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Praise for Wings Over Delft:




 





‘A remarkably engaging story, in which themes of love, art and history are powerfully combined. The unfolding narrative is dramatic, passionate and brilliantly set. The quality of the writing throughout is superb and the ending unforgettably moving.’




 





Robert Dunbar, critic and broadcaster




 





‘The gentle love story takes the reader through dark intrigue, religious unrest and the palpable, cultural atmosphere of life in a Dutch city, to an unexpected conclusion. A well-tailored and absorbing read for adults as well as for age 12-plus.’


The Sunday Tribune 




 





‘Flegg gives us an exquisitely crafted novel which will stay in the reader’s memory long after the closing pages are read. The ending is unexpected and dramatic and leaves the reader eagerly awaiting the subsequent books in the Louise trilogy.’




 





Valerie Coghlan, Inis




 





Praise for The Rainbow Bridge:




 





‘An original, interestingly-imagined and challenging book. Its finely-textured writing with historical flavour and a strong plot make this a rare achievement.’


The Irish Times




 





‘Flegg is one of the finest writers of children’s literature in Ireland today. Many passages in this novel are a pure pleasure to read.’ Inis
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The Louise trilogy is dedicated


to Bill Darlison



















Stop this day and night with me and you shall possess the origin of all poems,


You shall possess the good of the earth and sun, (there are millions of suns left,)


You shall no longer take things at second or third hand, nor look through the eyes of the dead, nor feed on the spectres in books,


You shall not look through my eyes either, nor take things from me,


You shall listen to all sides and filter them from your self.


From: ‘Song of Myself’, Walt Whitman.
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Wings Over Delft is dedicated to my father Bruce Flegg (1900–1984) who would have heard the beggar sing.






















ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS





I have received a lot of help and advice during the writing of Wings Over Delft. Firstly, and most importantly, my thanks to my wife, Jennifer, who not only once rescued the manuscript from the wastepaper basket, but has seen it, and me, through its many incarnations. Next are my ‘readers’: Jan de Fouw, and Margaret and Patrick Kelly, kind friends who read my early draft and shared with me their expert knowledge and critical wisdom. If there are errors of fact they have come from me.


A resounding thanks to all at The O’Brien Press who have been so helpful and encouraging throughout, particularly to Michael O’Brien, Íde ní Laoghaire, and all the production team. I reserve a special thank you, however, for my editor Mary Webb, who has handled both my text and me so sensitively. My gratitude to Children’s Book Ireland who, at a critical stage, let me have the use of The CBI Studio in the Writers’ Centre in Parnell Square, a wonderful resource. Thanks also to all at the Writers’ Centre for making me welcome.


Finally my thanks to Bill Darlison, friend, mentor and freethinker to whom the trilogy is dedicated. It was he who issued me with the mental passport to go in search of Louise.



















CONTENTS







Reviews


Title Page


Dedication


Epigraph


Acknowledgements


Chapter 1. Mistress Kathenka


Chapter 2. Bad Behaviour


Chapter 3. Galileo


Chapter 4. Reynier


Chapter 5. The Empty Glass


Chapter 6. The Watch


Chapter 7. Lenses


Chapter 8. Van Rijn


Chapter 9. Cupid


Chapter 10. Toy Boats


Chapter 11. Fabritius


Chapter 12. The Alchemists


Chapter 13. Truth Will Out


Chapter 14. Riot


Chapter 15. The Hidden Church


Chapter 16. Mr Midas


Chapter 17. The Lapis Arrives


About the Author


Copyright


Other Books

























Mistress Kathenka





Chapter 1


Delft, April 1654


‘Annie – please! I don’t need a chaperone, not while I am having my portrait painted!’ Louise Eeden gazed at her old nurse, torn between love and exasperation. ‘I have run wild in this town since I was ten years old, and now you’ve gone all broody on me.’


The door to master painter Jacob Haitink’s house stood open. A diminutive maid had gone to find her mistress. Annie was poking her head inside like a chicken, her nose wrinkling disapprovingly at the lingering smell of stale beer that emerged from the bar that occupied the ground floor below the artist’s studio.


