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To my foremothers in curiosity, imagination and adventure, Bronwen Levy, Carole Ferrier, Bronwyn Lea and Fiona Henderson






*


In my own experience with rearing these fascinating creatures, I am constantly surprised at how butterflies and moths wrench themselves out of the pupae and, as it were, come into the world still ‘wet’. Then they wait to dry, sometimes hanging from a twig or stalk, sometimes crawling slowly along the ground. It is enough to make one deeply religious. This process of ‘getting used to life’ can take several hours.


To make it easier to portray everything true to nature one must have the subject before one’s eyes and not paint from memory. To paint a fish, we must put it in water, so that it will not die; to paint grasses, we must dig them out with the earth, so that they do not wilt. We must paint birds and animals so as to reveal their physical peculiarities.


Maria Sibylla Merian (1647–1717)
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Chapter One





Autumn, 1686




The great oak doors parted with a loud creak and in rushed my parents’ voices. Startled, I glanced at the print of the merman, with his lion’s face and devil’s horns, his fishtail and webbed fins. I shut Aldrovandi’s Monstrorum Historia. I needed somewhere to hide in the vast library, with its floor-to-ceiling shelving, its dark-wooded curiosity cabinets and sumptuous settee and tables. The stuffed Siberian bear near the window, frozen in a pose of attack up on its hind legs, claws and teeth bared, seemed a likely cover. Quickly, I slipped behind it, stowing the heavy book under my skirt. 


Walking in step, my parents entered the draughty room. Papa had laid aside his silk breeches and jacket for the Labadists’ plain attire, which enabled work in the fields, the iron forge or dairy; Ma wore the dress of the sect’s women: black woollen habit, bos-roc cap, heavy dull black shoes. 


‘You needn’t have come,’ said Ma. 


‘Why won’t you believe me?’ replied Papa. The pleading in his voice made my stomach twist. 


‘It’s not me you must convince.’


‘But you have sway,’ protested Papa.


Ma was sitting on the edge of a settee, as if sinking into its cushiony depths might soften her will. Lips drawn into a line, she studied Papa as if he were one of her caterpillars: she was distant and all-seeing, though I knew it was an act. He sat in the opposite armchair, right boot propped on his knee. His left foot shook ever so slightly. Peeping from around the side of the bear’s furry haunch, I saw the apprehension in his features and, underneath, a wild desperation. 


‘You know our rules,’ said Ma, level-voiced. ‘You must demonstrate your commitment.’


Papa slowly breathed out. He picked at a stray thread near the button on his knee; ran his precise and sensitive draughtsman’s fingers through his hair. ‘I have. I’ve lugged stones, carded wool. I’ve hoed and watered. Isn’t that enough?’


‘You know very well what I mean.’


Papa placed his boots on the floor and leaned forward, closer to Ma. I glanced at the door, pulse ticking in my neck. Like me, my parents were not supposed to be here. To meet like this. Papa did not live in Walta Schloss with the other members of the elect. He resided in a tiny cottage, one of the many outbuildings dotting the estate, alongside every other individual and family who longed to be accepted as one of the Labadist elites. Unless he was welcomed into the community, he was not permitted to eat or take shelter in the grand manor.


‘I know what you’re doing, Maria. Hiding behind all this piety.’ 


‘This is about your conscience and God,’ replied Ma. ‘It has nothing to do with me. If you wish to remain a part of our family, to join our people—’


Papa interrupted her, a tremor in his voice. ‘I hardly recognise you. What happened to my strong-willed wife? Where has your defiance gone? Why are you so …’ He stumbled for the right word. ‘Hidebound?’ 


For a long time my mother didn’t respond. When she finally did, her voice was strained. ‘Do not make this my mistake. You made your choice.’


‘But you are the brothers’ agent. Won’t you persuade them?’


Why can’t you let him stay? I silently begged Ma, long ago having taken Papa’s side in my parents’ disputes. Where did you disappear to, Ma? I felt like shaking her by the shoulders. I could not fathom her inability to accept Papa as he was. As he had always been. How could she not miss sitting with him of an evening and listening to the stories he made up? His soft, deep voice like the purr of a cat. I used to snuggle next to him, feel the comforting weight of his arm around my shoulder, weave my fingers around his and know I was safe. 


‘Why must you punish me? Is this worth it?’ He opened his palms, gestured at their surrounds. ‘Don’t you care what happens to our daughters? How can the brothers’ preaching be righteous when it splits our family in two?’


‘It’s too late,’ said Ma, voice a whisper.


Papa spluttered, furious. ‘I won’t confess that my most natural actions, my very thoughts, are sins! I’ve demonstrated my repentance. Oh, I am not lofty like you. I’m but a man. But you …’ He paused. ‘It pains me if this is what’s become of your spirit.’


‘Don’t,’ whispered Ma, tightening her lips.


Papa continued. ‘I’ll tell you what I renounce! I renounce the Labadists’ insistence that earthly life’s a dreary misery to be endured and not enjoyed. I reject all notion we live only to prepare for the afterlife. What of beauty? What of art? How can you turn your back on your very history?’


‘You give yourself away,’ said Ma. ‘You chose worldly pleasures over your family. Over God. It’s no mystery.’


I clenched my teeth. I’d not heard my parents quarrel with such finality. So much distance and desperation, as if something irreversible had come between them. Each set against the other, to be swayed no more.


As if to confirm my suspicion, Ma rose from the settee, straightening the cuffs of her sleeves. Papa followed. Briefly they each met the other’s gaze, looked away. Papa asked if there was any outstanding business she wished to discuss with him. Ma simply cleared her throat. Shoulders low, Papa shuffled towards the double doors, holding them open for Ma to pass through. Attempting to make my mother see sense, expressing his frustrations about the Labadists’ many rules, seemed to have drained his very lifeforce.


I felt unwell. The end of my nose tickled and I rubbed it hard. Remaining behind the bear, I waited for the doors to close before daring to move. Safe, I crept out into the enormous room. I looked longingly at the thick volume one last time and slid it carefully back into its secret nook. 
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Oma, Ma, my sister, Johanna, and I had joined the Labadists at Walta Schloss only two seasons ago and I knew already they did not like children. The Labadists preached that parents should not grow too attached to their daughters and sons, lest it make them weak. Children were to be raised by the whole community. We ate in our own dining hall and attended chapel at a separate time to the adults. Night-time was hardest. It was difficult to sleep in a draughty dormitory with the smells and sounds of a score of girls my own age. Most of us were frightened by the least little mouse, the shadowy flicker of a candle, a harsh reprimand, the threatened switch. A terrible hunger in all of our bellies. 


I suppose we were lucky to live with the elect inside the castle complex, surrounded by a gated moat, unlike many in the community. The estate was a former medieval fort, known for centuries as the house of Walta, and I would never forget my first encounter with its grandeur, the castle at the end of an avenue fringed with stately lindens. Though at close quarters the estate wasn’t quite so splendid. As we were travelling from Frankfurt, Ma had told us that the van Sommelsdijks – the richest family in all of Friesland – had purchased the manor several generations earlier, repairing and refurbishing the dilapidated dwellings. 


‘I don’t care!’ I had replied, sour-voiced.


Ma had glanced at me and frowned. But rather than reprimand my behaviour, she turned a page of the book she was reading. My older sister, Hanna, drew her eyes from the window – she had been studying the farms and paddocks of the Dutch Republic – to offer me a consolatory smile. I was feeling confused and on edge, my stomach twisted in knots. 


I glanced down at our feet, the tips of our boots poking out beneath our dark woollen travelling cloaks. Oma had playfully knocked her toe against mine. Each time one of the coach’s wheels encountered a pothole or rock I would wince. Wonder how Ma’s trunks of vellums and pigments and brushes, her jars and nets for insect collecting, were faring as they lurched and jostled behind us in their separate coach. Were the rest of my family not troubled, relocating to a new country? Perhaps it was just me; after all, I was only eight years of age. 


When I began to sniff, Oma had taken my gloved hand in hers. ‘There, there, child,’ she said, touching my chin, turning my face towards hers. I gazed into her kind, green-blue eyes, studied the texture of her soft cheeks, the crinkles around the corners of her mouth, the wispy silver curls escaping her cap, and attempted to smile. Oma had nudged her shoulder into mine, urged me to cheer up. We were embarking upon a grand adventure, she said, could I not see it? 


