swear they saw him stand up.”

A chill creeps up my spine as my vision is inspired by Gerda’s words. I see Solin’s headless body rise from the guillotine. Like a beheaded chicken, it stumbles and takes three steps forwards. Then as if delivering the onlookers a blessing his arms rise towards the Heavens, startling the crows perched on top of the guillotine. Ragged-winged, they rise like a scream into the overcast sky as Solin’s body finally accepts death and collapses on the edge of the scaffold.

“His eyes never closed!” Gerda continues. “Those staring eyes. Oh, it was terrible!” Feathers fly as she exuberantly plucks the duck, her eyes sparkling from the excitement of recalling the execution. In my mind, I see Solin’s severed head jerk on its cushion. His eyes blink. He grins, his teeth covered in blood. Then, like one of Hieronymus of Bosch’s horror sketches, Solin’s bloodied ears grow into black wings and begin to beat like those of a bird struggling to take flight. His head jerks then, leathery wings flapping like a bat’s, it rises from the pillow and hovers above the market square. He opens his mouth and a cloud of red spores issue forth and spray over the crowd.

“Death can’t stop me!” he roars.

I shake as I ram the duck feathers into the sack until it bulges like a doll’s pillow. My vision sharpens. As if in possession of some conscious will, Solin’s blood-hued spores wend through the crowd. Men and women, babies and children draw that vaporous onslaught into their bodies, absorb it through their skin, inhale it through their mouths and nostrils, through tears and open wounds. Then their gazes turned inwards, away from the day’s watery light, towards their guardians of darkness. They look towards the holy men standing among them – the holy men who speak only of their wrongs. The holy men who represent the great pyramid of Christianity with its pinnacle of Pope, its base of the pious and fearful holding up their church all while they are crushed under the weight of its greed and lust for power. I see the exorcist from Klooster Janarius among them standing alive and well with his head still on his shoulders. He gives me a smile that seems to say: you will never stop this. We are too powerful. The monarchy is on our side.

In my vision, I regard the chain-mailed guards that stand by the stairs that lead to the guillotine. Even the toughest armour is no match for this spread of evil.

“May the Lord have mercy on his soul!” Gerda wails in the real world.

My body may be in The Lord’s Embrace but now my mind is fully in the market square. I see the crowd, poisoned and stunned into silence by Archdeacon Solin’s resurrection, follow the holy men’s gazes back to the sky where they watch Solin’s head soar and dip against yellow-hued clouds.

In the real world, a church bell peals and Gerda crosses herself. Still in the grip of my vision I see Archdeacon Solin’s head shrink into the distance until it resembles nothing more than a bloated bird. I think of our prophet Muhammad’s warning. If I were to describe the true nature of the enemy within the human soul, even the bravest of men would lose hope.

Again, Gerda’s voice jerks me back to reality. “And the mayor! It was so sad!” She sniffles and dabs her eyes, “How his wife and little ones wailed when he lost his head!”

Again, I’m back in the market square standing next to a weeping little boy. “Daddy!” he cries as the mayor gives his son a farewell kiss, “I will see you again in Heaven!”

Eyes filled with tears, the mayor waves one last time at his family as he steps onto the scaffold.

You deprived a family of a father, my black dog says.

All eyes in the market square turn towards me. I see their thoughts. They regard this as my doing. As far as they are concerned, I’m the guilty one. Guilty of speaking the truth.

“He wept and begged for mercy as he knelt over the guillotine!” adds Gerda as she wedges the plucked duck into a pan and dresses it with slices of onion and lemon.

As I listen to Gerda I begin to tremble. For the love of Allah! What is happening to me? I should be overjoyed at the mayor’s and Archdeacon Solin’s execution! Instead, I’m assailed by damning visions, guilt-ridden, crushed, and besieged by a feeling of utter futility.

I hear the front door of The Lord’s Embrace open and gaze into the hall’s darkness. My legs weaken as beyond the tangs of lemon and onion, I catch a whiff of Pieter’s frankincense. I want him so much then, it hurts. I want to be lost in him. I want to surrender my body to his and lose my head in his arms.

It comes to me then – the dreadful understanding of that all-consuming hunger – that desperate desire for bodily union in the midst of a world riven by spiritual divisions. Those executed men had fallen so far and so fully from the divine, the only place they thought union with God was possible was through the body. And for a terrible moment, I understand their wants. For I am no different.

And if you let Pieter take you, you will deprive another family of a father, my black dog reminds me.

In despair, I step outside, past my sleeping son and into the garden. Here among the patterns of veins on leaves, the tightly closed buds of roses and the clipped rows of hedges is the only place I can see Heaven. For hell lives in the perfidy of man. In a desperate moment of clarity, I realise right then if I wish to stay close to Pieter, I have only two terrible choices. Resistance. Or death.







CHAPTER 51 
FOUR SEASONS OF DESIRE

September 4th – 7th 1503

Early September turns warm and sticky with endless days of rain. Weeds grow as fast as I can pull them. Pieter vanishes on another journey. Determined to continue in the household as if nothing has changed, determined to conquer the fires of my desire, I feverishly tend to the garden, wash the dishes and insist I am still a servant. If not of the household, then of the Lord. But still I remain in more ways than one, a creature in limbo.

A looming anxiety grows inside me, a feeling I must be everywhere at once, just in case something happens while I’m not paying attention.

This afternoon, I’m in the great hall feeding Abraham when Yolente passes the open doors. She strides into the great hall, snatches the cushion I’m leaning on. “I won’t have your filthy Moor milk leaking all over my best cushions,” she snarls.

Trying to listen to my peaceful Sufi self, I adjust Abraham and pretend the missing cushion doesn’t bother me. But when she yanks away the one from behind my back as well, I give her a daggered stare.

“I will inform my father of this,” I say as calmly as I can.

Yolente grips the cushions, her knuckles white, cheeks red, her eyes filled with blue flames. “He is not your father. He will never be your father in the eyes of Our Lord. You are a bastard infidel not fit to even shit in our cesspit!”

I look away, trying so very hard to ignore the impossible.

Yolente’s bosom swells. “Your whore of a mother bewitched my father and stole his seed. You are nothing more than a pimple on Satan’s cock!”

I try to remain calm. I really do. Too much rage will sour my milk. Besides, she smells of ale. She’s drunk. When I refuse to react, her nostrils flare.

“How many demons’ cocks have you sucked with those lecher’s lips?”

My jaw cramps and suddenly, my tongue goes wild. “No as many as you’ve had up your hairy arse!” (thanks again to Sister Jute for enriching my Dutch vocabulary).

You are feeding hatred, whispers my soul, you are messing with an addled drunk. This will only end in violence.

Yolente steps forward, her fist clenched. “You canker-boned daughter of a succubus!”

Abraham snorts, his fist tugging my hair, his eyelids fluttering as he suckles. Stay peaceful for the sake of your baby.

But of course, I can’t. I am after all, my father’s daughter. I look towards Pieter’s chambers, wishing he were here to put a stop to this. “No wonder Pieter is away so much,” I mutter under my breath.

That drunken, irritating blob – my half-sister – stiffens. “What did you just say?”

She steps closer, grabs a chunk of my hair and yanks it so hard I yell. Abraham pulls from my breast. Enraged, he bellows. The rest of my composure vanishes. I lean forward, open my mouth and bite Yolente’s hand.

She screams, releases my hair and slaps me across the top of my head. Then, before she can bite me back, I take my squalling baby and run from the great hall. She runs after me. She may be drunk but she’s still fast. She reaches me and whacks me so hard over the back it drives the breath from my lungs. “Blood-sucking, bollocky slut!” she screeches.

An infuriated sob rising in my throat, I tear back up the stairs and slam the door of the guest room so hard, the cross above the bed falls from its perch and lands with a thud on my pillow. She knows! my black dog barks, she knows you love her husband!
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Herr Schoorel, the physician, arrives that afternoon to call on Yolente who has taken to her chambers wailing and weeping. After he has visited her, he finds me in the guest room nursing Abraham.

“The mistress of the house says you attacked her,” he says.

“She was pulling my hair,” I say evenly, “so I bit her.”

He tightens his lips into a weary frown. “There is no sign of fever or infection. But she is most upset. She claims to have been poisoned.”

He shakes his head and gives me a hard stare of warning. “I suggest you keep out of her way until she fully recovers.”

I open my mouth to protest, say how she sought me out. But I can tell by Herr Schoorel’s wise eyes, he already knows. “I will make the utmost effort to remain humble and seek peace with my sister,” I say, knowing I could no more seek peace with Yolente than I could touch the moon.

Meanwhile, my soul, that voice of wisdom that lives beyond the world of time sighs. This is the way it will always be.
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No matter how much we try to plan our lives, skirt misfortune, and seek understanding, life always surprises us. God delivers His Moments of Grace when we least expect them.

Two days after my encounter with Yolente, Pieter’s mother Odette, has a turn that leaves her bedridden. Herr Schoorel says her blood has thickened with age and her body is too old to mend. Pieter, now back from his latest journey, anxious his mother’s time on Earth is ending comes home more frequently and spends afternoons with her in the attic, holding her hand as she falls and rises from her realm of sleep.

I on the other hand, can no longer sleep, my anxiety building like a looming storm.

I can feel Yolente’s hatred for me burn through the walls. My body pounds with half-formed longings and, when I gaze at my baby, I feel as if my heart, as fragile as crystal, has been pulled from my chest and laid out in the world so people can stomp on it.

In his absences, I ache for Pieter so much I feel I can’t breathe. When my baby sleeps, my longing grows. I feel a presence in the air I can’t quite touch, a portent – the sense something urgently needs to be done.

Jeroen’s altarpiece has finally been moved into the cleaned chapel and these last nights, when I can’t sleep, I’ve slipped downstairs and gazed at it; bewitched and beguiled by the weird beauty of that middle panel.

Tonight, the air is too sticky for sleep and I tiptoe from my bed. Everyone is asleep. Abraham contented and well fed, my drained breasts returned to something resembling their normal size, I creep downstairs.

When I step into the great hall, I see Pieter in the chapel, a lone candle flickering on the altar, a blanket thrown over his shoulders. He’s staring at the altarpiece. In his hand, he holds another candle and the shadows dance as the air is shaken by my presence.

For just a moment I consider creeping back up the stairs. Perhaps he doesn’t want to be disturbed – this time when the household sleeps his only moments of peace. But the choice is taken from me. A cool breeze breathes over his candle and he turns.

My soul sees what he sees. I stand in the great hall caught in a pool of moonlight, my thin nightdress illuminated from behind, my naked form softly drawn under white fabric rendered silver by the moon’s light. Surrounded by a nimbus of veined light, as if held inside one of Jeroen’s otherworldly blooms, the sight of ethereally illumined me strikes him as oddly familiar. The mortal man in him is struck by an arrow of desire.

As Pieter gazes at me, I shiver. His desire is also mine. “I’m sorry,” I say, “if I disturbed you.”

He doesn’t flinch. “You have not disturbed me,” he murmurs, his eyes raking up and down my body which trembles as if he has already touched my bare skin. Go to him Soheila, my soul urges, right now, he is yours.

I see he wants me to come closer. I step into the chapel, and in doing so, accept God’s moment of grace.

Silently we stand side-by-side and gaze at the altarpiece. Only the middle panel is illuminated by the two candles. Hell and the Lord lie hidden in the shadows, the thickness of the night drawing close around us, an unspoken swelling of secrets making the air between us pulse and throb. He breathes roughly and I draw in the air he has just exhaled as if it is God’s own breath.

“The Duke of Burgundy has made an offer for the altarpiece,” he says, “and I am considering accepting.”

I think how his wife has forced him to this, and know it isn’t what he wants. I know heart and soul we are standing in front of a masterpiece that will inspire minds for centuries to come.

I return his breath with a sigh that speaks of a thousand nights of longing.

“Is that what you really wish?” I ask. “To sell it?”

He turns to me and again, breathes roughly. Decisions are made in such moments, new realities forged and time split like the forks on a road. In that moment, we could speak about the painting. How for me that middle panel represents a glimpse of paradise before another journey to the mortal realm, each return another sublime opportunity for our souls to grow closer to God. In that moment, he could disagree and say there is only one life before death and paradise.

But no one truly knows God’s plan. We are mere crystals of salt suspended in the oceans of His Grace. And what does theology matter anyway in such moments when all we want is to consummate four seasons of desire?

The painting works its magic on us. We forget where we are.

“What I wish,” Pieter says, his gaze as fierce as life itself, “is to be with you.”

In that moment, it feels as if a veil has fallen from the world. I stand still and mute, captured by his words.

Silently, he steps away and carefully places the candle on the altarpiece. I watch him, my blood smoldering. He returns, stands in front of me and drops the blanket around his shoulders to the floor. He is also wearing white – a nightshirt that comes to his knees – his feet, like mine – bare.

“Soheila,” he says, “knowing you has brought me closer to God.”

Then, he reaches over and cups my face in his hand. I shiver and finally find a reply. “I’m sorry,” I say again, “to have caused your household so much trouble.”

He shakes his head, gives a smile that sends sparkles through my burning blood. “You have brought us beauty and sunlight,” he replies, “and returned life to the garden.”

He looks deep into my eyes, right through to my soul. “You have lit up my world.”

When he leans forward, aiming I think, for a chaste peck on my cheek, a gentlemanly gesture perhaps, to give me time to decide what I want, I swivel my head and slide my lips towards his. This is no time for chastity. I know what I want. This is the will of my soul.

When our lips meet, he doesn’t resist. Eagerly, they press against mine. My body dissolves and I melt into him as if I’m nothing more than a drop of water returning to the ocean.

“Soheila,” he murmurs, as he takes a breath between kisses, “I know you. From the day I first saw you, I have wanted you.”

I feel how he wants me. I feel it hard against my belly. My body ripples; water unsettled by a stone of longing.

“I know you too,” I whisper. “I have spent my life looking for you.”

He stops, half pulling away from our kisses. “If I make love to you,” he says, “once will never be enough.”

My thighs on fire, my blood coursing flames, I breathe an answer. “I want to have something to remember you by,” I reply.

“What do you mean?” He whispers, his breath hot against my neck.

I don’t know how to answer. I don’t know why I spoke those words that came from God’s Breath. I cover his question with a kiss. Together, we fall to our knees then, still gripping each other, tumble onto the blanket fallen at our feet, our bodies storms of longing. Desperate to be as naked as the bodies in the altarpiece’s middle panel, we push and tear at each other’s clothes.

He slides his hand over my breasts and ribs, past my waist, each moment of his touch leaving a trail of ecstasy in its wake. When he pushes his hand under my night dress and finds my skin, I shiver with pleasure. My own hand replies; searching under his open shirt for his skin, my fingers trailing across the soft forest of his chest.

His touch sends bolts of lightning though me, yet renders me as light and supple as silk. My bones turn fluid, then my skin follows until it is as if my whole body has transformed into some new substance that possesses both the hunger of fire and grace of water.

Momentarily, he holds back, slows the moment and I gasp as my desire becomes violent and desperate, an exquisite torture that renders my body alight with unearthly fire. I am hunger and thirst, being and not being, a shaft of light cutting the heart of darkness.

And then, he is inside me. When I’m overtaken by a fullness that seems to come from another realm, I think I might die from joy. But joy is only the beginning. Each of his thrusts is an inhalation of sublime breath; a moment of resurrection, each withdrawal carries an unbearable loss. I am a rose yearning for its scent. I am no longer Marjit or Soheila, but a lost echo returning to its voice. I fall into a rhythm with him as if I am dancing with Heaven itself, tearing at the seams of the shroud that separates the mortal and celestial realms. We are alive with everything – one moment fire-breathing snakes entwined and writhing, the next desperate, sharp-toothed, tearing, clawing beasts, then angels without shape aloft in a realm of such grandeur we can only just behold the tiniest edges of its glory.

And then my body is overcome by an explosion of such rapture, I think the Heavens have collapsed to Earth in a rain of stars. On top of me, Pieter’s body shudders and he releases a soulful, animal groan.

And in that moment, I know Pieter has returned the breath Yolente took from me when she struck me in the great hall. I shiver and sigh. Finally, I am whole.

As we quietly lie in each other’s arms, Pieter runs his hands through my hair. I tremble, my mind gathering together the pieces of what has just transpired.

“Are you all right?” he whispers.

“Yes,” I reply, swallowing back the lump of joy in my throat, “never better.”

Pieter happily sighs, “If this is bewitchment,” he murmurs, “then I welcome it.”

“I think I am the one who has been bewitched,” I reply.

As I’m trailing a finger down the soft hairs that dust his chest, a breeze from the doorway disturbs the candle’s flames. For a moment the orange light shifts, throwing light over the altarpiece’s right-hand hell panel. My heart jumps. What has suddenly disturbed the air with such force? My breath damns in my throat as I swivel my head towards the doorway. I feel Pieter’s body tense as we hear a sharp intake of breath. A shape, no more than a shadow, slips from the chapel entrance. “Succubus.” A voice like the quiet hiss of wind whispers. “Succubus.”

My heart leaps in terror. We’ve been seen!

“Succubus.” the voice hisses again.

We wrench from our embrace, catching the fear in one another’s eyes as we scramble for our discarded garments. Now my ears suddenly sharpened to the household’s soft creeping, I hear a swish of robes and slippered footfalls followed by the creak of the stairs. I struggle to my feet as a vision of a monstrous shape, armed with a knife, bearing down on Abraham assails me. “My baby!” I cry as I surge, still half-naked, from the chapel.

“Go to him,” Pieter urges. “Hurry, Soheila.” The panic in his voice echoes through the chambers of my pounding heart as I swoop out the door.

Well ahead of Pieter still putting on his night shirt, I belt up the stairs, two steps at a time. Ahead, I glimpse the retreating figure of Frau Kikkert, skirts billowing in the shadows above. On the second landing, she pauses and turns. In her hands, she carries a plate of pastries, the outline of the one in her mouth protruding from her cheek like a canker. Her eyes red from the light of the torch she carries, she glares at me, then, leaving a trail of crumbs on the stairs, raises her beaked nose and ascends to her lair.

When I burst into my room, Abraham is alive and apparently unharmed in his bassinet. His eyes spring open when I enter. He opens his mouth and bellows. Quickly I pick him up and try to comfort him, but on and on, he wails, refusing to take my breast.

“Damn that demon bastard!” Yolente shrieks from the floor below. “Can’t you shut that wretched creature up?”

My hatred for that woman invigorated by my union with her husband, a maelstrom opens inside me as I pace the room and croon to my son trying to settle him. Abraham screams and reddens as if he’s in pain.

“Come back to bed, Yolente,” I hear Pieter murmur between my baby’s lamentations. “The child will settle shortly.”

Again, I offer Abraham my breast. Again, he refuses his arms and legs kicking as if he’s trying to fight off some unseen terror. My heart tears as I begin to wonder if he’s been poisoned. Suddenly, his head jerks backwards and he emits a deep, voluminous belch. Following a moment of what appears to be an expression of utmost surprise, his face returns to his usual baby calm. He nuzzles for my breast and this time, as Pieter promised, he settles.

After a low grumble from Yolente, the house returns to silence.

Frau Kikkert’s fearsome stare dissolves from my mind and my body, released from the prison of my desire, softens. I settle into in the nursing chair, my milk spilling from me like a flood. I sigh with joy. We have made love! Finally! We have drunk the wine of consummation!

My son happily suckles as a voice from beyond whispers. There is never pleasure without pain.
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“Pastries are missing!” Gerda cries as she peers into the safe and pulls out a plate of pink-iced custard rectangles. “My slices of tompoezen! There were twelve yesterday and now there are only seven!”


“It must be the mice,” Frau Kikkert replies as she strides into the kitchen, her face bearing the ill humor of someone who has recently risen from a bed of red-hot nails.

“Mice can’t open safe doors!” Gerda protests.

Frau Kikkert’s eyes narrow as she catches my gaze, the threat in her eyes as clear as this morning’s sky. I continue drying the dishes, a floating sensation coming over me, my hands feeling as if they belong to someone else.

Frau Kikkert turns to Gerda and shakes her head. “Of course they can. Cunning things, mice. Especially ravenous, godless she-mice.”

The back of my neck burns. I awoke this morning after a sated, dreamless sleep feeling as if cupid’s arrow had delivered, along consummation, a heavy dose of remorse.