‘Mistress Kathenka will be here any moment; she can conduct me upstairs. There’s no need for you to stay.’ Louise thought for a moment, ‘Why don’t you call in at the Oude Kerk on the way home?’ But Annie, like most of the strictly Protestant population of Delft, had her own ideas about ‘calling into’ a church.


‘I’m not a Catholic that I have to use God’s house as if it was the baker’s or the butcher’s.’ The old lady shook her head, scattering dark disapproval about her. ‘I’ll stay here. Things are … different for you now, Louise. And with your poor mother being ill, I have extra responsibilities …’


‘No, Annie! Nothing is different. It’s all in your funny old head. Mother is looking so much better these days, and please,’ she pleaded, ‘don’t shake your wattles at me.’


Footsteps sounded on the stairs. Louise put her hand on Annie’s arm. ‘Here is Mistress Kathenka. I will tell you all about it when I get home.’ She took the house-shoes that Annie had been holding for her, slipped off her clogs, arranged them neatly just inside the door, and bent and kissed what she could see of the wrinkled face in the severe bonnet. Then she skipped over to where Mistress Kathenka was standing at the foot of the stairs. She was surprised to find that the Master, who she knew to be an old man, had a wife so young; she could hardly be thirty.


‘Louise, isn’t it? I’m Kathenka,’ the woman introduced herself. Louise began a curtsy, but the other woman just laughed and put an arm around her waist. ‘Save that for the Master. Come on up the stairs; they’re quite steep.’ They mounted steadily. ‘Don’t worry about your old friend, I’ll look after her – your chaperone,’ she added.


‘Oh don’t!’ panted Louise.


‘Don’t look after her?’ the mistress queried, puzzled. They had arrived at the second floor landing and paused to get their breath.


‘No, it’s just the word “chaperone”, it implies …’ Louise tried a smile, but it faded, and she turned to look down over the Markt. The view through the rough glass was like an oil painting, but an animated one. People, free people, foreshortened to her view, could be seen laying out their stalls below. The silence drew out.


‘Implies?’ Kathenka asked quietly. It was an invitation, not an intrusion. It caught Louise unaware, she felt a constriction in her throat, and pressed her face against the glass so that her linen head-cloth hid her face.


‘It’s all my fault,’ she whispered. She felt the woman come closer. She stiffened, but there was no touch. ‘You see, I’ve let everybody, even poor Mother, believe that we – Reynier and me – well … got on. Now, suddenly, it seems that we are engaged.’


‘And you’re not sure about him…perhaps there is someone else?’


‘No, nobody.’ She shook her head against the glass. ‘I’m perfectly content in my father’s company. We are so close, Father and I. I thought he’d know that Reynier meant nothing to me.’ She smiled sadly. ‘I thought he’d know instinctively … absorb it somehow through his skin. But how could he?’ She turned and put her back to the window and took a deep breath.


‘When we were children, Reynier and I were neighbours. The pottery families stuck together in those days, even if they were at each other’s throats in matters of business. First we were toddlers together, then we played together. Then, because having Reynier around meant that other boys left me alone, I was happy to be seen with him. Anyway, we were old friends. He was a way around the problem of elegant young men at the door, clutching their caps and looking for Miss Eeden. There were more interesting things to do than be played court to.’


‘And he fell in love with you?’


‘Oh no! Look at me!’ Louise laughed ruefully. ‘Perhaps he thinks he did, but I’m not attractive enough for that. He’s handsome; he could have the prettiest girl in town. He’s putting a brave face on it. I’m the devil he knows, or thinks he knows. It isn’t he who has started the rumours. It is … I don’t know … busybodies. You see, I’m a good match.’ What had got her telling all this to a total stranger? Perhaps it was because she reminded her of her mother, years ago, when she had been strong and healthy. Perhaps also it was because the woman was taking it all quite matter of factly.