An inventive storyteller, she’d amused me all the way to Friesland with tales of armoured princes and bejewelled princesses, so that when we arrived at the schloss’s medieval drawbridge my frayed nerves were wholly smoothed. Indeed, I was almost excited to begin our new life. But, oh, what disappointment when I discovered the conditions under which it would be lived.
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Later that evening, after supper and confession in the children’s room, I had an idea. Perhaps, when it came to my papa, I was not as helpless as I imagined. Just as the elect were expected to draw their own conclusions from the Holy Bible, I, too, might think for myself. Although Sisters Henrietta and Elsa walked between our dormitory beds, chiding us to be quiet, tapping our shoulders with sticks to stiffen our spines while we prayed, making sure our candles were snuffed, they did not linger in the children’s wing. They seemed impatient to return to the main house’s better lit and better warmed rooms. Instead, one of the maids, a sect member but of the outer circle, was sent to guard us through the night. 


Carefully removing the cloak from the peg near my bed, I crept out into the hall. Checking up and down the wood-panelled corridor, I tiptoed along the carpeted floorboards, the occasional wall-torch lighting my way. As I hoped, the maid had dropped off to sleep at her station; she was curled up on one of the upholstered chaises and, every now and again, emitted a bear-growl of a snore. The bottom-floor kitchen was quiet, the low fire making strange shapes of the bowls and pots and forks on the enormous worktable. I skirted around the cook’s cupboard bed – I could not chance waking her – and slipped out through the service doors. It was almost a full moon, and I was able to pick my way past the long buildings of the stables and outhouses towards the cluster of dwellings and Papa’s cottage. 


He opened the door to my knock, glancing around before pulling me inside. ‘What are you doing?’


I smiled and raised my shoulders. ‘Shall I leave?’


‘Dear Doda!’ he said, shaking his head and laughing. He had me sit at the table in the centre of the room where he had been working. There were pencils, a knife and scraper, measuring rules. Papa had ground and stretched a whole calf’s vellum, on which a map was being drawn. Like Ma, Papa was an artist. Where Ma was brilliant with colour, Papa possessed enormous skill with detail, sketching under the magnification of custom-made lenses. While Ma excelled in miniatures, Papa’s speciality was the panorama of a stork’s or pelican’s eye. 


‘Why are you drawing the estate?’ I asked.


‘Why not?’ replied Papa, raising his shoulders and winking, as if he kept a secret from me. ‘You must tell me what I’ve missed.’


‘There’s a fountain in the middle of the courtyard,’ I offered.


‘So there is.’


Ma’s stepfather, Opa Marrel, who’d been responsible for her artistic training, had also apprenticed Papa – and Albertus Mignon too – in his Frankfurt studio. Opa Marrel himself had learned from the best painters of the day: Georg Flegel, Jan Davidsz de Heem. Although Papa could draw floral still lifes, he honed his skills in fine ink drawings, cathedral interiors and townscapes, which were etched and engraved into prints. Early in their marriage, he had helped Ma with the background detail and copperplate for the volumes she published on caterpillars and flowers.


‘What about Rabbit Island?’ Unless you counted the moat and drawbridge, Rabbit Island was the estate’s most interesting feature. Along with the pond, it had a tumbledown maze, the hedges overgrown.


‘I was leaving that for you.’


His plan, he explained, was to curry the favour of Brothers Yvonn and Copper with a meticulous map of the estate’s grounds, which he could help them print on their presses. The Labadists already published materials about the community, distributing pamphlets and treatises written by their founder, the late Jean de Labadie, as well as one of their most famous adherents, the brilliant artist and wordsmith Anna Maria van Schurman. 


‘Don’t forget the apple trees,’ I said, pointing to the left of the granary stores, where the orchard was planted. 


‘Would you like to draw them?’ He handed me a pencil.


There was much to add to the sketch’s rudimentary beginnings. Walta Schloss sold the productions of its industries throughout Friesland and beyond. Papa must not forget the buttery, the mills, the tannery, foundry and brewery, the kitchen gardens, the chapel and pastures, and of course the rows of linden trees surrounding the entire complex. 


I drew a cluster of apple trees. There were also peach, apricot and plum to be added in, all of which made me aware of the tightness in my belly. I could almost see a bowl of fruit glistening in the centre of the table. ‘I’m so hungry, Papa.’ 


Papa put his pencil down and looked at me. ‘I have something. From Nuremberg.’ He drew open a cupboard, taking out a bottle of herrings, another of apricots in honey. My mouth watered as he buttered what remained of the bread. The Labadists practised self-discipline as a pathway to God and we were told to relish our empty stomachs. I could not recall the last time I had felt full.


Jamming the honey-bread into my mouth, I scanned my eyes over the simple interior of the cottage. I had never lived in such small lodgings. The lime-plastered walls and heavy low beams of the room made it appear unfinished. There were just two cabinets, one of food and another for the meagre items Papa had been permitted to keep. The room’s only decorations were the two small paintings he had packed inside his trunk and hung either side of the fireplace: a still life of roses, beetles and tulips by Opa Marrel and a vellum watercolour of a dandelion and tussock moth in all its stages of metamorphosis painted by my mother.


‘I have something else for you,’ said Papa, disappearing into the alcove where he slept. Ever curious, I hopped down from my chair and inspected the kitchen. In the tiny larder a turnip and gourd, an onion, a half-eaten sausage, herbs, a near-empty milk jug. My thoughts strayed to my father’s immense belongings: the equipment for his printing business, his art collection, his house full of heavy furniture, his chests of clothing. I could only hope he had not sold them like Ma had done with ours, presenting the proceeds to the community to be divided amongst the worshippers. 


‘I made it for you.’ Sitting on his palm, a walnut shell. Inside, a wooden girl – so small and fine. 


‘It’s lovely, Papa.’ I did my best to not cry. I took the figurine and put it on the table near my pencil to look at. 


‘Careful,’ said Papa, as I drew another fruit tree. ‘Not too many.’


A rap sounded on the door. Startled, I glanced up, meeting my father’s eyes. It had grown late. All of a sudden, I felt frightened to return to the girls’ hall.


‘Dort,’ whispered a young woman’s voice. Hanna, my sister. 


‘You’d best go with her,’ said Papa, opening the door. 


Hanna, ten years older than me, was dressed head to toe in black, except for the white bib of her habit, its collar buttoned at her throat so as to cover every inch of her chest from prying eyes. She wore a black cloak around her neck and had twisted her hair into a simple bun. The bos-roc cap was secured atop, making her unrecognisable from the fair young Frankfurter woman she’d been, who would never step outside our house without first intricately dressing her hair. Impressed speechless, I would resolve to copy each and every one of her tricks just as soon as I was old enough. But time spent on one’s appearance was considered a vanity by the Labadists and Hanna had given it away for God. 


Standing in the doorway in the lantern’s dim light, my sister’s silhouette could easily have passed for Ma’s. They had the same broad cheekbones, flaxen hair and deep, dark blue eyes; their heart-shaped faces finished with a charmingly cleft chin. The two were of similar build, possessed of no greater height than a middling German woman and naturally slender. Dark-haired and pale rather than golden-skinned, I’d been told many times about my resemblance to Papa; I had inherited his blue-green eyes and upturned nose, his high forehead and wide mouth. With my square shoulders and long fingers it was assumed that I would one day grow tall and sleek and slim, just as he was. 


‘How did you know I was here?’ I ventured, alarmed.


‘You’ll get us into trouble!’ Hanna whispered, curling her fingers to beckon me. She caught me by the shoulder, guiding me outside, as if claiming me back from Papa. For the briefest moment I met his eyes. I glanced at Hanna and saw the wavering in her will, as if, face to face with the physical presence of our father, the firm resolve she professed to Ma began to falter. But then, as if tearing apart a cobweb in her path, the conviction returned to her eyes and she turned away from him. Wordlessly, she steered me down the side of the cottage, her lantern flickering shadows on the pebbled path all the way back to the schloss.
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Several days later, I was supposed to be in the laboratory with Ma, but instead of turning towards the apothecary buildings, I skirted along the west wing of the manor, over the service bridge, down the laneway that led to the saddlery buildings, and continued south past the kitchen gardens. I jogged between the avenue of linden trees, taking the long way towards the canal. Honed my eagle eyes, so that I might identify any passengers walking towards the Leeuwarden trekschuit, the horse-drawn ferry to Wieuwerd and beyond. Brother Groote, for instance, gentleman devotee, in his peaked, wide-brimmed hat and plain black coat and breeches, standing on the pier stretching his arms. His wife, Sister Gerit, obediently waiting beside him. But I did not care a whit for these folk.