“Why, just yesterday, I saw a she-mouse in the chapel,” Frau Kikkert continues. “Black as sin.” Out of the corner of my eye I see her regarding me. “Clearly a foreign, devil-worshipping she-mouse. And there she was, after just having dropped her demon spawn, ready to go at it again and breed more little bastard devils!”

Furiously, Frau Kikkert strokes her crucifixes. “And the way that she-mouse waved her privates at that he-mouse! Shocking! That he-mouse didn’t stand a chance against her bewitchments! Even though the he-mouse is betrothed to another!”

Gerda looks up from the pastry plate and stares at Frau Kikkert, her mouth flaccidly open. 

“In the worlds of mice and men,” Frau Kikkert continues, still looking my way, the air about her righteously churning, “our Lord God regards the sin of a poor, hungry mouse that nibbles on pastries as nothing compared to the sin of fornication!”

With that, Frau Kikkert grabs the flask of holy water kept next to the statue of the Virgin Mary. “Excuse me, I have a chapel floor to cleanse,” she mutters as she exits.

“What was that all about?” says Gerda, looking cross-eyed in confusion, “I didn’t know mice could sin.”

Sadly, she regards the empty spaces on her pastry plate. “And what’s it all got to do with my missing tompoezen?”

“I have no idea,” I reply as I thrust a stack of clean and dry plates into the sideboard.







CHAPTER 52 
A MURDERER CALLED MUHAMMAD

September 8th 1503

Summer lingers, the days overcast and warm as if the weather refuses to succumb to nature’s commandments. The memory of Pieter’s love-making diamond-bright against the real world’s torpor, I smile as I place my son on the servant’s table, lift his chubby legs and remove his bulging nappy. As I wipe away baby shit, my heart floats among the stars.

Like the weather, I refuse to take heed of winter’s signs. Nothing has changed since Frau Kikkert discovered us in the chapel. Pieter is a man. He is in charge, my black dog, its non-corporeal body rolling in pleasure and its belly still distended from the nourishment of Pieter’s attentions, reassures me. Surely now your souls have been joined in love, Allah will provide you with blessings.

But seasons of course, must turn.

“The Master of Storms has relented,” Gerda says as she strips some leeks of their soiled outer leaves. “He offered Gerrit an arranged marriage instead of the monastery.”

What? my black dog jumps upright and breaks a dog-wind of other-worldly foulness. The laws of the Church! Deuteronomy says a virgin woman who has been raped must marry her attacker! that fiend reminds me.

My hands start to shake as I place my son’s freshly wiped buttocks on his clean nappy. Has my father decided Gerrit and I should marry?

“He suggested Gerrit asks for the hand of Griet van der Heim,” Gerda says as she takes a knife to the leeks and chops them into rings the size of coins, “she’s a virtuous young woman of noble blood but poor fortune.”

My body sets into a jelly of relief. I don’t really care where Gerrit ends up as long as I never have to see him again.

“Gerrit’s already met and rejected her,” Gerda chortles as she tosses the leeks into the stew pot belching over the fire. “Says her chest is too flat, her nose is too long and her teeth are too big. And, unlike the whores he visits, she’s no fun,” she adds as she hurls a handful of herbs into the pot.

Abraham squirms as I struggle to place him back in his breeches. He’s already getting too big for his baby clothes. This morning when I picked him up from his bed, I swear he had grown while he slept.

“I hear under that pious exterior is a woman with a stone for a heart,” Gerda continues. “She’ll give Gerrit as good as he gets. Threaten to cut off his cock if he carouses.” She throws her head back and laughs so loudly the sparrows pecking in the garden all rise at once to hide in the trees. “What a choice!”

Knife back in her hand, preparing to tackle a parsnip, slides me a glance tinged with warning. “After all, the Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away.”

My insides churning, I turn my back and carry my son into the great hall for a feed. Has Frau Kikkert told her about how she saw Pieter and me in the chapel? Does my father know?
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Later that same day I sit in the great hall, filled with myriad longings and trepidations, as Abraham suckles hungrily at my breast. What will become of Pieter and me now our desire has taken an earthly form? Who has Frau Kikkert told? Right then, I miss Sister Beatrice and ache for the solace of our friendship, all at once wanting to confide in her while at the same time, grieving that she is no longer on Earth to taste the divine nectar of mortal love.

Outside, warm late-summer rain falls in sheets, the water dripping from the eaves in notes that sing in an otherworldly chorus.

I hear footsteps at the back of the house. Someone, a man by the sound of that clumping, has entered through the scullery. “Where is she?” I hear my father ask, his tone cheery and firm.

A moment later he strides into the great hall, his cloak beaded with rain, the air around him crackling with purpose.

“Ah. There you are.” He gives me a broad smile as he draws a rolled parchment from his pocket. When he sits next to me on the bench he releases a vast, triumphant sigh. “Soheila,” he says as he slaps the rolled parchment in his hand, “I need to speak with you about a matter of the utmost importance.”

A kernel of worry growing in my belly, I glance at the parchment and notice the red seal, which is broken, bears the insignia of the monarchy. My father waves the parchment under my nose. “This has just arrived,” he says. Once more I hear that edge of victory in his voice. Something inside me squirms as he clears his throat. “On the way back to the Lowlands, I made a detour through Spain,” he says, “and sorted out some problems.”

Again, another exhalation of satisfaction. Then, his face darkens. My heart fills with shadows as he gives me a pained smile.

“When your aunt and uncle were murdered by the Spanish Inquisition,” he continues, “they owned a great deal of land around Vertientes.”

Under his beard, I see his lips tighten. He looks at me, his eyes suddenly black with loathing. “Do you recall a man living in Vertientes by the name of Muhammad bin Abdul al Cordoba?” He spits out the name as if it is gristle on his tongue.

I shake my head; that look in my father’s eyes opening a shallow pit in my stomach.

“As soon as Muhammad bin Abdul al Cordoba heard about the Inquisition, he converted to Christianity. Then, he told the Inquisition your aunt and uncle and some of your neighbours were practicing sorcery and witchcraft.”

I gasp, my heart jerking in my chest. The thought of a Muslim brother betraying his own people is unimaginable.

“He was a Muslim,” I reply, my voice shaking. “A man who followed Islam’s messages of peace. How could he do such a thing?” Even as I’m speaking the words I’m thinking how our Muslim Brothers regard Sufis as wayward Muslims who refuse to devoutly follow the words of our prophet and the laws of Islam.

My father’s lips twist in disgust. “Muhammad bin Abdul al Cordoba had everyone murdered because he coveted your aunt and uncle’s land.”

The air around him crackles with his rage. He clenches his fists so hard, his knuckles whiten. “Once your family was out of the way, Muhammad bin Abdul al Cordoba planned to marry you and lay claim to your inheritance.”

He squeezes the parchment, but still doesn’t unravel it. “I found out when I returned to look for you.”

Abraham, now asleep, falls off my breast, his face as peaceful as an angel. Swiftly, I close my blouse, my hand trembling.

“Where is he now? This Muhammad bin Abdul al Cordoba?” I manage in a small voice, suddenly wondering if this man responsible for the murder of half of Vertientes still wants my hand in marriage.

“Dead.” My father bares his teeth as he says the word and it’s clear he doesn’t want to elaborate. Once more his face softens as he ruffles sleeping Abraham’s mop of red hair. He smiles tenderly then looks back at me.

When he unravels the parchment, I glimpse another crest of the monarchy. “I have successfully petitioned the monarchy to have the land returned to its rightful owners. They refused to pass the land over to a woman. So although the land is in my name, it is yours and it will eventually pass on to your son Abraham.” Again, he waves the parchment under my nose. “This is the deed of ownership.”

On my lap, Abraham snorts and smiles in his sleep. My father places a hand on my arm and grins. “You are a land-owner Soheila. Some of the most fertile land in the valley. And there are people waiting for your return. Good people. Souls I would trust with my life.”

He pauses for a moment to allow me to take in the news. But I’m so stunned my reply is lost somewhere in the back of my throat.

“The last ship of the season sails to Andalusia in a week,” continues my father, “and I have booked two passages on it. The choice is yours, Soheila. I will honor whatever you choose to do.”

My insides lurch. A week? What about Pieter? How can I possibly leave him now?

All manner of confusions flood my thoughts as I think of home, of the sunlit hills and valleys of Andalusia, the silver olive and bright orange groves shimmering under silk-blue skies. Then I think of Pieter, the echo of his touch still vibrating through my body like a string plucked by God’s fingers.

My answer comes as swift as a breath. “No,” I say, “my family is here. I wish to stay.”

My father flinches as if this isn’t the reaction he expected. “Soheila,” he begins with a shake of his head. I put up my hand, my blood a cauldron.

“I am tired of men who claim to know what is best pointing me in the direction of disaster!” I shout, disturbing Abraham, making him whimper in my arms, “I wish to choose my own fate!”

My father’s brow furrows. “I beg you to seriously reconsider, Soheila,” he says.

I regard him back, my lips tight, my heart decided. “No.”

My father looks out the window at the rain and sighs. I follow his gaze. Now, I just want my father and his stupid piece of parchment to leave.

“You are stubborn, like me, Soheila. And sometimes that stubbornness can be a terrible mistake…”

As I tense, Abraham jerks in my arms and vomits right over my father’s knee, a gob hitting the edge of the parchment.

“I’m sorry,” I say, scrambling for Abraham’s nursing shawl and offering it to my father to mop up the mess.

“Never mind,” my father says, refusing to take the shawl, rising from his seat. He brushes the gob of vomit off the edge of the deed of ownership then looks back down at his breeches. He draws a long breath. “Other messes can’t be cleaned up quite as easily,” he adds, regarding me if he knows more than he’s letting on.

“You have three days to change your mind,” he says as he leaves the great hall. He turns and gives me a stern look. “Soheila, I urge you to return to Vertientes.”







CHAPTER 53 
LOVE VANISHES

September 10th 1503

Mother Geertruyt once told me blind devotion is written into the fiber of every woman’s being. Once she has given herself to a man, she attaches herself to him the way a snail clings to its shell. Even when the birds of adversity dash that shell against the rocks of regret, still the woman’s heart – that soft snail core, clings to its beloved. But that man – that mortal beloved, is nothing more than a shell, a creation of the woman’s heart – fragile and breakable. Protection is an illusion. Safety, the dream of a fool.

This morning, still having failed to persuade me to accompany him, my father, in a mood as foul as the weather, departs for Rotterdam to catch that ship to Andalusia.

I’ve only seen Pieter once since our night in the chapel. We passed yesterday in the hall, me holding a squirming Abraham, him in company of Trude and Yolente, all on their way to meet a possible suitor for Trude.

In our fleeting glance, I saw how he still desires me, how he wants more, and heard only the quickening beats of our hearts as we passed.

I yearn for another moment with him. I yearn to make love to him again. Properly. In a bed. But we are never alone. Now, Yolente watches her husband like a hawk.

That same afternoon my father departs Pieter also leaves for Utrecht. “Away for several days,” Gerda tells me, “something to do with matters regarding taxes and land holdings.”

While I’m feeding Abraham I can see him from the great hall’s window, Yolente saying her farewells as Arien prepares his horse. Yolente gives her husband a lingering kiss on the lips then looks towards the great hall’s window as if she knows I’m there. Mine, her gaze seems to say, until the end of time.

My insides sink into a dark space as I recall the words I spoke that night in the chapel. I want something to remember you by.

And then a part of me suddenly sees. As I watch Pieter, his red robe flying behind him, gallop down Clarastraat then vanish like a blown out flame, I hear the cry of a bird. It is a cry that could just as easily come from my wailing heart. He is gone!







CHAPTER 54 
THE WRATH OF THE UNDEAD

September 22nd 1503

Hertogenbosch sloughs through a sticky September. Autumn still refuses to arrive. Today, the air damp with late summer heat, the garden buzzes with wasps that seem to have come to congregate from far flung corners of Hertogenbosch.

It’s been nearly two weeks since my father left for Rotterdam, and by now his ship will have departed. Yolente, busy organizing Trude’s wedding to a lanky, buck-toothed son of a Lord, no longer seeks me out to harass. I think this is the beginning of peace. Of safety in the familiar. Buddha would have told me I wasn’t being mindful.

This afternoon, I’m aching for Pieter; missing him the way a cripple misses their working limb. I’m full of hope once he returns, we will work something out. Talk. Steal time for another tryst. Find a clear path to love through this labyrinth of mortal obstacles.

The house is quiet. Yolente has sent Rutger to pay a pilgrim she is sending to the Holy land to say prayers for the family. That should have been my first warning.

Gerda is at the markets with Wendelmoet, Hillekin has been given a day off from her scrubbing and starching and has gone for an afternoon stroll with Arien.

If I had been in less of a swoon, I would have noticed the atmosphere of bottled tightness, the whisperings of Yolente’s ladies-in-waiting, the way they no longer sneer when they pass. I would have glimpsed the steely gaze in Frau Kikkert’s eyes.

So, when I hear the trundle of carriage wheels outside, I think perhaps Yolente is entertaining some salubrious visitors. Odd, I think, that I’ve seen no preparations taking place in the kitchen.

I’ve just finished feeding Abraham and decide to vacate the great hall in case they wish to entertain these mysterious guests. When I step into the hall, I see the bright swarm of Yolente’s ladies-in-waiting descend the stairs.

One of them carries my blue-and-green bedspread tied into a bundle roughly with a rope. She holds it away from her body as if it contains effluent. When I open my mouth to ask her what she is doing with my bedspread, five pairs of eyes lock on me and everything collapses into place. From the shadows on the second floor landing, Yolente appears behind the swarm, Frau Kikkert next to her, a foul gleam in her eyes.

In that moment of realization, the ladies-in-waiting swoop forwards and surround me. Hands grab my arms, one grips my neck and together as if of one mind, they drag and push me towards the door. I struggle, but there is only so much I can do with my baby in my arms.

“What are you doing?” I cry. “Let me go!”

Behind me, Yolente replies. “Sometimes a woman has to attend to matters men are too weak to deal with,” she says coldly.

Though the open door, I see the carriage. Not a van der Beeck carriage, but one citizens can hire when they wish to impress someone important. This one, however, with its black chipped paint and dented body, looks past its days of impressing people.

“Your baby is born,” hisses one of the ladies-in-waiting, the first time any of them has directly spoken to me, “you are no longer under the protection of this household.”

Next to the carriage stand two men ugly enough to inhabit one of Hieronymus of Bosch’s hell panels. Before those five women Gerrit calls the wounds of Christ drag me from the hall, the last thing I lock eyes on in The Lord’s Embrace, the house that has been my home for the past year, is the empty suit of armour, the black slit in the helmet with its blind stare. My black dog whimpers. You will never see Pieter again. This is the worst thought of all.

As I’m screaming and struggling, Abraham awake and wailing, Yolente passes the men some coins. I take in the carriage with its tiny barred window and rusted chain dangling from the door handle. The ladies-in-waiting push me towards its open door.

“She is a creature of wiles and trickery,” I hear Yolente say to the men, “you would do best to tie her up.”

One of the men holds a hammer, the other, a plank of wood and some rope. The ladies-in-waiting hurl my bundle into the carriage then push, jostle and jab me from behind. Inside, the carriage smells of an ungodly mix of bodily eruptions – piss and shit and vomit.

I turn to Yolente as the men help the ladies-in-waiting shove flailing me inside the carriage. “A good Christian wouldn’t throw a mother and child into the street!”

Someone kicks me in the back, and, anxious to protect my child, gagging at the smell, I fall onto the carriage’s stained and worn leather seat.

“You are not a mother and child!” replies Yolente. “You are a succubus and a demon!”

The carriage door slams shut and one of the men places the wood over the door while the other hammers it in place. Yolente gives me a warped smile through the tiny barred window. “And I’m not throwing you into the street. I’m sending you somewhere you belong.”

My stomach clenches as Abraham squirms and grizzles in my arms. And where might that be? The Guild of Adam? A secret prison?

I cry out, hoping at that least the bedridden Odette of the Attic might hear, even though there’s nothing she can do to help. “God will never forgive you for this!”

Through the shouts of the drivers urging the horses, for the first time since I have known her, I hear Frau Kikkert laugh.

“Ha! Your Muslim devil god means nothing to us!”

With a sickening lurch, the carriage speeds away, leaving those seven shrews triumphantly grinning outside The Lord’s Embrace.

Upstairs, I see Trude watching from the window of her parents’ marriage chambers, a smile on her face as wide as the sky.

I cling to the seat as the carriage abruptly turns. I swallow back a wave of bile. Even though Solin is gone, I know there are still people who believe his innocence, preferring stories of bewitchment to the truth.

I kick on the door, but the plank of wood is well-hammered in place and nothing budges. I try to soothe Abraham, but he wails as if the world is coming to an end.

Moments later, we enter a long, dark alley and the sound of the carriage wheels echoes against the walls in a deafening roar. My heart speeds and I press back a terrible wave of panic. Where are they taking me? As tiny shaft of sunlight from a crack in the wall above illumines the darkness, an insect flies in through the bars. The red-bellied wasp buzzes about in the stinking carriage, settling for a moment on the seat beside me and waves its antennae. Right then, I know. We are headed for The Witches’ Stew. To be dunked.

As the wasp lazily takes flight back out the window, I kick at the door. When I think I hear something crack, I recall that day my father came to me and knocked down my door. I am a Ramecker, I remind myself. I am the daughter of The Master of Storms.

Carefully, I lie the screaming Abraham down on the carriage’s stinking floor. Then, as I stretch my body along the full length of the seat and raise my legs, I say a quick prayer: Abraham, Solomon, Zarathustra, Moses, Jesus, Muhammad and all your other names and forms, known and unknown to the World. Please. Help me break down this door.

I inhale a great breath and with all my strength, kick at the carriage door. I feel something yield give under my foot. I kick again. And again. Then, suddenly, as we emerge from the alley, the door gives way.

I grab my bundle and my baby and tumble out, amid pieces of splintered wood, onto the grassy knoll next to a canal. My ankle twisted, my knees grazed, I pick myself up and I run.

Weighed down by my baby and my few earthly possessions, my ankle throbbing, I don’t get far. Feeling too exposed, I slide down the embankment of the canal. Abraham, perhaps stunned by my tumble has stopped wailing and stares around, wide-eyed. I pause to catch my breath, watching the carriage, part of its broken door dangling loose, cross a bridge that traverses the waterways. Those laughing lack-wits have no idea their prisoner has escaped.

Then, I look down at the brown water in the canal, pondering the fate I have just escaped. Again, I think of Pieter and our moment in the chapel. It occurs to me then, perhaps that insistent voice of love was never my soul. Perhaps, all along, it was Iblis.
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Twilight falls as I walk in the shadows of the weeping willows that trail the edges of the waterway. How long will it be before those rogues come looking for me? I daren’t return to the city. Besides, where would I go? I shiver as the air cools and the sun drops in the west. Tonight, I will have to find a place to sleep. Walking further from the city, I cross a section of pasturelands with knee-high grasses and head for the forest of chestnut and beech trees in the west, the Bosch after which Hertogenbosch is named.

When I think of those seven shrews, righteous indignation explodes inside me. I will go to Utrecht. Find Pieter. Tell him how his wife treated me. Demand he choose between us. My black dog delivers a snippy reply. He won’t choose. You have nothing to offer him. Besides, would you still love Pieter if he gave up his family for you? Would you still hold him in such awe and reverence if he turned his back on his vows to Yolente?

Just as my heart’s sinking at these most unwelcome and uncomfortable thoughts, I see a wagon trundling through the pasturelands, the driver berating his horse, which looks past its days of labor. I break into a panic. How long before news spreads that a succubus and her demon child have escaped The Witches’ Stew?

I duck through a patch of tall grasses and head for a thicket on the edges of the Bosch. Finally, bitten by gnats, my ankles scratched by twigs and thistles, I limp into deep shadows where huge chestnut trees soar above me.

As the shadows lengthen, I walk deeper and deeper among the trees, avoiding well-trodden paths; getting more and more lost as the sky above turns deep blue and the birds begin their evening chorus. I understand then, what I have to do. If I survive this long and terrible night, there is only one path I can take.
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Darkness presses in on me, renders everything alive with menace. Everywhere I look I think I see monstrous creatures from one of Jeroen’s hell panels seething in the shadows.

Eventually, my head spinning and ankle throbbing, Abraham squirming in my arms, I stop at a huge tree that looks as if it has been struck by lightning. I wedge myself into the tree’s scorched and split trunk and settle on the dry ground. If it rains overnight, we’ll at least stay dry.

