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Chapter One


Anna crept along the passage that ran the length of the house and peered through a crack in the door at the two men seated at the table in the room to the left of the front door – the best room, proving that the meeting was important. One of the men was her father, a spare, black-clad man of above average height, although this was not apparent as he sat deep in conversation with his companion, occasionally stroking his neat grey-tinged beard, his expression sombre, his eyes watchful under beetle brows. Cornelis Fromenteel found life, like his religion, a serious matter; Anna could rarely remember her father smiling, and she had never heard him laugh.


The other man was older, fatter, with a florid face and a red nose that proclaimed his love of red wine, a goblet of which stood before him, refilled at frequent intervals from the flagon at her father’s elbow. But although he was mindful of his duties as a host and kept his guest’s goblet full Cornelis Fromenteel drank sparingly, unwilling to be ruled by anything but his own iron will.


As Anna watched, Otto de Hane lifted his goblet and drank, a few drops of the red wine dribbling down his beard on to his ruff, to join other unidentifiable stains there. She shuddered. This was the man, a widower twice over, with daughters older than Anna herself, who was at this moment negotiating with her father for her hand in marriage. And to her utter disgust, her father was nodding agreeably at his terms. He even raised his goblet and drank to the bargain.


Anna waited no longer, but picked up her skirts and fled, her slippers making no sound on the patterned tiles of the passage, out of the door and into the early spring sunshine. As she ran she paid no heed to the gardener who came twice a week and was putting the finishing touches to the complicated knot garden he had created. She ran on, slipping through the gap in the tall hedge that screened the house from the old tumbledown weaving shed, no longer in use, at the end of the garden. This weaving shed was her private domain. Nobody bothered to come here any more, although her father had plans for demolishing it and using the space for cultivating vegetables when the knot garden was finished. And when he could afford it.


There was the rub. Cornelis Fromenteel was living above his means. It required money to maintain the standing he aspired to and it was money he no longer possessed. The tall, bow-windowed house on the outskirts of the town was far larger than necessary for himself, his wife Judith, his only child Anna and Bettris their servant, but it was a good house, in a prominent position and he was reluctant to leave it for something less ostentatious. But things were difficult for the Flemish cloth merchant in the year 1580. Prices were being undercut by cheaper cloth imported from England, much of which was manufactured by Flemish people – ironically, some of them probably his own relatives – who had fled there from Flanders during the time of the worst of the religious persecutions some twenty years ago. He had been a young man of some twenty-five summers then and he had seen no need to leave the country of his birth; his religious beliefs, though firm, were adaptable and had never been allowed to get in the way of either profit or expediency. He had never regretted his decision to stay. Until now, that is, when the ship he had bought part shares in to transport his cloth to Portugal in an effort to revive his flagging fortunes had foundered in the Bay of Biscay, with the loss of all hands and the better part of his fortune.


So Cornelis had been forced to look to his only remaining asset. His eighteen-year-old daughter. Not that he would have entertained the notion that he might be regarded as selling her as he would sell a bolt of cloth; the very thought would have horrified him. He was simply anxious that she should marry well, he told himself.


It was providential that Otto de Hane was rich and looking for a young wife just at the time when Anna was young and marriageable. What more suitable than that she should marry his friend – if such a term could be applied to a recent acquaintance – and prospective business associate?


The final details of the ‘arrangement’ were being agreed that very afternoon in a room furnished in a way that gave no hint of its owner’s straightened circumstances. That is to say, the tables were of good, solid oak under the boldly figured table rugs that covered them. The floor tiles were spotless and more tiles, depicting scenes from the Bible, decorated the skirting. The wall opposite the window, carefully chosen so that it could be seen from the street, was covered in gold-tooled leather; the other three walls were hung with tapestries. The silver candlesticks and sconces about the room had been polished to a high degree by Bettris and the wine was a good, full-bodied red. Cornelis refilled his guest’s goblet yet again. Things were going well.


In the weaving shed Anna leaned against the dusty framework of the one remaining loom, her eyes tightly closed, her breast heaving as much from pent-up emotion as from her flight from the house, waiting. She didn’t have to wait long. A few moments later the door clicked quietly open and Jan was there. This was where they always managed to meet on the days Jan came to work in the garden.


He took her in his arms and she leaned against him, savouring the familiar smell of rich earth mingled with manly sweat and the sharp tang of the herbs he had been planting. But when he put his finger under her chin and lifted it to kiss her she started to tremble and cry.


‘What is it, my love?’ he asked, immediately concerned. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘Oh, Jan. What am I going to do? The thing I most feared has come to pass. My father is making arrangements to marry me off to Mynheer Otto de Hane, that rich, ugly old man who lives in the big house on the corner of the market square.’


‘What!’ Jan took a step back and stared down at her.


She nodded and gulped. ‘It’s true. At this very moment my father is appealing to that dreadful old man’s generosity with his best wine.’ She gulped again. ‘I had to take in another flagon half an hour ago so that he could take another look at the goods on offer. He’d have sampled them, too, if I hadn’t got out of his way. His hand was halfway up my leg before I could escape.’ She shuddered. ‘What am I going to do, Jan?’ she cried desperately. ‘I can’t marry that awful old man. I can’t!’


‘Of course you can’t. You’re going to marry me, as we’ve planned,’ Jan said firmly, gathering her into his arms again. ‘You know I’ve been saving as hard as I can so that I’ll be able to tell your father I can offer you a respectable life …’ He held her slightly away from him. ‘You do want to marry me, don’t you, Anna?’


‘You know I do. More than anything in the world. But it’s too late, Jan. He’s at this very moment promising me to that old man.’ She clung to him, sobbing harder than ever.


He stood silently stroking her hair, deep in thought, for a long time. Then he said simply, ‘Then I’ll just have to take you away.’


Her head shot up. ‘But you can’t … I mean … where would we go? He’ll find us. He’ll fetch me back and make me …’ she shuddered, unable to even speak the words.


‘Not if we go to England.’


‘England!’


‘Why not? There are quite a lot of our people there. They went to escape from the Spanish during the time of the Inquisition. I know it was some time ago but I’m sure we’ll find a friendly face there somewhere.’ He spoke with slightly more conviction than he felt.


She nodded slowly. ‘Yes. I’m told my grandparents went there. But they came back after a few years.’ She frowned. ‘I don’t think they liked England much.’