I moved as close to the canal as I dared, concealing myself in the shade of my favourite linden tree. Pressing hunks of stolen bread into my mouth and studying the travellers dressed in town clothes. Walta Schloss had its share of visitors from the outside: intellectuals, philosophers, religious men of renown. Brother Yvonn, like Father Jean de Labadie before him, travelled regularly to Amsterdam to give lectures about the community, inviting especially interested parties to tour the grounds. But the trekschuit also transported less illustrious persons, many of whom would join the three hundred souls who worked the estate, in hope of being granted full membership.


His flat-topped, narrow-brimmed hat. His velvet ribbon, the switch of dark brown hair between his shoulders. The heavy green doublet with its deep coattails. Papa? I felt my chest tighten. Gripping the tree’s rough trunk, I forced myself to stay still. All I wanted to do was break out of my hiding place and run down the avenue of trees, push into the row of passengers wending their way towards the gate and its twin guards, where they waited to be granted permission to leave. To throw myself in front of Papa, to wrap my arms around him, to stop him with all my strength from leaving. But I knew the punishment for such behaviour and did not dare. 


I looked closer. No, it was not just a feeling I’d had, a foreboding prickling. It really was Papa. I recognised the valise he always packed – clothing, ledger, contact list, drawing supplies – when he left home in Frankfurt am Main for business in Nuremberg. 


‘What are you doing here? Why aren’t you at your lesson?’


I glanced up, heart in my throat, my fingers tingling. ‘Leave me alone!’ I said, fierce-eyed.


‘What did you say?’ asked Sister Josephine, the sun behind her bos-roc cap like a halo, the thick dyed wool of her habit’s hem scratching the grass. 


‘I said leave me be!’ I repeated, my voice a whisper, almost a dare.


Sister Josephine’s dry, bony hands under my armpits. A jerk as I was hoisted to stand, shoved by the shoulder, made to turn, her hand grasped firmly around my elbow. I wiped at a tear, bit hard on my trembling lip. 


I felt myself being urged forward but planted my feet. I would not make it easy for her to humiliate me. She pulled at me, rough, and I surrendered, moving my feet, step by step, as she dragged me up the rise, towards the schloss. 


We entered the building from the back, through the kitchen doorway, Sister Josephine’s arm on my shoulder, marching me past the scullery maid, her wide eyes tracking our passage across the flagstones, down a narrow set of stairs.


‘Wait there!’ commanded Sister Josephine. 


I straightened my skirt and wiped my eyes, bravely awaiting my fate. Before I had a chance to rue not saying a proper goodbye to Papa – I should have cried out to him – she had returned, Brother Baas in tow. 


‘Hold still, girl!’ she said.


I bit the right side of my tongue. Drew my breath in like a knife. The boards of the desk had been polished smooth by a hundred hands. My fingernail scratched a black deposit, the resin curling. My grip before the strike like holding tight the reins while horse-riding. Knees against the flagstones, stockings and habit thin. Smack! My body slid forward, tensed in every muscle. Slipped back, a rocking-horse now. Fingers clenched the writing table, thumbs found new purchase. Brother Baas’s pitch-dark stockings and heeled shoes, a buckle clipped above the toes like the one on his pilgrim’s hat. Back and forwards he paced. Ranting. Three steps, three brisk clops on the flagstones to each beat of Sister Josephine’s cane. I wanted the pain to stop. His shoes drew sketches, centuries of footsteps and boot-prints beneath him.


As if I had invoked it, Brother Baas paused. ‘Dorothea Graff, you have brought disgrace upon yourself. Upon our Blessed Community.’


Thwack. I cried out, my bones and flesh loosened by his words. Tricked. Hot tears stung my eyes. Brother Baas asked me again to confess my wrongdoing. Perhaps, if my tongue could unroll, could stop biting back its fear, I would do so. In my thoughts I held fast to the wooden girl Papa made me. I turned it about, inspecting her face, her jacket and apron and cap, her tiny hands. My papa, bewitcher in precious things. I closed my mind, tightened my stomach and grew small. I would give them nothing. Let them do their worst. 


My silence seemed to confuse Brother Baas. At an instruction I could not see, Sister Josephine put down the striking board. Hauled me to my feet, took me by the armpit and dragged me to stand before my punisher. 


‘I ask you once more to confess to your sin.’


Perhaps if Sister Agnes had not crushed the wood-girl underfoot – unthinkingly, I’d sat it beside my soup bowl the previous night – I might have been more reasonable. The point of a switch under my chin, gently lifting my tucked-in head, forced me to raise my eyes.


‘The wolf in you is strong,’ accused Brother Baas. ‘This is not Frankfurt. We have rules here. We strive to feed the sheep inside a child. To bring him to the fore, to banish that which is wayward and weak.’ 


What else had they hidden inside their deep-buttoned cloaks to harm me with? They could not bring more pain than I already felt. I was not sorry for rushing into the prayer room, for throwing my arms around my mother, for calling my sister mean and cruel. I did not regret my visit to Papa. But they would not soften. They had me stand in the middle of the children’s hall with a plaque around my neck. At Sunday’s grand assembly they gave me a list of crimes to read aloud, which I had screwed into a ball and tossed away. I had been sent to the cellar to contemplate my misdoings. One meal left on the packed-dirt floor each afternoon.


‘What do you say?’


Sister Josephine stood behind Brother Baas, wide and tall in her severe dress.


I bowed my head. Fetched my most remorseful tone of speech. ‘I renounce my sins.’ 


‘What did you say, Dorothea? I did not hear you.’


I began to sway and wobble. Sister Josephine started forwards, catching me as I was about to drop. Though I was not faint. I did not care if I struck my forehead on the stone floor. I only wanted it to stop. 


‘Take her to the dormitory,’ commanded Brother Baas. ‘She can think about her wrongdoing.’ 


I’d had enough of their humiliation. With the cane hung back on its hook I only felt tired. Tired enough to crawl into bed for the remainder of the day. To not look at anyone, to not reach for anything, to not think, to not protest. To curl like a moth inside its date-pit, to flip the sides of a leaf and join its ends together with my sticky silk. To sleep. To sleep. 
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Ignoring the dull ache in my shoulders the morning after my beating, at rooster’s caw I was awake, reaching for the bundle of clothing piled at the end of my dormitory bed. Ma was waiting for me in the courtyard, her hood drawn over her cap, her winter jacket buttoned to her neck. Tut-tutting, she straightened my collar and then handed me a wicker basket and butterfly net. We followed the line of early-morning travellers across the courtyard and towards the drawbridge, through the medieval gate. At the dock we climbed onto the first trekschuit to Wieuwerd, remaining onboard as those with business in the town stepped off.


Ma had scoured the orchards, pastures and gardens of Walta Schloss for specimens, encouraged to discover species she had not encountered in Frankfurt or Nuremberg. But she had grown restless. All her life, she told me, she had been confined in her collecting to the gardens and parks of busy cities. On occasion she had been invited to explore the ornamental landscapes of countryside estates, where she had been quick to spy any novel creatures to cage in her jars. It was only since settling in Friesland that she realised how little time she had spent in places untouched by industry, commerce, people. 


We continued along the canal, the trekschuit stopping to take on cargo of milk, cheese and butter, until we arrived at the barge’s final stop at the last windmill. A farmer waited politely, perhaps bemused, for us to climb out, before loading his grain sacks into the vessel.


Breath escaped my lips like fog. The sun at the horizon made a pale yellow puddle through the low cloud and again I filled my lungs, the air at my nostrils fresh, crisp. I was warm, I was alive. My fingers tingled cold inside my gloves and the skin of my knees stung ever so slightly. I needed to keep moving. Swiping at reeds and grasses, holding my hands out to part them like hair, I hurried behind Ma. 


‘You’re too fast,’ I called, wincing. My toes curled inside my clogs like the suckers on a frog’s foot, lest the ground catch one with a thirsty squelch. Here, surrounded by fens, I could almost forget Sister Josephine and Brother Baas. There were worse things, I told myself. I did not want to add to Ma’s burdens and vowed to keep their punishment of me secret. 


Inside the dark cloak Ma’s shoulders stilled. She swivelled her head, waiting. 