‘And who is this Reynier? What is his surname?’


‘DeVries.’ Louise heard a small intake of breath, quickly suppressed. ‘So, you understand?’ she said.


‘Oh yes,’ Mistress Kathenka nodded. ‘The perfect alliance: Eeden’s pottery – the best, allied to DeVries’s – the largest. What a union! But you don’t have to, not if you don’t want it!’


‘Yes, Mistress, I do. It’s my fault, you see. I’ve never said no to him. I’ve sheltered behind Reynier all my life. Somehow I’ve fooled Father, and occasionally even myself, into thinking that Reynier would do. He has been proposing to me since we were children. It came to be a game. I would say, “Not now!” in a jokey sort of way. I just wanted things to stay the same – just Father and me. Now, suddenly, it seems that the town has got tired of waiting and decided for us. Everyone is talking of us as the perfect match. Reynier is as embarrassed about it as I am. He is charming, as always; he says that he wants me, but that I mustn’t be forced into it. He’s even taking himself away travelling for a month.’


‘And what about the big prize for him: Eeden’s pottery?’


‘That’s another reason for his going away. He says such rumours are disgraceful.’ Louise hesitated, then added ruefully. ‘He’s so honourable it hurts.’


She made to move but the older woman stood in her way. ‘And you don’t want him?’ Louise shook her head dumbly. ‘Did you ever say “yes” to this young man?’


‘Why no, Mistress, not in so many words …’


‘I’m not talking of many words, just one word, child … the word “yes!”’


‘I know you are trying to be helpful, Mistress,’ Louise said bitterly. ‘But you see, the pot is fired now; it can’t be turned back into clay. All that remains is to cover it with a pretty glaze – marriage is what they call it.’ She lifted her shoulders. ‘It is just how things will be. Reynier will get a plain wife, but will inherit Eeden’s pottery when Father dies. I will get velvet and silk and …’ she smiled wryly, ‘a handsome pot for a husband!’ She felt her face beginning to crumple. She wanted to throw herself into this woman’s arms and cry her heart out, but Mistress Kathenka was having none of that. She held Louise with a level gaze.


‘Don’t cry, child. It will make your eyes red. I’ll take you up to the Master now; he’s my particular trouble. But if there’s not something to be put right here I’m not Kathenka Haitink.’ She turned and walked firmly up the stairs ahead of Louise. Louise looked after her.


‘Mistress, you won’t tell anyone what I have said?’ No matter what the Master’s wife thought, there was nothing that could be put right; nobody had committed any wrong or sin against her. Yet, as she climbed the creaking stairs, she felt her heart give an involuntary lift.


The mistress was waiting for her at the board door that closed off the top of the stairs; her hand was raised. ‘I won’t tell anyone, but I think you should. All right?’ Louise nodded. The woman looked at her critically, then smiled. ‘That’s better. And don’t stand any nonsense from the Master. He can be as obstinate as a mule, but his heart is in the right place.’ 



















Bad Behaviour





Chapter 2


That morning, before the girl arrived for her portrait, the Master had been behaving abominably.


‘She’ll be as ugly as sin. You’ll see!’ he complained over his shoulder as Pieter helped him into his painter’s gown. He wiggled his shoulders, then shot his arms out like a scarecrow. The gown had long sleeves, but they were slashed from the wrist to the elbow so that they could hang down out of his way while he painted. ‘See this gown, Pieter? Belonged to van Rijn. He gave it to me when we were students together in Leiden.’


‘Yes, Master.’ If Pieter had heard that story once, he’d heard it a dozen times. He had a strong suspicion that the old scoundrel had stolen the gown from the now famous artist all those years ago.


‘Rough painter, van Rijn. Not painterly at all!’ Pieter could hear the familiar refrain as he rummaged in the paint cupboard, looking for his master’s cap.


‘At least his paints don’t go solid from lack of use,’ he muttered.


‘What’s that?’


‘They say he is very wealthy,’ he improvised quickly.


