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PROLOGUE











Look with the greatest care at the world of things


And at the world where things are not.







The sun has barely crept over the horizon but the gracht is already awash with souls eager to wring a living – or a little more than a living – from the stream of commerce that pulsates through our great city’s canals. The water sparkles in the canal below, throwing flecks of light against the walls that rise straight up from its depths. Crates are hoisted up on ropes from barges to the upper storeys of houses, their hungry doors always open for more.


A window glints. That one there, just beneath the stepped gable. And beyond the glass, a woman. Now she is gone again. Or was it merely a reflection? The window blinks again. That glass, that very glass, used to be so clean. It’s warm inside. She was here once. Looking out, the glass is full of soot. She would have scrubbed it, with a white linen cloth. Rub, rub, rub, in little circles, her eyes focused on the spatterings of ash.


There, a faint reflection in the handmade glass. A pretty round face. It’s her again. She is cleaning the glass. This soot sediment – it’s so slow coming off. The reflection, clearer now: a face with eyes translucent as honey. The white cloth is still going round and round,



wiping her face in and out of existence. Now her eyes fix on something trapped in the glass. Tiny beads of air. The air from long ago. From when the house was built. Encapsulated.


From the outside, looking in, her face is made fluid by the glass. She opens the window and draws a breath of cool morning air. She takes her cloth, wrings it over the abyss. One more squeeze and a final drop is released. It falls and falls all the way down towards the sparkling wet. A glass bauble suspended in the air. And yet to her it’s hurtling towards its destiny, hitting the surface of the canal.


It joins the waters. It now knows all. It created the ripples which are spreading out and out. Back above, Hendrickje’s smiling face appears distorted by the surface of the water. How happy she is. She closes the window, just before flotsam would have wiped her from view.











PART I


Amsterdam, 1642













The Night Watch


Rembrandt’s house, Sint-Anthonisbreestraat, June 1642


All is darkness, except for the afterglow of what he saw before he closed his eyes. Two throbbing specks of light. How beautiful they are. And in between the two there’s a wisp of luminance, connecting them, like a half-formed thought.


He opens his eyes to let the light in again. For a moment the entire canvas rears up at him, twice his height. He backs away until he’s up against the wooden roof support, taking the whole thing in: thirty-odd night watchmen in a restless broil, each jabbing in a different direction; but wait, the lieutenant is about to pull them back into order with his call to march. He squints. The image blurs, letting him see what matters: islands of ivory in a sea of dark. But the dark has teeth, forever gnawing at the light.


He lets his lids part a little more. The brightest of the two islands is Lieutenant van Ruytenburch’s coat and there’s his visual echo – the girl with the dead chicken hanging from her belt. She’s a shade more buttery than him. His ivory calls out, her light form answers, so satisfying to the eye, which loves a repetition. A tension



is growing between them, taut as a string, waiting to be plucked. The corners of his mouth rise into a smile.


The sound of a cough. A reminder. He dismisses it from his mind. The canvas is waiting. He opens his eyes fully, struck by the carmine dress of the musketeer. Red is such a pregnant colour, drawing attention by its deep tone alone. He is a choirmaster listening. Right beside the sonorous black of the captain’s uniform soars the shining bright lieutenant. Baritone and soprano. Foils to one another. And all around, the choir, singing not with one voice but many: different coloured clothes, textures, characters and vigorous movements in all directions. And yet together they make a perfect harmony. It’s just as he intended it.


He is imagining the other group portraits that will hang alongside his. Rows and rows of brightly lit heads, about as life-like as playing cards. Another intrusion. She coughs again. But he needs to take care of the details now. The dark silhouette of the musket butt is similar to the shadow of the captain’s hand. He makes them mimic one another – same length, same angle, adds a thumb-like hook to the butt. Now, they chime together – resonant. He scours the picture for more. The carmine of the musketeer and the sash of the captain, both the same red. The lieutenant’s partisan, and the captain’s outstretched hand. Perfectly parallel. Now the picture hums and whispers like a colony of bees – alive.


More coughing. He listens harder to the bee choir. He won’t be distracted. Looks for more enhancements. The coughing stops. He waits, brush in hand, unable to look at the painting anymore,



straining to hear. Samuel, his assistant and most promising pupil, seems oblivious to the pause, busy preparing lead white on the grinding stone. The boy is all limbs and yet so full of intent, so serious, at fifteen. Just as he was.


The lean-to is two storeys high and shelters the enormous canvas and several ladders. Supported by a few columns it is open to the yard, making the silence from her open window opposite undeniable.


She coughs again, uncontrollably it seems. The boy looks up at him, his eyes urging him to go to her. So he puts down his palette and brushes, strides across the yard, into the corridor, through the entrance hall, where he notices one of his paintings. He’s walked past it a hundred times but now he’s caught by it, forgetting where he meant to go. It’s her as Flora, wearing a red dress, her left hand resting on her bosom. Saskia. Above her blue eyes is that expanse of luminous forehead that he always wants to kiss, surprised each time that such a simple act can make him happy in an instant. Her right arm is outstretched, offering him a red carnation and some are strewn in the background, too. She smells of them, and other flowers – though not now she is ill. Was it only six months ago that he painted this? Another cough moves him on. He has a thought, steps into the print room on the way, picks up a copper plate and dry-point needle and continues on. It is her bedroom now of course. His clothes are still kept there but he has been sleeping in the guest bed in the anteroom so as not to disturb her while she recovers. He has to stop himself from breaking into a run. How could he have stayed away for so many hours?