‘Maybe they didn’t. But a lot of people did stay, Anna,’ he said, his voice urgent. ‘And England can’t be that bad because people are still travelling over there to live. I’ve heard there’s a good living to be made if you’re prepared to work hard. And you know I’ve never been afraid of that.’ He gave a wicked grin. ‘I’ll wager your father would never think of coming to England to look for you.’


She shook her head. ‘No, he wouldn’t. He hates the English. He thinks they’re robbing him of his trade.’ She returned his smile tremulously through her tears. ‘Do you think we could, Jan? Do you really think we could escape to England?’


‘We can do anything if it’s going to save you from Otto de Hane,’ he said vehemently. He released her and went over to the window. It was of no consequence that it was covered in dust and cobwebs because his thoughts were turned inwards. ‘We need to get to Nieuwport,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘If we can only get there I’m sure we’ll find a ship bound for England.’


She came and stood beside him. ‘That’s quite a long way from here. How long will it take us to walk?’ she asked anxiously.


‘About two days …’ he spoke absently. Then his tone changed. ‘But if I could get hold of a boat …’ He turned to her, his face alight with enthusiasm. ‘Yes, that’s it. We’ll go by boat.’


‘When?’


‘No point in wasting time. We’ll go tonight. Now, listen. Here’s what you must do …’


A little later and a great deal happier, Anna went back to the house, first collecting an armful of laundry that had been laid out on the bushes to dry, then dawdling a little to see how the gardener was progressing with the knot garden. She crossed the courtyard into the big, stone-flagged kitchen, where she helped Bettris to fold the linen and lay it in the press, then she escaped to her room.


This was a large, low-ceilinged room, hung with rather faded tapestries depicting dull country scenes. It would have been a gloomy room had it not been lightened by the two latticed windows that overlooked the street below and brightened by the pale yellow curtains and bed hangings. Anna loved her room and the ornaments and pictures with which she had decorated it over the years, and she would often sit on the wide window seat watching the scenes in the street, the men striding out on their business or pausing to exchange the latest news, the women with their laden shopping baskets hurrying home from the market, the children playing with their hoops or balls. But there was no time to look out of the window today. Trying not to hurry, she began to select what she would wear for her journey across the sea; something dark and plain, Jan had suggested, so as not to attract attention; something warm but not cumbersome. She selected a dark-green woollen dress with a white lace collar. Worn with her black grosgrain cloak and without a farthingale she would look no different from any wife or servant on market day. With shaking hands she collected what little money she had and put it in a bag, together with her few pieces of jewellery, ready to tie round her waist under her petticoat.


Busy with her preparations, she was startled by a knock on her door. Hastily gathering up the things lying on the bed and shoving them into a cupboard, she opened the door.


Her father stood there, her mother just behind him. Anna stood aside and he stepped inside, ducking his head as he entered the low doorway. Her mother followed him, like a pale ghost. Judith Fromenteel had once been a beautiful woman, with golden hair and a creamy complexion, but her colour had faded and with it the exuberant manner of her youth, sapped by years of living with a man with no humour and little compassion.


Anna bobbed a slight curtsey, then stood by the bed, twisting the bed-hangings in her hands, a wary expression on her face, waiting.


Cornelis gave a satisfied nod and said in his stentorian tone, ‘Anna, I have come to inform you that all is arranged. My good friend, Mynheer Otto de Hane, looks forward to taking you for his wife. He tells me he hopes for a son. I trust you will not disappoint him.’ The look he gave her was not quite a glare. ‘You are to visit his house next week and be married within the month. Have you anything to say?’


Anna swallowed nervously, her mouth dry. ‘No, father. I have nothing to say,’ she said quietly.


He raised his eyebrows. ‘No word of thanks that I have arranged such a good marriage for you?’


‘Thank you, father,’ she said obediently.


‘That’s better.’ He nodded. ‘Good. I’m going to the Cloth Hall now. I need to be about my business. I’ve wasted enough time for one day.’ He turned and left the room. Anna looked wordlessly at her mother. A minute later they both started as the street door slammed behind him.


Anna took a deep breath and lifted her chin. ‘I’m sorry, mother but I can’t do it. I won’t do it,’ she said defiantly, ‘I refuse to be married to that dreadful old man.’


Judith went over to the window and watched her husband striding along the street towards the Cloth Hall. She waited a moment to make sure he didn’t turn back, then turned to Anna, her eyes bright. ‘Of course you can’t marry Otto de Hane,’ she whispered fiercely. She put her fingers to her temples. ‘We must think of something. Some way out …’ She looked up. ‘You’ll have to leave, of course. Immediately. You can go to your Aunt Dionis in Amsterdam. She’ll find some way of hiding you.’


Anna gaped. ‘You mean you agree with me?’ she said in amazement.


‘Of course I do,’ Judith said impatiently. ‘Now listen. You must go tonight. I’ll make arrangements …’ She began to pace up and down the room. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘I’ll tell Jan where to find you.’


Anna gaped. ‘How did you know about Jan?’


Judith stopped her pacing and smiled gently at her daughter. ‘I’ve got eyes in my head, child. And don’t forget I was young once.’ She sat down on the bed and sighed dreamily.


Anna sat down with her and took her hands. ‘Then perhaps you’ll understand when I say that I’ve no need to go to Aunt Dionis, mother,’ she said eagerly. ‘Because Jan is making plans to take me away.’


‘Take you away? But where?’ Judith asked, astonished. ‘Where can you go that your father won’t find you and have you brought back? You know he is a determined man and will not take lightly to being made to look a fool if you disappear.’


‘We’re to go to England, mother,’ Anna said, her eyes shining with excitement.


‘England!’ Judith’s face lit up. ‘Oh, thank God! Go, child, with my blessing.’ She planted a kiss on Anna’s forehead. ‘A good choice. He’ll never come to look for you there, he hates the sea!’ She gave Anna’s hands a little shake. ‘Now, tell me. What are your plans?’


‘I have to meet Jan at the old fulling mill by the canal an hour after dark. He’ll be there with a boat to take us to the coast. If we’re lucky along the way we might be taken on board a barge carrying cloth to Nieuwport, if not we shall manage as best we can. When we get to Nieuwport we’ll find a ship that’s going to England. Jan says that won’t be difficult because there are always ships back and forth from there.’ She hesitated. ‘I don’t know what will happen after that but Jan says there’s sure to be work in England for a gardener.’


Judith digested her daughter’s words, then she nodded. ‘Jan is a good man. I’ve watched him and seen how hard he works. I’m happy to trust you to him. I know he’ll look after you.’ She put her hands up to her face. ‘Now, let me think. You’ll need money. And food for the journey. And what will you wear?’