When I un-wrap my blanket, garlic cloves spill out from the folds followed by my horsehair cloak, a purse containing my unspent wages and the three pretty dresses I will never wear again at the van der Beeck’s dinner table. My blood boils with hate. Those seven shrews haven’t packed my Bible. They think I am beyond saving.

Fuming, I use the blanket as well as the robe and dress to tuck us up and keep us warm. I then place Abraham on my breast. At least one of us will be fed tonight.

I try and settle, my thoughts returning to Pieter. I think how I have made his life impossible. Along with my ankle, my heart aches when I think how I’ll never see him again.

I shiver as warmth drains from the woods and truth settles in my bones and makes me look it right in the face. I made a mistake that day I turned down my father’s offer. I yielded to Iblis and the whisperings of desire. I’m no better than those idiots who took Archdeacon Solin for a man of virtue and sought safety in his Church. I take a bite of one of the cloves of garlic and feel it burn the back of my throat.

Still, I ache with the echoes of Pieter’s body moving above mine, my ears tormented by the memory of his honey voice, the glorious feel of him inside me. I take another clove of garlic, and, as I chew, I curse the way he’s made me feel so vulnerable, no longer a whole person, but some broken part that needs him to feel whole.

A sharp rustle in some nearby shrubs makes me nearly pee with fright. After I’ve watched some small black creature, perhaps a mink, pour over the tree roots as smoothly as oil, I try and pull myself together. I’ve survived worse. No one has died. And why am I so afraid of this natural world anyway? I am safer out here among plants, bugs and animals than in the city among stupid, mad and superstitious Christians.

Sleep comes in miserable, self-pitying bursts. Abraham feeds and settles. With nothing left to believe in, I try and stay strong for my baby. I fret. What if someone comes into the forest? If Abraham cries, I will have to smother him to keep him quiet. And then, my last reason for living will die. Eventually, exhaustion claims me.

I wake to the sound of snickering voices. When I open my eyes I’m staring into the beady gazes of three woodsmen. Grinning, they haul me from my resting place. When Abraham starts to wail, they stab him with a long sword as if he is nothing more than a slab of meat they are preparing to roast.

“This is how we treat infidels and their unholy spawn,” one of the men says as he waves my impaled baby in the air, the white cross that the baby-killer wears around his neck gleaming against his black doublet. He may as well have my own heart on the end of that sword for the pain that rips through me. But my anguished cries come out silent because I no longer have a tongue. Then, they push me, mute and too distraught to resist, to the ground, where, one by one, they take turns ravishing me.

Something stirs deep in the forest and a figure takes shape in the death-black shadows. The exorcist from Klooster Janarius, wearing a velvet crown and robes of black and gold, emerges from between a pair of elms, waving his thurible. He raises his hand and blesses my attackers. “Well done my most loyal disciples, well done. Now, leave the rest to me.”

His smile vanishes as his eyes drop to my ravished remains. “Ah Soheila,” he says, shaking his head and frowning, his eyes a deep and lifeless grey, “your soul attracts evil the way a magnet attracts metal filings.” He waves a chastising, bejeweled finger at my body. “And only the greatest power on Heaven and Earth can save you.”

After he’s placed his smoking thurible on the ground, he raises his hands to the velvet black sky. “Thank the Lord for my tool of spiritual cleansing!” he cries.

He drops his hands and regards me, grinning as he pulls a massive shape from under his robes. He kneels down, perches above me, eyes filled with blue flames as he mounts my spread-eagled body and thrusts that monstrous thing – part sword, part battering ram and part male member – deep inside me. Long and wide, I can feel it ram against my throat and hear the crack of my breaking ribs.

His eyes roll back. “Ahh,” he says, the whites of his eyes silver in the moonlight, “I do enjoy a thorough exorcism.”

Blind with the ecstasies of faith and body, again, he plunges, each thrust filling me with excruciating pain. I feel what’s left of my being come apart as he splits me in two as thoroughly as the halves of a walnut. I want to call for Pieter but I can’t. I have no tongue. And he is no longer a part of me. My soul is split and he is gone.

Drooling and gimlet-eyed, the exorcist’s disciples watch him at his wicked work, their own rods growing large, pale and furred in arousal until they resemble third limbs.

Torn asunder, my dead baby beside me, I weep oceans of tears as my cleaved body melts back into the Earth. My consciousness lingers long enough to watch the exorcist’s eyes roll back into place. He stands, his rod shrinking back into his body until it’s no more than the size of a pine nut.

A disciple points towards the stars. “We must climb towards Heaven,” he cries, frothing at the mouth. Rods like furred tree trunks between their legs, the disciples climb the trees, their whole bodies now pale and furred by spores until they resemble nothing more than shapeless masses of white. They climb to the highest limbs of the trees then, one by one, explode. Catching the moonlight, the spores coalesce like a flock of starlings and wend their way back to the skies above Hertogenbosch.

The exorcist watches as the spores of fanaticism spread and drop into the homes of the sleeping citizens. He laughs as flames burn all around him, the ground beneath him turning to quicksand as he descends back into the underworld.

Before he vanishes, he looks down in satisfaction at the mound of Earth that was once Abraham and me. “Another magnificent night’s work wiping heretics from the face of the Earth,” he says grinning and revealing eye-teeth the size of daggers.

When I wake with a start from my nightmare, I can’t breathe and I take in the damp air in short, rapid rasps. My heart pounding as if it wants to explode from my chest, I hear the hollow cries of a pair of owls calling to each other through the trees. I peer into the blackness, seeing only sparkles dancing in front of my eyes. Perhaps in another world, that terrible dream was a truth and the raped and murdered Soheila lies on the forest floor beside her dead baby.

Sufis believe that life is a dream, the world beyond the true reality, so in my terrified delirium, I ask the God I fear I no longer believe in, one final favor. If life is a dream, then let me wake.







CHAPTER 55 
THE FALLEN WOMAN

September 23rd 1503

I’m inside the middle panel of Jeroen’s altarpiece, tucked inside a flower, naked and frozen in a moment of time. My world is still, comforting and soft and I have no understanding of where the flower ends and I begin.

Then, I am born. I jerk awake, open my eyes to a world brighter than a dream, my twisted ankle aching, my feet on fire after last night’s journey. My terrible dream falls back into my memory in hard, ugly chunks. I rise, feeling wooden and empty, like a hollowed log.

I inhale the chilly morning air and place still sleeping Abraham on my spread robe. Then, I face the East and chant the salat al-Fajr. I thank Allah for getting me through the night. I pray for more of His Guidance.

Afterwards I rise, surrounded by sunlight sprinkled across the forest floor like gold coins. A gentle breeze moves through the trees and the answer whispered to me while I slept, returns in the shuffling of their leaves. You must find a way to return to Vertientes. It’s time to go home.

Guided by the position of the sun, as my uncle once taught me to do when I am lost, I limp towards the north-east. Eventually the Bosch thins, and across the pasturelands I can see the road that leads to Rotterdam. Hertogenbosch now just the size of a distant, mist-shrouded hill, I cross the pasturelands hoping here no one will know me, reminding myself I’m not as important as I think I am, that gossip about this at-large succubus and her demon child won’t have spread to the scattered homesteads in these rural plains. Hungry and thirsty, but knowing the canal water will make me ill, I drink water that has settled overnight on leaves, and eat red currants from the shrubs scattered among the grasses.

Once I reach the road, I rest and wait, hiding behind a stand of birch trees until a decrepit man driving a wagon filled with bolts of cloth passes.

“Are you going to Rotterdam?” I ask the driver, who looks too old for any form of skullduggery. He narrows his eyes, regarding this scruffy Moor who reeks of damp forest, garlic and sour milk. I can tell by his silence he’s going to Rotterdam – most travelers on this road are. I also see he doesn’t want me as a passenger. I hope he doesn’t ask to see a Bible, proof I am a good Christian woman and not a witch.

“I can pay,” I offer him my purse of coins and see his old eyes glint.

He gestures to his wagon. “There. But try and sit clear of the velvets.”

He looks at Abraham. “And no feeding that baby,” he grumbles, “I don’t want puke all over my nice new brocades.”

This Bible-less Moor climbs on board and manages a gracious smile. “God will bless you for your kindness,” I say as I hand him most of the money I planned to use for my ship passage to Andalusia.

Again, he regards me suspiciously, perhaps wondering if he wants blessings from my foreign God.

I settle among the bolts, thinking how nine years ago, I arrived in the Lowlands the same way, crouching among rolls of cloth and rugs. It’s not a happy thought, dwelling on the sea journey I still have to make once I have made some more money. I try not to think about how the last ship of the season has just departed, or how long I will have to wait before the favorable winds return and another ship departs for Andalusia.

Closer to Rotterdam, more wagons and all manner of travelers – women with sacks of lavender thrown over their backs, children leading goats and sheep and wagons loaded with late summer fruits – clutter the road. When I see a pair of harlots waving from a wagon festooned with ribbons and flowers at the men trudging along the road, I think of what brings young girls to busy port cities. Now I’ve given the driver most of my coins, how will I pay for my passage to Andalusia? If I can’t find work as a maid (and who in their right mind would employ a Moor with a baby?) what will I do? My stomach clenches as I regard those harlots wearing robes that look as if they will fall from their bodies if the right ribbon is pulled. Uninvited and most unwelcome, those words spoken to me over a year ago slither into my thoughts. ‘You look like someone who knows how to make a man happy. ’ When I think of my three my pretty dresses, my black dog fills in the gaps. If you can’t find respectable work, you’ll have to work the wharves! Greet sailors hungry after months of sea, for the comfort of a woman! That’s right! You’ll have to sell your body! Work as a whore!
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I stand on the edges of Rotterdam’s main wharf and gaze at the vast ship berthed in the canal. Men with buckets and mops swab the deck while others dangle from the masts adjusting ropes and sails.


Nine years ago, I stood near this same spot, frail and sickly after a long sea voyage, trembling beside Joos the Merchant as he shoved me at a trader, speaking in a language I didn’t yet understand, showing him my teeth, my eyes, my pox-free legs and arms. I remember now those Dutch words he spoke. “She’ll make a fine slave!” he says. “She’s a healthy, obedient Moor!”

My heart drops into a pit of despair. How will I get to Vertientes without the protection of a man? Without money? Without even a Bible?

All around me the port bustles with merchants, sailors, fishmongers, beggars and whores. Maybe I think, I could get a job as a scribe. No one trusts a woman who can read and write! my black dog reminds me. They’ll think you’re a witch!

Again and again, Pieter returns to my thoughts. A feeling of utter failure grips my heart and my head spins. Here, alone and nearly penniless amidst all this noise and chaos, I can no longer distinguish the voices of light from the voices of darkness. In my arms, Abraham squirms. Despairing and afraid, I gaze down at his perfect face and tell myself I must stay strong for my son.
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Aimlessly, I walk. I give one of my last coins to a woman who looks even more wretched than I feel. “Bless you,” she says, giving me a toothless grin. Her breath smells so bad I turn my face and step quickly away. Just as I’m thinking of more alternatives to selling my body to pay for the passage to Andalusia – a job gutting fish perhaps, or helping to swap the deck of the boats, someone behind me shouts. “Move, woman! You’re in the way!”

I step back to let the carriage pass. Perhaps if I hadn’t stepped back right then, perhaps if a gull hadn’t cried out and swooped above me at that moment, I might not have looked up then followed its flight to the northern end of the wharves. I might not have caught sight of him just as he entered a tavern.

I turn towards the mirage, my heart scrambling. Even though I think I must be mistaken, even though my ankle feels as if it has swollen into something that belongs on an elephant, I sprint.

I enter the tavern, knowing this shadowy realm is no place for a woman of virtue to be seen. I inhale air so rich with ale and Christian man-sweat, I swoon from the fumes. I approach the man with the red cap. He has his back to me, but I can tell by those ears it’s him.

“Father!”

He turns, his eyes growing as huge as the flagon he’s holding.

“Soheila,” he says, “what are you doing in Rotterdam?”

I pause to consider my reply. I could tell him the story of my sister and how she threw me out of The Lord’s Embrace. I could tell him everything; poison that family beyond cure.

I adjust Abraham, grumbling in my arms. I draw a long breath. I buy some time. I am after all, just as perplexed as my father.

“What are you doing in Rotterdam?” I reply. “I thought you had already left for Andalusia.”

“A torn sail,” he replies, “our departure has been delayed.”

As I silently give thanks to the wind that tore that sail, my father raises his brows. I haven’t answered his question. I chew on my tongue. I think of those seven shrews and how Pieter’s hell must end. This is no time for an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. This is a time for mercy and Christian forgiveness. This war must end. Now.

“I changed my mind,” I say. “I realized I had made a mistake. I wish to go with you.”

My father looks at me as if he knows there’s a much longer story hiding behind my explanation. Then he laughs and puts his arm around me.

“Well, Soheila,” he says, “it looks as though you and Abraham are finally going home.”







CHAPTER 56 
A HARLOT AT THE FEAST OF SACRIFICE

Vertientes, Andalusia

October 14th 1518

I’m outside gathering parsley, preparing food for tonight’s Eid-ul-Adha – the Feast of Sacrifice – when I glimpse a movement on the mountain path. As the figure trudges over the crest of a hill, I hold my breath in anticipation. Tax collectors and inspectors from the monarchy checking for illicit books and other heresies usually come to Vertientes armed and in groups of three or more. Traders arrive accompanied by heavily laden donkeys.

The traveler pauses near the lemon groves and draws his cloak closer to his body as a cold autumnal wind from the mountains slices through the valley. It’s not my father, who hates our freezing winters, and usually visits in late spring or summer. This man is alone, his gait too purposeful to be a wandering beggar. I see a bulky leather satchel strung over his shoulder. He’s a messenger arriving with news from the outside world.

My heart lifts. I’ve been waiting over two years for a letter from Hertogenbosch. For the past fifteen years, every winter without fail, I receive a letter from Rutger. Through his letters, I learned of Odette-of-the-attic’s death and the sale of Hieronymus of Bosch’s altarpiece to the Duke of Burgundy. I learned how Wendelmoet joined Saint Wilgefortis Convent and of Arien and Hillekin’s marriage. After the accidental drowning of Trude’s new husband while having his half-yearly bath, Trude is now lady-in-waiting to one of the Duchess of Burgundy’s third cousins. The only news Rutger passed to me from Pieter was a message that he was glad I was safe and well. I have tried to understand. His household seethes with jealous wife and nosey servants. He must be discrete.

Before the messenger sees me, I sweep back inside the house to get my niqab. Although Vertientes is now a Christian village, the monarchy has accepted purdah as a way to protect women’s honor and chastity. If this stranger sees unmarried me unveiled, he will think me at best, immodest, at worst, a harlot.

Veiled in black, only my eyes visible, I stand outside and wait to greet him.

Perched on the eastern edge of Vertientes, our house is one of the first travelers reach after their journey through the mountains. My heart hammers as I anticipate that long overdue letter.

The messenger passes the potted geraniums and hydrangeas I’ve placed on the steps that lead up to our house, looks at our plaque and winces. Then, head down, no letter in his hand, he ignores me and continues walking. He doesn’t even glance at the glass of pomegranate juice I hold out to him. He seems to be in a devil of a hurry.

I swoop in front of him and insistently hand him the glass. He must be thirsty after his long journey through the mountains. “No letter for La Casa de los Numeros Grandes y Pequeños?” I ask as he yields and takes the glass.

“No,” he says frowning at our house’s ungodly name, the one my son Abraham chose: The House of Big and Small Numbers.

“Are you sure?” I insist. For a moment, I resent my niqab and the lost opportunity to give him a charming smile in exchange for his cooperation. Instead, all I can do is furiously bat my eyelashes.

Sighing, he hands me back the drained glass and rifles through his satchel, muttering about how he has three other villages to visit before nightfall. “Only one letter for a citizen,” he says pulling out a grubby envelope with a bright red seal. “I was going to deliver it straight to the men of the town council. It’s just a letter for someone called ‘Soheila bint Yasmina al Benaocaz.”

“That’s me.”

Grudgingly, he hands me he envelope. “It really should be handed to a man,” he says, “so he can read it and decide what action should be taken.”

“I can read,” I say tightly, “and am quite capable of making decisions myself.”

The messenger gives me an uneasy glance. No man? His eyes seem to say.

Annoyed, I look away. I’m under no obligation to explain to this stranger why I’m not married.

Again, my gaze drops to the unfamiliar seal. The imprint is illegible although I think I see a small soft-edged crucifix embedded in the melted wax. I recall then, how Rutger’s last letter brought news of Hieronymus of Bosch’s death. Is this another letter bringing bad news? “Where is this from?”

The messenger sighs with impatience. “No idea. I’d say by the way it looks, it’s come a long way and passed through many hands.”

As if driven by some inner sight, my hands start to shake. “I’m going to wait until my son comes home,” I say, “before I open it.”

The messenger nods approvingly. “A wise idea.” He bows then sprints down the steps, vanishing into the shadows of the ally that leads to the village’s heart.
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The letter sits on the table in the middle of the room, a lodestone around which the rest of my afternoon revolves. Just before sunset, Abraham, who has been helping with the olive harvest, bursts inside with olives for me to pickle. “Three hundred and sixty of them,” he announces as he drops the sack on the counter, “enough for twelve jars of thirty olives each. I smile at him. Abraham loves numbers as passionately as most love God. If he had his way, rather than spend his time helping the less fortunate villagers with their crops and harvests, he would spend all day inside, crouched over parchments trying to make sense of the mysteries in the world around us – the seasonal shifts in the angles of sunlight, the trajectories of the stars across the night sky, the way light sometimes splits into rainbows when it shines through glass.

“Thank you,” I say, admiring my son. Always my heart soars when he’s around. Abraham has grown into a tall, beautiful boy with my green eyes and his father’s hair, bleached to a reddish gold in the fierce Andalusian sunshine. But that red Ramecker hair is enough, thank you very much. I make sure the likeness to his father stops there. I make sure he practices humility and works, as I do, with the poorest villagers, helping them bring life back to the land. Work is the way we keep whole. Work is the way I forget my despair.

Abraham sees the letter. “What’s that?

“A letter.”

“Why haven’t you opened it?”

“I was waiting for you.” I reply. “I want us to read it together.”

He dives forward, grabs the letter off the table and rips away the seal. I watch his face as he swiftly reads. He learned to speak and read when he was three, languages coming to him as easily as ripe lemons fall from trees.

“It’s from a convent,” he says, “in Rome,” he adds. And then, he looks up at me, his brow furrowed as if he can’t quite take in what he has just read. “Thomas the Traveler is dead,” he says.

My heart crushes like glass. I gasp, recalling the last time I saw my father two years ago. I had no idea that summer visit would be his last. He left promising to return. He always kept his promises. Ah, how time makes fools of us all! My hands trembling, I take the letter from Abraham. It’s from the nun who cared for my father during his illness. I was there when Thomas of Bosch peacefully passed, she writes, and saw the moment when Our Lord Jesus Christ cradled him in His arms and carried him to Heaven.

“I’m sorry,” Abraham says when he sees how I’m shaking. He steps forwards and gives me an awkward, boyish hug.

“He has returned to Allah,” I say as I melt into my son’s arms.

I shut my eyes and whisper a prayer for my father’s soul. Abraham follows, reciting the prayer as if he’s counting sheep.

When I open my eyes, the sun has dropped behind the mountains, the sky outside the window now the deep blue of a bruise. I take in the late hour and sigh. Even though I’m displaced by shock, life must still go on. “Abraham, I say, “you need to get changed. We’re due at the feast.”

My son’s shoulders drop. His eyes drift back to the dog-eared ledger on the table. “Can I take my ledger with me?”

He gives me an imploring look as if his ledger is more important than any time of mourning or Feast of Sacrifice. I recall Frau Kikkert’s words of warning and tuck away another long thread of sorrow. That baby will not grow to be a normal boy. “Of course,” I reply. “As long as you agree to wear your best robe.”
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Under an endless Heaven dusted with stars, Abraham and I wind through the village streets, the walls of the whitewashed buildings still holding the sun’s heat. Following the aroma of roasting meat, we arrive at the house Faizan, the village’s Mullah. Here, in the courtyard, a sheep turns on a spit. Near Faizan’s doorway, sitting among a swarm of laughing children, a green-veiled woman warming her hands over an earthenware brazier filled with almond shells looks up as we arrive. “Soheila! Abraham! “As-salamu alaykum!”