Her face lights up when he enters. He smiles broadly in response. Her eyes are drawing him to her and her hand lifts from the bed, ready to touch the back of his neck like she always does. He’s floating like pigment in too much oil. Then her hand drops, as she remembers not to touch him.


He ignores the chair and sits down on the edge of the bed. Surely that’s allowed. Only now does he notice the plump but determined shadow in the corner. Geertje’s still there, keeping watch. She gets up, dismissed by an unspoken signal from her mistress.


What to say? Saskia is silent too. Where’s her hand? He feels under the warm cloth for her palm. She does not object. There it is, the skin sweaty, the flesh strangely cold. His fingers fold around hers and he’s adrift no more. He beds down and rests his head next to hers on that mountain of pillows. Her hair tickles his cheek but he does not move. It’s a privilege to be so close to her.


He’s tired. How long has it been since they slept in the same bed? Perhaps he could have a little sleep now. Suddenly she jolts up, coughing. He sits up too, wants to help but he can only wait and watch with empty hands. While she’s coughing uncontrollably she’s searching for something under the covers. Then she pulls out a cloth and presses it hard against her mouth, her fingers blanched.


Then it’s over, silence, as if nothing has happened. She takes away the cloth and puts it under the covers. She is still gasping for air. Before he can say anything she asks between breaths, ‘How is it progressing? Is it how you wanted it?’


He can’t help grinning. ‘Yes, yes, it’s nearly there. It will



burst their little heads when they see it.’


‘You’ve told them, haven’t you?’


‘I told them they’re going to get a group portrait like no other. Maybe I should have charged them twice the going rate as they are getting all the drama and action of a history painting thrown in as well.’


‘You are charging them nearly twice the going rate,’ she says, almost laughing.


‘Ah yes, that is true, my dove,’ he says.


Her expression changes. ‘How is Titus? Is Geertje looking after him well?’


‘He’s doing splendidly. She won’t let him out of her sight. Yesterday, she says, he crawled all the way from the kitchen to the storeroom and then started pulling himself up on boxes. He can’t wait to walk. He’s a strong lad.’


He wants her to know that Titus will live. Then she’ll get better soon, for Titus.


‘I’ll get him,’ he says. ‘Shall I? Only this once; I’ll stand by the door with him so you can see him.’


She looks uncertain but finally she nods. He’s intoxicated by the thought of them all being together for a few moments.


He’s only nine months old but Titus is heavy in his arms. He’s in a contented mood. Geertje has a way with him or maybe he’s just naturally cheerful. The baby tries to finger his moustache but thankfully his hand goes wide of the target. They’ve reached the door. ‘Look,



Titus, there’s your Mammie.’ He holds him up, hands under his arms. Saskia raises her hand in a wave. ‘Hello, Titey. What’s your Pappie doing holding you up like a fisherman showing off his catch?’


Then he bounces him up and down in the air and Titus chuckles with glee. Saskia is laughing but she’s also close to tears.


‘You’re beautiful, you know, just like your parents,’ he says, nodding and hoping that Titus will nod back. If only Saskia did not look so sad. Her tired smile tells him it’s enough. ‘All right, Squiglet, time to go.’


He raises Titus’s little hand in a wave and Saskia returns the gesture and then they leave. Geertje has been hovering in the corridor all this time as if to prevent any harm to her charge. He hands over the baby.


When he returns to Saskia, even before he can sit down, she says, ‘We need to talk about my will.’


‘You already have a will.’ The words are out before he can make them sound less brusque.


‘It is outdated,’ she replies.


‘We’ll go through it when you’re better.’


‘No, Rembrandt, the notary is coming later today. I will leave my possessions to Titus, as is the way. This might cause a great deal of accounting and expense after my death. I don’t want you to have to draw up an inventory and account for every saucer to my family. The notary says this can be avoided if I give you the right to make use of Titus’s portion of the inheritance until he comes of age. That way you don’t have to worry about a thing.’




He feels the touch of her hand on his. Her face seems luminous; how can this be when he knows that the fine lines that have appeared around her mouth and eyes even in the last few weeks are only the gentlest sign of her suffering?


He tries to forget those little changes. She’s here, talking, breathing, looking at him more kindly now. He remembers the copper plate and needle he has brought – he’ll draw her. Now. For his pleasure. He sits up to see her better. Just as the figures of the group painting suddenly seemed to organize themselves this morning, so do the features of her face. It’s perfectly clear what matters. He’ll only need a few lines . . .


He rests the plate on the little table and presses the needle into the metal, incising a line. It’s very fine, like laying down a single hair. She settles back into the cushion, looking out of the window. Is she looking at the clouds or at the space in between? He draws her right pupil. Round and round the needle goes. A shining circle of copper burr, reflecting the light. It will be a deep black on the print. He has to stop going round and round, but he’s afraid of stopping. With the pressure of his hand on the needle he wants to fix her and him to this moment for ever. Another cough, and another, and another. There might be no end to the coughing. No chance to catch the next breath. Each one drains a little of her strength away. He tries to continue drawing from memory until she can breathe again but his hands won’t move. Finally she’s released. She sinks back in the pillows, breathing deliberate careful breaths so as not to trigger another bout. He looks at her face again. Picks up where he left off. A line for her



jaw, her nose, her eyes. Simple. As simple as her only task: to draw a breath and let it go again.