Anna pulled out the garments she had pushed into the cupboard earlier.


Judith nodded approvingly. ‘Good. Warm but not heavy. But you’ll need a change of clothing, too.’


‘I can’t take much. We may have to walk some distance,’ Anna reminded her.


‘A small bundle. Just a few caps and collars, a spare apron, some shifts and stockings. It’s very important, because you must keep yourself clean at all costs. That’s what creates a good impression,’ Judith insisted. She pinched her lip. ‘Now, I suggest you rest. You’ll need all your strength for what lies ahead. You needn’t come down to the meal tonight. I’ll tell Cornelis you’re unwell and will have something in your room.’ She gave a half smile. ‘I imagine you’re not anxious to sit and listen to him gloating over the bargain he’s made with the old man.’ She clamped her lips together. ‘I shall never forgive him for what he’s done this day. Never.’ Her mood changed again and she became quite animated. ‘I’ll see that the door is left unlatched tonight and I’ll leave food in the hutch for your journey.’


‘Thank you, mother.’ Anna leaned over and kissed her. ‘And thank you for being so understanding. Oh, I shall miss you,’ she said, clinging to her.


‘And I shall miss you, child. Always remember how much I love you.’ For a moment the two women clung together weeping, then Judith released her hold a little and said, ‘I realise I may never see you again, Anna. So there is something I must tell you.’ She paused and blew her nose to regain her composure, then she went on, ‘Perhaps I should have told you before but I lacked the courage. I’m afraid what I’m going to say may shock you.’


Anna stared at her. ‘Mother, what can you mean?’


Judith plucked at the dornicle that covered the bed. ‘It’s because you are going to England that I think I should tell you. Because that’s where he went. Of course, England is quite a big country. You might never meet. On the other hand …’


‘Mother, what are you talking about?’ Anna said with a frown.


Judith looked up. ‘I’m talking about your father, Anna.’


Anna’s jaw dropped. ‘My father.’


‘Oh, not Cornelis, my husband,’ Judith said with a trace of impatience. ‘No, Henrick, the man I used to meet in the same loom shed where you’ve been meeting your Jan.’ She paused. ‘Only Henrick was not a gardener, he was a weaver who worked for my husband.’ Her expression softened. ‘He was a fine man and we had a wonderful summer, meeting whenever we could. I knew he was not happy working for Cornelis. He was ambitious and he left to go to England to seek a better life.’ She paused. ‘He begged me to go with him. But I was afraid. I was afraid things wouldn’t work out for Henrick and that we would starve. I was afraid to leave my comfortable life with Cornelis, even though I’d never loved him. And I was afraid for the child. Henrick’s child. You, my dear.’ She sighed. ‘I was stupid. I should have trusted him. I’ve often wished I’d had the courage to go with him. I still think about him.’


Anna listened, her eyes and mouth open, hardly able to take in what her mother was saying. ‘But what about my … your husband?’ she managed to croak. ‘Didn’t he discover …?’


‘Oh, no. Cornelis knew nothing about Henrick and me,’ Judith said, her tone almost airy. ‘He was so conceited it never occurred to him I would ever look twice at another man. And he never suspected the child I carried wasn’t his.’ She smiled at Anna. ‘You’re very like your father – your real father. He was a handsome man. His hair was blond and he had the same deep violet-blue eyes. Eyes the same colour as yours, Anna. It was the colour of your eyes that I most feared might give me away, but Cornelis never noticed. Cornelis never notices anything except money in the bank. Not like Henrick. He noticed everything. I’ve often wondered what happened to him. I’d dearly love to know.’ She smiled, a secret little smile. ‘It is the memory of those stolen hours in the weaving shed that has sustained me through the years, Anna. That and his likeness in you.’ She lifted her head and her tone became brisker. ‘And that is why you have my blessing to go with Jan.’ She pressed her lips together. ‘I refuse to have Henrick’s child sold into that old man’s bed.’


She got to her feet. ‘Now, rest, child. You have a long night ahead of you. May God go with you.’ With a last embrace, Judith slipped from the room, before Anna could begin to ask any of the questions that were already forming in her mind.




Chapter Two


After her mother had left, Anna lay down on her bed. But she could not rest. Her mind was in too much turmoil. Not only was there the excitement, the thrill, the apprehension, not to mention the fear over her planned elopement with Jan, she was now having to come to terms with the fact that the man she had known as her father for the past twenty years was not her father at all.


Thinking back over her life, this fact troubled her less than might have been expected. She had never felt close to Cornelis, in fact he had always been something of a shadowy figure in her life, a stern, black-clad, raven-like stranger she had feared as a child and tended to avoid as she grew older. Not that he had ever been physically cruel to her; but his acid tongue had reduced her to tears more times than she could remember.


The truth was, Cornelis was a businessman; he had no idea how to relate to children, and for some reason blossoming womanhood embarrassed him. In any case, bringing up the family was women’s work and he wanted no part in it. Although he would have liked a son to carry on his name he was not displeased that Judith had only brought forth one child, even though it was a girl. He wanted no more squalling brats to disturb the peace of his household. It would never have occurred to him that the one child his wife had borne might not be of his begetting.


Lying on her bed, her hands clasped behind her head, Anna tried to imagine her real father. A fair-haired man, her mother had said, with deep violet-blue eyes. Her mother had clearly loved him very much. She closed her eyes, trying to imagine her faded mother as a young woman, hurrying to the loom shed to be with her Henrick, experiencing the same feelings that she, Anna, felt for Jan. Only Henrick and Judith had been unwilling, or unable, to curb their passion … Anna smiled to herself. She could understand how they had felt. Her breath quickened a little as she recalled the times she and Jan had almost … but not quite …


She opened her eyes again and frowned up at the heavy yellow silk that covered the tester above her head. How could it be that although Judith had risked so much to meet with her lover, even conceiving his child, she had been afraid to take the final step and go away with him? Why had she been so afraid to leave her comfortable lifestyle, so afraid of the unknown across the sea? She gave a sigh. Even though Judith admitted she had never loved Cornelis, the truth was that he represented the safety and security that she craved, something Henrick was unable to promise.


Anna stretched her arms above her head. She didn’t share her mother’s fears. She wasn’t afraid to go away with Jan, she was excited. She looked forward to the adventure. She searched her mind. Well, perhaps she was a little afraid. But she feared having to stay and marry Otto de Hane more. Much, much more.