“Leila! Wa alaykumu s-salam,” I reply.

Leila rises to greet us. “Beautiful,” I say, admiring her intricate bracelets and the gold and blue geometric trims on the borders of her robe. Over the years, many citizens of Vertientes have quietly crept back into the arms of Islam. These Arabic patterns that decorate our clothes and carvings, our music and poetry, the words of our prophet repeated in prayer in the privacy of our homes are the ways we subtly subvert Christianity’s commandments.

Abraham, bored by our frivolities, sighs and, ledger under his arm, wanders off.

After I’ve chatted with Leila, I go inside Faizan’s house and place my basket filled with bread, parsley salad and marinated Andalusian snails on the bench next to a hunched figure dressed in black sitting on a stool. The old woman sniffs the bowl of snails. “Ah, my favorite,” says Munira as she pops a snail between lips as wrinkled as salted olives. Her eyes harden. “Could do with a bit more spice, though.”

I force a smile. Many of the women of Vertientes embrace purdah as it allows us to be judged for our inner, rather than physical beauty. But this old woman gives the world another reason. Time and life haven’t been kind to Munira. Once praised for beauty that could launch a thousand ships, she could now just as easily sink them. Now, she would be a perfect model for a hag in one of Hieronymus of Bosch’s hell panels. As I watch her chew my snails, the thought of Hieronymus of Bosch and Hertogenbosch brings a choke to my throat. Now my father has passed on I’ve lost another connection to Pieter. I swallow my sorrow and try to distract myself by going back outside to gather flowers for the centre of the feast table.

“Soheila! Salam!” Three small children streak through the unfolding darkness into Faizan’s garden. A striding figure follows. Veiled in public and the presence of men, we have learned to recognise one another from our voices, shapes and gaits. I can tell by her tall frame it’s Eliana, Faizan’s second wife, who lives next door to her husband. As Christians forbid multiple marriages, to stymie the inspectors of the monarchy when they arrive on their surprise visits, Faizan’s three other wives all live in separate houses.

As soon as Eliana hugs me, she can tell something’s wrong. “Soheila, what’s happened?”
 
“Grandfather Thomas died!” Abraham calls, sounding as if he had just informed Eliana of a change in the weather. I see him then, in the garden’s shadows, ledger on his lap, candle flickering at his side, sitting among the potted plants away from the noise and fire, where he can observe and record the drifting Heavens.

I’m about to reply when a green-turbaned figure strides across Faizan’s courtyard. It’s Atiq, one of the village elders. Tall, black-bearded and limpid-eyed, he laughs, flashing a dazzle of healthy teeth as he regards the growing gathering of women and children. “All you women and children in all those colors! Like monkeys jabbering inside a rainbow!” Then, Atiq snaps his fingers at Leila, his newest wife. “The men are hungry and ready to eat,” he says.

Around us, women jerk to attention and rush inside to tend to the men who will eat first, leaving the women and children what is left.

Before retreating into the kitchen, Eliana gives me a long, deep hug. “I’m so sorry for your loss, Soheila. May Allah give your father an easy and pleasant journey and shower blessings on his grave.”

Again, I ache not only for my father, but also for Hertogenbosch. How I miss the informal interactions between men and women. How I miss my conversations with Rutger, a friendship I could never consider here in Vertientes where, under secretly practiced Sharia laws, men and women, unless related through blood or marriage, are forbidden to consort. And Pieter! If I’d met him in Vertientes, he would have never seen my face. He would have never dared speak to me alone for fear of compromising my reputation. With a resigned sigh, I walk over to Abraham, shake out the blanket he’s brought with him and place it over his shoulders. Soon, he will be so lost in his work he won’t even notice the cold. “Thank you,” he murmurs, his eyes still locked on the stars. I gaze at my son and think of Gerrit’s twisted act which gave rise to this boy I love more than my own life. Abraham – either disinterested or sensing some forbidden – truth has never asked about his father. And I have never told. Yet just as darkness has given way to light, I forgave Gerrit long ago.

“I’ll bring you some food,” I say to my beautiful, otherworldly and distracted son.

Abraham grunts a reply. “Thanks.”

Back at the spit, women slice meat onto platters. I take one inside where other women are busy tending to the men’s meal, filling pitchers with juices of pomegranate and orange, slicing breads and dividing salads into bowls.

When Eliana pulls me aside and whispers so no one can hear, I see a trace of discomfort in her eyes. She inhales as if drawing in courage. “Soheila, now your father is gone…” Her eyes fill with sorrow as she summons her words. “You need to tell us the truth about Abraham.”

My throat narrows. For fifteen years I’ve refused to divulge the identity of Abraham’s father. I mean what do I say? A child of rape? A child of my half-brother? Who would understand? Who wouldn’t judge and shame me for such twin atrocities?

I bite down on my tongue.

“Is his father still alive?” she adds softly.

I look away from Eliana’s inquiring gaze. When I first arrived, rumors spread my husband was missing, then, as the years passed on, people assumed I was widowed. I have offered nothing to counter the gossip.

No one knows my other secrets. My back burns with shame when I recall, the year after I returned, my brief coupling with a young Christian messenger that reopened my heart’s wounds and made me yearn even more for Hertogenbosch and Pieter.

The loneliness and disappointment returns like a stab in my heart. “No. Abraham’s father is dead,” I reply before I can stop myself.

I shudder, again recalling after that affair, the weeks of fear I was with child that followed as I dosed myself with concoctions of pennyroyal, nutmeg, pomegranate and saffron that lead to a painful, life-draining bleed. I have been alone since. I have vowed to never let another man touch me. Now, I live the life of a Christian nun.

Agitated, my hand slips as I’m opening a jar of salted olives and the jar smashes to the floor.

Eliana grabs a towel next to the bowl of lemon water the men will use to wash their hands.

“It’s just you’ve lost your protector, Soheila,” she whispers as we both bend down to clean up the mess. “Now, you’re vulnerable.”

My insides twist. Distractedly, I pick the olives off the floor. My father, an elemental force who visited us every few summers with donkeys bearing extravagant gifts he exchanged for woolen garments, raisins, olives, oils and pickles refused to let faith stand in the way of good trade and friendship.

“The men in the village were all fond of your father,” Eliana adds, “and have given you respect because of him.”

She pauses and sighs as she wipes the last of the salted water off the floor with the towel.

“But now he’s gone…”

My heart aches as I think of my boisterous Christian father who is no more. When it came to Vertientes, he gave more than he took. I know he felt guilty. Not only for the tragedy of my severed childhood and Gerrit’s assault, but also for returning me to Vertientes. Yes, I came back as a landowner. But the land I returned to was parched from years of drought and neglect, the good people waiting for my return ravaged by hunger and plague.

I sigh weakly. I know where Eliana’s going with this.

“Soheila,” she says, “Abraham needs a father figure.”

She rises and inhales. “You should marry.”

I shake my head. Laboring to help bring mortally wounded Vertientes back from ruins and raising Abraham has been struggle enough. Serving a husband as well would be more than I could manage. “I know,” I say weakly as I pick the last pieces of broken glass from the floor.

“It’s just…”

I swallow my words. How do explain what I feel? Every day, I still think of Pieter, our night in the chapel the rapturous core around which all my other memories revolve. I have accepted I’ll never see him again. Yet every man who has courted me must compete with a memory of him, now shaped into a faultless God of my imagination. Who can ever recover from a love of such magnitude?

Eliana studies me, searching for those secrets hidden behind my eyes. “It’s just what?”

I chew on my lips and pull from her enquiring gaze.

You’re not getting any younger or any more beautiful, my black dog reminds me.

“Nothing important,” I murmur as I rise to my feet.

Absently, I divide the marinated snails into two smaller bowls and sigh as I hand the bowls to Leila to take through to the men.

My black dog snickers. How old would Pieter be now? More than forty? An old man! Decrepit!

I gulp back another lump in my throat. Then Eliana puts her hand on mine. “Soheila, Faizan has suggested he marry you. Isn’t it time to say yes?”

While managing a polite smile, inwardly I squirm. Remarriage is difficult for women who are not virgins. Inspired by our prophet Muhammad, Faizan, the village’s Mullah, marries only divorced women and widows. I should be grateful for this offer of protection. Faizan is a good, reasonable man who has guided me even more deeply into the Qu’ran’s wisdom. He wouldn’t have collected so many wives if he had been ignorant and obstreperous. Even though I don’t love him, I should repay his respect, patience and generosity.

Eliana’s eyes wrinkle into a kind smile. “I would welcome you into our family,” she adds, putting her hand on mine.

My heart bends as I think of the sisterly solidarity I’ve admired in those women married to the same good man. “Thank you Eliana,” I murmur.

Unable to hold her gaze, I look over her shoulders outside to the mountain ranges dusted with the lacework of snow. Somewhere, far north of those mountains, my eternal love still walks the Earth. Or does he? snaps my black dog. By now, he’s probably dead! That’s why Rutger hasn’t written!

I chew on my lip and press away another flood of tears. Of course Eliana is right. I should marry. Faizan may nominate new wives, but as his first wife Kaheela is losing her mind from age, Eliana, who gives the final approval, has paid me the greatest of complements. Under my robes, beyond the flesh of my body, my heart aches and weeps.

To try and calm myself, I draw a long breath of air that smells of roasted meat, cardamom and the lavender I’ve picked for the tables. Yet as I watch the women coming and going through the curtain that separates us from the men, veiling as they enter, unveiling as they return, I’m overcome by a terrible trapped feeling.


“I have to give Abraham his dinner,” I say. Yielding to a sudden urge to flee, I grab his filled plate and, the hems of my robe flapping about my ankles, my niqab pressing against my mouth and stifling my breath, I race out the door and back into the darkness.
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I find Abraham surrounded by a group of children. “See that star there?” says Abraham, pointing to the brightest of the stars blazing in the Heavens. “That’s the evening star. Sometimes it’s so bright you can see it during the day. The Babylonians called it The Bright Queen of the Sky.”


“How do you know all this?” says a little boy.

“I read and study the books my grandfather brought me.” He gives the boy a look which seems to say, and, if you don’t mind, I’d like to continue now uninterrupted. My heart squeezes when I think how, now my father is gone, there’ll be less of that wisdom arriving from the outside world. Each time he visited, he came with books. Over the years, our house has turned into the village library.

As I gaze at that star winking above the mountains, thinking how tiny and inconsequential we all are, an animal cries in the nearby hills. Again, I’m swiped by a terrible, cold panic that seems to have come from some other realm. Feeling as vulnerable as a freshly hatched bird, I pause in the shadow of a juniper tree, again breathe deeply and try and compose myself.

“Why do you want to know about the sky?” another boy asks my son.

“Because mankind has an imperfect understanding of the Heavens,” Abraham replies, now seeing me waiting with his dinner.

“Only Allah is perfect” says one of the girls.

Abraham gives the little girl a look that makes him seem much older than his fifteen years.

“And Allah gave us minds we need to use,” he says wearily.

Just as I’m handing my son his dinner plate, Leila swoops into the garden to gather up the children. “There’s news from Granada,” she hisses to me as she herds the children back towards the courtyard’s torchlight, “the men are all agitated. Something important has happened.”

I glance at Abraham who, not interested in abandoning his stars for gossip, shrugs and stays put. Several of the other boys and a few older girls remain with him, looking from his dinner back to the sky.

After the younger children are reminded to play quietly where they can be seen, I follow Leila inside and stand behind the curtained doorway that leads to the main room. Usually, we get our news from the men who tell us only what they think we need to know. So we have become experts at eavesdropping.

I peep through a moth hole in the curtain’s woolen weave. In the main room, the men, in their long robes and turbaned heads, pace the room like a tribe of displaced sultans looking for kingdoms to rule.

A few of the older women, including Munira and Kaheela, Faizan’s first wife, glare disapprovingly at us. “I can see your ears growing to the size of dinner plates!” says Kaheela. “Soon you’ll be able to use them as blankets!”

“Which will be useful when your husbands throw you out of your homes for spying on them!” adds Munira.

“Hush,” I disrespectfully snap to Kaheela-the-hallucinating and Munira-the-hag, “we wish to hear the news.”

“The men will punish you!” wheedles Munira. “You’ll be stoned!”

“And we will punish them right back,” my tongue replies before I can stop it.

Scandalized by my disrespect, the two old women huff in unison then fall quiet. I hold my breath and listen, parting the curtain ever so slightly.

“This is magnificent news!” says Atiq standing next to Faizan in the lavishly carpeted room, the long table in its centre set with candelabras and surrounded by turbaned men sitting on benches bright with cushions. Beside me, Leila sighs and caresses her swelling belly as she glimpses her husband. At fifteen years old, and already with-child, she is Atiq’s newest wife. Her eyes lock on her handsome husband as if she has forgotten where she ends and he begins.

Atiq, the extraordinarily handsome son of the extraordinarily ugly Munira, points to the parchment Faizan holds in his hand. “He called the Pope the antichrist!” he says.

He throws back his head and laughs. “Splendid!” A Christian Church in uproar!”

Eyes ablaze, Atiq regards the other men gathered around the table. “This means victory for Islam!” he cries, punching the air with his fist. He adjusts his green turban, worn to show he is a direct descendant of our prophet. “Allah has spoken!”

The other men murmur in assent as Faizan, short, white-bearded and creaky, squints at the parchment. “Let’s not be too hasty,” he replies, “this is early days. There’s still a great deal of uncertainty about what this all means.”

Atiq shakes his head. “This means the promised time has come! With the Church in chaos, Islam can rise once more from the ashes of Christian oppression!”

My innards twist as I regard that impassioned man. Under his dazzling smile, his charm in the presence of those with money and power, Atiq harbors a bottomless hatred for Christians. He was sixteen and accompanying his mother to visit a sick aunt in Granada when the Inquisition came. Two days later, they returned to Vertientes to find his father and sister killed.

“We must arm ourselves and prepare for war!” he adds. “After all these centuries of tyranny it’s time to restore Islam’s lost glory!”

I feel the women around me tense and shudder, inhaling the men’s words. As we listen, the news assembles. A man called Martin Luther has accused the Pope of being the antichrist. And the ninety-five theses he nailed to a church door in Wittenberg have sent Northern Europe into an uproar. A great rift is splitting the Christian Church from within.

“We must gather up all the young men in Vertientes and train them to fight!” says Atiq.

A knot forms in my belly. Next to me, Leila grabs and squeezes my hand. Behind the curtain, Faizan shakes his own green-turbaned head. “Some of our young men will not want to go to war,” he says.

Atiq’s eyebrows drop like black stones. “You mean the boy with the strange ideas? The one who counts the stars?”

As Faizan nods, Leila’s grip on my hand tightens. Behind me, Eliana’s breath hitches. My gentle Abraham, who understands neither love nor hate, would rather count weapons than use them.

“Every able bodied man must stand up for what is right! Even the orphan Abraham!” says Atiq.

At those words, my rage rises like floodwaters behind a leaky dyke. Behind me, beside me, sensing impending disaster, several women grab my robe and cry in unison as I plunge forwards. “Soheila! No!”

It’s too late. The restraint I’ve been gripping fractures. In possession of a raw, earthy power older and deeper than time, I pull away from their grasps and dive through the curtains.

“Abraham is not an orphan!” I say to the assembly of men, “he has a mother!”

The men turn in surprise. They all know it’s me. They can tell by my robe. Instead of traditional plain coloured linen, I’m wearing a woolen chador fashioned from an old curtain patterned with flowers and trees.

“Out, woman!” says Atiq. “This doesn’t concern you!”

Something inside me rises from a place all at once unrecognizable yet utterly familiar.

I stand my ground and stare down Atiq. “Of course it concerns me! As well as every other woman in Vertientes! While we women are all forced to cook, clean and bear babies, you men turn imagined fears into real monsters, conjure up fresh foes, plot your next wars and behave like idiots!”

While that sea of sultans gawp waiting to hear what this raging woman-in-a-floral-robe will say next, Faizan adjusts his green turban and wearily rolls his eyes.

“Leave us!” Atiq shouts again, pointing to the curtain, his face as red as a rooster’s wattles.

“No,” I snort and pout at him. Under my niqab I can pull as many faces as I like.

As I regard the men and their black, white and green turbaned heads, it occurs to me, I’m gazing at a clump of oversized mushrooms all connected by a single filament of vengeance.

“Listen to yourselves!” I say. “Don’t you see how you are just as bad as the Spanish Inquisition? If Muhammad and Christ sat among you today what do you think they would say? Would they encourage you to wage war in their names?”

Atiq narrows his eyes. “If Vertientes had been armed the first time the Christian Inquisition arrived, we would have been able to protect our village,” he says slowly, as if speaking to an imbecile.

“Vertientes was betrayed from within! By a Muslim Brother!” I reply.

“A mere irrelevant detail,” Atiq replies, the degradation of arguing with a woman written clearly over his face. “Christians murdered our neighbours and families and Christians will pay the price.”

I glare at Atiq, feeling so hot and angry, I fear my floral robe and I might combust. The man’s brain has been eaten by the worms of revenge! While many of the other Muslims who survived the massacre through absence or baptisms, unable to bear Christian rule, eventually departed for Africa, Atiq and his mother Munira-of-the-insufficiently-spiced-snails stayed put, vowing to avenge the village’s destruction. And now, I see he thinks his time has come. He’s not about to have his mind changed by a mere raving woman. I have a sudden pleasurable vision of my father walking up to Atiq, Bible in one hand, Qu’ran in the other, flattening his head to a pancake between the vice of the two books.

“Your mind is addled,” Atiq continues, “and it may have something to do with your unfortunate encounter with Christianity.” He points to me and glances back at the gathering of men. “This woman should not be trusted,” he says. “She was raised a Sufi. Then she was compromised further and corrupted by the lewdness, vices and whims of Christianity! And, as a consequence of this moral decline and heresy, she has borne a son so imbecilic his father has disowned him and vanished in shame!”

Stunned by his accusations, I look around the room. Some of the older men drop their gazes and decide to study their hands with great interest. In that moment, I feel ancient tensions bubbling, the divisions of Islam once overshadowed by the common enemy of Christian tyranny threatening once more to rise from the sludge of oppression.

“There is no room for mysticism and weakness in these times of war!” bellows Atiq. “And women have no say in this!”

Men shuffle and clear their throats. Adam’s apples bob as some swallow in discomfort.

Finally, Faizan gives me a long, tired gaze. “Please Soheila, this is not your concern,” he says. “You must leave these decisions to the men.”

“What? And end up going to war? It is all our concern when you volunteer our sons for sacrifice!”

Atiq regards me as if I am nothing more than a decapitated but still-clucking chicken. “You would do well to spend less time thinking and objecting and more time practicing humility,” he says through his ice-white teeth.

“Fine! Then you do the thinking!” I snap back. “Think of the words in the Qu’ran! Salvation comes through good work, not through faith!”

Again, I address all the men at the table. “Please! Don’t turn your backs on the words of our prophet! The Qu’ran says there is no compulsion in religion! Why do we keep forgetting Muhammad’s messages of unity?”

“Our prophet also spoke of the jihad!” a man at the far end of the table replies, “Islam is our duty! It is time to restore the caliphate!”

“Our prophet also says whatever you may differ about is for God to judge,” I snap back.

Atiq, his eyes on fire, slams his hand on the table so hard, the marinated snails jump in their bowls as if suddenly raised from the dead.

“Enough! We will not be lectured to by a woman! No woman is capable of the deep and constant deliberation necessary to understand the profound messages of the Qu’ran!”

He gives me a look of the utmost disgust. “Never use the words in our Holy Book to challenge a man’s dominion!”

Atiq turns back to the other men. “This woman barges in to meetings with her opinions! She should be beaten for her disrespect!” He looks accusingly at Faizan. “You haven’t trained her properly!”

“I am not her husband,” Faizan says wearily. He gives me baleful glance, as if he’s saying with his eyes – and it’s not for lack of trying.

“She should be married!” shouts Atiq. “What kind of a woman refuses the protection of a man?”

My heart a black pit of fury, I refuse to back down. I clench my fists. “One who values her independence,” I reply through my teeth, “and seeks wisdom instead of babies.”

Atiq stamps his feet on the floor like a petulant child. “Silence! This is why women should be unschooled! If they know too much, they become argumentative and disrespectful!”

I glance at Faizan, who gives me a stern look and nods towards the curtain.