After a while there are no more lines begging to be drawn. ‘You sleep a while. I’ll go and do a print of this. I’ll show you later.’


Her hand holds him back, then she puts his hand to her chest, presses it to her heart. He can feel the beat of it. Slow, steady. Such a small heart, engaged in restless effort . . .


Then she takes his hand to her lips, kisses the back of it and lets it go. He knows she does not want him to kiss her for fear of infection so he strokes her forehead with his fingers, as softly as if drawing into wax. For a long while after he can still feel the sensation where she kissed his hand.


He’s gone over the drawing with a burin, engraving deep lines into the copper. When he’s satisfied, he carefully dabs on the ink. Then he wipes the plate shiny again with a cloth. The grooves retain the black. Finally, he polishes off the last remnants with the heel of his hand; there’s no better tool to avoid black lines around the edges of the print. Then he beds the plate down onto a thick sheet of the finest quality Chinese paper inside the press, puts the felt matting down and rolls the drum over it. Under the pressure of the drum, the paper rises up into the grooves and licks the ink off the plate.


Now paper and plate are wed and he has to slowly prise the paper away so it does not tear. He looks at the sheet edge-on. Black lines rise like mountain ridges from flats of white. He regards the nonsensical



landscape for a moment, then holds it at arm’s length to finally contemplate the image.


But there is no familiar face, only thin inky lines that he cannot assemble into anything meaningful. They are floating in front of the paper, suspended in the air, slowly coming towards him. Any moment now they’ll drop to the floor in an irretrievable mess, or is it he who is about to fall? They hang in space, separate from all else. Impossible. Then at last he can see her face. There it is, in perfect clarity, but then the lines vanish, as if they never existed. The paper is empty. He lets go and it slowly sails to the floor.


He does not return to her. Neither that day nor the next. He continues working on The Night Watch. When she coughs, he wants it to stop, to give her – and himself – a reprieve. But when it’s quiet, the silence screams at him.


He pits his brush against it all and paints van Ruytenburch’s gold-trimmed buff coat. The more she coughs, the more he works to knit gold embroidery from oil and pigments. When Geertje eventually comes, saying, ‘The mistress wants you,’ he goes and sits with her. But as soon as she’s asleep he hurries back to The Night Watch. He must finish it. And as van Ruytenburch’s coat begins to warm him, her lazy body is falling away from her. Her face is growing leaner all the time.


He starts finding reasons not to go to her, as if one unguarded look were the beginning of something he cannot finish. He knows that if he looks, he’ll have to stay and keep watching. He’ll have to



walk her right to the gate. She’ll pass through to the other side and he’ll be left on his own. If he stays away, she simply will have to get better. She would never leave him without saying goodbye.


Even from the lean-to he can hear that her breathing has acquired a rasping sound with a mournful sigh for an exhale. He paints as long as there is light and then beds down on the other side of the house from her. But still he can hear the persistent in-and-out. It’s the third morning since he’s last seen her. In one of those long silences Geertje comes and says, ‘Master, the mistress, I am sorry, it was only a little change, the gaps between her breaths slightly longer. And I soon went in but . . .’


Now he’s running – maybe he can still catch her – but it is too late. The body lies collapsed, head and shoulders slumped sideways at an impossible angle. The mouth is open, more of an exit than an entry. A few years ago he thought he’d got Christ’s limp body just right when they took him off the cross. He had not. He tries to look but he can’t – not at the dead eyes. So he fixes his eyes on her locks. Has the hair just moved from a little breath? Perhaps she is asleep? Everything in his body agrees. She is asleep. Geertje is wrong. He thinks of their dead babies, merely a few weeks old. How he held each of them. How his body insisted that they were alive because they were warm, even as he felt them limp as drowned cats in his arms. Back then, slowly, something in him had come to understand that soon they’d grow cold and then stiff and he would not be able to move their little limbs. Saskia and he had sat with them, their grief bearable while the imitation of life still clung to the babes.




Part of him wants to hold her too, as if to prolong her departure a little. But it is too late. He has no doubt at all that she is gone. He cannot bear to feel her body warm while knowing her to be dead. And most of all he cannot bear his body comprehending, as it had in the end with his babies, that all that is left now is – this absence.


He tries to will himself to step closer, to perform the rites, as she would have wanted: push down the untouchable eyelids with a cloth, use a pillow to keep the head tilted forward so that the lower jaw is brought up to close that dark hollow of a mouth, make her limbs lie less haphazardly – as if she were merely having a little rest that will turn out to last for ever. But death is none of those things. It has torn through her and left him with a pile of bones.


He averts his eyes, backs away and knocks over one of the candles. When he bends down to right it, smoke from the snuffed flame enters his nostrils, sharp like a long needle.


The very next day he finishes The Night Watch. He knows it won’t be long before his own rigor will set in. After the last brushstroke he starts to pull a thick blanket over things: first over the memories of the girl who was his love, then over the room that holds what remains of her. He never goes back. The blanket is very accommodating; it does not care whether it is stretched over little joys or great sorrows. In the morning he goes around the house and closes all the shutters. He’ll live under a shroud – there is no better place to hide from death. Not that he wants to hide; he wants to join her now, as he should have done before.