Towards evening her mother brought her soup and cheese and dark bread and a mug of weak beer, insisting that she ate and drank in preparation for her journey.


‘I will make sure there is food in the hutch to take with you,’ she whispered. ‘But you need to eat this while you can.’


‘Don’t go, mother,’ Anna said, as she began the meal. ‘There are questions – things I must ask you …’


Judith glanced over her shoulder. ‘Then be quick, my child. I mustn’t be away for too long.’


‘Tell me, where did Henrick plan to go to in England? I need to know so that I can search for him.’


Judith frowned. ‘As far as I can remember there were three places that took people from this area …’ Her frown deepened. ‘A place called Norwich, the town of Sandwich and somewhere else … Colchester? I think that may have been the name.’


‘But which one did my father go to?’ Anna asked urgently.


Judith smiled a little. ‘It was a long time ago, child. I believe he was going to try to get to London. I don’t know which would have been the nearest town for that.’ She spread her hands. ‘But what does it matter? He would probably have had to go to wherever a boat was going that would take him.’


‘Did he never write to you?’


Judith shook her head sadly. ‘Henrick couldn’t read or write. If I’d gone with him I could have taught him.’


Anna finished her meal and Judith embraced her, holding her close for a long time. Then, with a whispered, ‘God go with you, my child,’ she left and Anna knew she would never see her again.


She lay down on her bed. All her preparations were made so she could only watch the light fade, listening to her heart beating and trying to doze a little in preparation for the long night ahead.


When the time came, she picked up her bundle and stole from her room, her slippers making no noise on the wooden stairs, gliding through the dark, silent house, like a wraith. She could hear Bettris snoring in her bed in the wall when she reached the kitchen but this didn’t worry her, she needed no light to find the packet of food her mother had left in the hutch. She unlatched the door and disappeared into the night.


Although the day had been warm for late March, the night was cold, the sky hung with icily glittering stars. The moon was not quite full and shed a grey, shadowy light sufficient for Anna to see her way. She slipped through the darkened streets and alleyways, careful to keep to the shadows in case there were roaming thieves and vagabonds. Waiting until she was well past the cobbled streets she exchanged her slippers for the stout leather shoes in her bundle, but still made sure to walk where there was grass to deaden the sound of her footsteps. Every now and then she looked behind her to make sure she was not being followed.


At last, in the distance over the fields, she could see silhouetted against the skyline the shadowy bulk of the old fulling mill, its skeletal sails spread like welcoming arms. She offered up a quick prayer that Jan would be there with the boat and quickened her step, keeping to the edge of the fields against the hedgerows so that she wouldn’t be seen.


She was breathless by the time she reached the mill, partly from hurrying but also from apprehension. Suppose Jan wasn’t there …


‘Anna? Over here.’ Suddenly she heard Jan’s voice, barely more than a whisper in the darkness.


She hurried to the water’s edge behind the mill. He was there, beside a small boat tied to the rotting jetty.


She ran into his arms. ‘Oh, thank God. I was afraid …’


‘Silly. You knew I’d be here.’ He held her close for a few seconds, then released her. ‘Quickly, there’s no time to lose. Get in. I’ll hold the boat steady,’ he said.


Minutes later he was standing in the stern, poling the boat silently along while she crouched in the bow, shivering with cold and – although she wouldn’t admit it, even to herself – fright.


‘I can hear your teeth chattering,’ he whispered and she thought she detected a trace of amusement in his voice. ‘There’s no need to be afraid, Anna. You’re with me now and you know how much I love you. You don’t have to worry, sweetheart, I’ve promised to look after you and I will. With luck, when we reach the river we might get picked up by a boat carrying goods to Nieuwport.’


‘When will that be?’ she asked in a small voice.


‘Oh, before daylight. With luck we’ll be in Nieuwport before dark.’


Jan was right. They were taken on board a boat carrying sheep and pigs to be slaughtered for the market, giving the boatman their small boat, which had begun to leak, in payment for the journey. Anna would have preferred a less smelly boat, away from the all-pervading stink of animals, but she realised they were lucky to be picked up at all since several other boats had simply sailed on past them. So they sat together in the bow of the boat, watching the dawn come up, accompanied by a dawn chorus of squealing and bleating from the pens behind them.


At last they reached Nieuwport, a busy, thriving port. They thanked the boatman and hurried over to the docks where they could see the tall masts of the ocean-going ships rising above the dockside buildings. Jan left Anna and went to see if he could find a ship bound for England willing to take them as passengers. Whilst he was gone she sat on a bollard and watched the feverish activity on the waterfront, cargoes being loaded and unloaded, men running up and down gangplanks with huge bales of cloth, baulks of timber, sacks of grain or coal on their shoulders, sure-footed on the narrow planks and seemingly unhampered by the weights they carried. She saw animals protesting loudly at being forced either on or off boats and couldn’t help laughing when a pig escaped and created havoc among the bales and barrels on the quayside as it evaded the men chasing it. There was another commotion when a cow fell in the water. The poor thing drowned before they could haul it out so it had to be butchered on the spot, to the delight of the scavenging dogs that roamed the quayside.


She saw sailors, sure-footed as monkeys, swarming up masts and along spars at a dizzying height, checking rigging, furling or unfurling sails, shouting orders or obscenities to each other, the wind carrying their words away so that she couldn’t tell which.


Once or twice she glimpsed a tall figure striding along that so resembled her father that she cowered trembling into the folds of her cloak and turned away, fearful that she might be noticed.


At last, to her great relief, she saw Jan coming back, weaving his way between the busy crowds. She went to meet him, holding out her hands. ‘Oh, I’m so glad you’ve come back,’ she said with a sigh of relief.


‘Did you think I wouldn’t?’ he asked, surprised.


‘No, but …’ she glanced over her shoulder. ‘I shan’t feel safe until we’ve left the country. Several times while you were gone I imagined I saw my father. But he wouldn’t come here to look for me would he, Jan? Surely, my mother would suggest I might have gone to Aunt Dionis in Amsterdam. He’d go there first, wouldn’t he?’


‘Yes, of course he would. But you won’t have to be anxious for much longer, my love, because we sail at first light tomorrow,’ he told her proudly. His expression changed. ‘The only trouble is, it’s on a boat carrying pickled herrings so it may be a bit smelly.’


She smiled. ‘Surely, it won’t be worse than the boat with the pigs and sheep?’


He smiled back. ‘Probably not. Do you get seasick?’