‘A man like me shouldn’t have to paint for his bread,’ the Master said, sweeping one arm across his chest. ‘I should have a patron.’


Pieter smiled to himself, remembering how Mistress Kathenka had called him back as he climbed the stairs to the studio to begin the day’s work.


‘Psst…here, Pieter. If you let the Master escape from the studio before that girl arrives, you can find somewhere else to work in the evenings.’


Had she seen trouble brewing? Pieter liked Kathenka. She was less than half the Master’s age, and mothered and bullied them both by turn. It was she who provided most of the income on which they lived, by running the public house that occupied the ground floor of the premises. As this opened on to the usually crowded Markt, they did well. Pieter often worked for her as a tap-boy of an evening, and was glad of the few stuivers cash.


Now the Master was grumbling again, ‘… and she won’t have a thought in her head. You’ll see!’ Pieter paid no attention. He spotted the Master’s hat on the floor, where he had thrown it down a week ago. He picked it up and started to bang it against his leg. He had his pride, and spiders descending from his master’s hat while he was painting would not do.


‘What the devil are you doing with that? Give it here.’ He snatched it from Pieter’s hand. ‘Precious hat this.’ He walked busily over to the window and pretended to look out, while squinting at his reflection in the glass. He set the floppy white beret at a jaunty angle.


Keeping one eye on his master to make sure he didn’t try to sneak out of the door, Pieter got on with preparing the studio for the sitting. For weeks now he had been working on a new canvas, coating it with size, then lime, and then several layers of gypsum plaster. The final float of plaster of Paris was rubbed so smooth that it looked like ivory. He reached into the back of the cupboard in which they kept their paints, oils and brushes; it was a massive affair, smelling richly of turpentine and linseed oil. He fetched out a shallow box of charcoal twigs and put this down beside the easel. There would be no need for paints today, not at a first sitting. The canvas was just for show.


When he turned around, the Master was still standing at the window, gazing out over the town; he had stopped puffing and blowing for the moment. Pieter knew that view well, having spent many hours looking out, waiting for paint, or size, or plaster to dry. The glass in the leaded panes was rough and uneven. It broke the red roofs across the market square into surprising segments and blobs, so they looked like reflections in water. Low spring sunshine was pouring in from the east, lighting the dust motes that danced in the air about the old man. His white beret was banded with colour from the strip of stained glass that framed the windows. Pieter made a face at his back – the old codger. But when the Master spoke, the petulance was gone from his voice.


‘Pieter, you shouldn’t be locked up in here with a crotchety old man. You should be chasing young maidens through the meadows beyond the walls.’


What could one do with a man like that? One minute like a bear on a chain, the next wanting him to chase maidens! It was at times like this, when he surprised him, that Pieter loved the old man. He’d been with him for nearly four years now; apprenticed at fourteen. Soon he would have to move on, work for another master painter, acquire new skills and, if possible, earn enough guilders to pay for membership of the Guild of St Luke. Only then could he teach and sell his pictures as his own. It would be nice to rub shoulders with other members of the Guild as an equal. And as for chasing maidens…Pieter had decided long ago that God had made him with too many angles and bones for the girls to look at him twice, meadows or no meadows.


‘Aach!’ A thud and an exclamation broke his reverie. ‘Ha! Look, Pieter! Didn’t I tell you – ugly as sin!’ The Master had cracked his head against the glass of the window and was turned towards him, rubbing his forehead and pointing down. It was nonsense; he couldn’t see anything properly through those distorting panes.


Suddenly he was pleading. ‘Pieter, let’s get out of here. Spring calls: you to the meadows, and me to the taproom!’ Pieter shook his head. Kathenka might give the Master a wallop on the backside when he acted like this, but something told him that this was more than his master’s usual ‘old fuss’. He noticed him wiping his hands on his trousers as if they were sweating, and now he produced a groan that could almost be called a whimper. Surely the man couldn’t be scared of a mere girl? Then it dawned on him.


‘You’ve been watching her!’ he accused. ‘You’ve seen her – and you’re scared silly!’