Atiq turns to Faizan and gives him an accusing look. “This is what happens when a woman remains unmarried! Without the daily guidance of a husband, she forgets her place in the world!”

Atiq strides up to me, his glare as fierce as war itself. “Women are incapable of understanding the subtle intricacies of war and the laws of faith! And if you do not leave this room at once, I will make sure your son not only does go to war, I will put him at the front of the line of battle!”

At that moment, Eliana, Faizan’s wife, steps from behind the curtain. “Please, Atiq,” she says. “Show some mercy. She had news today her father passed away. She’s racked with grief.”

The air in the room shifts as the men at the table all draw a collective breath then bow their heads in prayer. “Surely we belong to Allah and to Him shall we return,” they all murmur together.

Atiq however regards me for a moment clearly considering the sudden plummet in my status. Now my wealthy merchant father has gone there will be no more cheap spices or rare metals to forge. No more precious stones and perfumes, ointments, linens, furs and silks.

And no more need for false smiles and faked alliances. He points at my robe and once more, addresses the gathering of men. “Look at the way she flaunts herself! The way she disrespects Islam’s modesty laws by wearing a robe adorned with flowers!”

As he looks back at me, something terrifying moves in the depths of Atiq’s eyes. “If you don’t leave right now, I will make sure you are stoned for being a harlot,” he says coldly.

With that, Eliana gives me an almighty tug and drags me away from my dining-room battlefield. Back on the other side of the curtain, the trapped feeling comes over me again, this time accompanied by a solid block of black of horror. I have an awful feeling history is about to repeat itself and Vertientes will be betrayed once more, from within.







CHAPTER 57 
THE TYRANNY OF PROTECTION

October 15th 1518

I wake this morning with a terrible headache. My head pounding, I rise late, dress, and plod to the village well to draw some water.

As I pass down Callé Christo, the village’s main street, beyond the last row of whitewashed buildings, I glimpse the thriving almond, apricot and olive groves growing on my family’s land. My heart bends as I think how Vertientes, resurrected after years of despair and neglect is finally stumbling back from her near-mortal wounds, the irrigation systems, terraces and orchards restored, the citizens once more healthy and well fed. And now, another war over faith is about to destroy our peace all over again.

At the well, I place my pitchers under the perpetually running water drawn from one of the many springs that bless our village. Nearby, three men are lost in conversation. They barely look up as this anonymous, black-shrouded figure fills her pitchers with water.

Today, robed in black, I’m grateful for my invisibility. Gossip travels swiftly in this village of just over two thousand citizens and stories of Soheila, the deranged woman who burst into a meeting of village elders and starting babbling incoherently about babies and peace, will have spread faster than spring pollen in a wind storm.

“Christianity is a tyrant suckling at the bosom of Islam’s wisdom while shredding her flesh with the claws of injustice,” says one of the men.

“And the tyrant has finally fallen backwards and pierced himself with his own claws,” adds another with a chuckle.

My jaw cramps. They don’t care if I hear. I’m not a threat. I’m a mere woman consumed by the trivia of domesticity.

“How long will it be before the Christians and their armies are back on our doorstep demanding we bow to their new faith?” says the third man.

With great effort, I keep my tongue still. I watch a hoopoe dusting itself in the sandy dirt on the edges of a flowerbed. Mesmerized by that whirlwind of gold, black and white, I think with a resentment shared by many how our Islamic prayers and ablutions must all be performed in secret.

Something out of the range of human hearing startles the hoopoe and it flutters up into the boughs of a bitter-orange tree. When my gaze follows the bird then drifts to the promontory above the ravine that divides Vertientes in two, my heart jumps. On the promontory’s edge, pointing towards the single mountain road that leads from Vertientes to Granada, sits a canon. Purchased ten years ago, supposedly to protect freshly converted Vertientes from marauding Muslim barbarians, that canon was discretely put in storage. Now hauled from hiding, clearly waiting to blast any Christians arriving with their new religion off the face of the Earth, it catches the sunlight and gleams as if recently polished.

Right then, a cry from another time makes me nearly drop my pitcher. A voice silenced by the Inquisition, I hold my breath as the Muezzin’s call to prayer bends the air, his call echoing through the hills. A lifetime ago, that summons spoke of peace, unity and prosperity. Now, it seems to say something different. Come for us! It cries. We are ready for you! We are Islam!

With conspiratorial glances, the men who have gathered near the fountain bustle away with the obedience of mustered sheep to face Mecca and say their prayers.

My heart rolling in the pit of my stomach, I see a black-veiled figure heavy with child, waddling towards me. Above her niqab, Leila’s eyes are wild with excitement. When she sees it’s me, she tugs at my robe, draws me closer so no one can hear.

“Soheila,” she whispers, “Kaheela said some Christian strangers were apprehended this morning on the mountain road near the orchards.” She stops to draw a fortifying breath, caresses her belly then gives me a worried look. “They were looking for you, Soheila. They said they had come for Abraham.”

My heart stops. “What did they look like?” I ask in a weak voice.

“Kaheela saw them from her window. She said one had red horns like the devil.”

Immediately, I think of Gerrit’s orange quiff. My stomach folds in on itself. Through Rutger’s letters, I learned Gerrit, now married to Griet van der Heim, is a father of four girls whose chastity he spends his days fretting about. In the absence of sufficient inheritance, he has taken to farming to provide for his family. Now his father has passed on, has he come to claim his only son? And his inheritance?

My gaze drifts back to that canon, now regarding it as a possible ally. “Were they armed?” I ask shakily.

Leila shrugs. “Kaheela said they had flaming knives and pitchforks.”

“Where are they now?”

Leila shoots me a sharp glance. “They are guests of the village.”

Guests of the village. Code for detained and under guard.

“Oh.” Inside me, something hardens. I won’t let anyone take my son from me! Then you’ll need protection, my black dog growls. Gerrit will have brought thugs with him. In that moment, blinded by panic, I recall the conversation I just overheard. How long will it be now before the Christians are back on our doorstep demanding we now bow to their new faith?

My black dog, rabid and frothing fear snarls. There may be more Christians coming. An army perhaps. This will be an invasion. They will take us all by surprise. Either way, you will lose your son! My heart beats in an intense, rapid rhythm as if dervishes have taken residence in my breast. If I am unmarried, Gerrit can easily lay claim to Abraham. I take hold of Leila’s arm and grip it in panic. “Please Leila. Tell Eliana to inform Faizan I agree to his proposal of marriage.” I draw a long breath, “as soon as possible.”
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“There’s nothing like a village wedding to lift people’s spirits!” Eliana says as she pulls the marriage robe from her basket.

As she smiles, a trapped feeling comes over me again and my breath turns shallow. This is all happening to quickly. Only this morning I expressed my willingness to marry, and already the village is preparing for the nuptials. What was I thinking?

My head begins to whirl, panic thumping in my chest. Not now, my soul cries, Soheila, not now!

“I presume Abraham, as your closest male relative, will agree to this?” she adds.

“Of course,” I shakily reply, “he does what I tell him.”

“There’ll be no marriage documents,” Eliana reminds me as she holds the cloth against my skin, “but under the laws of Islam you will be a legitimately wedded woman.”

She regards the robe and smiles approvingly. “This green goes beautifully with your eyes,” she adds. Eliana’s brown eyes sparkle. “And any children you have will be descendants of Muhammad!” she adds.

Unable to share her enthusiasm, I look out the window and sigh. Outside, great storm clouds gather-black, billowing things that loom in the sky like mountains. Thunder grumbles across the roof of the Heavens.

“Perhaps, it’ll finally rain,” says Eliana, following my gaze. “An auspicious start to life as a married woman,” she adds, “a sign your marriage has been blessed by Allah.”

I dribble her a smile thinking of how Abraham would reply, saying rain has nothing to do with Allah’s blessings but comes from the clouds which draw moisture from the Earth in a cycle that is as old as time.

Lost for words, I nod at her, glimpsing hidden in the codes of the scriptures, a greater truth. My shoulders sag as I try to accept Allah’s wisdom and the fact that my world, once more, is about to change.

Just then, the front door to Faizan’s kitchen flies open and Leila, a basket full of lemons and parsley in her arms, bursts into the room. “They’re bringing the Christian visitors here to Faizan’s house! To interrogate them!”

My breath damns in my throat. How will it feel to see my child’s father after all these years? That man I forgave long ago? And who are the others he has come with? My knees weaken. I’m suddenly not interested in the fuss of this wedding. I want everyone to go away. Alas, at that moment, all eyes are on me. “Please,” I say to Eliana, waving away that green robe. “No more fussing about the wedding. Right now, I need to pray to Allah and gather my thoughts.”

When I hear men’s voices as the front door opens, I turn to the task of cutting lemons for tonight’s parsley salad, squatting with my board on the floor near the curtain so I can hear what they are saying.

“Come away from the curtain, Soheila,” says Eliana, clearly fearful of another of my outbursts, “leave this to the men.”

“The lemons need cutting,” I reply, “and this is a comfortable spot.” My heart squirms as I hear the shuffling of robes and chains. I hear Atiq speak in Spanish, the language of the monarchy. “You come unarmed without messages or items to trade. You come claiming only you wish to visit a single woman and her only son. A woman who is not a relation.” He snorts. “And you expect us to believe you?”

“You have come to spy on us!” another man with a squeaky voice chimes.

As I squeeze lemon juice into a bowl, I hear the shriek of a sword, probably Atiq’s, drawn from a scabbard. My heart goes through as many contortions as an acrobat.

“If we send them back, they will report us to the Monarchy!” squeaky-voice-man adds.

My warping heart settles as I think how their killing Gerrit would solve many problems. If they do it quickly, perhaps I can find a way to wriggle out of this marriage.

“I suspect given the present state of the Church, the monarchy has other problems to deal with.” Faizan replies with his customary restraint. “We should think this through, Atiq, before we do anything rash.”

“Pah!” Atiq shouts in our village dialect, “I would cheerfully die to erase that blasphemous faith from the face of the Earth!”

As I pick up another lemon, I hear Faizan clear his throat and speak in Spanish. “Please, tell us truthfully why you have come to Vertientes.”

Finally one of the visitors replies. The man speaks as if he has honey on his tongue. “As I said, I am here to find a woman by the name of Soheila bint Yasmina al Benaocaz.”

My heart stops. The knife I’m using slips and I jab my finger. Still clutching the cut lemon, I rise. When I peep through the gap in the curtain, I succumb to a wave of paralysis.

In Faizan’s main room, Atiq holds his sword to Pieter’s throat. My beloved’s hands are chained. I gasp and place my free hand over my own throat. Dusty and weary, he wears the pain of his long journey on his face. Inwardly, I slap own cheek. I should know better than to trust a report from Kaheela-the-mad! I should know better than to listen to my black dog! 

“What do you want with her?” Atiq demands.

“I am the guardian of her child,” Pieter says in Dutch-accented Spanish, “and I am here to ensure she and her son are being properly treated.”

My gaze rakes the room. I see Rutger, hands also chained together, pinned against the wall by another man with two missing fingers whose name I don’t know. I feel faint for a moment as if I’ve passed from this world into a dream. Pieter’s arrival can mean only one thing. Yolente is dead.

As I feel the restraining hand of Eliana on my shoulders, Atiq turns to Rutger. “And what about you, runt?”

“I am his servant and guide,” Rutger gags as missing-finger-man tightens his grip on his throat. Rutger must, from that angle, have a perfect view of the contents of his captor’s nostrils.

“You are spies of the Inquisition!” shouts Atiq.

“We are not spies or representatives of the monarchy,” Pieter replies calmly. “As I said, I am here as a guardian of Soheila’s son, Abraham.”

“The child already has guardians,” Atiq replies coldly. He regards the cross resting on Pieter’s robe. “And you would not understand the way the boy speaks and thinks.”

Sagely, Faizan nods his head. “Indeed. Abraham needs special treatment.”

Pieter, despite the sword at his throat, bravely smiles. “Yes. I have heard about Abraham’s unusual mind.”

Eliana’s grip on my shoulder strengthens. Atiq’s black eyes spark. His gaze whips to the curtain where I’m hiding. Around me, women, scandalized by this revelation, gasp. “You have been corresponding with Soheila?” he says to Pieter.

Rutger coughs. “She has been corresponding with me,” he replies, still held in his choke.

Atiq regards Rutger with utmost disdain. “So, she’s being courted by a Christian freak,” he says.

Meanwhile, Faizan looks back towards the curtains. He knows I’m there. Eliana will have told him how news of the men’s arrival alarmed me. I see he thinks he is protecting Abraham and me. Beholden to my soul’s will – a force more powerful than all the laws of men, every muscle in my body tightens. “Soheila,” cries Eliana, “No!”

Fifteen years of longing pulls me from her grip and propels my body past the curtain. To hell with purdah! To hell with the laws of Islam!

I arrive on the other side of the curtain unveiled. I may as well be stark naked for the outrage that ensues. All the men except Atiq, Pieter and Rutger cry out and cover their eyes. One of the men draws his knife from his scabbard and stabs himself. “Cover yourself woman!” he wails. “For Allah’s sake! Purdah! Are you out of your mind?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpse Atiq, eyes narrowed as he studies my face for the first time, a feral look stirring in the depths of his eyes. I brush away a squirm of disgust then turn to Pieter. “I am here,” I say.

As Pieter smiles, Atiq draws the sword closer to my beloved’s throat.

“Soheila,” Pieter says – his beautiful cornflower eyes filled with the light of a thousand stars – “you left Hertogenbosch without saying goodbye.”
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Atiq’s sword dents the skin on Pieter’s neck. “Is she your harlot?”

Pieter’s face darkens. “No. Most definitely not.”

Atiq, eyes bulging in outrage, turns to Rutger. “Both of you? Do you share her?”

Rutger clears his throat and gives me a quick unblinking glance. “Personally, I prefer my women a bit shorter and wider.”

Rutger’s captor guffaws but Atiq silences him with a sharp glare, then waves his sword at me before returning it to my beloved’s throat. “Go back to the kitchen where you belong! Men should not be looking at you!”

I look at Pieter, his hands chains, his eyes red with exhaustion. My heart bends. Angrily, I flash my eyes back to Atiq. “No. Not until you re-holster your sword.”

Atiq snorts, taking me in as a predator might gaze on prey. His sword remains pressed over Pieter’s throat.

“I’m not a harlot,” I continue, my insides a cauldron of fear and fire, “and both these men were my protectors when I lived in the Lowlands.”

Atiq’s eyes rake over my cheeks and linger on my lips. His eyes flare and my belly softens in relief as he drops his sword from Pieter’s neck. Once more, he waves it at me. “You have fornicated outside the sanctity of marriage! You should be stoned!”

I wince. In addition to war with Christians, some citizens of Vertientes want to bring back stoning for women who practice lewd behaviour. If that happens, I can rest assured I’ll be at the front of the line.

“You have no proof Soheila has done any such thing,” Rutger replies.

Atiq looks down his nose at Rutger. “She has a son! And no husband!”

Once more, Atiq turns to me, his sword now thankfully by his side. “You never told us the story of your son. That strange boy with his obsession with numbers could have only come from an illicit union!”

Outside, thunder rumbles and I hear pellets of rain hit the roof tiles. My jaw cramps and I clench my fists in fury. I wish for a lightning bolt, fired out of the blue and aimed at Atiq’s head. I wish for the ground to open up and a river of larva to swallow this man whole.

Atiq raises his sword as if it’s an extension of his hand and points out the window. “Do you hear that? Allah has spoken! He is outraged at your disrespect!”

I bite on my lip. If Abraham were with me, he would be rolling his eyes and explaining the elemental forces that give rise to thunder, stressing it has nothing to do with Allah. My insides steam. “You say Allah has spoken! How do you really know the ways of Allah? It seems Allah only speaks when it suits you!”

Sword still waving in my general direction, Atiq turns to his fellow villagers. “This woman’s lunatic son once told me the world is made of codes of numbers and tiny vibrating strings!” he shouts.

“The numbers and strings were created by Allah!” I shout back.

Atiq’s eyes burn right through me. “Your son defies Allah!”

“My son is a gift from Allah!”

Faizan steps between us, his hands reaching out in supplication. “Please,” he says, “this all needs to be discussed when we are in a less agitated state. He turns to me, a beleaguered look on his face. “Soheila, cover yourself and return to the kitchen.”

I open my mouth to object then, suddenly realizing this argument can go nowhere, shut it again. Atiq is a lunatic and anything else I say in protest further risks Pieter’s safety. I regard my silent beloved and hope he sees the apology written in my eyes.

Before retreating back behind the curtain, I take a long, calming breath and hold the gaze of the man who is to be my husband. “Faizan, these are good Christian men,” I say. “I have spoken to Pieter about the beauty of our prophet’s writings. Rutger has read the Qu’ran. They appreciate how only mutual understanding will bring peace and resolution to the conflict between our faiths.”

Atiq, more preoccupied with removing me from the room than listening to my words, strides past Faizan and stands in front of me. “You violate the traditions of Islam!” he says in our village dialect. He stands far to close and waves his sword at the curtain. “Out!”

Before I’m bullied from the room, I grip the curtain and give Faizan a last imploring look.

“Faizan! Please, if you care about me, you will persuade Atiq and the others to let these good men go. Those words that came from Allah and were spoken through the lips of our prophet encouraged us to embrace diversity. Why is it we have forgotten?”

Faizan refuses to meet my eye. Instead he looks out the window as if he wishes he were a bird that could fly off into the mountains and vanish to a more pleasant, peaceful climate.

“Please Soheila. Don’t make me regret teaching you the Qu’ran,” he says, glancing at me then nervously at Atiq.

“Back to your chores!” Atiq gives me an almighty push and sends me tumbling through the curtain.

I realise then, I’m still holding a lemon in my hand. I’ve squeezed it so hard some of the juice has oozed between my fingers and is stinging the cut in my hand. Shaking, I stand on the other side of the curtain noticing how all the women, their backs turned to me, are unnaturally busy with their tasks. Feeling utterly helpless, I fight back tears. I fear this will end badly. Faizan may be a reasonable man but I have publically shamed him. I have violated Sharia law. While Faizan was discretely courting me, I was corresponding with a man who is not a relative. A Christian man.







CHAPTER 58 
THE DESTROYERS OF PEACE

October 16th 1518

I don’t sleep well after the evening’s altercation. How can I sleep when the man I have spent a lifetime aching for is somewhere in this valley, needing me to save him?

I lie on my back, stare at the ceiling and grind my teeth. After I was escorted home by two of Atiq’s brothers-in-intolerance, who threatened me with stoning and told me I was an unfit parent for my son, Atiq and Faizan each sent some of their wives to my house to make sure I don’t do anything foolish. I have no idea what has happened to Pieter and Rutger or where they are. If Atiq has his way, they will be executed. Immediately.

Outside, in the silence of night, I hear the wail of a bird caught in the jaws of some night-stalking beast. My heart battering against the bars of my ribs, I sit bolt upright. Beside me, Leila, Eliana and Zunaria, Faizan’s third wife, breathe heavily in sleep.

Mad with restlessness, I hurl myself back onto the mattress and toss and turn. If Pieter is dead, if Abraham is taken from me, I have lost my reasons to live. I listen past the soft breaths of sleep for the sound of a sword cutting through the night’s veil of silence, the fall of blood on stones. I hear only the songs of the village’s eternally running fountains and the distant rush of the river through the ravine that cuts Vertientes in two. The rain, which promised to arrive earlier in the evening, has retreated, but a bolt of lightning turns the dusting of snow on the distant mountain ranges blue. Gouts of thunder rumble in the East.

The cannon – that metal extension of Atiq’s pride and dumb machine of war – springs into my mind’s eye and inside me something explodes. Quietly I rise, pull my niqab and abaya from the cupboard, dress and slip outside like a shadow.

Here in the night, lightning flashes streak the white buildings in a luminous blue. Thunder follows, shaking the air and echoing through the mountains. The air feels wracked as if drought and storm are fighting for supremacy.

At first, I blunder through the village alleys like a blind madwoman until I find myself outside Faizan’s house. I look in his window and see only darkness. Where are they?

I keep walking, thinking of Pieter and Rutger somewhere under heavy guard. Or worse, already dead. And, as I walk, I realise there is nothing I can do. Short of making things worse. Making things worse. The words repeat inside my head, falling in rhythm with my step. Making things worse. Something fragile and half-formed teases along the edges of my thoughts. I stop for a moment, recalling the words Rutger once spoke to me in another life. True power lies with the man who follows his heart and with the woman who harnesses her anger. My belly hardens into a stone of resolve. Yes, I will make things worse.