Prickles pinched the undersides of my wrists. I was almost running now, my lungs hot, checking the ground for ducks’ nests. Yesterday I had crushed one, a small pile of sticks tucked beside the rushes. A drake emerged from behind a stand of grasses, honking and flapping, struggling above the marsh for height, striving for the sky. There were pockets of mist above each watery puddle; to the north, a long, blurred cloud above the canal. 


‘Please, Ma, can you slow down?’ My basket clanked against my knees, empty but heavy, too large for the strength of my eight years. Ma had got too far ahead of me. But then I was lucky, for she had spied something’s tiny clutch. Bent over, her fingers scoured each leaf, inspecting the undersides; her eyes slid over bumps and runnels, brown imperfections, searching for the telltale lacy leavings of a larva. She homed in on another plant with a pink, weedy-looking flower, a nurse searching for nits.


‘Quickly, Doortje, quickly. What is the matter with you today?’


Sister Josephine beat me, I wanted to say, to yell across the fens, but did not dare. What if Ma didn’t believe me? She was in thrall to the brothers’ teachings – why, she had expelled Papa – Papa! – for not adhering to their catalogue of rules, and I could not bear if she turned against me too. Perhaps she would agree with Sister Josephine’s action of punishing me for sneaking around the grounds without a chaperone, for searching out my father, who had been spurned by the elect and cast out. Insist just like the rest of them that I submit to the Labadists’ discipline like a lamb to its shepherd.


Smudging a tear, I took one of the boxes from her basket and opened it, turned away as she dropped in a whole bush, the cord-like roots dripping earth. She had found a cluster of pearl-white insect eggs beneath one of its leaves. I stood still while she stripped clean more bushes, red-nosed, basket held out. Once she finished, I followed her deeper into the fen. I opened boxes and flasks, passed over the net, waited, arms aching, still and patient, as she deposited butterfly larvae, the eggs of a dragonfly, an adult darter moth. 


Still Ma searched, picking her way around the side of the marshes. If she were in a berry-picking competition, how she might have moved through the ranks, pail heavy with blackberries, eyes scanning the next vine and the next, spying a pupa like a glistening fruit and plucking it clean, adding it to her foraging.


Ma extracted the magnifying glass from her pockets – she might have been a woman scything flax – and peered into the depths of a reed. Her fingers were purple now, for she shunned gloves while gleaning, having dislodged one too many wings with the sensitivity in her fingers blunted. Brackish mud caked my gloves and sleeves. I scraped mud from my eyelid; mud freckled my cheeks; mud twisted in my hair like ribbons, as if a cart had splashed past me, its wheel catching a puddle. My gloves were wet, my fingers dry but becoming numb. I wished Ma would finish. But she was in her element. Bent over double, apron brushing the mud, her net raised, her shoulders stiffened. Then leaping forward and striking.


My teeth began to chatter. A chill had settled into my feet and hands, pinching each toe and finger, until I could think of nothing else. I wanted to go home.
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My mother left me at the washhouse with instructions for the laundresses to scrub my apron and skirt and organise clean garments for me to wear. They were to move with haste, for Ma was occupied by an urgent matter in her laboratory and required my assistance; she had asked me to stop at the kitchen on my way and ask for a stale bread bun. Thankfully, I was feeling better. Fresh-garbed, my fingers and toes thawed before the heavenly flame of the laundry fire, I dashed along the paths joining the outbuildings, using all my might to resist stuffing the bread into my mouth.


Mr Hendrik van Deventer, the Labadists’ surgeon-apothecary, had commandeered most of a two-storey building inside the palace complex to set up a laboratory for his myriad projects. Sections were cordoned off for his assistants to roll Deventer’s pills for fever, to pat soap into blocks, to experiment with precipitated salts. He was absent for periods attending patients at the hospital in Wieuwerd, aiding difficult births, performing minor surgeries and tending afflictions such as rickets. He also saw to the health of the three hundred inhabitants of Walta Schloss. From the very beginning Ma made van Deventer her friend and was rewarded with two rooms, one large and sunny, the other cool and dim, for her plant and insect studies.


I pushed open the door to the many-windowed room – here we studied and painted the insects Ma reared in the basement below. My afternoon occupation, once I’d helped her with the task she’d spoken of, would be to house the moth and butterfly bounty we’d collected from the fens in straw-lined nesting boxes, ensuring they had adequate food. I would then see to the remainder of the creatures we were nurturing, sweeping the droppings out of their nests and freshening the leaves they fed upon.


Ma was bent over the long worktable, a yellow cloth spread under her fingers. In her hand she held a magnifying glass, poised above a dish of water. 


‘Doortje.’ She waved me close, held out the lens for me to look through. ‘What do you see?’


‘Bubbles?’ I ventured, unsure what she wanted me to say. 


‘Look closely,’ she urged.


‘Little pips? Inside each one?’


She nodded. We had collected the frogspawn after chapel last Sunday from Rabbit Island, a small oblong isle connected to the orchard by a bridge. It had been raining and we searched the edges of the ornamental pond. I’d helped her tip the spittle-like cluster into a collecting flask.


‘Is that a tail?’ I asked, pointing to a tiny squiggling form that had separated from the mass.


Ma smiled at me, her eyes dark, the fire of discovery lighting her features. ‘Over here,’ she said, nudging my elbow so I moved along the bench to a squat jar she had put out. The two fat frogs inside were climbing over each other. The larger was pale brown, two black lines drawn down its back and pale freckles along its underside. The smaller, which Ma said was the female, lacked the prominent stripes. A square of waxed cloth punctured with holes sealed the canister.


I undid the tie around the jar’s seal and crumbled the bread I’d brought from the kitchen, sprinkling it inside.


‘No, no,’ Ma said, reaching for the larger frog and dropping him into a wooden box she had lined with soil, a wisp of bullrush, a butterdish of water. ‘You needn’t worry about the female. Can you heat the needle, please?’


She had taken out the female and laid it on its back, underside exposed, its legs trapped under her fingers. ‘You do it,’ she said, as if the idea had just occurred to her. ‘You’ve seen it enough. It’s about time you learned.’


I swallowed painfully, glanced at her. She briefly met my eyes, gave a curt nod and affixed her attention on the squirming frog. She waited. 


Inside my chest I felt a steady pounding. Wincing, I drew in a large gulp of air. I steeled myself and drove the tiny sword of the red-tipped pin into the creature’s heart. 


‘Good girl,’ said Ma. ‘You’re very brave.’


I scowled, resentfscowled, resentful. She should not make me do such things.


‘Why did you send Papa away?’ I asked her, emboldened by my fear, which had now transformed into anger. I watched as the frog gave its feeble last kicks. 


We had been a real family once. Ma, Papa, Hanna, me. Though I did not well remember our time in Nuremberg in the House of the Golden Sun – which Papa liked to call the ancestral seat of the Graff line. I was just three when Opa Marrel died and Ma moved us to Frankfurt am Main, where she was born, to live with her mother, believing she had a duty to look after her. But Papa’s clients were in Nuremberg; he did not wish to live in Frankfurt.


The click of Ma’s tongue against the roof of her mouth. ‘Where is the scalpel?’ she asked.


‘Do you not care about my feelings?’ I said accusingly, chest tightening.


‘You know I do.’ Ma put the knife on the bench.


‘Then why have you sent Papa away? Why didn’t you tell me he was leaving?’ 


‘I didn’t want to upset you,’ she said.


I began to cry. ‘Sister Josephine saw me near the dock,’ I whispered, pulse ticking in my throat. ‘She’s a witch! She took me to the cellar.’


‘Do not say such things!’ Ma reprimanded.


‘She hit me,’ I hissed.


Ma’s lips twitched ever so slightly at the corners. She held my gaze in hers, opened her mouth as if about to say something but then closed it. Turning towards the table, she picked up the scalpel.


‘Why did you bring us here? Why did you ruin our family?’ I persisted. 


Ma did not reply and I remembered from before the steady rising of her cold, angry voice. I felt the hairs on my arms prickle, recalling a fist thumped on the table in the studio above my bedroom. I would sit up in bed, my heart pounding. Frightened, in need of reassurance, knowing that I’d not find it while my parents argued, I would tiptoe into Hanna’s bedroom. Tap her shoulder awake and ask if I could climb under her blankets. She would lift the sheet for me but not always. When my parents’ voices quietened, I’d slip out of Hanna’s room and into the hallway; softly tread the stairs. I’d open the studio door and rush to Papa, wrap my arms around his middle. My parents’ fighting had become so frequent those last months in Frankfurt that I learned their patterns, where they went, what they did, after exhausting their contempt. At first, when I entered the studio, they would cease arguing and Papa would carry me back to my bedroom. But after a time my parents no longer noticed my presence and I began to wait until after Ma had left the room to knock. Bereft when Papa left for his Nuremberg business, I would seek out Oma, whom I could trust to listen to my whispered fears, who always shielded me from Ma’s anger.