‘Of course I’ve seen her!’ snapped his master. ‘If you could see beyond the length of your nose I’d make you paint her yourself.’ Then he became conspiratorial, ‘Tell you what … we’ll scare her off! Watch me.’


‘No, you –’


Just then there was a knock on the door. It opened, and Mistress Kathenka came in and stepped to one side.


‘Master,’ she said, ‘Miss Eeden.’ She bobbed a curtsy towards him. The girl followed her into the room, looking around to see where the Master was. Then she curtsied too, but deeper, an obeisance almost. Out of the corner of his eye, Pieter was aware of Kathenka, first glaring at the Master and then shooting a warning glance at him. He looked at the girl with interest. Her dress was covered by an unadorned cloak, her face was plain. She had dropped her eyes – demure – he thought. He had seen a dozen rich girls and fine ladies come in that door; this was just another. The Master would do a competent job and get a fat fee for it. There was nothing here for the Master to be agitated about at any rate. The Mistress closed the door and Pieter dropped a chip of lapis lazuli into the hollow of his grinding block. Work had to go on.


Perhaps it was the flash of blue from the precious stone that caught her eye, but the girl looked around. Her glance lasted only a second, for as long as it takes lightning to cross the sky, but in that second Pieter understood what it was that had the Master in a state of agitation. Later he would say that she thrilled and shimmered, as if a sudden light had fallen on blowing silk. At other times he would say that it was as if her whole body had suddenly become transparent – a shell revealing a hidden girl within – someone full of wild wonder, pulsing with life. But by then he was in love with her. At this moment, however, he was realising why the Master had been behaving so strangely.


Two years ago, Jacob Haitink had given Pieter an exercise to do; his challenge was to draw an empty glass, and it nearly killed him.


‘Pieter,’ the Master had said when at last he had succeeded, ‘I have one great fear, and that is that one day someone will walk in that door who is completely without conceit. Someone who is as transparent as your empty glass there. That is a portrait I must never paint, because you see, Pieter, people’s conceits are what we paint. We caricature them, we expose their little vanities, we flatter them. But someone who is without conceit is as intangible and as illusive as your empty glass. Truly, if such a person comes in you must stop me, because if I try, it will destroy me.’ Pieter looked at the girl again now; the vision had passed. How do you paint something that has no apparent form, no outline, but just exists in numerous reflections and refractions of imagined light? Could this girl really be the Master’s nemesis, his end?
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Stepping into the studio from the dark stairway, Louise was dazzled by the light. The room was longer and larger than she had expected. It must be a single attic spread over two adjoining houses. The ceiling was arched, following the line of the supporting timbers of the roof. She felt as if she had walked into the inside of an upturned boat. Suffused light from dormer windows on the north side filled the room. The windows to the south were curtained, except for one, through which a blaze of morning sun was streaming. She noticed that the Mistress was curtsying, but couldn’t, for the moment, see to whom. Then she saw him, the Master, in the very centre of the stream of sunlight. His pose was dramatic, one arm raised as if to make a proclamation. Her first impression was of a rather squat mediaeval herald in a tabard; all he lacked was a trumpet. When he was sure that she had seen him, he plucked a ridiculous, floppy, white beret from his head, swept it across his chest, and bowed. Louise was delighted and responded with the deepest curtsy she could achieve without actually falling over.


As she rose, she heard Mistress Kathenka close the door behind her. So, she was on her own now, and the Master was hurrying in her direction, swinging his hat across the floor as if sweeping a path for her with it.