I wind my way through the village’s alleys until I reach the bridge that crosses the ravine that splits Vertientes in two. Carefully, I grope my way over the bridge, avoiding the loose railings the village stone mason has yet to repair.

On the other side of the bridge, I make my way through the garden I planted when I first returned to Vertientes. Once, in my other life, a mosque stood on this protected spot. Now it is home to orange and lemon trees, lavender and rose bushes, peacocks and quails. Some villagers, enchanted by its beauty, call it The Garden of Perpetual Bliss.

In the middle of the garden, I pass the lone stone cottage where my aunt and uncle used to sleep when the kiln was going all night. I have kept it in good order in their memory.

But in the fifteen years since my return, I have never gone further down this path. This is where my new world stops. Beyond the garden, demons are stirred. Tonight, however, I draw a fortifying breath and carry on walking through shadows that move like oil in the darkness. Even my black dog, as if dosed with essence of poppy, remains silent.

Moments later, I arrive in an open space and walk towards the stone storeroom nestled against the cliff face. This storeroom was once filled with glassware so beautiful it was sought after by the court of the king. Now, my uncle’s kiln, once used to blow glass, fashions swords, daggers and cannon balls. Some of the olives and olive oil we produce is traded for black powder from China for the cannon.

With the determination of someone in the grip of madness, I pick up a stone and strike at the rusting metal and dry wood until the lock crumbles away taking splinters of wood with it. In the distance, thunder bellows and lightning casts a fleeting illumination as I push open the door and step inside a room lined with shelves piled with weaponry – knives, swords, crossbows, longbows and sacks of black powder.

Guided by another lightening flash, I gather a pile of sabers under my arms, take them outside and stride over the parched dirt of the promontory. Before the drought, a meadow of clovers and daisies covered this open space and, in this meadow, Pir Ibrahim was tortured to death and the bodies of my family and neighbours burned.

I stop at the edge of the cliff.

“Soheila, what are you doing?”

My arms full of sabers, I turn to a shrouded figure standing stone-still in the darkness. I can’t see her eyes, but I know from her voice it’s Eliana.

“Destroying stupidity,” I mutter as I hurl the sabers into the ravine. I turn, march past her back towards the store room. “Excuse me,” I say through my teeth.

A moment later, I’m outside with an armful of broadswords striding back across the dirt, Eliana standing and watching like a frozen shadow. “I’m going to get help,” she says, her voice as tight as a cramp.

I pause to watch her vanish back into the garden’s shadows then speed my pace. It won’t be long before I’m apprehended. With a renewed sense of urgency, back and forth, I march, emptying the shelves of crossbows, arrows, cannonballs, knives and swords.

It seems only a few moments have passed when I see a swarm slide from the shadows. A crowd of women in their black abayas and niqabs thread into the storeroom. Moments later, each appears with armfuls of weapons.

Caught in a flash of lightening, I glimpse a pair of familiar black-rimmed eyes – an even paler green than mine – they have an eternally haunted look about them. “They want to make our sons fight a war we can’t win,” Zunaria, Faizan’s third wife says, “I would rather pray to their Christian idols than send my son to his death.”

More black-robed women arrive. More than a hundred of them I would say, although Abraham would be able to give me an exact number. United in our quest, we stride back and forth from the storeroom to the edge of the cliff and hurl the weapons into the ravine.

The words we whisper under the secrecy of our niqabs are the same: I refuse to quietly watch as men take up arms in the name of faith.

On the edge of the cliff, Zunaria sighs after she’s thrown three cannon balls into the ravine. “Why do we keep forgetting the wise and peaceful words of God’s messengers and decide to fight over their differences instead of embracing their wisdom?”

“Greed and hunger for power turns the bright face of faith towards the darkness of war,” says Eliana as she hurls an armload of arrows over the cliff, “it’s the same story, again and again.”

“Imagine if every sword, knife and arrow could be blunted, every cannon clogged, every bowstring cut and every clenched fist rendered as soft as a dishcloth. Men would be forced to sit down and discuss their differences instead of trying to kill one another,” says Zunaira.

“Ah, that’s a spell I’d like to cast if I knew sorcery!” says Eliana.

“They’d have to settle for slapping each other’s faces,” I say. A few of us laugh at the absurdity of such a scenario. We walk back to the storeroom, discussing other possible ways of turning men from war, including refusing them their conjugal rights until they come to their senses, or, conversely, loving them to exhaustion so they have no energy left to fight. Eventually our conversation turns back to the news from Granada that whetted appetites hungry for vengeance.

“Do you think this Martin Luther could be the Mahdi?” Eliana asks as we exit the storeroom with another load of weapons.

“According to the Qu’ran, the Mahdi will be a descendant of our prophet,” says Zunaira. “But regardless of when he arrives, even as he gathers great followers, more than likely, those in charge will refuse to recognise him for fear of losing their hold on power.”

After we’ve emptied our next armloads over the cliff a woman holding a sack of black powder approaches. I can tell by the way she walks, with a slight limp, its Fatima, Atiq’s first wife.

“Fatima, Atiq is your husband,” Eliana says, “Why are you doing this?”

When she shakes the black power from the sack, it dusts the grasses on the edge of the cliff making them look as if they’ve been scorched by fire. “I’m doing this because he’s my husband.”

Under the confessional of the night sky, on the edge of the cliff, she whispers her secret. “Atiq beat me so hard when I was expecting my first child that I lost it along with my womb.” She runs a hand over her belly as if still aching from the loss. “Give him time. Eventually, he will beat Leila as well. He says to discipline one’s wife is written in the Qu’ran.”

A heavily pregnant figure arrives beside us and hurls three cutlasses into the ravine.

“He already has,” says Leila, her voice breaking. Our arms for a moment free of weapons, the three of us take her and hold her as she shakes from the sorrow of lost innocence. From deep in my throat, words spoken in another life rise into being. “Some passages in the Qu’ran invite as many interpretations as there are flies in a cesspit,” I say.

Fatima nods and sighs as she gazes into the weapon-strewn shadows of the ravine. “Atiq’s mother, Munira is no better. In her eyes, her son can do no wrong. As far as she’s concerned, if he beats his wives, they must have done something to deserve it. On top of that, she conspires to turn her grandchildren against their mothers.”

Zunaria shakes her head and looks in my direction, the whites of her eyes as bright as pearls.

“Behind every man with a weapon is a woman who, out of fear or blind respect for his follies, looks the other way.” She raises her arm and, in a high, triumphant arc, hurls the last cannon ball into the ravine. We watch the black orb move against the star-dusted sky. It seems to pause, hovering for a moment in the air like a hole in the sky before it crashes into the darkness below in a thud and crackle as it meets the grass and rock of the Earth.

At that moment, a group of women arrive all at once and empty sacks of black powder over the cliff. “That’s the last of them,” a woman with a very deep voice says.

I look over at the bulbous shape pointing towards the mountain path. “Then there’s only one last thing to do,” I say.

Eight of us – four on each side – trundle the cannon to the edge of the cliff and heave it into the gorge. Its wheels and wooden cradle catch on the rocks and dash to splinters. I feel the air stir with victorious sighs as the cannon tube rolls, tumbles, catches then bounces until it rests, dented and scratched on a ledge just above the river.

Finally, the storeroom now emptied, we take a moment to peer into the blackness, admiring our handiwork before joining the mob of anonymous figures vanishing back into the shadows.

As I’m walking through the garden towards the bridge, Zunaria pulls me aside. “Soheila,” she whispers, “now Atiq has seen your face, you’re not safe. And neither are your Christians.” She nods back towards the ravine. “You must brace yourself for tomorrow and pray to Allah for courage.”

“I know,” I say, trying to press away the fear of what will unfold tomorrow now we have changed the path of Vertientes’ fate. “I will spend the rest of the night in prayer.”

Above us the celestial belly rumbles with thunder but the heavenly bladder holds, the first drops falling after we have crossed the bridge. Numb with exhaustion, I notice the strange way some of our companions walk, and it occurs to me that under those chadors, there are men among us.
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The next morning, the streets still damp from dawn’s fierce downpour, the villagers are summoned to the plaza for an urgent gathering.

Atiq, his face purple with rage, his eyes as black as the powder we hurled into the abyss, stands on a table at the front of the crowd. His gaze sweeps the assembly of villagers.

“Last night someone broke into the kiln room, removed all our weaponry and tossed the entire stockpile into the ravine!” he cries from his makeshift rostrum. “They even destroyed the canon!” His yell of indignation cracks into the squeak of a youth’s whose voice has just started to break. “Now we are all helpless! Vulnerable to attack! What kind of madness would make someone do this?”

“It was the Christian visitors!” a man volunteers, “they are responsible!”

“They were locked up last night,” says Atiq.

They are alive! My heart is a bird that soars above the mountains.

But probably not for much longer, growls my black dog. The bird of my heart plunges in despair.

Atiq casts his flaming eyes over the crowd. “No. It was someone among us!”

“Hakam the woodsman says he saw a single woman walking alone through the village streets in the small hours,” offers missing-finger-man, gazing at Atiq like a doting dog.

Atiq glares in the direction of the women dutifully standing in our place at the back of the crowd. He jumps from the table and strides past the men who part like the Red Sea.

“Which one of you started this? Show yourself!” He grabs the first woman he reaches. “Is it you?” Roughly, he pulls Leila’s arm and shakes her. She looks fearfully at her husband, unable to speak.

Recalling Fatima’s story, I step forward, place my hand on Atiq’s arm. “That is no way to treat a woman expecting a child,” I say in a low voice.

Atiq snorts in disgust and shakes my hand away. “Was it you then? Did you start all this?’
 
“Yes,” I say. I lower my eyes so they are hidden by the shadows of my black veil. While Atiq, clearly frustrated by purdah studies me, one by one, other women speak.

“It was also me.”

“And me.”

“And me.”

They come forward until a single mass of shrouded women – save a few including Kaheela, Faizan’s demented first wife and Munira, Atiq’s mother – stand in front of Atiq-the-incensed. Spasms convulse Atiq’s cheeks. The black powder of his eyes ignites. “Devious hypocritical creatures! Ingrates undeserving of our protection and honor! Atiq points to me. “Unveil yourself so I can identify you!”

After a collective gasp from the gathering, it’s Fatima of the lost womb who finally speaks. “What?” she says. “Do you want her to violate purdah?”

Atiq’s nostrils flare as he addresses this black-robed swarm. “You will all be sent into the ravine to retrieve the debris! And if you fall and injure yourselves, we won’t rescue you! You will be attacked by wild pigs and mountain cats! If you die, we will leave you where you have fallen so the vultures can dine on your remains!”

“Better to retrieve the debris than send our sons to war,” mutters one of the women.

A man shouts. “The Christians! They started this! They poisoned our women with their ideas!”

“No! They brought the rain with them!” A woman replies, “Allah guided them to save our land from drought!”

At the mention of the Christians, a cunning something stirs in Atiq’s eyes. He wiggles his fingers as if counting on an abacus. “Yes. The Christians who arrived last night,” he says, his voice now measured, “one of them wishes to take the green-eyed Soheila bint Yasmina al Benaocaz’s hand in marriage.”

My heart flips when he catches my eyes. He knows then, it’s me. That majestically beautiful man with a brain the size of a lemon pip holds my gaze. He strokes the sword he keeps at his side, the one I heard he sleeps with and once used to behead a lynx that was terrorizing the village with a single blow.

“But as she has already promised herself to Faizan, we have decided this will be resolved with a duel.” He inhales and his chest expands. “And I am to fight on Faizan’s behalf.”

He gives me a mocking grin. “To protect Soheila’s honor.”

My heart plummets into a pit of nauseated despair. I don’t know what sickens me more: that I have been bartered over like some trade item behind my back or that Atiq the master swordsman wants to shed blood for my so-called honor.







CHAPTER 59 
THERE IS NO CONQUEROR BUT ALLAH

October 17th 1518

Atiq sees me first. “What are you doing here?” he shouts. “This is a men’s matter!

I stand firm, pulling my floral woolen robe closer over my body. Here, under the shadows of the pines that flank the western side of the bridge, the air morning is still cool and damp from last night’s rain. I glance at Pieter and Rutger, their hands still in chains. They look exhausted and clearly both had a wretched night’s sleep. I succumb to a flicker of outrage. This is no way for my home village to treat my beloved and his servant! Our prophet Muhammad would be outraged!

Faizan glances at Atiq and nods his head in agreement. “Soheila,” he says somberly, “this is not a time or place for a woman.”

I gesture to Abraham standing at my side. “I have a male relative with me.” Momentarily, my eyes drop to the jagged cliffs flanking the river below. Rain has swollen it into a maelstrom that has already washed away half the weapons. “I have come to argue,” I add, “on the Christian’s behalf. This matter should be settled with words not swords.”

Atiq’s brothers-in-intolerance, including missing-finger-man and squeaky-voice-man all glare at me shake their heads, united in disgust. “In the absence of my father, Abraham, my closest male relative has given me his permission,” I insist.

Atiq turns to my son. “Do you even understand what you are agreeing to?”

“Of course,” says Abraham, “I am letting my mother exercise her rights as a citizen of Vertientes.”

“She is a woman! She has no rights!” shouts Atiq.

Unmoved by the force of Atiq’s fury, Abraham looks at Pieter and Rutger, then Faizan. “I have given my mother permission to marry Pieter,” he adds.

While Atiq looks as if he might explode, Faizan turns to me and speaks in our village dialect.

“Soheila, you know Islam forbids a man from an inferior religion to marry a Muslim woman.”

“But I was baptised a Christian,” I point out.

Faizan sighs. “A tragedy and mistake for which we have excused you.” Again, he shakes his head and gives me a worried look. “You are family, Soheila. These men are foreigners. Members of an inferior religion,” he repeats.

He inhales, his eyes as tired as an old sheep. “If we refuse to honor the words of our prophet, our whole way of life will vanish,” he says sadly. He gives me a hurt look that makes my heart bend. “Is that what you wish? To betray your tribe and family? Destroy our way of life?”

I glance back at Rutger and Pieter who understand none of this and watch in uneasy silence. “I wish for our way of life to be enhanced through tolerance and understanding,” I reply in Spanish so Pieter and Rutger can understand.

“They are idol worshippers!” says Atiq in our village dialect. “Heretics who they think they can buy Allah’s grace!”

Trying to ignore that raving fool, I turn to Faizan. “If I were a man, I could marry a Christian,” I protest in Spanish.

“Man is superior to woman! And Islam is superior to Christianity!” says Atiq.

Once more, I try to ignore that obstreperous idiot and reason instead with our ageing village Mullah.

“Faizan, Twenty-five years ago, Vertientes was destroyed by a single man’s betrayal. A man who exploited the ignorance and righteousness of followers of a Christian faith they considered superior to all others. Are you going to let these delusions of inferiority and superiority destroy us all over again?”

A breath of wind moves through the trees and for moment it seems I’m looking at Faizan through a dancing screen of lace. Faizan sighs and drops his gaze. From here, we can see the canon resting where it fell, a wolf stalking along the barrel and gazing into the boiling waters beneath.

“Please, if I might interrupt.” Pieter clears his throat, regards me with a tired smile and addresses Faizan. “Soheila has taught me much about the beauty of Islam. I wish to learn more. This is another reason I have travelled this far.”

Faizan’s eyebrows lift. “You wish to convert? To Islam?”

Before Pieter can reply, Atiq snorts. “Bah! Impossible! We all know about false conversions! What lies deep in a man’s heart and the vows that pass his lips are two different things! You only wish to convert to save your neck! I’ve seen it a thousand times before!”

Atiq turns from Pieter and points at the rainbow arching across the hills beyond the ravine. “Behold! A sign of Allah!” he crows, “a sign of victory for Islam!”

His brothers-in-intolerance grin and nod in assent.

“It has nothing to do with Allah or Islam,” says Abraham in perfect, unaccented Spanish. “It’s all to do with moisture in the air and the angles of the sunlight. The tiny water droplets in the air separate and bend the light into different colors.”

Atiq glares at Abraham, then, me. “That boy is of the devil!”

“He is of Allah!” I snap back.

“Abraham is my god-son,” Pieter says. “A fine young man of good stock.”

“God-son? Which God?” snarls Atiq. “The Islamic or the Christian God?”

I release an outraged gasp. Even Faizan balks at his words. How can Atiq say such a divisive thing? Muhammad right now must be turning in his grave.

Pieter looks at me, then back at Atiq. “They are one and the same,” my beloved, my soul mate, my heart’s desire, replies.

Atiq’s eyes burn with righteous fever. “Nonsense! One is a god of idols and superstitions, the other the all-knowing and unknowable Allah!”

My blood runs cold. Through his words, Atiq is trying to break apart all that Muhammad sought to unite. Disgusted, I turn to Faizan. I have nothing more to say to Atiq, that pip-brained fanatic. Nor do I wish to look at him a second longer.

“Please Faizan. Don’t make the same mistake the Christians made when they destroyed Vertientes. Aren’t all faiths complementary to one another? Don’t these differences just add to the rich diversity our prophet so praised in his writings?”

With an exasperated sigh, Faizan looks towards the Church on the hilltop overlooking the village. Perhaps he’s waiting for some voice from beyond to tell him he’s just been given, by divine ordinance, an opportunity to escape marriage to an impossible woman. Clearly no divine voice replies. When he looks back at me and shakes his head in regret, the sorrow I buried after I returned to Vertientes surfaces like a corpse raised by a flood.

“Faizan, all those years I lived in the Lowlands I yearned to be back and safe among followers of Islam. But when I came back I found our faith corrupted into something twisted and unrecognizable.”

Faizan’s lips stretch and warp like the edges of an old parchment. “You were a child, Soheila,” he says sadly, “the Vertientes you recalled was a dream of a world that never existed.”

I clench my fists. “No! I recall it as clearly as yesterday!”

“Delusions!” Atiq roars. “Before Christians destroyed our way of life, we were all people of Islam! A tribe united by faith!”

Faizan nods, looking older and weaker than his fifty years. I see then how his will has been blown off course by the sheer force of Atiq’s fanaticism. Such is the might of that madman’s passion for his version of Islam that the storm of his words has even tied poor Faizan’s memory into knots.

Failing to contain my exasperation, I turn to Atiq, my words dropping once more into our village dialect. “Fifteen years ago, I returned to a Vertientes enslaved by a Muslim faith so toxic that even Allah refused to bless this poisoned land with rain for fear it would further propagate the moss of oppression and spawn the mushrooms of idiocy!” Under my niqab, the air is moistly hot and I feel faint from inhaling my own breath. “What you are demanding we submit to, is not Islam, but oppression!”

Atiq waves his arms, his eyes feverish. “Silence your mouth woman! Do not insult Islam! You are forbidden to have opinions!” His nostrils twitch spasmodically. “We have been beaten into submission by Christianity! Vertientes has turned into a place where the lynx has lost so much hope he bares his throat to the sword! And even the flies, in their despair, hurl themselves into the spiders’ jaws!”

“The lynx and flies suicide to escape the tyranny of fools!” I shout back.

Atiq waves his arms, looks back at his brothers-in-intolerance, once more, seeking solidarity. “Is it any wonder men rush to war with women like this one whining and nagging us to distraction!”

When the men all mutely nod, I’m so enraged, I feel I might combust. “What? So now it’s our fault?”

Atiq draws a vast breath, his eyes wild. “Yes! A woman belongs in the house or in a grave!”

Ah! There’s no way I can win an argument with this madman! Under my niqab, I blow a hot breath, feeling it recoil back onto my cheeks. You can’t talk and rage for long under these things without feeling faint.

Trying once more to calm myself, I gaze past the broken railings of the bridge to the distant blue-tinted mountains and recall the middle panel of Hieronymus of Bosch’s altarpiece. Deep inside me, beyond the realm of existence, my soul aches. Instead of doctrine and law, what we desperately need back in our world is art, beauty, poetry and enchantment.

“Enough!” Atiq grips his sword as if he can’t wait to use it, “we must settle this matter once and for all!”

Galvanized by Atiq’s obvious hunger for blood, desperate for a peaceful resolution, I decide to deliver the final blow. I speak clearly and loudly in Spanish. “Faizan, my love for Pieter is a sign of Allah.”