‘Don’t you listen in meetings?’ asked Ma.


I nodded mutely, so as not to speak falsely, for my mind always wandered. When called to declare sins to the group, I invented my unholy thoughts: coveting the long hair of Bertha, the girl who slept in the cot next to mine; wishing to gorge myself on spiced cake; rushing through my nightly prayers. I did not speak of my real preoccupations, which were to reunite our family, despite Papa’s disdain for the Labadists’ rejection of the world outside Walta Schloss as corrupt. The community’s hatred and suspicion of beauty. In the children’s meeting last Sunday, we had been made to walk to the front of the hall, where a lacquered armoire from China stood. It was decorated with looping, fire-breathing dragons, its drawers painted with blossom trees. We were made to wait in line for our turn to apply a thick brush dipped in black paint to blot away its offending splendour. 


‘I cannot help it if your papa refuses to accept Father de Labadie’s truth.’ 


‘If you really believed what Brother Yvonn preaches, why didn’t you urge Papa to change? Doesn’t his soul depend on it? Or do you not care if he burns?’


I did not understand how Ma could be so swayed by the Labadists’ arguments. Their dire promises. Wasn’t it too much to be made to sell one’s possessions, giving all to the community? Wasn’t it wrong that most of the believers lived and worked on the estate, lugging stones and carding wool and mending pumps and laying pipes and weaving cloth and forging iron, while the elect cloistered themselves inside the schloss, reserving their strength for matters of the spirit?


‘He wouldn’t listen to my pleas, Doortje. I’m no more able to bend his will than set a cup of water on fire. He’s chosen the material world, not us. Not God.’


‘But he tried—’ 


‘Find my sketchbook, please,’ said Ma. She had sliced the frog from snout to cloaca, pulling open the skin and pinning it back. Inside the cavity, a clump of black eggs. She had me fetch the magnifying glass, hold it over the incision. 


‘What if he changes his mind? Will you let him come back?’


‘Aha. They are wrong,’ said Ma, turning to me. 


‘Who?’


‘Priests. Philosophers. Those who study nature but do not look, do not see. In the top drawer of the cabinet are my Studienbuch notes; can you bring them here? I want to check something.’


‘Can you not forgive him?’ I asked, delivering the album to the table. 


‘It’s not my forgiveness he needs.’ Ma’s voice was curt. 


A breeze wafted in, fanning the loose leaves of her sketches all over the floor. ‘Good gracious!’


‘It’s not fair.’


‘I’m sorry, Doortje. I wish it were otherwise.’


I did not know what to say and arguing further with my mother was unwise. Unable to find the reference, she had me put the albums away and returned to her observations of the frog. She arranged parchment and pencil to sketch the animal, telling me of her disappointment that people still believed bees came from the dead body of a horse, that mud gave birth to flies. 


‘I think I’ve found another senseless notion to dispel,’ she said excitedly. ‘It is not true frogspawn issues from the female’s mouth at all. See here?’ She pointed. ‘There are no tubes. I have searched and searched. Rather, there is a tube leading to its nether parts. Like mice and dogs, the spawn makes its exit via the back passage. How curious!’


‘If you say so,’ I responded, ignoring her little joke.


‘Come on, miss; there’s no call to pout. It’s market day tomorrow; perhaps we can find you a sweet.’ 


‘We’re not allowed sugar,’ I protested. ‘Don’t you remember? It’s one of our rules. I don’t want your treats. I want my papa.’
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Before I was born and when I was very young, Ma had illustrated and written books about flowers and insects, her Neues Blumenbuch and her Raupenbuch, parts one and two. The Blumenbuch was a collection of stencils of bouquets and ribbons that she used to teach her students and sold to craftsmen and embroiderers to paint and sew her designs to enliven their works. Her next publications, the Raupenbuch, were studies of the life cycles of European butterflies and moths, her summer birds and winter moths, as she liked to call them, and the plants and flowers upon which they fed. She had begun her research at age thirteen, enraptured by observing the transformations of a silk moth. 


But slowly, as my parents’ marriage corroded and dissolved, Ma had ceased being an artist and field observer. She had stopped rearing and tending the cocoons and chrysalises she once collected in gardens and parks; stopped writing down her observations, drawing and painting the different stages in the insects’ life cycles. No more did she gather the plants upon which they supped and laid their eggs, spun their temporary silken homes. 


Unable to agree with Papa about which city they should live in, unable to accept why he would not relent, Ma had begun to find comfort in letters from her half-brother, Caspar Merian. Caspar had joined the Labadists following the death of his wife. Letter by letter, Ma had grown increasingly attracted to the ideal of a secluded community. Caspar sent her prayers and hymns, told her of the peace he had found. He invited her to visit their headquarters at Walta Schloss and see the community with her own eyes. To my mother’s great distress, Caspar died within a month of our arrival. But Brother Yvonn’s and Brother Copper’s preaching raised Ma’s troubled spirits; the special attention they paid us made her stay. 


Free of Papa, of the conflicts of two proud families whose ancestries lay in different cities, who felt bound to the towns of their birth, Ma had been able to resume her true purpose. Although she was no longer supported by a husband, our family did not fall into penury because the community at Walta Schloss enabled us to keep our social rank. The Labadists, for all their discipline and preaching, didn’t interfere with Ma’s study of the natural world, and the two-thousand-acre estate provided ideal conditions. She let herself be absorbed by the natural history of Friesland. Each morning was greeted as a gift; there was an excitement, a trepidation, at what discoveries the day might deliver. She would take Hanna and me to the fenlands to catch butterflies, moths and beetles, the eggs and larvae of which we brought back to the laboratory to rear, feed, describe and sketch. 


Ma had begun to keep a special journal, her Studienbuch, in which she recorded, in precise detail, the transformations of each tiny creature. She made careful drawings on spare cuts of parchment, which she had me snip and prepare, framing them in cheap blue paper for protection. On the page adjacent to the illustrations she would write of her creatures’ habits, the length of their transformations, the place where and date on which they had been collected. She was not shy of admitting failures, or to repeat attempts to nurture a specimen to maturity when she could not obtain the food or plant shelter it needed to form its cocoon. She posed questions; she recorded the frustrations of rearing caterpillar after caterpillar of the same kind for months on end, only to have wasps rather than butterflies emerge; of types of larvae which were especially fussy about the leaves upon which they dined.


I would let myself into Ma’s studio after breakfast; she would be at the workbench, her Studienbuch opened. She was pinning the abdomen of a red admiral she had reared, working beneath the lens of a magnifying glass, close to the window light. Or she was softening the paint I had mixed the previous day, thinning it, thickening it to her liking. I would be sent back outside to pick chicory or burdock, for as well as observing the life cycles of her precious little curiosities, she would carefully render the plants and herbs upon which they fed, creating life-size, perfectly accurate botanical paintings. When I came back in, Ma would be absorbed in sketching a caterpillar twisting on a leaf. Or she would be overseeing Hanna’s identical drawing, which she had copied, stage by stage, from our mother’s original. 


Hanna’s and my different skills became apparent soon enough. I was an apt field assistant and observer. A collector and helper. It was decided that Hanna – who’d shown artistic promise from a young age – might do well having her talents further developed. Ma took her under her wing as her apprentice. At first, our mother would divide an old scrap of paper into careful squares, so Hanna could reproduce her drawing fragment by fragment. She quickly became competent and then refined, after which Ma began teaching her the intricacies of watercolour painting. 


Not without a little envy did I observe master and student at work. Ma’s investment in Hanna’s training was betrayed by the time she let pass before returning her brush to its jar and skirting the table to my sister’s side to offer her assistance. One beat, two beats, and Ma would be squinting at a bleeding line, explaining that there wasn’t enough pigment in the wash. By contrast, she almost never moved from her workplace to inspect my activities. Rather, I was told to find the charcoal, fetch fresh clover, ask the cook for a bread roll, clean the spill on the floor, change the admiral’s water. ‘Quickly, Dort! I don’t have all day.’ 