‘Miss Eeden, you are so welcome!’ he boomed, bowing again. ‘Come and sit down, you can take your clothes off later; it is still cool … ’ Louise blinked – perhaps she did need a chaperone after all? She thought of poor, fussy little Annie below and all her worst fears, but somehow she didn’t feel in immediate danger. Out of the corner of her eye she caught a flash of blue, like a glimpse of a kingfisher, skimming fast and low over the water of the Schiekanaal. She turned and found herself staring at a boy, a little older than herself, standing by what looked like a tree stump in the corner of the studio. There was that gleam of blue again! It came from a piece of stone he held in his hand. Of course, an apprentice, the Master would have an assistant. As Louise turned, she caught the boy staring, grim-faced, at his master. But when he saw her looking at him, he smiled, and his smile was big and generous. Her first impression was that he was most wonderfully ugly. He looked as if he had been whittled out of a piece of wood by someone using a blunt penknife. Her heart opened to him in a sudden affinity. She wanted to smile back, but shyness overcame her. Blushing, she turned away, to find the Master busily dusting a chair for her with his hat.


‘Sit down, my dear and we will have a little chat.’


As Louise settled herself, she could feel the unaccustomed slip and movement of her dress, as the silk protested beneath her cloak. There were strange and exciting scents. The studio, or this corner of it, had obviously been set up for her portrait. There was an easel with a canvas on it; the wooden stretchers at its back were turned to her. Beyond this was a chair, for the Master, presumably, and a table. She craned to see what was on it: a blue Delft-ware jug containing brushes of various lengths and thicknesses, some green bottles filled with liquids, pottery jars, and what looked like small bladders, all neatly tied at their tops.


‘I’ll need more white lead, Pieter,’ said the Master, fussing with the brushes and poking at the little bladders. He put his floppy hat on, took it off, shook it, and put it back on again. He gave the impression of constant motion. Now he was searching for something.


‘Pieter, what have you done with my palette?’


Suddenly, as if remembering his manners, he said, ‘Miss Louise, this is my apprentice, Mr Kunst.’ The boy with the kingfisher stone bowed. Louise had a smile ready prepared for him this time.


‘Well … ’ the Master pursued. ‘My palette?’


‘It’s hanging on the table in its usual place,’ the boy replied in a resigned tone. His voice was deep and resonant. ‘But, Master, you don’t paint on a first day,’ he added.


‘Of course I do.’


It was difficult for Louise to say at first if the artist was clowning or serious. At the moment he was glaring angrily at his thumb as he tried to fit his palette over it. The thumb emerged and he smiled. ‘Now for a brush,’ he said, selecting a long slender one from the jug and making a pass with it in the air like a fencer. Louise wasn’t sure whether she was supposed to smile or not. His moods seemed to change like quicksilver. Without warning, he turned to her, and spread his arms wide as if pleading.


‘Miss Eeden, surely you don’t want to be cooped up in here with a mad old painter and his imbecile apprentice! Look, the sun is splitting the skies.’ He made a vague gesture with his palette. ‘Wouldn’t you prefer to be out there? Come back some other day when – ’ A sharp cough from the boy in the corner cut him short; the Master turned and glared at the him and then snapped: ‘Get on with your work.’


‘Oh no, I want to be here,’ Louise assured him. ‘I really do. This is far more interesting.’ Her answer appeared to surprise the painter, and his eyebrows shot up, nearly disappearing under his hat.


‘Oh indeed? Interesting. Do you hear that, Pieter?’ he said, turning to where the boy was working, jutting a defiant chin at him. ‘And there was you wanting a day off so you could go chasing young maidens through the meadows. Here is a lesson for you, a young lady who is actually interested in our work!’


Louise felt a blush mounting. She hadn’t meant to get the boy into trouble. But the Master was smiling now, as if he had settled a small score. He pretended to flex the paintbrush in his hand like a rapier. Then, in another sudden change of mood, he put down his palette, dropped the brush into the jug, and turned to her. She noticed that his smile crinkled his eyes into a thousand bright lines.


‘So, I am to paint a portrait of Miss Louise Eeden?’


‘Yes, Master, please. That is my father’s wish.’


‘But it is not yours?’


‘Oh yes, it is,’ she said.


He bowed in acceptance. Louise was relieved that he was being serious; it made it easier. She had rehearsed this bit, because she had her own ideas of how she wanted her portrait painted. ‘Master,’ she said, ‘I am familiar with your pictures. That is why I wanted to come to you. I am no grand lady, nor do I have the looks to … to be admired. I just want to be painted as I am.’