She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I’ve never been to sea before.’ She looked over her shoulder again. ‘But I shan’t care if I am, just as long as we get away from this place.’


He smiled back and squeezed her hand. ‘That’s the spirit. It’s going to be quite an adventure for us both.’ He rummaged in his bag and brought out a small flask of brandy. He opened it. ‘To our new life together,’ he said, taking a swig and handing it to her.


She took it and followed suit, choking a little as the liquid burned its way down. ‘To our new life together.’


Anna remembered her brave words halfway across the German Sea when the sea began to get rough and the sails cracked like thunder in the wind. Even on deck, huddled in a corner in the stern, it was impossible to get away from the smell of the pickled herrings and what with that and the heaving and pitching of the boat she felt so ill that she was ready to die. And listening to the moaning and groans of other passengers she soon realised she was not the only one. She even began to feel that marriage to Otto de Hane had its attractions compared with the present hell she was suffering in trying to escape from him.


‘You’ll feel better when we get on dry land,’ Jan tried to console her, holding her as she retched over the side of the boat and then collapsed into his arms.


‘When will that be?’ she whimpered.


‘About noon tomorrow, if we carry on as we are now. The captain says we’re making a good passage with this fresh breeze.’


‘Fresh breeze! What must it be like in a gale! And we shan’t arrive before noon tomorrow? I’ll be dead before then.’ She groaned and crawled back to the side of the boat.


A minister of the Dutch Church, known as a predikant, was sitting on a bale of rope nearby. He watched sympathetically as Jan bathed Anna’s face with a cloth soaked in brackish water.


‘I have made this journey several times,’ he said, ‘and I always carry oranges and lemons with me. I buy them at the quayside from ships that have come from Spain or Italy. I was once told that there is nothing better for seasickness and I have found this to be true.’ He held out a bag of oranges. ‘May I offer you one or two for your wife?’


‘Anna is not yet my wife, sir,’ Jan said, anxious that the predikant should know the truth. ‘But I hope to marry her as soon as we reach England. And yes, I would be most grateful for anything that might give her some relief.’


Gently, he fed her with juice squeezed from an orange. At first it did little good but after a while she was able to retain it, then to eat a slice and then another. Eventually, in tiny bites she had managed to eat a whole orange without losing it over the side.


Exhausted, she put her head in Jan’s lap and fell asleep.


The predikant moved over and sat beside them. ‘Where are you bound for, young man?’ he asked.


‘We’re going wherever this boat will take us,’ Jan said simply and he told the man their story.


The predikant listened, shaking his head sadly as Jan told him of the arranged marriage and his determination to rescue Anna from it. When he finished speaking, the predikant stroked his beard and nodded. ‘I think I may be able to help you,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘This boat is making for Harwich, on the Essex coast. About twenty miles inland from there is the town of Colchester. I suggest you make for that town because I know there is a Dutch community living there. I’m sure you’ll find a friendly face among the Congregation of Strangers, as they’re called. In fact, I’ll give you a note for the predikant there, Mynheer Tobias Archer. I’ve no doubt he’ll give you all the assistance he can, if you tell him Abraham van Migrode sent you.’


‘That’s most kind,’ Jan said eagerly. ‘I am a gardener by trade. Will I find work? And a place to live?’


‘I’m sure Tobias will help you.’ The predikant took paper, ink and a quill from the bag beside him and spent some time composing a letter. When it was done he dusted it with sand from a pouch and gave it to Jan. ‘Can you read? And write?’


Jan flushed in the early dawn light. ‘No, but Anna can do both,’ he said, looking down at her and stroking her hair. ‘I’m hoping she will teach me when we’re settled.’


‘Good. I see you have ambitions. That’s commendable in a young man.’ The predikant got to his feet. ‘Now I must see if I can be of assistance to some of these other suffering souls. I wish you both good fortune and God speed. I myself shall be staying in Harwich for several days, but who knows? Perhaps we shall meet again one day.’ He raised his hat and began to make his way among the crowds sitting or lying on the deck.


It was midday on the third day after leaving Nieuwport before they reached the port of Harwich. By that time the wind had died and points of sparkling sunlight danced on the water as the ship sailed into the harbour, a busy quayside surrounded by a cluster of buildings where cargoes of sea coal, salt, wool and fish competed for space. Beyond the rooftops towered the masts of a massive warship in for repair at the naval dockyard and another rode at anchor in the estuary, dwarfing the little craft that had just arrived from Flanders with its passengers and cargo of salt herrings.


Anna and Jan left the ship, jostling their way down the gangplank with the rest of the passengers. They had very little food left and now that Anna was feeling better she was very hungry so Jan bought mutton pies from a pieman selling his wares on the quayside and they ate them as they walked, washing them down with ale that Jan bought when he went into the Jolly Sailor alehouse to ask directions for Colchester.


‘It’s not too far. With any luck we’ll get there before nightfall,’ he said optimistically as they set out.


‘How do you know?’ Anna asked with a frown. ‘How can you understand what they are saying? English sounds a very strange language to me. I don’t think I shall ever learn to speak it.’


Jan laughed. ‘Yes, you will. In time. But remember, this is a port. There were Dutch-speaking sailors in the alehouse and several of the English in there had a smattering of Dutch so I didn’t have any trouble making myself understood.’ He took another bite of his pie. ‘Mm, these pies are good. Could you eat another one?’


‘Yes, I could. Now I’m on dry land again I’m starving.’ She smiled at him as she took another pie. She tucked her bundle more firmly under her arm. ‘Now, which way do we go?’


‘Through the town then along the road that goes south till we come to the crossroads, then west at the milestone.’


‘Have you got the letter from the predikant?’


‘Yes.’ He patted his chest. ‘I have it safe in my shirt.’


They walked through the little town with its half-timbered houses huddled together in higgledy-piggledy narrow streets. Gradually the houses became larger and more widely spaced, and then as they left the town there was only the odd, isolated wattle and daub cottage as they reached more rural areas and the road became little more than a cart track between high hedgerows and woodland.


As they walked, Anna revealed to Jan the secret of her birth.


‘So what you’re saying is that Cornelis, the man you have always called father, is not your father at all?’ Jan asked incredulously.


‘That’s right.’ She lifted her chin defiantly. ‘I’m glad. Because now I can hate him for what he tried to do to me without feeling guilty.’ Her mood changed and she said, her voice dreamy, ‘Just think, Jan, my mother and Henrick used to meet in the old loom shed, just like we’ve been doing.’ She smiled. ‘Except that you didn’t make me pregnant.’