I felt great pride in Ma’s ability to render a simple sketch into a brilliant watercolour of a butterfly drying its wings, such that the painting better articulated Mother Nature’s original. But vellum watercolours were not the only objects of significance in this large, bright world. Other things, too, were important. I never sought, nor cultivated, my jealousies; like devils whispering in the night, the horrid feelings came to me unbidden. Sour notions would snake into my mind. Where was my precious talent? Why was I not singled out as rare and special? When my sense returned, I issued harsh reprimands: You are not forgotten. You are fortunate, far more so than most other children in the community, who pass their mornings squirming on hard-backed chairs huddled over Bibles, rehearsing scripture until their eyes blur. Did Hanna know which herb to pick for the new caterpillars? How to keep their nests clean? If they required sugar-water or plain? How fat a species grew before spinning its cocoon? How long the period it incubated? Could she identify the species of moth egg laid beneath a gooseberry leaf? Such knowledge, perhaps, was less valued.


Papa – who responded instantly to my questions and ideas, who would guide my hand, listen attentively to one of my observations – would drift to mind and I would clamp my jaw, bite my tongue until my eyes watered. Losing Papa had left me with a sensation of holding out my hands and grasping at empty air. I could not stop reaching for a substance that was not there. And I saw, through absorbing the Labadists’ practice of quiet contemplation, that what I tried to hold in my fist, what I flailed my arms about to catch, was without physical form. It was not that I wished to paint like Ma or draw like Hanna; it was a desire for them to see me as more than a servant whose purpose was to fetch and catch and carry. For what else did I have? No ease of chatter, no lightness of play with girls of my age. No affectionate forgiveness of a mistake. The lesson I took from the Labadists was inner strength. I tried hard to turn my mind into a cage with thick, unbendable bars. I admit it took time to stop listening around doorways and flicking my eyes towards a window, for my heart not to quicken at an unfamiliar voice, a disruption in routine, a rag of gossip, anything upon which might travel news of Papa and his whereabouts.


It was strange, I reflected on one of those nights I could not sleep, kept awake by an owl, the cough of an ill girl, a whispered scolding, but Ma really had rediscovered her calling. She had been right about the burden of her marriage, that Papa’s unhappiness had stifled her. She moved lightly, distractedly; she hummed and smiled. And it warmed me; truly, it did. Except during my darkest moods, when I could not help but fume at the cost of her vocation to my existence. At what she had stolen from me. 


For the Labadists had planted in me a watchful eye, which blinked awake at minor faults or lapses in behaviour. Which flickered and flitted towards shining objects and curious thoughts, before narrowing in confusion and suspicion, dismissing them as dangerous and therefore forbidden. Then turning away, drawing closed in shame. Always, the following morning, I would kneel at the edge of my bed and whisper a hasty confession. Perhaps I should have sought a brother or sister’s advice, for surely I misunderstood their rejection of all that showed beauty. Their commandment that love be spent on God alone. But I refused, for the wolf in me still breathed. 









Chapter Two





Summer, 1691


One of the advantages of joining the Labadist community was that it attracted learned men from across the Dutch Republic and beyond. It meant I was given a thorough education, a more extensive and deeper grounding in Latin, Greek, rhetoric and astronomy than most boys of my social rank. 


Not long after my thirteenth birthday, I was assigned a new tutor, Professor Petrus Dittelbach. The professor had once been a priest but had become disillusioned and left the Reformed Church for his own religious studies. He grew interested in the Labadist community after attending a series of lectures given in Amsterdam by Brother Copper. He thought much of the community’s philosophy of equality and personal revelation, of individual salvation and brotherhood, of a church built in the hearts of its adherents rather than in its riches and walls. 


Brother Dittelbach set out at once to deepen and broaden my scholarly pursuits, and I liked that he showed patience when I asked questions and did not rush me to understand or remember a new idea. He did not look through me, waiting for me to obey a command or respond to a brusque request. In that fashion he reminded me of Papa, and of Oma, too, who always made time for me. Soon, I had settled into a comfortable pattern of lessons each afternoon, after I had finished in the laboratory with Ma and Hanna. 


It must have been a Wednesday – Brother Dittelbach and his family had been with the community for less than a month – when Sister Josephine caused an incident in the schoolroom. She had been sitting several places away from Brother Dittelbach and me, instructing Franziska, Brother Dittelbach’s seven-year-old daughter, in practising her French. All of a sudden, Sister Josephine’s voice rose, loud and harsh, scolding the girl for incorrect pronunciation. Franziska responded by folding her arms and pressing shut her mouth, refusing to bow to Sister Josephine’s criticism. 


‘Very well, then, you can come with me!’ the sister exclaimed. She grabbed Franziska under the arm, pulling her from the bench and pushing her across the room, towards the door. 


I glanced at Brother Dittelbach, caught him unawares, his mouth fallen slightly open. 


‘Where is she taking her?’ he said, frowning.


‘There’s a storeroom on the bottom floor, where the children are disciplined,’ I said, my stomach twisting. 


‘How?’ Brother Dittelbach’s expression seemed pained.


‘There are boards. A birch-stick. If these fail to make an impression there’s a room, small and windowless, to sit by oneself and reflect.’ My voice was strained, the skin under my armpits grown clammy. I felt ashamed, recalling my bouts in the quiet room when I had first arrived. Before I learned to behave as the Labadists wished. 


‘This won’t do!’ railed Brother Dittelbach. He told me to shut my studybook, that today’s lesson was cancelled.


Gathering up my papers and ink I felt a tightening pain behind my eyes, anticipating the shock and fear Franziska would experience as Sister Josephine wielded her birchwood switch. My gaze lingered on my tutor’s shoulders, on the back of his head as he disappeared through the doorway, determined to free his daughter and confront Sister Josephine. If only Ma had known when I was dragged to the basement for punishment. How different I’d feel had she burst into the cellar and demanded those who beat and humiliated me at once cease their cruelty. 
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I was not permitted to visit the dormitory during the day and took myself to Ma’s laboratory, where I knew she would be working. Sighting the building, I felt my unease intensify. I did not wish to talk to her. Turning towards the schloss, I quickened my steps, heading in the direction of Oma Sibylla’s private room. 


Oma had grown frail during the past year and I visited her whenever I could sneak away from my other duties. When not gossiping and commiserating our Labadist lot – Oma had been persuaded by my mother to follow her to Friesland, though my grandmother had since decided she preferred her former life in Frankfurt – I would beg her to tell me stories about happier times in our family. 


In the five years since I’d farewelled Papa, I’d suffered occasions of inordinate loneliness. Unable to sleep, I’d ruminate over my memories of him, trying to hold a sensation or feeling, a glimpse of a room, a whisper of conversation, at the forefront of my mind. I would picture the Golden House in Nuremberg, the print room in which the great wheel of the press was turned, the scent of ink that seemed to follow Papa everywhere, the way he met my eyes and winked, clicking his heels together and mimicking the march of a guard as he climbed the stairs to his studio, a bread roll stuffed in each of his pockets to eat while he worked. 


Did Papa miss me, I wondered. Did he think of me? Or had Ma’s fierceness discouraged him from making contact? Did she hold some impossible secret over him? When confused and sad like this, I would ask Oma to recite my favourite of her tales, about Ma and Papa first meeting. 


Papa, a decade older than Ma’s fifteen years, was at the time Opa Marrel’s newest pupil. Filling a bucket of water at the communal well behind the studio, he had noticed Ma in the rose garden cutting flowers. Papa, approving of Ma’s fair-haired prettiness and mistaking her for a maid, offered to sketch them for her. For her part Ma pretended to not have heard him. And Papa made no comment when he learned several days later that Ma was the master’s daughter. He was even more determined to impress her, taking up a magnifying glass to aid his design of an intricately detailed rosebud. However, before he found the opportunity to present her with his gift, she tucked into his satchel a drawing of her own, a nosegay of poppies, roses, tulips, nasturtiums, lying across a marble bench. The very same composition he’d been instructed to copy from a still life by her stepfather. 


Because neither proud youth was capable of addressing the other, their courtship had unfolded as an exchange of studies and sketches, each striving to impress and outdo the other with their flair and skill. 


‘If it wasn’t for me, they’d never have spoken a word to each other,’ Oma would say, shaking her head and clicking her tongue every time. We’d smile and exchange a glance, sharing our incredulity at their artistic self-regard.