Atiq snorts as Faizan shakes his head and gazes back at me, his eyes drooping in sorrow. “How can you be sure it’s not a sign of Iblis?” he replies weakly.

“I am as sure as night yields to day,” I reply.

“I will do whatever it takes to win Soheila’s hand in marriage,” Pieter interjects.

“We don’t do things your way, Christian!” Atiq shouts, his hand restless on his sword. 

Desperate, knowing Pieter’s life rests on the war of my war words I glare at Atiq and continue.

“Faizan, I will not roll over and accept any of this as if I’m nothing more than a dying sheep! Pieter and I love each other! I have waited fifteen years for him to find me. He is the reason I have never married.”

Atiq bellows and stamps his feet. “Stop your womanly pleadings! Enough nonsense about love! This must be managed by men!”

He puffs up his chest like the deranged rooster he is and waves his sword. “Let it be decided with blood!” he crows.
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Of course, Atiq gets his way. When there is no one around louder, viler or more obstreperous, bullies like him always do.

They have decided to fight here, on the bridge. As Atiq has volunteered to fight on Faizan’s behalf, Rutger, now unchained, is permitted to stand in for Pieter. It’s a small reprieve, although Atiq has announced that when he wins, he wishes to take on Pieter, who, as far as I’m aware, knows nothing about swordsmanship.

They begin on the bridge’s eastern side, under the maple tree I planted when I first arrived in Vertientes, its boughs now bare save for a single leaf clinging to an overhanging branch.

The bridge, slick with damp from last night’s rain is covered in a colorful carpet of autumn leaves.

As they feint and duck, moving move towards the centre of the bridge, I can already see this fight is unevenly weighted. Rutger is older and stiffer than the last time I watched him fight, fifteen years ago. And yesterday’s journey across the mountains has worn him down. Atiq, on the other hand is muscular and fit. And, if he loses to Atiq, Pieter, who prefers books to swords, won’t have a chance. Unless Pieter can knock Atiq out with some leather tome he has hidden under his robe, this can only end one way. Badly.

Still, Rutger parries with great skill. He ducks and dodges; the clang of sword against sword echoing through the ravine. Every now and then, I glimpse the writing on his sword catch the light: There is no conqueror but Allah.

Here on this narrow bridge there is no place to run or hide and as we watch from our respective sides – Pieter, Abraham and I on one end, Faizan and Atiq’s five brothers-in-intolerance on the other – the duelers move back and forth, yielding and surging. But as I watch, I see Rutger’s face is quickly turning red and beaded with sweat, his strength waning. Atiq is starting to behave like a cat taunting a mouse. We all gasp as Rutger falls against the railings and Atiq, who has a clear opportunity to finish him off, simply rips a gash in his doublet. A voracious grin engulfs his face. “Not yet, Christian,” he says in a mocking voice, “I’m having too much fun.”

Pieter, standing next to me, stiffens. He breathes loudly, takes an involuntary step forward, then stops and composes himself as Rutger struggles to regain his balance. “I’m so sorry for all this,” I whisper. “What Atiq is doing has nothing to do with Islam.”

“I know,” replies Pieter. “Please Soheila, no apologies. I know none of this is your doing.”
 
I lower my gaze and shake my head. This is all my doing! I glance at Abraham wondering if he’s going to offer some measured comment, but his gaze is fixed on the battleground, myriad mathematical mysteries moving in the depths of his eyes.

Atiq gives Rutger time to rise and gather his sword before striking it with a clang that echoes through the hills. Each thrust of their swords stops my heartbeat. Again, Rutger stumbles and picks himself up. I look across at Pieter grimly regarding his noble servant. My bottom lip quakes as I fight back tears.

Finally, I can’t bear it any longer. I place my face in my hands. “Tell me when it’s over,” I say, trying to ignore the bone-grating clangor of sword against sword and focus instead on the nightingales singing in The Garden of Perpetual Bliss. Beside me I feel how Pieter wants to offer comfort but daren’t, in case our intimacy is seen as another sign of our godless union. Oh yes, and his hands are still chained.

“I’m the one who should be sorry, Soheila,” he finally says. “None of this would have happened if we hadn’t come.”

As I’m composing my reply, I peep through my fingers and see the fight has moved to our end of the bridge. Under Rutger and Atiq’s feet the autumn leaves have been mashed into a pulpy, slimy mess. My heart rends. A feeling I’m running out of time surges through me and the pressure of the words press against my tongue. I drop my hands and gaze into his eyes. “I’m glad you came,” I whisper. “Because I love you.”

“And I love you,” Pieter replies. “Soheila, I have never stopped thinking about you.”

Right then, Rutger stumbles and falls. Atiq’s face contorts into a victorious grimace. Ready for the final kill, Atiq raises his sword. The blade catches a flash of sunlight as he holds it aloft. “Allah has spoken!” he cries, his sword arcing as he steps towards Rutger’s fallen body.

As he cries out, the last maple leaf, gold and hand-shaped, falls from the bough and flutters onto the bridge. Pieter, his face twisted in despair, steps towards his servant.

It seems at that moment as if the world has held its breath and time has stopped. Instead of finishing off Rutger, in the last minute, I see Atiq’s gaze shift. He looks at Pieter. Then, me. In that moment, I see his black dog and what he’s thinking. He has seen my face and now regards me as his. Once Faizan has passed away, which Atiq will no doubt hurry along, he wants me for himself. I cry out as I see the tip of his sword aimed at Pieter’s heart.

As he swoops to execute my beloved, Atiq steps onto that fallen leaf. His foot loses its hold and he skids diagonally across the width of the bridge. Arcing down to plunge into Pieter’s heart, the sword misses its mark and instead, hits the loose stone rail with such force it shakes the ground under our feet. The rail gives way and, still gripping his sword, Atiq, with a terrible cry, hurtles through the gap and plummets into the abyss. “You have betrayed Isla…” his words are swallowed by the cry of a hawk followed by a sickening thud as his body dashes against the rocks. The air turns as still as death. I see his body finally fall still against a sharp rock, his horribly twisted and partially severed head resting on his bloodied shoulder. I stand stock-still in shock until the sounds of the rushing of the river and the distant call of a hoopoe returns me to the world of being.

Finally breaking our stunned silence, Rutger rises and impales the leaf on the end of his sword. “The ways of Allah can be profoundly slippery,” he says as he studies the dead but still perfect leaf.

“That had nothing to do with Allah,” says Abraham. “Atiq overcompensated when he slipped. He miscalculated the weight of his sword against the angle of his lean.” He points to the naked branch of the maple tree. “When he cried out, his voice disturbed the numbers in the air just enough to shake that leaf from that branch. Combined with the numbers in the water repelling the weight of the leaf, the force of his foot and the weakened bonds of the stone railings meant that, unless he was able to recalculate his new trajectory, he was doomed from the moment he opened his mouth.”

We all regard Abraham in somber silence. A man has just died and it is too soon to smile.

Atiq’s brothers-in-intolerance stand frozen in shock and stare at Abraham as if he’s the devil himself.

Finally, Faizan bows his head. “May Allah give him an easy and pleasant journey and shower blessings on his grave.”

Sobbing, and keening, Atiq’s brothers-in-intolerance race across the bridge. Two scramble down into ravine to retrieve his body while the others make their way back to the village to pass on the terrible news. My stomach cramps in apprehension as we begin our return journey over the bridge. The loss of Atiq will divide the village.

Faizan, his eyes glazed with myriad torments, ushers Pieter from my side. “I need to speak to Pieter alone,” he says, giving me a dark look of warning.

When Pieter gives me a gracious bow and kisses my hand, Faizan frowns. As a cold wind slices across the bridge, I nod in submission, pull my robe closer to my body. This will be a long day and night as the men in the village try to come to terms with Atiq’s death and the implications for his three widows. A night and day in which, as men rule the world, I will play no part. I grab Abraham’s arm for comfort. With Rutger on my other side, Pieter and Faizan walking ahead deep in conversation, we trudge back to village enveloped in a strange and thoughtful silence.

“So,” Rutger finally says to my son, nodding down at the ravine where we can see three of Atiq’s brothers-in-intolerance weeping over his body. “Do you think this was all nature’s doing? That it had nothing to do with Allah?”

Before Abraham can answer, a thin wail rises and echoes through the hills – a tormented keen that cuts through my heart. The wail grows louder – an endless exhalation of breath that speaks of a mother’s agony. Munira has just learned of her son Atiq’s death.

“Allah is all-knowing and unknowable,” my son replies, ignoring Munira’s lamentations.

Under my niqab, I bow my head and manage a tiny nod. “Indeed,” I whisper, my heart filled with sadness for Munira’s loss.

Then I look back up at those two men walking ahead of us, one of whom I will perhaps marry. Who knows however, what will transpire in these next few days? Because even though this world is ruled by men, Allah will always have the final word.







CHAPTER 60 
THE CHRISTIAN CONQUEST

October 18th 1518

Shaken and turned upside down by yesterday’s upheavals, I open my eyes this morning feeling as though I’ve woken in a stranger’s skin. Pieter is here. My lover’s heart – that wizened plum forgotten and gathering mildew at the back of life’s pantry – swells as if it’s been blessed by some heavenly rain.

Neither hungry nor thirsty, I execute my morning chores in a trance, so distracted I forget to perform my salaat. By the time we’re ready, I don’t remember gathering firewood, stoking the fire heating the kettle or even giving my son his breakfast.

If Abraham notices I’m no longer in possession of my faculties, he says nothing, just observes me in silence as I flap around the house fussing over the placements of furnishings and the settings of food, not knowing if I’m coming or going.

Mid-morning, Abraham glances out the window. “I can see them,” he says. “They’re here.”

My heart nearly jumps from my breast and joins the plateful of orange slices and almond cakes I’ve just rearranged on the table. I pull on my niqab, plump the cushions for the third time and adjust the table setting.

Dithery and distracted, I pick up a pot. “Perhaps we need more olives,” I say. I look down realizing it’s not the olive bowl in my hand, but a steaming pot of mint tea.

Abraham regards me with neither amusement nor concern. “Mother,” he says, “I’ve seen a headless chicken behave with more reason and heard more sense in an old man’s gargles.”

When I open the door to welcome our visitors, Pieter flinches. “Soheila, I hope that is you,” he says looking disconcerted by my appearance.

“It is.” I reply from behind my niqab. In respect of purdah, I have greeted my male visitors fully veiled.

“And my mother has a male relative with her to ensure this meeting is halal,” Abraham says as he emerges from the main room to greet them.

“I see,” Pieter replies formally as I usher my guests into the main room and offer them seats on the cushions around the central table.

“According to ‘Qadi-al-Khatib’s History of Christian Conquests, Volume One,’ the abaya and niqab were introduced during the crusades,” Abraham informs our visitors as they take their seats around the table. “The author claims Christian men found Arab and Persian women so beautiful, the Church feared the crusaders would be distracted from their holy missions.”

Rutger chuckles. “So Christianity is responsible for purdah?”

Abraham nods. “Indeed. It would seem so. That is, if we are to believe the information gleaned from literature.” He pauses, his eyes once more in that distant, unknown place I will never visit. “However, only numbers speak unassailable truths.”

Faizan, in the way he always acknowledges Abrahams’ nuggets of knowledge that quiver the foundations of his beliefs, gives a weary sigh and shakes his head.

He looks at me, and releases a grim smile. “Remove your veil, Soheila. We have all seen your face. Purdah at this point, seems to be the least of our worries. And we are after all in the presence of Christians who find this custom unnerving.”

Gratefully, I peel away my niqab and smile at Faizan, this good man whose moderate ways have soothed so many inflamed hearts.

Pieter grins as I unveil. “Thank you, Soheila. Now I know I’ve come to the right place and have sought audience with the right woman.”

My visitors all chuckle. A little of the awkwardness dispelled, Pieter’s grin widens as he takes me in. “Soheila, time has made you even more beautiful.”

“Then your eyesight must be failing,” I reply. Now we are no longer looking down the cannon barrel of war, I take him in as well. His hair has receded and greyed, revealing more of his fine forehead and blessing him with a look of even greater wisdom. “You, however, are as finely preserved as a jar of pickled lemons.”

Pieter’s laugh brings a puff of comfort into the room. I feel my guests start to relax.

“Tell me the news from Hertogenbosch,” I say as I pour our guests hot apple tea and Abraham passes around a plate of date pastries.

“Yolente passed away last summer,” Pieter says, “after a considerable illness.”

He takes a sip of hot apple tea, wincing at the heat. “Even the numerous pilgrims she paid to go to the Holy Land to pray on her behalf did nothing to cure her ailment.”

“God bless her generous spirit,” I manage to say with utmost piety. “May Allah shower blessings on her grave.”

“It was the same illness that took Yolente’s mother,” Rutger adds. “According to the physician, her liver was inflamed and diseased.”

“Ale and wine poisoning,” says Abraham. “A common affliction among Christians who excessively drink.”

I smile indulgently at my son, a font of knowledge who recalls everything he’s read. If he had a better bedside manner he would make a good physician.

“No amount of prayers for salvation, helped her,” Pieter adds.

“Prayer won’t help those who have bodily ills,” my son adds with a snort, “they need medicine and the knowledge of physicians.”

I snap my son a look that tells him this is a time for respect, not reason. Right now, I feel genuine sorrow for the two young women who have lost their mother.

“Bless the Christian woman’s soul anyway,” Abraham adds without enthusiasm.

Again, I can feel the apprehension in the room rise as hard as a stone wanting to burst from an olive.

“I hear you are interested in the stars,” Rutger says to Abraham during another awkward moment of silence augmented by noisy sips of tea.

Abraham’s eyes light up at Rutger’s comment. He springs from his seat like a prisoner granted his release. “Let me show you my calculations!”

After Abraham has lured Rutger to our wall of book cabinets, Pieter smiles warmly at me. Right then, I long to embrace him. We haven’t touched since he arrived and my yearning is a physical ache. Islam, however, stands between us.

“In order to find your orientation on Earth, you point this at the star of your choosing…” I hear Abraham say as he shows Rutger the astrolabe my father brought him one summer.

“Then you place this arrow on the date. And, no matter where you are, you will be able to work out the exact direction of Mecca.”

Nervousness flutters through my belly. I know Pieter and Rutger stayed with Faizan last night. What did they speak about? Does Faizan still want to lay his claim to me? I feel the unspoken words sitting between us with the weight of a world.

“What of the servants at The Lord’s Embrace?” I finally ask Pieter. “Are they all well?

As Pieter tells me of the servants, how Gerda now works at a relative’s bakery and how Frau Kikkert and those ladies-in-waiting have all found new jobs in Hertogenbosch, Faizan watches our exchange in silence. Eventually, Pieter’s gaze drifts past Rutger and Abraham, their noses buried in an astronomy book, to our shelves groaning under the weight of books. “You have a magnificent collection of literature, Soheila.”

Hearing Pieter’s words, Abraham looks up. “Some villagers say this library should be burned as it contains heresies,” he says.

Pieter’s eyes sparkle. “Ah. Heretical books make the most entertaining reads.”

Faizan stirs in his seat, adjusts his turban and addresses Pieter. “If you read such heretical books, you will feel quite at home here,” he says, a faint smile buckling his lips.

We fall into another strained silence and listen to Abraham who’s now holding a shell and regaling Rutger with his knowledge of the Fibonacci sequence.

“Right,” says Faizan abruptly. He rises from his seat and addresses Abraham.

“How about you show us some of these Fibon-whatever patterns outside?”

Abraham, oblivious to the social code written into Faizan’s suggestion, grins in delight. “Yes! There are patterns everywhere! In flowers and seeds and pinecones and the way branches grow on trees and distribution of needles on boughs!”

My heart jumps as I watch Rutger and Faizan guide Abraham outside. They are leaving me alone! With Pieter! I consider protesting. After all, this is against Sharia law. My legs weaken as if I’m not a thirty-five-year-old mother, but some terrified virgin forced to face her ancient husband in her marriage chambers.

As I watch them leave, Faizan turns and gives me a wink. I manage to smile back. These are not normal times and, after what transpired yesterday, there are no customs that will satisfy everyone. No matter how we conduct this, someone, somewhere, will take offense. “We’ll be gone a while,” Faizan says as Pieter turns to bid them farewell.

They are leaving you alone with a Christian man! my black dog snaps.

As the front door slams shut I try to calm myself by thinking of Abraham’s Fibonacci sequence. Just like those numbers that build on each other, our sufferings of these past fifteen years have been building as well – to this very moment.

I smile and regard Pieter in silence. For a moment, I don’t know what to say. My heart shakes like an earthquake.

Pieter gently smiles back and draws a long breath. “Soheila,” he begins. “Fifteen years ago – the day I returned from Burgundy…” He looks down at his hands, trails his thumb over his marriage-finger as if wanting to play with the ring that is no longer there. “I spent my whole journey thinking of you.” He pauses and looks up, a faint look of shame in his eyes. “I couldn’t wait to see you again.”

I blink rapidly and pull my robe tighter over my body as if, these past fifteen years, having lived in the shadows of an abyss, I have forgotten the power of sunlight and want to shrink from its brightness.

“I came to your room that night,” he continues. He tugs at his beard and when he looks at me, I glimpse a faint accusation in his eyes. I understand in that moment how crushed he was by my sudden departure.

What do I tell him? Do I tell him that his now dead wife organized my abduction?

As his eyes hold mine, I’m so drawn to him I think I can feel his pulse. “I ached for you,” he continues, echoes of confusion, hurt and bewilderment clouding his face. “I spent nights searching for you, mad with worry. I knew it had something to do with my wife, but she claimed you had simply vanished.”

He pauses to sigh. “I don’t wish to defame the dead. But I knew she was lying.” Reflexively, he crosses himself and I see for a moment the torment of his unhappy marriage embossed in his eyes. I see how his Christian heart regards the trials of these last fifteen years as a punishment for his transgressions.

“Even when I received the letter your father sent from Rotterdam telling me he was accompanying you back to Vertientes, I knew I wasn’t hearing the full story.”

He holds my gaze, searching for the truth in my eyes. Seeing how he won’t be at peace until he knows what happened, I decide to be as matter-of-fact as possible. “Yolente sent me to The Witches’ Stew,” I say trying to keep my voice steady. “I escaped. But I realized I couldn’t return to The Lord’s Embrace because I knew nothing could keep me safe.”

My heart wells with regrets as I look deep into my beloved’s eyes. “Not even you,” I say softly.

Pieter’s eyes darken and his gaze falls to the floor. He shifts in his seat and looks for a moment as if he might burst into tears. “I’m sorry,” he replies. He cracks the knuckle of his marriage finger as if trying to conquer his rage.

“Besides, I thought telling you or anyone else what transpired would only cause you further misery and conflict,” I add.

He nods faintly and looks away. I see his eyes soften as if he has succumbed to an enchantment. I follow his gaze out the window. Far in the distance, across the ravine, we can see The Garden of Perpetual Bliss – lush and green against its rugged mountain backdrop. I see how, even though the world is the same, everything has changed. The garden glows as if in possession of some mystical light and those distant mountains once jagged and raw now seem infused with grandeur and wonder. They look softer. More beautiful. Because my beloved is finally with me.

I return my gaze to Pieter. I no longer need him. My life no longer depends on him. Yet I want him as much as ever.

“So,” he says, pulling his gaze back into the room, looking around at the bright woolen pillows and tapestries that cover the walls. His gaze rests on a floral prayer rug facing Mecca. “Have you been happy here?”

When he looks back at me, I see a thousand questions written in his eyes. For a moment, my thoughts refuse to gather. “I like the weather,” I say. “Washing dries quickly in this dry mountain air.”

After he gives me a bemused smile, I realise I sound just like Abraham. I laugh and feel my body relax. “I thought I had everything I needed,” I add, my words now arriving in a waterfall. “I thought I had come home.” I pause to take a shallow breath, suddenly overcome by my life and heart’s sudden transformations. I look at him, my lips trembling. “And then you arrived. And now I realise this life I’ve been living for the past fifteen years has only been a half-life.”

As he gazes at me in silence I pull my veil more tightly over my head, then grip my robe as if it can protect me from my quickening pulse and my bodily tremors. I have forgotten the impact he has on me. I feel his desire for me like some muscular ivy winding around my existence, squeezing at my heart.

Suddenly, oddly, I’m frightened. Inhabited by a force I can’t control, I’m so nervous I can’t sit still. I rise, move about, pick up a crumb here; brush away a dust ball there.