‘You don’t know how near I came to it, though,’ he said with a sigh.


She squeezed his arm. ‘I think I do, Jan,’ she said softly. ‘And I don’t think I would have stopped you, either.’


They walked on for some time, each busy with their own thoughts. Then she said, ‘Wouldn’t it be wonderful if my father – my real father – was living in Colchester and we found him.’


He stopped and turned to kiss her. ‘It would indeed, sweetheart, but I don’t think it’s very likely, do you? After all, he could be almost anywhere in England. He might even be …’


‘Dead? I know. I’ve thought of that. But I like to think I might find him, all the same. And you never know.’


‘No. You never know.’ They walked on. Suddenly, he looked down at her feet. ‘What’s the matter? You’re limping.’


‘It’s nothing. I’ve got a stone in my shoe, that’s all.’


‘Then let’s sit down on that grassy bank for a few minutes. We can do with a rest, we’ve been walking an hour or more.’


Gratefully, Anna sank down and began to unbuckle her shoes.


Jan sat down beside her and picked a blade of grass to chew. ‘We can’t stay too long if we want to reach Colchester before nightfall,’ he warned as he leaned back on his elbows. Suddenly, he sat up, wincing, and shaking his hand. ‘What was that? Something bit me.’ He pointed to a flash of yellow and black slithering out of sight through the grass. ‘There! There it goes. That’s what bit me.’


‘I didn’t see. What was it?’ Anna said, twisting round to look.


‘I think it was a snake. Yes, I’m sure it was. Look, I’ve been bitten by a snake.’ He held up his hand. Two small red holes punctured the fleshy part of his hand.


‘Are snakes poisonous?’ Anna asked.


‘I think some of them are. I don’t really know. I’ve never seen one before.’ He stared at the two little holes. The skin round them was already becoming puffy.


‘It doesn’t look very good,’ Anna said doubtfully. She took his hand. ‘I’ll suck it. If it’s poisoned that might make it better.’


‘All right. But don’t swallow it, whatever you do.’


He watched her as she sucked at the wound, spitting the blood out on to the grass. After a bit she looked up. ‘There, does that feel better?’


He flexed his hand and nodded. ‘Yes, I think so. Come on, we’ve wasted enough time. We’d better get on if we want to reach Colchester before dark.’ He stood up and helped her to her feet and they began to walk.


They had only gone a few steps, as far as a bend in the track where a tiny cottage stood, when he said, ‘I feel very strange, Anna.’ He passed his hand across his forehead. It came away wet with sweat. ‘I don’t know what’s the matter with me … My head … I feel dizzy …’ His eyelids drooped as he looked at her, then suddenly he collapsed and sank to the ground.




Chapter Three


Anna knelt beside Jan, chafing his hands and calling his name, but he made no response. Panic-stricken, she covered him with her cloak then got up and ran to the cottage and hammered on the door.


A very old woman in a sacking apron and smoking a clay pipe opened the door. Anna’s heart sank. What good would this old crone be? She couldn’t help to lift Jan. But there was nobody else so she grasped her hand. ‘Please. Please. Help,’ she said.


The old woman looked blank. She didn’t understand Dutch and Anna had no English.


Anna tried again. ‘Please…’ she pointed to Jan, still lying unconscious in the road. ‘My friend…’ she made a wiggling motion with her hand and then held it up, squeezing the fleshy part with her thumb and forefinger. ‘He’s …’ she made as if to faint.


The old crone raised her eyebrows. ‘Ah! You reckon he’s bin bit by a adder, do ye. Well, I better come and take a look.’ She put down her pipe and picked up a basket of leaves and herbs from a table outside the door and made off to where Jan lay, her little stick legs going so fast that Anna had difficulty in keeping up. ‘Come on, then. What you waitin’ for?’ she called over her shoulder as Anna ran behind.


Jan hadn’t moved but his face was puffy and he’d been sick.


‘Ah, that was a adder, all right,’ the old woman said. She took a large leaf from her basket and rubbed it between her hands to bruise it, then she laid it on the two red marks on Jan’s swollen hand. ‘That’ll help till we can get him to the house,’ she said. She turned to Anna and pointed to his shoulders. ‘You take his shoulders, I’ll take his feet,’ she said.


Anna nodded her understanding and picked Jan up under his arms. There was no spare flesh on his bones but he was muscular and tall and it was as much as she and the old woman – who was surprisingly strong – could do to half-carry, half-drag him the few yards into the cottage. There they laid him on the old woman’s bed, which was little more than a heap of straw in the corner.


Old Betty looked down at him in the dimness of the cottage. ‘Look a bit far gone to me,’ she said shaking her head. ‘I doubt I’ll be able to save him but I’ll try.’


Not comprehending the old woman’s words, Anna smiled at her hopefully.


As her eyes became accustomed to the light, or rather the lack of it, Anna was appalled at the squalor of the old woman’s cottage. The shutters were closed on the window, so the only light came from the open door and the fire, flickering on the hearth. Smoke from the fire found its way as best it could through the hole in the roof, mostly taking a detour round the room as it went. Opposite the hearth a ladder led to a kind of open loft or gallery where a chicken sat, staring down at the scene below. Two others scratched in the dried earth of the cottage floor. Everywhere was pervaded by the smell of smoke, unwashed bodies, herbs and rotting vegetation.


If this was what all English houses were like, Anna was beginning to wish she had never set foot in the country.


She pulled her skirt more closely round her to keep it from touching anything and watched anxiously as the old woman pulled down bunches of herbs hanging from the rafters, selecting a leaf here, a root there. These she ground to a paste with evil-looking liquid from a stone jar, all the time muttering what sounded like strange incantations. She spread the paste on a rag and laid it on Jan’s wounded hand, binding it carefully. Then she stood back and looked at him, her head on one side, before going to a shelf in the corner where more stone jars stood. After some deliberation she took down the smallest jar and set it on the table. Then she found a piece of rag and dipped it in the jar and moistened Jan’s lips with it.


Nodding to Anna that she should do the same she handed her the jar and the rag. Anna frowned and shook her head, disgusted at the filthy rag.


‘Well, you want to save him, don’t you?’ the old woman barked.


Anna didn’t answer but rummaged in her bundle for one of her clean collars to use instead of the dirty rag.


Old Betty shrugged. ‘Suit yerself,’ she said, ‘but keep moistenin’ his lips. Get him to drink it if you can. Get as much down him as he’ll take. That way we might jest save him.’ She mimed directions as she spoke and Anna nodded understandingly.