‘What is it, Dort?’ asked Oma, noticing my pensiveness.


She had sat me down on the upholstered chaise near the window box, with its view that overlooked the apple orchard. On the low table rested a painted canister, from which she’d taken two precious pieces of marzipan, arranging them on a plate. Sister Jude had smuggled the sweets to Oma from Wieuwerd, exchanging them for one of Oma’s embroidered silk blouses, which she wore for her husband – or perhaps herself – in their private quarters. 


I told her about Sister Josephine yelling at Franziska, dragging her out of the schoolroom; how Brother Dittelbach, shocked and upset when I’d explained to him how children were punished for their bad behaviour, had rushed after them. 


Oma sighed, her narrow shoulders rising gently and then settling inside her black woollen jacket. She tucked a finger under her stiff white collar, loosening it from her neck, never quite able to accustom herself to its over-starching. Although Oma’s elegant composure softened the harshness of her Labadist garments, I always felt saddened that she had been made to pack away the crepe and taffeta skirts and jackets she used to enjoy so much, the exquisite lacework bibs and cuffs that marked her social standing. We were misfits, both.


‘She’s a horrible woman,’ said Oma, lifting my chin and meeting my eyes, smiling softly. 


‘She beat me, too,’ I said.


‘I know, child, and I dearly wish she had not.’ Oma drew me into her arms. ‘It was a long time ago.’


The end of my nose tickled and I wiped my knuckle under my nostrils. ‘It was!’ I replied, fuming. ‘I don’t know why I’m so upset.’ 


But I did know. I knew very well. Brother Dittelbach had cared about his daughter’s ill treatment. Once, when I tried to question Ma about the fairness of Sister Josephine’s punishment, she had defended her behaviour against mine. Assumed that I was the wrongful party. She had never apologised, never let me speak of the incident again. Nor enquired if the beatings had continued. Not for the first time did I almost want to curse her for her distractedness. Oh, to have my dearest mother less absorbed by her garden observations, by her delight in my sister’s artistic advancements.
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Just as the arrival of Brother Dittelbach kindled my pleasure in scholarship, the elevation of the former priest as a member of the community’s elect brought with it important changes for Ma. She began to turn away from Physick van Deventer, a man of science, who had been her staunch ally. 


Not long after the fifth anniversary of our arrival at Walta Schloss, a wasting sickness ran like a foul wind through the community. It was not the first epidemic, nor would it be the last, but many of the three hundred souls living on the grounds were afflicted. Several weeks into the scourge, a temporary infirmary was set up in the former ballroom. 


Beds were brought in from the outer dwellings, mattresses fashioned from straw and linens. A bevy of Labadist nurses scurried about the indisposed patients, swapping chamber pots, spooning broth, changing soiled undergarments and sheets. More and more brethren were drawn into the wasting sickness’s net. Nobody could tell its origins, only describe the many symptoms: emptying of the bowels, dryness of the tongue, the passing of dark waters, disappeared appetite, distension of the belly, wasting of fleshy tissue, gripes and cramps and tender joints. The elderly and the young were the most susceptible. 


Physick van Deventer was away in Copenhagen, tending King Frederick’s ailing heirs, and responsibility for operating the community’s medical clinic had been passed on to Brother Visser, van Deventer’s eighteen-year-old apprentice. The dispensary-surgery, which was opposite Ma’s laboratory room, was a hive of bloodletting, pill-rolling and bowl-washing. Brother Thomas would never admit it, but the hollows beneath his eyes, the dark bristles on his jaw, told me that the responsibility of so many lives – many already lost – weighed heavily on him. Brother Thomas would tremble as he bent over each patient to administer one of van Deventer’s colourful patented pills. When the medicine failed, one of the senior brothers was summoned to deliver last rites. A team of black-clad youths, discreet and unobtrusive, swooped in like owls to remove the bodies.


Hanna sat at Oma’s bedside, a thick shawl drawn tightly over her habit. Hearing our approach, she stood up, stepped away from Oma’s sleeping form. ‘She’s grown weaker,’ she whispered, apologetically excusing herself to return to her cottage. She urgently needed to tend to her beloved new husband, Jacob Holt, who had begun to show signs of illness. 


I steered my mother towards the bed, pointing to Hanna’s empty chair. We had thought Oma safe. She’d been unwell for several days and Ma had arranged for a helper to tend to her. But after twenty-four hours the woman resigned and, taking Hanna’s advice, we had reluctantly sent Oma to the ballroom infirmary. 


A sheen of perspiration wet her forehead, but her lips were cracked. I smelled a faint whiff of the chamber pot, whether from Oma’s bed or another nearby it was hard to tell. Ma took one of Oma’s hands in hers, which made my grandmother’s eyes flicker. Oma glanced between us, her expression slowly clearing as she recognised who we were. If only we were in a private room. The multitudes of sick, their loved ones hovering uselessly at their sides just as we were, made the atmosphere of the room – once given over to scintillating festivities, though not while the Labadists reigned – all the more dismal. Ma squeezed Oma’s hand and I followed suit, forming a triangle of Merian generations. After a pause, Ma began to hum a song. A tune I well remembered, introduced by her half-brother Caspar, who had copied it from a Labadist hymnal for her. All those years ago the prayer had reached into Ma’s brittle heart to give it strength.


‘Stop it, please,’ whispered Oma. ‘I can’t stand it.’


Ma nodded at the reprimand, pressing her lips together. ‘Are you cold?’ 


Oma spoke a weak yes and my mother drew the blanket up. She glanced around, trying to catch the eye of a nursing girl, but all were occupied at other bedsides. She looked at me, resignation flashing across her features. How poorly the sickened were being cared for. But behind this another emotion showed, a tiny pip of panic, bright and clear, ready to burst to life at the slightest upset. For once, Ma was lost, her fighting spirit no match for the epidemic.


‘Do you want water?’ Clicking her tongue in exasperation, Ma stood up, tapped the shoulder of a woman bearing a tray of cups and a jug. Oma’s cup was filled, and a cloth applied to her forehead. She closed her eyes, her jaw and cheeks softening. The woman dabbed the cloth on Oma’s lips, and her tongue slid out hungrily, as if a terrible thirst attacked her from within. My stomach tightened at the pain she was in. The boy in the adjacent bed cried out and I watched helplessly as the woman turned from us to help him.


 ‘I should never have brought you here,’ said Ma. ‘Away from your friends, from your home.’ 


‘Thank you for confessing it.’ Oma’s grey-streaked hair spread across her pillow; her cheeks were hot and red like hearth-coals. A rash splotched her neck. Beneath the blankets poked the rounds of her knees, the disease ravaging her body in a matter of days. 


Oma’s hand crept out from under the blanket, reached towards my mother’s face. She smiled sadly. ‘You were always too proud …’ 


‘Shush … shush,’ I soothed, stroking the papery skin of Oma’s hand. 


Oma studied me with tender eyes. She turned her gaze back to Ma, smiling ruefully, almost bitterly, at her. ‘Promise me, Maria, you’ll consider Dort’s and Hanna’s future. Father de Labadie’s teachings aren’t the only way to live. I beg you, don’t confine them here forever. Don’t make them pariahs.’


Ma straightened her shoulders, narrowed her eyes. She nodded, sombre. ‘I will, Mother, I will. I have been considering it, if you must know.’ 


‘Good,’ said Oma, lying back on the pillow and slowly releasing her breath.


I whispered into her ear. ‘Rest now. Try to sleep. I’ll be here when you wake. I promise not to leave you.’


Glancing at Ma on the other side of the bed was like staring across the sea to a different land. Her back was stiff and she held her jaw tight. A fervidness darkened her eyes as doubt and fear pitched and battled inside her mind.
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Ma spoke from the window where she stood in the early-morning light. She had been peering through the leaded panes with an eyeglass, a sombre silhouette in her black habit and cap. ‘I don’t think I can attend another funeral this week. My chest aches so.’ 


‘You’re not feeling ill?’ I asked, a needling in my own chest.


‘Perhaps it’s an illness of the spirit.’ 


This was not like my mother, whose resolve was always ironclad, especially when facing adversity.


‘I don’t think your absence will be of concern. Why don’t you sit back down?’