‘But, my dear, that is what a portrait is.’


She felt panicky now; it was difficult to explain. She knew what everyone expected – it was part of the conspiracy – the portrait of an heiress on the eve of her marriage. She couldn’t tolerate that, but how could she say this without giving offence?


‘Of course, Master, but, how can I put it … I don’t want to be painted like a grand lady – looking as if I had a lemon in my mouth.’ His eyebrows were rising again, so she hurried on. ‘You remember your portrait of the Beggar at the Begijnhof gate? That old man, I love him, he lives. I want to live in my portrait, too. Let me be painted playing my lute, or looking through the telescope Father and I are building. Nobody wants to look at Miss Louise Eeden sitting stiff as a stuffed parrot. Let me just be “Girl in a green dress”.’ Louise was running out of words. He had to understand. But he was laughing at her.


‘No, no, no, my child. That’s not a portrait you are talking about; it is a tronie. It’s the sort of picture we paint when funds are low. Pieter and I painted that picture of the beggar together, didn’t we? What did we pay him, Pieter? A few stuivers to sit for us in the studio here, and then we hunted his fleas for a fortnight. The people who buy tronies want the beggar without the fleas. Your father is the finest potter in Delft,’ he bowed, ‘a member of the Guild of St Luke. He would never accept a mere tronie of his daughter. There is custom and practice in these things. We all know why a father wants his daughter painted at a time like this. This is a moment to stop the world, to show it that he has brought up a girl of beauty and fashion. Can you imagine him accepting a picture showing, “Miss Eeden dressed as a bargee’s daughter on the occasion of her engagement to –”’


‘No!’ Louise shouted, surprised at herself. ‘On the occasion of nothing!’ She half rose, taking breath. She had to kill this off once and for all. But a change had taken place in the Master; he was leaning forward, one hand held out as if to stop her. The paintbrush, which he had been holding, went skittering across the floor. She wondered if he was ill, having a seizure? But he was whispering at her, a hoarse, urgent sound.


‘Stop! Don’t move!’ She realised that he was trying to prevent her getting up. She deflected her protest by swivelling away from him. She looked up and found herself staring straight into the eyes of the boy with the blue stone. For what seemed like an eternity, none of them moved.


Tap tap … tap tap. Tap tap … a pigeon had landed on the windowsill and was pecking at the glass. The sound broke the spell. The bird cocked its head sideways and peered into the studio expectantly. The Master sighed.


‘Pieter, feed our friend, will you.’ Louise watched the boy cross to the window, open it and shake some grain on to the windowsill. There was a soft froo froo and the hollow peck of a beak on the wood. Louise stared at the bird, her thoughts confused. What had she said? You don’t argue with a master of his trade. You don’t tell him how to do his job. He was coming towards her now, a polite handshake and it would be over. To her surprise she felt his fingers, gentle on her cheek, and he turned her face towards him.


‘Come, my love. I will paint you as you wish.’


‘Like the beggar at the Begijnhof gate?’


‘So that you live, my heart, and will live as long as paint and canvas last.’ She looked up into the old man’s face, a creased conflict of lines. ‘It will hurt us both, you know. You don’t become a beggar from sleeping in a feather bed.’


‘And you, Master?’ She asked, worried at the pain in those deep-etched lines. He smiled, but as he turned away she caught the words: ‘Me? … me it could destroy.’


He bent to pick up the brush he had dropped. ‘In a moment, Miss Louise Eeden,’ he said as he straightened up, ‘we will begin again. I have seen the beggar in you, but I will have to wake him. Listen to me now, because we have just one chance to find him. If I call out for you to hold your pose again you are to do so, and you will not move an inch nor twitch a muscle. If you move once it will be over and I will paint you with eleven lemons in your mouth and marry you off to Pieter here!’ He flexed his brush and made a pass at the boy; the clown had returned. 
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