Over the next hours, Anna sat patiently beside Jan in the dirty hovel. At first she moistened his lips with her once snowy white collar, dipped in Old Betty’s concoction, then she squeezed it so that the liquid dripped between his lips. When she saw that he was managing to swallow this she poured the liquid a drop at a time into his mouth from a wooden spoon.


From time to time Old Betty came and watched, nodding. ‘Thass it, girl, gently does it,’ she said. She laid a gnarled hand on Jan’s forehead then scuttled off to fetch some large fleshy leaves with which to cool his brow.


Anna had no idea how long she spent feeding Jan with drops of the herbal mixture so when the old woman pulled her away from his side and handed her some steaming broth in a chipped wooden bowl she was surprised to find it had grown dark outside. Inside the cottage the fire had been stirred so that it shed a soft light, making the place look quite cosy in spite of the baked earth floor and sparse furniture. Anna shook her head at the sight of the broth. She didn’t relish eating anything cooked in the blackened cooking pot that swung from a hook over the fire, let alone out of such a grubby wooden bowl. And with Jan so ill how could she even think of food, even though she had to admit the broth smelled appetising.


Old Betty frowned. ‘You must eat,’ she said sternly. ‘Eat!’ She mimed the word, pushing the broth under Anna’s nose.


To placate the old woman she took a spoonful of broth, surprised to find how tasty it was. She took another, then another, suddenly realising that she was very hungry. She looked up at the old woman. ‘Eat,’ she repeated carefully, taking another spoonful. It was her first English word.


‘Thass right.’ Old Betty nodded, grinning and showing her one blackened tooth. ‘Good?’ she asked, watching her.


Anna managed a smile as she nodded back. ‘Good.’


The old woman nodded again, satisfied. ‘Thass right, girl. You must eat to keep your strength up.’ She poured herself a basin of broth and joined Anna at the table, slurping it noisily from the basin.


After they had eaten, Old Betty insisted that Anna should rest, indicating that she would watch over Jan while she slept. She pointed to the ladder. ‘Up there,’ she said with a jerk of her thumb. ‘There’s plenty of straw. You’ll be comfortable enough.’


Anna didn’t try to argue, although she looked askance at the chicken, still sitting up there. But she decided it was easier to do as the old woman commanded. She could always come down after a few minutes saying she couldn’t rest. So she climbed the ladder to the loft and, wrapping herself in her cloak, lay down on the straw which covered the floor, trying not to think of what might be crawling or jumping about in it.


It was daylight when she woke. The door was open and Old Betty had mended the fire and was putting the blackened pot on to boil again.


‘Ah, you’re awake, are ye,’ she said, giving Anna her one-toothed grin as she descended from the loft. She nodded towards Jan. ‘He’ll do. He’s over the worst now,’ she said.


Anna went to where Jan lay, filled with guilt because she had slept instead of keeping watch over him. She saw that his face was ashen where the day before it had been flushed, and his eyes were sunken, with black circles under them. Although his hair was still plastered damply to his head the fever had gone and his breathing was even. A fresh, cleanish rag was wrapped round his injured hand.


Old Betty put a chunk of bread and cheese on the table. ‘Come and eat your breakfast, he’ll sleep for a few hours yet,’ she said, resting her head on her hands and closing her eyes to try and show Anna what she was saying.


Anna looked over at Jan. ‘Sleep?’ she said in English, copying the old woman’s mime.


‘Thass right. Sleep.’ Old Betty nodded. ‘It’ll do him more good than anything.’


Anna ate her bread and cheese thoughtfully. If she was going to live in England – and remembering some of the big houses they had passed on their way out of Harwich she realised that contrary to what she had feared last night not all houses in England were likely to resemble this hovel – it was important that she should learn the language. She already knew three words, ‘eat’, ‘good’ and ‘sleep’, and she practised them over and over in her mind. She held up what was left of the bread and cheese and looked at Old Betty questioningly.


‘Bread,’ the old woman said, pointing. ‘And cheese.’


‘Bread. And cheese,’ she enunciated carefully, holding each up in turn.


Seeing that she was eager to learn Old Betty pointed in turn to everything in the room – there wasn’t much – at the same time naming each item. ‘Door.’ ‘Table.’ ‘Chair.’ ‘Fire.’ ‘Mug.’ ‘Pitcher.’ From time to time both women glanced over at Jan to make sure he was still sleeping peacefully. ‘Man,’ Betty nodded towards him, then pointed to Anna and herself. ‘Woman.’


Anna repeated the words, then pointed to each item and named it herself.


‘You’re quick,’ Old Betty said admiringly. ‘You’ll learn in no time.’


‘Good?’ Anna said hopefully.


‘Very good,’ Betty agreed.


Jan woke in the middle of the afternoon, feeling strangely light and bewildered. He gazed round the tiny cottage and whispered, ‘Anna? Anna. Where are you?’


She hurried across to him. ‘I’m here, Jan. I’m here.’


‘Where are we? What is this place?’ he asked, becoming agitated.


She took his good hand in hers and told him what had happened, keeping her voice quiet and soothing. ‘You were bitten by a snake. A kind old woman took us in and she’s cured you with her herbs. We were lucky to be so near to her cottage. You would have died in a very short time if she hadn’t treated you. I’m sure of that.’


He digested this. Then he said, ‘I remember the snake.’ He was silent for a few minutes, then he said, ‘I’m very thirsty, Anna.’


Anna turned to Old Betty. ‘Drink?’ she asked in English.


The old woman smiled happily, delighted with her pupil. ‘Yes, he’ll be very thirsty,’ she said, handing her a mug. ‘Give him this elderflower cordial. He’s too weak for anything stronger.’


Anna held his head so that he could sip the sweet liquid. ‘Ah,’ he said, when he’d finished, ‘That was good.’


Anna gave the mug back to Old Betty. ‘Very good,’ she said with a smile.


Old Betty came and stood over him, looking him up and down, laying her hand on his forehead and examining his injured hand. Then she nodded, satisfied. ‘He’ll do,’ she said briefly. ‘Now what he needs is rest.’


Over the next few days Anna spent a lot of time sitting on the step outside the cottage with Old Betty while Jan rested inside. By a laborious process of miming and drawing pictures on the ground with a pointed stick, she managed to make Old Betty understand where they had come from and where they had been advised to make for.