The house becomes a dim and mute world and even Geertje



appreciates this, hardly producing a sound when she cleans and cooks. And when she gets it into her head to light candles, he simply goes around after her, blowing them out again.


That month they carry two bundles from the house. The rolled-up body of the canvas remains with him for a few more weeks but his wife is gone within a day.
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St Jerome in a Dark Chamber


They are getting nowhere. Samuel writes flowers on the list of things to arrange for the funeral. His master, slumped in a chair, has all the animation of a sack of swedes. When Geertje askes Rembrandt once again whether to order plenty of flowers, he mutters, ‘Why would I want flowers?’


This morning it took their joint efforts to dress him. At first he had protested and tried to push them away but then he merely lay motionless on the bed.


While Geertje wrestled with his arms, Samuel threaded his legs into breeches, reminding him of nothing so much as dressing his father’s dead body. Then he tried to push the hopeless lump of flesh into an upright position, thinking a cow’s carcass would have been easier to shift. Then, all of a sudden, Rembrandt stood up like a statue, so Samuel took him by the arm and led him downstairs.


Geertje is still stabbing question after question at him. Can she not see that it is no use? Samuel’s apprenticeship with the greatest painter that ever lived is most definitely over. The Apelles of Amsterdam could not even get out of bed on his own.




Geertje has positioned herself squarely opposite Rembrandt, still waiting for a reply about the flowers, and the master’s eyes are on the door as if he is waiting for the right moment to escape.


Samuel says, ‘Let’s not trouble him anymore; we can decide what to do.’


Geertje huffs, gets up and starts to tackle the array of dirty pots and pans that have piled up on the wooden worktop. Samuel puts his hand on Rembrandt’s coarse sleeve, stroking it, as he would a nervous horse.


‘You have to eat.’


There is no answer, but at least he has stopped eyeing the door. Geertje plonks a bowl of porridge on the table, way out of Rembrandt’s reach, so Samuel has to push it in front of him. Not even a flicker of interest. He takes Rembrandt’s hand and places the spoon into his fingers. They close around it, holding it like a brush. No further action follows.


Samuel looks over his shoulder; Geertje is busy at the sink. He prises the spoon out of Rembrandt’s fingers. He’ll have to try to feed him. To his surprise, the mouth opens and accepts food. Maybe there is hope. Rembrandt’s eyes meet his and Samuel tries to find a presence behind the grey-blue irises but his master is not there.


Samuel will have to do his best to hammer out with Geertje the arrangements for Mistress Saskia’s funeral. A daunting task considering that the result has to please Saskia’s family. He writes a generous amount of flowers on his list.
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Rembrandt lies in his bed. An ox has gone to sleep on his heart. Breathing is such a chore. Being awake is a chore. At least they’ve stopped bothering him. Thankfully the boy, not Geertje, brings him food. Samuel ministers to him as if he were a hatchling that has fallen out of its nest.


Geertje has started moving about downstairs and the putrid smell of what she brews tells him it must be morning. Besides, the deep red of the carpet is slowly blossoming out of the dark and strips of light are emerging from the wall where the sunlight filters through the closed shutters. They tremble almost imperceptibly. In another time he would have been compelled to render their tender oscillations in paint.


He follows the pattern all day as it makes its slow journey across the wall, until at dusk it fades and is gone.


Darkness solid as an anvil. So perfectly black that he does not know if perhaps his eyes have stopped working.


He pulls a blanket around himself, clutching its corners. He doesn’t mind the darkness. His heart beats with supreme regularity; beat, beat, beat, beat, beat . . . Does it not know? Do all the parts of his body simply continue on without him? The will to live, what a useless accessory it is now and yet he cannot rid himself of it; his mouth still opens to each morsel of food that is offered.




*


Mostly he feels nothing, even as her absence tunnels through him. Except there is one particular thought that lances him every time: You did not do enough for her. It repeats itself over and over, as if to make sure he’s heard it. At other times he hears someone singing. It’s a lullaby, sung softly by his ear. And when all is quiet, the same voice whispers: Have some heart for yourself. The voice also tells him that it does not matter. Saskia understood and loved him. But he knows it matters; besides, he is oblivious to comfort.


What of the funeral? He should go. They already think him a bad husband. Where is the boy? At last, here he comes.


He’s being fed again? Is it to the slaughter soon? His mind wants feeding too. Toothless gums gnawing on fragments of dreams. Incapable of remembering the meaning of certain words like joy. The light, despite moving so slowly, is impossible to track. Days both brief and long.


From time to time he crawls to the edge of the bed, puts his hands on the floor and takes to it on all fours, keeping low. The body has to probe the edges of the room. It does this with its eyes closed, fingering at boards and walls as if searching for something. If only it would stop this folly, allow sleep to come.


He wakes on the floor. Something is different. But what? More clattering, shouting and thumping of feet. He burrows back under the



covers. It is the day. The boy will come to dress him and try to take him there. She’ll be in a box, in the aisle of the church, next to the cavity of her numbered grave. They will lower her into nothing and eclipse all light with a slab of stone – until the lease expires on that rented hole.