Pieter rises as well. He steps towards me as I’m unnecessarily adjusting a cushion cover on a stool near the roaring fire.

“Soheila,” he murmurs. He puts his hand on my arm and I swivel around to face him. “I have lost count of the nights I lay in bed wanting you. Not a day has passed where I haven’t thought about you. I have missed you terribly.”

I blink, still trying to resist the truth – that we are both as bewitched as each other. That, in a way in which my son will never understand, our hearts are drunk with desire.

“And I have thought about you,” I shakily reply.

He smiles. “How many of us have found this?” he says. “How many can lay claim to such a love?”

He breathes heavily and holds my gaze. My insides sparking, every hair on my body alive to his presence, I shake from the fever of my longing. “Soheila, you have awoken my heart to a knowledge I can’t name. A knowledge of a place deep inside me – a place of infinite peace, trust and beauty.”

His eyes shine as his hand trails up my arm. I stand in partial paralysis as he peels away my veil and then, my abaya. They fall from my shoulders and pool at my feet. Underneath, I’m wearing a pale woolen shift only the women in the village have seen. Through the thin fabric, I can feel the heat of the fire’s flames.

He’s breaking Sharia law! my black dog yelps. My gaze snaps to the window. If any devout Muslim glimpses this moment of intimacy, I will be branded a whore. Even though the fire is warming me, I shiver for a moment as if he’s stripped me not only of my abaya, but of Islam.

“You are too beautiful to remain hidden from the world,” he says as he takes in my alarm. “You have a face that brings joy to all who behold you and fills men’s hearts with a desire for peace.”

When I take in his gaze, a mist-frail memory wraps around me – the feeling he has done this to me before – in a dream or another life. Yet as he silently takes me in his arms, all fears of faith, all terrors of Sharia laws, of Christian devils and celestial punishments dissolve. As light as if he’s given me wings, my flesh alive with myriad tiny stars, I surrender to my inebriation. When he kisses me, it’s as if he’s drawn the air from my lungs and replaced it with heavenly vapors. My extremities tingle and seem to dissolve as fifteen years of heaviness lifts from my heart. I melt into his lips as if I’m yielding to some sweet, intoxicating death.

Then just as quickly as he’s kissed me, he pulls away and leaves my lips hungering and my head spinning.

“My heart has broken of love for you. And now I have found you again, I will not rest until I know you will be beside me until the day our Lord ordains our ascent to Heaven,” he says.

He shakes his head and gives me a firm gaze. “But I want to make sure first of all that this is what you want.”

He kisses my hand and falls to his knees. “Soheila, will you marry me?”

Unable for a moment to believe I’m the same woman who, this morning, didn’t know whether she was coming or going, the words come to my recently kissed lips with utter certainty. “Yes,” I gasp, just wanting to return to that otherworldly kiss. “A thousand times, yes.”







CHAPTER 61 
SUCCUMBING TO THE FINAL CALL

October 20th1518

Pieter and I marry in the Church of Saint Francis of Assisi on the top of Vertientes’ highest hill. Here, Saint Francis of Assisi, overlooking our celebrations with his distinctly Moorish features – his full lips, large eyes and wood-brown skin – stands at the Church entrance surrounded by lynx, foxes, wolves and deer. Inside the Church, patterned reliefs that blend flourishes of Arabic script and natural forms, grace the walls. Prayer rugs lie among the pews and the altar faces Mecca.

As we’re in the midst of harvest season, the wedding takes place as evening falls. In the spirit of Christianity, I marry my beloved unveiled. We take the chalice and I throw the garter. After my henna night with some of the village women, my hands and feet are covered in bright orange tattoos of curlicues and flowers, a few crosses added in for good measure.

Afterwards, we feast in the Church courtyard in a Berber tent under a fig tree. Surrounded by brightly woven carpets and hangings, we sit drinking mint and apple tea and eating lamb, rice and almonds, honey and rosewater pastries amid multitudes of pillows strewn through the tent. The air smells of musk and frankincense from the incense burning braziers placed by the struts of the tent.

I sit between Pieter and Abraham, feeling for a moment, as if the universe is in perfect balance.

“May Allah bless this marriage, and place love and friendship in your hearts,” Uthman the village poet says as he toasts us with a steaming mug of apple tea.

“Even a shoe in the desert is a gift from God,” Faizan adds, addressing my new husband and then regarding me with a mischievous smile. The shoe in the desert that is me laughs at his affectionately veiled insult.

This is a group marriage. After all, the song of life not only changes with birth, but with each soul’s passing. Faizan marries Atiq’s three widows, saying three more wives is still less than one of me. He doesn’t concern himself with Iddah – the four months and ten-day period of waiting after divorce or widowhood before remarriage – Leila is already pregnant along with Musarrat, Atiq-the-potent-but-now-departed’s other young wife. Soon womb-less Fatima, wife number three, will be surrounded by more babies than she could wish for.

Dare I say this, when several women have lost their husband? Now Atiq is gone, it is as if a toxin has been removed from the village.

“One hundred and eighty-six months, fifteen days and three hours,” announces Abraham, “since we arrived in Vertientes.”

“A respectable Iddah,” says Faizan with a chortle as he winks at Pieter.

A group of musicians arrive and play barbats, reed flutes and beat drums, their music so soulful and sensual it’s as if they are reaching deep into the mountains, stirring even the most ancient stones back into life. We all pause from our chatter to listen to those the harmonies joining bodies and souls, their vibrations rising and falling as if the very essence of eternity has been captured in their melodies. I catch my beloved’s gaze and inside me, forgotten longings open like soft doors.

Outside, the air stirs and I hear wails and rising voices. When the music stops, we all clap and the voices grow louder. A woman pleads. A man shouts.

Everyone turns as Rutger rises from his seat, climbs onto the bench and raises his cup of mint tea. “True love is like true religion,” he begins. “It enhances life, brings joy and makes us want to be better people. It never hinders or makes us despair, but inspires us and fills us with hope.” He looks at his master. Then me. “True love makes us grow.”

I regard that little man thinking that even as well as I know him, he’s still an utter mystery to me.

“Yet true love takes courage, for through it, we must embark on an unknown journey, take a leap of faith and throw our heart over an abyss and trust another to catch it,” he continues. “True love, like true religion is tolerance, unity and compassion. It is not the mindless adherence to the dead doctrines of the past, or marriage to a false ideal, but submission to the endless state of flux that is the force of life.”

Outside the tent, a man shouts something incoherent in a very agitated voice.

Rutger, oblivious, continues. “Too many of us settle for the ossified corpse of love – an empty casing of duties, tightly defined roles, doctrines and rules. For we are afraid. Afraid of loss. Afraid of change. Afraid of our true selves. We try to stay the same and resist while it is the ceaseless flow of transformation that is the true journey. For faith and love are not set in stone, but flow like an eternal river.”

Outside, the shuffles and bangs grow louder. A woman protests. “Stop! Not now!”

Rutger, still ignoring the outside disruptions, holds his mint tea high and looks back at my husband and me. “A toast! To these souls who have found one another! To a man and woman who have not settled for the safety of the familiar, but have had the courage to embrace their differences and learn from one another! A toast! To the union of a Christian and a Muslim! May their blended union be one of peace, growth and prosperity!”

As guests toast us, the pockets of discomfort in the tent grow, a few of the women near the entrance straining to see what has caused the outside commotion.

Too happy for distractions, I regard my new husband and think of my delicious night ahead in the marriage room Eliana and Zunaria have prepared for us in The Garden of Perpetual Bliss’s stone cottage. I glance at Abraham, looking around with his familiar expression of detached confusion, as if he’s struggling understand this world of love and religion, just as others struggle to understand his world of light and numbers.

“Vertientes will rise again!” I hear a man outside shout.

As if he’s been struck by those words, Rutger, our Hermes, Cupid and Gabriel, drops from his perch on the table looks at me then regards the wooden statue of a black-skinned Virgin Mary standing at the entrance to the tent. “Ah,” he says as he admires the looping Arabic vines and geometries decorating the Virgin’s robes, “Vertientes is a village that shows peace and understanding don’t come through the brutality of conquest, but the gentle seduction of assimilation.”

The voices outside grow louder. “There’ll be some more seduction and Christian-Muslim assimilation tonight,” quips Hashem the village cobbler. Just as he raises his cup of steaming mint tea for yet another toast, one of Atiq’s brothers-of-intolerance lurches into the tent.

Drunk on the barrel of wine someone found in a cellar and resurrected in the spirit of Muslim-Christian solidarity, he holds one of the tents poles to keep himself steady. His nose red from both weeping and wine, he focuses his bleary eyes on Pieter. “A toasht,” he slurs in a squeaky voice that sounds like a strangled chicken, “to a union-hic-of Muslim and Christian debbils.”

A veiled woman, perhaps a wife or sister, tries to lead him away but drunkenly, he waves his arm, hitting her in the shoulder. He turns to me as guests rise to restrain him. “Iblish and shaytan will ensure your marriage ish curshed both in thish life and the nexsht!”

Wobbling precariously, struggling to focus his eyes, he raises his goblet at me. “You have plunged Vertientes into the fires-hic-of damnation!”

Once more he addresses Pieter. “A toasht I shay! To an eternity of shuffering!”

Teetering, he grabs hold of a tent pole. “There are no happy endingsh-hic-only damned beginnings!” he proclaims as he lurches sideways nearly taking the whole side of the tent with him.

Clinging to the tent, he regards Rutger and waves his goblet, his eyes drunken embers of fury. “And you! Shaytan-hic-himshelf!” His eyes fall on Rutger’s ears – the tufts on their tips pointed and tinted orange in the torch light. “The emperor of hell! The shoopreme fashilitator of evil!” Again, he lurches. Reaching out to the Virgin for balance, he trips and knocks his head on one of her breasts. His eyes cross as he collapses, front half inside the tent, back half out. His face planted on a silk cushion embroidered with dancing monkeys, a drool slides from his mouth as he snores.

Rutger chuckles as he steps past the table to help some of the guests drag him away to bed. “The only damnation he’s going to see is a hell of a headache in the morning,” he says.

Beside me, Pieter laughs and toasts the man as he’s carried away. “In the meantime, I wish him pleasant dreams.”

After that unfortunate interruption, the night air chills and, following a few more exquisite melodies, guests, weary after a day working in the orchards, start to trickle away.

When the last candles have died, Faizan rises and stands in front of Pieter. “I wish to speak to you,” he says. He gives me a stern gaze. “And, Soheila, I trust this is another conversation you won’t interrupt.”
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Finally Pieter and I are alone in our wedding quarters. After all the years I’ve dreamed and thought of him, I feel strangely shy. Through the window a cool wind carrying the voluptuous scent of jasmine shimmies over the candles. In the seconds of silence that follow his carrying me over the threshold, burgeoning desire flutters between us. Now those endless days and nights away from him have shrunk into a pinpoint of the brightest light.

He gazes at me, his smile filling me with the promise of endless gardens of delights.

“I’ve missed you,” I say.

“Well, I’m here,” he replies. As I look into his eyes and glimpse that fire lurking underneath his grace, my insides ignite with desire.

He turns away, picks a towel and bowl of water off a bench and carries it over to me.

“Sit,” he says.

I obey, sinking into a yellow chair patterned with birds and flowers next to the fire.

He kneels down and places the bowl at my feet. “In my conversation with Faizan,” he says, “he explained to me the differences between the halaal and the haram. He explained the duties of a new Muslim husband and gave me basic instructions how to conduct myself in an Islamic marriage,” he says.

I place my hand on my heart in mock-horror. “You haven’t converted?” I ask. “To Islam?”

He looks at me, a dark challenge in his beautiful eyes. “Can we ever escape the faiths of our births?”

I return his challenge with a smile. “Well, I hope you are still a Christian. If not, we have been married under false pretenses.”

He laughs as he gently lifts my wedding robe and takes one of my feet in his hands. “I must do my first husbandly duty,” he insists as, with the greatest of care, he removes my wedding slippers. “To protect you from insanity, ulcers and leprosy,” he adds as he gently places my feet in the water and washes them.

My limbs softening at his tender touch, I run my hands through his hair. I want him so badly right now my whole body feels it might fly apart. I want to say to hell with all these rituals.

“I think you may be too late. I fear I have already succumbed to insanity,” I say as he slowly, deliberately dries my orange-tattooed feet, running the towel between each of my toes. When Pieter methodically dabs the last water drops from the tops of my feet, again I recall Faizan’s stern gaze and think of his and Pieter’s private conversations. “A Mullah cannot convert a man to Islam in a few days,” I say, getting more and more concerned about his adherence to this Muslim ritual. “Your conversion is my job. The job of a lifetime.”

Pieter’s eyes twinkle. Now feeling as if I’m being tortured, I impatiently watch him rise and sprinkle the water in the four corners of the room. “As it is my job of a lifetime to persuade you to convert to Christianity,” he replies, his eyes sparkling.

Finally he stands in front of me. Deep in his eyes I see that obsidian darkness that roused me long ago. Withheld desire builds inside me like a storm. Slowly, with the reverence of a prayer, he takes me in his arms and smiles, his eye-teeth silver in the moonlight.

He brushes his lips against my neck, trails his hands through my hair. “Let’s see who wins,” he whispers, his breath softly hot against my ear.

I turn my head to meet the challenge of his lips. We kiss. Time melts away and we are lost in a bubble of joy. I drink in great breaths of him. He still smells of sand, sea, frankincense and fifteen years of longing. Now, I’m overtaken by fire quenched for far too long. Even as we are impatient, we manage to make it to the marriage bed, but by the time we arrive, our wedding robes lie in discarded piles on the floor.

I let him press me back on the bed as if I am Mary submitting to the power of the Holy Spirit. Like a flower opening to the sun, I spread my legs apart and let my master take me to plunder as the bee pillages the bloom for nectar. I gasp as he enters me, frantically thrusts as if he is trying to drive the last vestiges of breath from my lungs. I wail at the unbearable pleasure of his assault, the night birds outside crying in reply. As his frenzy escalates, my insides tauten. Even though I’m half-delirious from ecstasy, a force takes charge of my body. No. This will not do. I will not let this man be my master. Deftly, with strength built from years of shaking olives from the trees, I slither from under him.

I take him by surprise, push him back onto the bed and kneel over him. With knowledge that comes from endless lives filled with love, I tease him back into a hard, deep longing, sit astride him as he lies on his back spread-eagled over the bed like Christ crucified; his eyes on fire as I take charge, my long hair a black tide sliding over his dove-white skin. I arch and cry and snarl with pleasure as I feel him deep inside me and ride him like a horse. Unbreakable and insatiable, I am Naraka the demon winning the battle against Vishnu, a fallen angel facing the protector of Heaven, rain flooding the valleys of his body, the hand of the night sky pressing against the Earth of his skin.

In the darkness, I see his eyes, lit with delight, harden as he beats against the wall of my womb. Outside, the face of the full moon watches through our window and the air feels alive with eyes. Who is watching? Is it Allah, the God of all Gods? Demons? Or a mortal intruder?

Subsumed by a wave of ecstasy, I throw back my head and cry out in rapture. Watch all you like! I no longer care! We have died and been reborn a thousand times! Even death can’t separate us!

Suddenly, in a swift movement, my husband grabs hold of me, twists and pushes me onto my knees and takes me from behind like a beast.

“I have dreamed of this,” he rasps as I raise my hands and brace against the wall to stop him from pounding my face into the green and black patterned tiles. Shocked this gentle man could turn so ferocious in bed I cry out at his assault as his thrusts once more turn forceful, battering against my womb like a ram pummeling the doors of a fortress.

Then when he suddenly withdraws, I gasp at the shock, feeling reamed and empty.

“You want to be in charge,” he breathlessly whispers, “but so do I.”

Deftly, he turns me on my back and we face each other and once more, I glimpse the spark of the devil in his eyes.

“I want you to beg,” he says.

“Please,” I say, starved for the feel of him inside me bruising the walls of my womb.

Mockingly, he smiles at my desperation. Then plunges back inside me. I gasp at the violence of his re-entry, hiss like a snake as he once more tries to reduce me to ruins. But my will is stronger than this. So is my body. He is after all, only a man. I force him to tumble to his side.

“You will never be my captor or tormentor,” I reply as I teasingly drape my leg across his body. Engorged by my challenge, he plunges inside me again and again, fills me to the point of fracture.

In eternal battle, we are the air that fuels each other’s hungering flames. Limbs twined, we are Brahma and Kali, snakes battling in the Garden of Eden.

Finally the door of Heaven hurls open and we fill with light. We no longer know who is master or mistress, creator or destroyer. We are melded and one – twin moons dancing with the tides – dervishes whirling around the orbits of each other’s being.

No longer belonging to our bodies, we ascend the stairs of ecstasy until the womb of the sky turns inside out, the Earth splits and the mountains sing. Forged into a moment of being and not-being, our souls ascend into a simultaneous eruption of peace.

I tremble as if I am a leaf and he, the wind. My soul-mate growls like a fire grasping for air and I cry out as the captured bird cries in the jaws of the lynx.

Together, we collapse back into the Earth’s pull in sighs of defeat. Then, I lie on my back and weep like a cloud.

He leans over me and gently strokes my cheek. “I hope I didn’t hurt you,” he says.

I lift my head and nip his lip. “Never,” I reply though my tears.

He smiles, defeated. “Now, I am here to serve you.”

“As it should be,” I murmur.

I laugh through my tears and nestle into his arms. Finally exhausted, we fall asleep, our limbs wrapped around each other, twin souls together in our heavenly, silken cocoon.

I wake in the small hours, still wrapped in him, my body filled with happiness and gaze at the faint squares of moon light illuming the wall opposite our bed.

Right then, Yolente, most unwelcome, blasts into my thoughts. Just as I always suspected, she snarls from her grave, you are a succubus, a Moor who can’t control her urges.

You are dead, I reply. Go away.

I’ll be back, she threatens, in another life.

I’ll be ready, I promise.

I look up from the pale mountain of my husband’s back and gaze out the window at the distant whitewashed buildings as blue as Krishna’s skin. For the briefest moment, it occurs to me this has all happened before. Then the feeling – as frail as mist – vanishes.

I turn back to the man who lies beside me, his sleep so deep it is as if he has left his mortal prison and succumbed to Allah’s final call. Outside, a night beast shuffles in the leaves. I run my naked feet down my husband’s cool legs, lean in to him, catching the faintest breath on his lips. “Welcome home,” I whisper.

END






AUTHOR’S NOTE 

If you’ve ever had the pleasure of seeing Hieronymous Bosch’s masterpiece The Garden of Earthly Delights you may, like me, have been fascinated by that middle panel. What’s going on in that weird landscape filled with naked men and women cavorting with plants, birds and animals? Is it a depiction of paradise? Or is this the moment before mankind’s fall? After much reading and digging around on the Internet, all I’ve learned is that no one agrees on the panel’s meaning. Speculation ranges from Hieronymous Bosch being a madman suffering from the hallucinations of ergot poisoning to it being a veiled commentary on Church corruption.

Regardless of whether he was a lunatic or a judge, and given the narrow-minded times in which he lived, I suspect Hieronymous Bosch liked stirring up controversy. In which case, using a model like the beautiful Muslim Marjit to expose his fellow citizens’ prejudices is quite conceivable.

I do hope you enjoyed reading The Infidel’s Garden as much as I enjoyed writing it. The fact you’ve arrived at the end of the book and are reading this Author’s Note suggests you’re curious about what happens next. Will our star-crossed lovers Pieter and Soheila be reincarnated together in another time? In another place? You can rest assured they will.

In my next book The Seven Plagues of Love, Pieter and Soheila return to a dysfunctional future as ruling bureaucrat Seth Alphacock and social outcast Vinca Blackthorn. Here in the technologically advanced but morally bankrupt city-state of Peronty, creativity is outlawed and strict laws and regulations have replaced values such as truthfulness, courage and kindness. It’s a genetically engineered world of controlled breeding programs in which flowers sing national anthems and bad-tempered insect-human hybrids light up the city streets. Once again, our lovers initially fail to recognise each other. In order to reunite, they must not only cross a vast social and ideological abyss but also destroy an entire world.

It’s all tremendous fun to write and The Seven Plagues of Love is well underway. Meanwhile, if you have any comments or want to chat, please visit my website and blog: http://www.ingridbanwell.com 

I’d love to hear from you and will do my best to reply.
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