‘Colchester.’ Old Betty shook her head. ‘Ain’t never been there. Long way off, I b’lieve.’ She jerked her head in the direction of Jan, now able to sit in the chair beside the fire for part of the day. ‘He won’t be goin’ nowhere yetawhile. He’s still too weak.’


‘He a strong man. He get better quick.’ Anna had picked up a surprising amount of English, some of it rather quaint, in the few days she had spent with Old Betty.


‘Is he your man? Are you his wife?’ Betty asked, peering at her.


Anna frowned. ‘Wife?’


Betty pointed to her ring finger. ‘Are you wed?’


Anna flushed and shook her head. ‘A predikant … we need … to do … to…’ She waved her arms, not knowing what to say.


‘To marry you?’


She nodded, still frowning. ‘Then I will be wife?’ she asked uncertainly.


‘Yes, then you will be wife.’


They seemed a pleasant enough young couple, Old Betty decided. She hoped things would work out right for them. Suddenly, one of her ‘feelings’ came over her and she stared hard at Anna, frowning.


‘It will not be as you expect,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘You will prosper, but not …’ She paused. Sometimes it was better not to repeat the things that she could ‘see’ happening in the future. ‘You will prosper,’ she repeated, firmly. ‘Much money.’


Anna smiled happily at that.


The old woman looked away. ‘Money doesn’t always bring happiness,’ she said, taking out her pipe and jamming it between her gums and her one tooth.


Anna looked at her quizzically. She only partially understood what Old Betty was trying to tell her and the old woman didn’t elaborate further.


Jan recovered slowly, helped by a combination of Old Betty’s nourishing broth and her herbal magic. To repay her for her kindness and to get back his strength he began to do a little work in her garden. At first he could only manage a few minutes, then barely half an hour, but gradually he worked for longer and longer, digging and planting, all the time regaining his strength and stamina. He even made a little knot garden of herbs for her, much to her delight.


While he did this, Anna, never happy at being idle, tried to clean up the cottage. But she fought a losing battle. Old Betty refused to shut the chickens out and the smoke from the fire blackened everything. And when Anna washed herself in the wooden bucket behind the cottage the old woman looked on in horror. ‘You’ll ketch your death,’ she predicted with dire foreboding.


It was a day in early May when Jan finally decided that he was strong enough to continue on the journey to Colchester. Old Betty was very quiet as they made their preparations and Anna was touched to think she was sad at their leaving. It hadn’t occurred to her that there might be another reason.


‘You mustn’t tell anyone you stayed with Old Betty’ the old woman said when they finally bade her farewell.


‘Why not? We want to tell how you are good,’ Anna said, speaking slowly and carefully. ‘You healed Jan. Made him well again.’


The old woman shook her head. ‘No,’ she said vehemently. ‘Say nothing. Tell nobody.’


‘But why?’


‘Folks think I’m a witch because I have the second sight.’ She gave a mirthless laugh. ‘After dark they come to me to cure their ills, but in daylight they denounce me as a witch.’


‘A witch! What means … a witch?’ Anna asked with a frown.


‘A witch is …’ Old Betty waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. ‘Never mind. A bad person. Wicked.’


‘But you are not bad person. You are kind!’ Anna was incredulous. ‘I do not think you are … witch.’


‘All the same, you must never tell anyone you’ve been here,’ Old Betty insisted. ‘Tell nobody I cured Jan of a snake bite. Not many people live when they’ve been bitten by a adder. If folk know I cured him they’ll think it was by witchcraft.’


‘But I saw …’ Anna began.


Old Betty tapped the side of her nose. ‘You saw what you saw. And now your Jan is better so you can forget about it.’


Anna put her arms round the old woman. ‘We not forget you, Betty. Not ever.’


‘Be off with you,’ the old woman said gruffly, feeling for her pipe so that they shouldn’t see the tears glistening in her eyes. She had not felt the comfort of another’s arms round her for as long as she could remember.


They set off for Colchester, a good lump of bread and cheese apiece in their bundles together with a stone jar of Old Betty’s elderflower cordial.


‘And next time be careful where you sit in the hedgerow,’ she called after them before disappearing back into her cottage.


They walked all day, through woods, through little villages, beside streams and across fields. By late afternoon they could see in the distance a huddle of roofs, church spires and windmills, crowned with a castle at the top of the hill, and they knew that they must be approaching their destination, although for a long time it didn’t seem to get any closer. Then they saw the rows of brightly coloured cloth stretched out on the grassy slopes below the castle.


‘We’ve come to the right place, I was told they manufactured cloth here,’ Jan said happily, giving Anna a squeeze. ‘See, there are the tenter fields, where the cloth is being stretched and dried on the tenter frames to keep it in shape, just as they do at home.’


They quickened their weary steps as the road widened and more horses and wagons appeared, churning up the already muddy road. Soon they began to pass more people going about their business on foot.


They crossed the bridge over the river, where barges were tied up beside the mill, and began to climb the hill to the main street.


Anna clutched her bundle and stayed close beside Jan as they were jostled by the ever-thickening crowd.


‘Have you got the letter the predikant gave you on the boat?’ she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.


Jan felt inside his shirt. ‘Oh, dear Lord, it’s gone,’ he said, feeling all around. ‘It must have fallen out when I was ill and then I never thought any more about it.’


‘Oh, Jan, what shall we do?’ she asked, alarmed.


He put his arm round her. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll manage without it, sweetheart.’


She stayed close within the circle of his arm, becoming more and more apprehensive as they neared the top of the hill and the remains of market day. There was still a good crowd milling round the market stalls looking for the end-of-day bargains, and the stallholders were vying with each other to shout their wares, unwilling to return home with rotting vegetables, unsold eggs or stale bread. Shoulder to shoulder, people were pushing and shoving, craning their necks to see where the best bargains were to be had. In amongst the stalls, wherever there was a space, jugglers, acrobats, fire-eaters and the like were still practising their art, pausing exhaustedly for longer and longer to hold out a shabby hat for pennies, unwilling to leave while there was a chance of another farthing. In one corner a man was trying to encourage a mangy-looking bear on the end of a chain to dance while he played a penny whistle.


They pushed their way through the crowd until they arrived at the church of St Runwald, which stood in the middle of the market place. Here, they leaned against the wall and stared about them, exhausted.


‘I never thought it would be like this,’ Anna murmured, on the verge of tears. ‘How will we ever find someone to direct us to the predikant among all these people? Now you’ve lost the letter we don’t even know his name, or where he lives. Oh, Jan, what are we going to do?’
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