He tries to stand up but the ground has hands, pulling him down and something’s skewering his head. The room’s drunk, rotating on a wobbly axis. He waits for it to stop. The sounds come from the kitchen but no one is outside his door. He puts one foot in front of the other, expecting the ground to cant but it stays firm. Out he slips and up the stairs, already half forgetting where he’s going. There’s a hatch to the loft with a ladder going up. His father used to say, always hold onto the ladder with one hand, then if you fall you can save yourself. Mustn’t make that mistake again. Don’t let go with the left until the right is firmly around the next rung.


There. The top. Close the hatch. Now rest for a moment. Blood’s rushing in his ears and veins, bringing with it the dust on the floorboards, weariness and the heart’s strange contortions in his chest.


It’s a big space, full of crates and boxes. Most of them contain old clothes, costumes or curious things which were irresistible at the time. Some light is squeezing in through the gaps between the roof tiles and the clouds of dust he’s trodden loose make visible a fretwork of light beams.


He squeezes himself in where the rafters meet the floor in the eaves, lying on his side, pushing his back into the gap as far as it will go. You’re safe. They won’t find you. There’s a shaft of light right in



front of his eyes, and in it dancing specks of dust shining with a light of their own. They are too beautiful. He closes his eyes.


Geertje and Samuel are shouting his name. Then finally quiet. They’ve given up; the front door falls shut.


His eyes are lured by a single mote of dust, suspended in a smattering of light, in the darkest corner of the eaves. The mote has rough edges. If you look closely, it’s an entire world. Something in his heart, an inexplicable light there too. Saskia, his mouth forms silently. Then erupts – a scream. A creature pounding the floor. Hands scratched, bruised. Something heaves inside. Terror. Pressing hands to mouth.


‘God, where are you?’ Voice a rasp.


Mouth moves to scream but no sound comes. Scything grief. Hands clawing at a box, ripping away the lid, digging through clothes. The red dress. Body wraps itself around plush colour, blind for comfort.


Someone’s wailing, far away. Sniffs dress, to try to find her.


‘No, no, no, no, no.’ She’s not there.


The box again, hands pull out; garment follows garment, like an endless string. More and more. Enough to get buried in. He lies in his nest of velvet like a baby. Proper tears come. Flow until exhaustion ends them.


Where is that mote of dust now? His world?
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Samuel is relieved that the burial was a swift business. The sour looks that Saskia’s family gave him and Geertje: as if it was their fault that Rembrandt was absent. He told them that Rembrandt is overwhelmed with grief. They nodded politely but even now they will be saying: If only Rembrandt had looked less after himself and more after her. It is not true of course. He loved her dearly; that’s why he can’t go on now, without her.


Samuel hesitates for a moment before going into Rembrandt’s bedroom, afraid to find that he is still gone. But there he is, asleep in his bed or pretending to be.


‘It’s done. It was fine,’ he says, in case Rembrandt is awake. ‘She’s resting now.’ What a stupid thing to say.


Later, he brings him chicken soup. Rembrandt is sitting upright in bed. He looks a little better but smells like a pigsty. The jug and washbasin have not been touched. The stench is beyond cure by perfume. He needs a wash. Samuel starts spooning soup into the mouth and finds his own mouth opening and closing along with Rembrandt’s. There is nothing he can do to stop it. Odd that in only a week Rembrandt’s skin has turned white as paper. And the eyes: they look as if there is nothing left in the world worth focusing their gaze upon. If only he could see them alert again, intent on a challenge. This will be my challenge, he thinks, and then has an idea. He tries to catch Rembrandt’s eye. ‘Mijnheer Six says it is impossible to produce an etching that depicts impenetrable darkness. I can see his point, for a paper saturated with the blackest black would still only look like ink on paper.’




Rembrandt’s eyes slip away from the brief contact. The slurping of spoonfuls of soup goes on uninterrupted.


Samuel says, ‘Geertje put some fresh water there this morning so you can wash.’


Rembrandt nods.


‘You need to wash,’ says Samuel.


Again he nods.


When he comes back with the next meal Rembrandt still stinks. Someone will have to rub him down. Naturally the task will fall to Geertje – it is the kind of thing she does, just as she looked after the mistress.


‘No!’ she says, arms crossed over her broad chest. ‘I am not employed to look after him!’


‘What?’


‘It’s the mistress that employed me to look after her and little Titus and it’s just as well she did.’


‘But he is paying your wages now, always has.’


She huffs. ‘He never lifted a finger; she wanted him to care for her but he wouldn’t even stay with her for five minutes. Now it’s the same with Titus – poor little mite’s got no mother and his father is busy doing nothing at all.’


She spits into the spittoon. How can she collect all that saliva when she never stops talking?


‘I won’t do it, he’s filthy, he’s mad.’ Then, after a pause, she whispers, ‘He’s probably dangerous.’




‘It’s women’s work,’ Samuel replies and regrets it as soon as the words are out of his mouth. Any moment now she’ll slap her wet cloth about his face, but instead she bends over, roaring with laughter.


‘Ha, ha. You’re the one that’s done all the women’s work so far, so I reckon it’s your job. You’re his nurse.’


‘Geertje, please. Yes, it’s true. But think about it, I helped you dress him, didn’t I? And like you say, I’ve done everything for him that needed to be done. If I hadn’t you would have had to do it. It’s only washing him. I can’t do it. So will you? Please?’