I could not fathom why Ma had taken the ship’s eyeglass from its case. There was nothing to be gained in torturing herself watching the procession of mourners make their way along the tree-lined avenue to the chapel. The pallbearers carried the coffins of Sister Hilde and her daughter, Felicia, the most recent of our brethren to be taken by the wasting sickness. Not two weeks ago, we had filed past Oma’s wooden coffin, placed in front of the chapel’s altar, to say our last farewells. The coffin lid had been set aside, coins on Oma’s eyes, her cheeks scooped out by the hungry malaise. 


I had cried myself dry keeping vigil at her bedside but was now bereft of tears. My sadness had been replaced by a creeping terror as day after day we mourned the community’s newly dead. If only Ma could see how dangerous Walta Schloss had become, but she was too stubborn to admit fault. Since Oma’s passing, I had begun to recite a new prayer, asking that Ma grant mercy on me and reject the teachings of de Labadie, just as many of our brethren had in recent months. But perhaps her motives were more complicated than the earnest faith she professed. I could not help but wonder if her choice to remain in the community had more to do with her marriage to Papa than concern for the health of our family. 


On the night before my sister’s wedding to her long-time beau Jacob Holt – the devout, industrious and quick-thinking son of the estate’s beer brewer – Hanna had explained to me the Labadists’ beliefs regarding marriage. Father de Labadie preached that a marriage was a pact between husband and wife and God, that it was above all a spiritual contract. If she and Jacob ever decided to leave the community, Hanna said, they’d need to be married again. 


‘But Jacob loves you,’ I assured her. 


‘I know he does,’ she replied, smiling. 


I asked her if she was having second thoughts and she told me she was sure about her feelings for her fiancé. She was talking to me about our mother. Oma had told Hanna that the real reason Ma had joined the Labadists was that it enabled her – in spirit – to tear up the marriage contract between herself and Papa. 


Ma had been drawn to the community because Father de Labadie had written that a civil union between a man and woman could be declared null and void should one spouse refuse to submit to the sect’s teachings. Ma had ensured Papa was not admitted to the elect, said Hanna, no matter the depth of faith he professed. Unfortunately for Ma, beyond Walta Schloss’s tree-lined avenues lay the Dutch Republic, the imperial free cities of Frankfurt and Nuremberg, under whose laws her marriage contract with Papa was still upheld. The frustration Oma had felt at her exile from Frankfurt perhaps affected Ma as well; she could hardly return to the city of her birth and hold her head high while Papa resided in nearby Nuremberg. Its society would cast her out.


‘Why doesn’t van Deventer write?’ Ma screwed the eyeglass back into its case. ‘How will I know when he’s coming back?’


‘Do you really think Physick van Deventer can help?’ I asked.


‘He must! What use is he otherwise?’ said Ma. ‘Look at the miracles he’s performed with the Danish king’s children. Splinting their backs and legs seems to have done them a world of good.’ She crossed back to the reading nook, sitting down where we had been looking at a letter together.


‘Which is why he has not returned. His business in Copenhagen is important.’


‘Yes, I’m aware. Business indeed,’ she said bitterly. ‘Leaving with fifty of my flower watercolours and an embroidery I made for my wedding trunk. And not one stuiver for us. Don’t you recall it?’


‘I do.’ How could I forget the scene my mother had caused? Now thirteen, I had been baptised and allowed to move from the children’s wing of Walta Schloss to the quarters in which the adults slept. As an elect member of the community, I was better fed and accommodated and no more did I feel oppressed by physical privation. I had since been witness, along with several of the community’s most prominent members, to a dispute between Brothers Yvonn, Copper and Ma regarding the suite of paintings. Although the Labadists required members to pledge their possessions to the community, Ma had been permitted to retain ownership of the materials from her investigations into the workings of nature. Jean de Labadie’s respect for scientific investigations – art was considered a vanity and not encouraged – was one of the reasons Ma had joined the movement in the first place. Until the brothers cried poor and asked that she raise funds by selling her artworks and donating all the proceeds to the community.


She had relented to the brothers’ pressure, packing the parchments into crates to be sent to Copenhagen with Physick van Deventer, who had suggested the purchase to the Danish king. The apothecary-physick had been absent for three months treating the king’s sickly children, who suffered a deformity of the legs and consumption. Van Deventer charged the kingdom a hefty sum for his expertise, which was funnelled back into Walta Schloss. He had planned the same for Ma’s flower vellums. But his arrangement of the exchange compromised her – her loyalty to the Labadists held against her vocation to study nature’s creatures – and she felt deeply betrayed. 


‘Promise me, Doortje. If they ask again, you’ll help me stay strong? I have given enough. Don’t let me say yes.’


‘I’m worried about you, Ma. You must be careful Brother Yvonn does not hear you.’ I glanced towards the double oak doors but they were closed. The castle walls were thick, though that didn’t mean there wasn’t somebody eavesdropping around a hidden corner. 


‘Perhaps I wish him to,’ she replied. ‘I’m beginning to wonder if the brothers can put a stop to this latest epidemic. Our community’s been decimated. When will it end? I’m finding it harder and harder to answer to my conscience.’


I was surprised that Ma was expressing such doubts. Perhaps she would turn away from the promises of the Labadists and examine her own heart more closely. The community’s belief in interpreting the Bible’s teachings for oneself had taught me to think deeply upon other matters and, contrarily, to cast a critical eye upon the doctrine of Father Labadie. 


One example was my sister’s case. She was well matched to her devout and steadfast husband, Jacob. Together, they seemed to thrive as one, united in their commitment to the pastoral duties of education and observance. They were optimistic and high-spirited and I envied and adored them at once. Though I could not imagine myself one day pairing with a clumsy Labadie son. And yet I had changed. My body had curved and lengthened, and I often found myself observing the pleasing aspects of my reflection in the hand mirror I’d stolen from Ma’s laboratory. I had begun to notice responses inside my stomach and chest, under my skin and in the nature of my thoughts, to transformations in the boys with whom I had grown up. Their voices deepening, their shoulders broadening. Though our two sexes lived separately, any mixing forbidden, when we reached twenty-one we were expected to find a suitable candidate for a spouse and were assisted by the community to do so. 


As we drew closer to our coming of age, the sharp demarcations we’d been raised behind began to soften at their edges. Boys would attempt to contact a girl with a sly glance or proffered flower or note, a teasing call or provocative lunge. Girls of Hanna’s ilk and appearance were sought after and seemed to know instinctively how to respond, like a newborn colt that must spring up from its straw birthing bed and at once begin its life. But other boys and other girls, like me, found it hard to stand so quickly, the habits of segregation making the distance between our two species insurmountable. 


For we had no practice and learned no smoothness in speaking to one another; we held no maps and nor had we received instruction – apart from the injunction to abstain from temptations of the flesh – by which to navigate our bodies’ urgent sighs and prickles. Graceful Hanna, with her frank and open nature, had sailed with calmful ease from youth to womanhood, whereas I felt myself stranded. And yet I was eager to take up the call of my body, to respond to the yearnings I felt inside, not to stifle and ignore and press them away. 


Oma’s counsel in the days before her death that Ma would not notice my awkwardness, that I would need guidance – Oma had told me many times I was just like her as a young girl – could only be true, I realised. Should I hold an hourglass to my living at Walta Schloss, I wondered? When I matured, should I return to Nuremberg and find my papa, as I sometimes dreamed? We had an affinity. In Papa’s workshop I could learn the family trade. 


And, perhaps more importantly, given that my father employed apprentices and maintained a network of connections, I would not have to beg him to introduce me to a suitable gentleman if I came to desire it. 
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Ma and I had been in the library for much of the week, putting to order a crate of specimens from the Dutch colony of Suriname. Few members were much interested in Walta Schloss’s extensive cabinet of exotic snakes, birds, reptiles and insects, which Ma and I had taken over curating. Hanna’s schedule was too full to assist our mother once she had given her painting lesson. As well as instructing her charges, she had become involved in a program to help new members orient to the community and ran a reading circle on Tuesday evenings. On Wednesdays she taught embroidery and on Saturdays inventoried the week’s sales of cream, beer and eggs to the surrounding villages. Any gaps in her diary were filled by Jacob, for she was now more wife than daughter and sister, and sought – at least it seemed to me – to escape our close-knit circle. 


Ma’s eyes lingered upon mine, permitting me to see the sadness in their blue depths. I studied her face: her forehead was pale, her brows and eyes slightly elongated, she had pinned her hair severely over which she had drawn her tight cap. The skin of her neck was a white band between the sides of the cap, which covered her ears, and the simple collar of her high-necked gown. I had not noticed how tired she was. 
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