She pats his head with uncharacteristic gentleness. ‘You’re a good soul. Of course I will. I’ve washed a man many times before.’ She slings a big pot over the fire. ‘And no doubt it won’t be the last, as they seem to have trouble with it.’ Then she eyes him up and down, steps closer and sniffs his collar. He runs out of the kitchen, buoyed along by her gales of laughter.


Samuel is in the process of answering all the notes that have been left for Rembrandt, asking to see him on business or expressing condolences. He longs to get back to his books, but someone has to deal with the paperwork.


There are sounds of a commotion from below and then a door bangs shut. He goes downstairs and there is Geertje, outside Rembrandt’s bedroom, her apron drenched. She wordlessly hands him the half-full jug, cloth and soap, and stomps off.


Bucket in hand, Samuel considers his options: he could forget



about it – there is no reason to put himself through so much unpleasantness. But perhaps he can wash away some of the darkness that is suffocating his master? He wants him back drawing something that other people don’t even stop to look at until his pen discovers it for them. He has to try.


Rembrandt is in bed, blanket pulled over him with only a narrow opening for nose and blinking eyes. Samuel decides a little lie can’t hurt. ‘Master, forgive me but the physician says it will be good to rub down the skin. Will you sit on the stool please, it won’t take a moment.’


He seems to have special powers, for Rembrandt gets up, albeit shakily, and sits on the footstool wearing his nightshirt. Samuel puts the ceramic bowl on the floor and lifts each foot in turn, placing them in the bowl. He tests the water in the jug for temperature – it is nice and warm – and pours it over the feet. Rembrandt settles into himself and Samuel starts rubbing the shins and calves with warm water and soap. It makes him think of one of Rembrandt’s drawings of Christ washing the feet of his disciples at the Last Supper. Jesus hunkered down, scrubbing away at the dirty toes.


When he is done with the feet he tells Rembrandt to lift up his arms and peels away the stinking nightshirt. The skin on his body looks even whiter than on his face. It’s no different from cleaning his brushes and palette, he tells himself, and sets about scrubbing the neck with the cloth. There are grey hairs on Rembrandt’s head that he has not noticed before. He dips the cloth again into the warm water and wipes it up and down the back, avoiding direct contact



with the warm skin. Now the brow, grime-streaked. Samuel dabs at it; the filth does not want to come off but he can hardly scrub it like a muddy boot. Rembrandt leans back, making it easier to see his face, and revealing to Samuel black soot-like flecks on his cheeks. He rubs away at them and to his satisfaction they start coming off. This is better.


He is as docile as a motherless lamb. Samuel does his best to carefully wipe the front of the neck. ‘Master,’ he says, without really intending to, ‘I am so sorry.’


‘I know,’ says Rembrandt. Then after a while, ‘You’re a better man than I.’


‘It’s you who taught me,’ says Samuel. ‘You taught me everything.’


‘I didn’t teach you this.’


Samuel sets to work on armpits, chest and arms. That done, he hesitates – down there, what to do about it? He can’t possibly, but then again he always finishes what he starts . . . Rembrandt intercepts his hand.


‘Come now boy, if I don’t put a stop to this, you’ll soon be clucking like a brooding hen. Give me the flannel. And tell Jan Six: pitch darkness happens in the vault of the mind, even if the sun shines brightly outside. And that can be depicted.’


Samuel hands him the cloth and for a moment he thinks he can smell paint on him again.




Summer


Samuel is at his master’s desk. He’s just heard the clock chime midnight. He had hoped that things would improve more quickly but it’s been almost a month and Rembrandt still refuses to see anyone except him. The pupils are on the verge of moving on to other workshops and since they provide the only remaining source of income he has to keep them occupied, pretending the master has set the tasks. At least Rembrandt now occasionally answers questions, which helps Samuel keep things going. But it is not enough. He needs to show himself soon, or he and his business will be finished. He must speak to him. Chances are he’s still awake, as he mostly sleeps during the day.


Rembrandt is lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling, but sits up when he sees him. Samuel pulls up a chair and starts stuffing the pipe he has brought with tobacco. He lights it with the flame from the candle, drawing air until he tastes smoke, then gives it to Rembrandt. They pass it between them until the tobacco is spent. The room is thick with smoke, swirling in the light of the candle.


Samuel says softly, so softly that Rembrandt can pretend he has not heard it, ‘What is it like?’


‘What is what like?’ asks Rembrandt.


‘Your condition?’


‘You make it sound like a disease.’




Rembrandt’s eyes close and he disappears into thought. Finally he utters, ‘You know how some fools, greedy for a shiny darkness, add bitumen to their paint without sufficient driers and then a few years later the face of a dear friend, rendered in thousands of careful brushstrokes, develops blisters and then . . .’ – he makes a motion with his hands of something flowing apart – ‘. . . it’s ripped apart by ugly crevices.’


His eyes, behind his closed lids, strain as if trying to focus on something. ‘When I look where my love used to be . . .’


He shrugs his shoulders and sticks his finger into the spent pipe, scoops out the ash and shows it to Samuel. ‘I don’t want to talk. Talking is . . .’ he sighs, ‘I’m just not interested.’ He rubs the black ash between his thumb and index finger. ‘Funny, to think this used to grow once in a field.’


To Samuel this does not sound like ordinary grief at all but like a canker of the soul. ‘So how do we make it better?’ he asks.


‘Ah, still trying to cure me of my disease?’


‘But it’s more than grief, isn’t it?’


‘What makes you think it can be cured?’ he says with a defeated smile that isn’t one.


Samuel feels the urge to drag him to his feet, thrust a pencil into his hand and make him use it. He can’t comprehend this strange apoplexy of feeling. What is the point of loving someone if it results in this incapacity? Samuel touches his arm to get his attention. ‘But before, when the babies died, you did go on with work?’


With a strange knowing expression in his face, Rembrandt takes



Samuel’s hand and studies it. ‘You’ve not been painting either, have you?’


Has he lost his mind? Of course he hasn’t painted – he’s been running the workshop for him.


Rembrandt turns his hand over and points at the lines in his palm. ‘The body changes all the time, new lines appear, sometimes in a matter of weeks. But there are inner changes too, the flux of our natural empathies, the movements of the soul. I’ve taught you to see and depict them, remember?’


Samuel feels something, yes, he is subject to an inner flow, no apoplexy of feeling for him; he is here because of what he feels. How rough the fingers gripping his hand are. He has not noticed this before. Suddenly the window rattles from a draft. The candle splutters and dies. They are in total darkness. Like bitumen, thinks Samuel.


Rembrandt lets go of his hand and Samuel feels a rising panic. He’s lost all sense of where he is, or the door, the candle or Rembrandt. It is childish but he’s always been afraid of the dark. He can’t help reaching out with his hand, feeling for something to orientate himself. He chances upon Rembrandt’s arm and holds on to it.


Rembrandt whispers as if telling him a secret, ‘We were kin. I was as used to her as to having arms and legs. Of course, it’s possible to lose a limb and get on with some kind of life . . . but Samuel, I did not lose her.’ He pauses. ‘I cut her off.’


Samuel wants to shake him – what nonsense. He feels



Rembrandt’s hand on his upper arm, like a bridge between them, a conduit. ‘I saw that she did not have many days left, so miserable coward that I was I put a gap between us, to make it bearable for myself. Do you hear, Samuel, not for her, but for me.’ Now Rembrandt’s grip loosens to almost nothing. ‘I should have waited till after she was gone but I left her, long before she went.’


Samuel understands. He too is frightened. He too has thought of leaving rather than watching his master disintegrate. If only he could put his master’s soul at rest about these sins that aren’t sins at all.


Samuel listens out into the silent darkness for a long time. He places his other hand also on Rembrandt’s sleeve, first softly, then holding on to the arm with both his hands as if to return him to this world and keep him here.


Rembrandt’s fingers are gripping Samuel’s elbow. ‘Why does God teach me to love, then strip me bare, leaving me with nothing?’


Then Rembrandt lets go but Samuel doesn’t. He traces the sleeve down to the rough-skinned hand and takes it in both of his. He wants to pour all his own strength into this hand, which is meant to paint. He is glad the dark conceals the moisture in his eyes. Rembrandt sighs and pulls his hand away. He must be trying to lie down, so Samuel helps him and arranges the blanket over him as best he can in the dark. ‘I’ll go and fetch some light,’ he says.


To his surprise, he finds the door easily despite the dark. He hastens up to the studio which has a stove with some embers in it. What a struggle it is to love and yet how easy, thinks Samuel. He puts



a candle to them and the wick bursts into flame at the first touch.


He carries the light back to Rembrandt’s room and puts it by his bed. His master has already fallen asleep. What a blessing it is to see him look peaceful.


[image: Images]


Geertje can’t do anything quietly, thinks Rembrandt. If it wasn’t for her I’d still be asleep. Can’t she lift the chairs instead of dragging them across the stone floor?


It is impossible to produce an etching that depicts impenetrable darkness. Who said that? If he is quick he might not see anyone. How ridiculous to be afraid of encountering another person in his own house.


He reaches the print room unnoticed. Now he’s safe. They know better than to disturb him when he is working. He locks the door, turning the key as many times as it will go.


He steps towards the container where the lumps of soft ground are usually kept. Hoping that his assistants have maintained a supply of the right consistency. He picks up and sniffs up one of the pieces which are a boiled-down mixture of asphalt, resin and wax. His nose is pleasantly assaulted by the heady smell of asphalt. He inhales the invigorating fumes before wrapping it in gauze and lighting a fire in the chafing dish to heat up the plate.


Once the copper is warm enough he applies the ground which dissolves, passing through the gauze. When the plate has cooled, he opens the shutters to have more light and takes the etching needle



and puts it to the plate. The asphalt yields like butter, satisfying – a coppery trail of exposed metal.


The outlines of a small chamber have taken shape but the plate is still mostly black. To the right he sketches a small window, beneath it an old man, St Jerome, who sits at a table with an open book. But Jerome pays no attention to it. His elbow rests wearily on the table, his arm and hand propping up his head. The light is not too bright and yet the old man feels it necessary to shade his eyes.


On the left he draws the outline of a spiral staircase, which continues beyond the edge of the plate. Once he has completed this rough outline of the elements of the picture, the rhythm of his work changes. The plate is still almost entirely black, with only the sketch showing in shiny copper. He imagines it as a print: the red lines of copper transformed into black ink. He’ll have to expose much more copper to get the darkness he wants. He thinks of the plate submerged in its bath, the acid eating away at the copper until it has bitten grooves deep enough to retain the ink. He starts a flurry of hatched lines, his fingers and needle a blur. More and more bright copper is exposed. It takes a long time, for it isn’t a uniform darkness he wants to achieve but many shades of grey; even the darkest parts still hint at the existence of walls and furnishings, right on the edge of recognition.


He wants the onlooker to see into a special kind of darkness, one that swallows not only ordinary light but the inner light of the eyes, the light of attention. He’ll lead the viewer there with his needle, up the dark staircase to the upper room beyond the edge of the plate,



where no thought, or light, or glimmer of anything exists, until the onlooker even forgets about himself.


What of Jerome? His head is being disgorged by darkness, but not the rest of him. He remains half-born in a mute world. The shadows are eating him and yet he cannot see them.


Rembrandt turns his attention to the window, the lightest part of the image. It is big enough to allow ample light into the room. But despite his seat by the window, it’s as if Jerome exists in darkness, because the light can never penetrate the darkness of his mind.


The boy is terribly pleased when he discovers the etching in the print room. He believes that he brought about a change in Rembrandt but really there is none.


A terrifying noise. It’s coming from his chest. A devil’s trombone, pummelling him from the inside. And the malevolent thing is vying for control of his breath. It’s only with the greatest effort that he gets the bellows of his chest to rise. Air, he needs more air. The drone surges to a deafening roar. His bowels slacken, frightened by his own helplessness. He thrashes the air but there is nothing he can do against the amorphous attacker, except to flee. He gets out of bed, but his knees buckle and he hits the floor.


Another change in pitch – for the better, allowing a breath. But not for long; the pitch changes again. His lungs are paralysed. Breathe, breathe – his lungs don’t listen. No heave to suck in air. The door, he has to reach the door. But limbs won’t obey. He’ll die. He



forces out the last bit of air to produce a scream. Pain, but different, on the outside, sharp. Something has hit the side of his face. He opens his eyes: light, white cloth, his bedroom, Geertje. Silence, apart from his own breathing. A dream, he’s had a dream. He is on the floor, panting like a dog. Air so fresh and sweet. She’s standing over him. His cheek still stings. She must have hit him, to wake him. He’s filled with gratitude. She takes a step back. With her long nightshirt and candle in hand she looks like an angel of either deliverance or doom.


He hauls himself up, at last awake enough to feel embarrassed. He must have screamed, but at least he did not soil himself. Why is she staring at him like this? Ah. She probably fears his wrath because she’s struck him. He nearly laughs out loud at the idea. A gust of air sweeps through the open door from behind her, cooling his sweaty arms and bringing her smell to his nose. Unlike her wrinkled brow, it is enticing. He wants more but the air is still.


Maybe he is still asleep; there are no rules in dreams. He moves towards her, eyes half closed. His hands reach out and touch coarse fabric and a hint of warmth beyond. His nose finds the nook of her neck. He inhales the scent. Divine. He sniffs along her neckline, with each breath more and more awake. Wait. She has not stopped him. And if she has not stopped him, she might let him go further.


He pushes aside the obstructing collar and buries his mouth and nose in the nape of her neck, steals a taste of her skin with a lick of his tongue, disguised as a kiss. Her neck arches. He disbelieves his luck, but goes on. Neck, collarbone, shoulder. Her.


He remembers he has hands. They grab and rumple the linen,



finding flesh through fabric. Hips, clutched and possessed. And there, the fat roundness of her breasts. He seizes them, such malleable softness. No matter how he sculpts and holds them, they resolutely resume their wondrous shape.


How lithe she has become. He never would have thought it. Her thighs pressing against him. A message in that. She wants you, you fool. But he still cannot trust this new world; the nightmare still too real to him. He reaches for her, blindly pulling her towards him. They stumble on to the bed or has she pushed him there? Her skin, so warm. Something else makes itself known: Yes, he’s feeling good; and his pain . . . ? He can’t locate it anywhere. He is capable of feeling good. Perhaps he can have a life, some kind of life.


He pushes up the cloth of her nightshirt and lets his fingers dwell on her upper thighs, trying to discern their secret workings, the bones inside and the strands of muscles. Yes, they carry, they bear up and now they tremble softly where he’s touching them. He wants to do more – merely to worship is not enough. He runs his hands up from knee to hip, over and over again, to where the shock of thick hair beckons him.


Just as he is thinking of laying his fingertips at her entrance, her hand folds around his cock, and he is lost in her frenzied touch.


At last he knows it. She is his. She has given him back the world and by God he would fill it. And then he enters her with all the languor of certainty, almost laughing when she claws at him for more.


Their encounter becomes dedicated to only one thing. It’s a smithy of joy. They forge their pleasure, this way and that, folding



it like steel, strengthening it, until it is sharp and bright – so all consuming it at last expunges who they are.


And so the sword comes down and cuts them loose.













PART II


Five years later













Winter


Bredevoort, Gelderland, Dutch Republic, January 1647


‘Hendrikje,’ my mother shouted through several closed doors, ‘the sheets are frozen solid on the line!’


The morning had been so bright and sunny that I’d forgotten it was freezing. I imagined her taking them down and folding them with a crunching sound, angry that I was not rushing out to help.
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