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To my husband, with love




Prologue


In the second half of the sixteenth century thousands of Protestant Dutch and Flemish refugees fled to England to escape the Spanish Inquisition, the religious persecution of the Low Countries by the Catholic Spanish Government. The cruel and tyrannical Duke of Alva had been sent with an army by Philip II of Spain to root out, torture and kill all those who refused to adhere to the Catholic faith. Many did refuse and died horrible deaths, but many managed to escape, some fleeing for their lives, forced to leave all their possessions behind.


A colony of these refugees came to settle in Colchester. Although mainly from Dutch-speaking Flanders, they were known as the ‘Dutch Community’ or the ‘Congregation of Strangers’ or even simply as ‘Aliens’. For the most part they were hard-working, upright people, skilled artisans and deeply conscious of their Calvinist faith. They worshipped in their own church and had their own Bay Hall in the town. Due to their industrious nature they prospered and some became very rich. It was through the Dutch Congregation that Colchester became famous for its cloth-making industry.


But the Strangers were not popular with the indigenous population. Although the more well-to-do were conscious of the prosperity that the Dutch Community brought to the town, the poorer people were jealous and resentful. They felt, quite rightly, that the Dutch were robbing them of their livelihood and they resented the fact that even English cloth had to be taken to the Dutch Bay Hall to be checked and then sealed with the Colchester seal of quality. Another source of resentment was the fact that the Dutch were clannish, refusing to mix with the local population and clinging to their own language. It took well over a century for the Dutch Community finally to become absorbed into the local population.


That much is history …




Chapter One


I


Shivering in the first light of a bitterly cold morning in the second month of the year 1591 Jannekyn clutched her bundle of possessions and shrank back against the bales of raw wool piled on the quayside. At least here was a little shelter from the biting east wind and the rain that was rapidly turning to snow. She glanced round anxiously. Her uncle had promised that she would be met when she reached England but she could see no sign of anyone looking for her in the crowds that jostled among the ropes, the fishing nets, the oyster barrels, the waggonloads of sea coal and the bundles of raw wool that were being loaded and unloaded from the hoys tied up at the wooden jetty.


A pale, thin, bedraggled figure, wet and dirt-spattered from the voyage, she pulled her cloak closer, wishing it had been lined with some of the fleece against which she was sheltering instead of with perpetuana. Long-lasting and serviceable though the heavy, blanket-like cloth was, it did tend to let the wind through. But even as the thought struck her she was overwhelmed with guilt and homesickness, because the cloak had belonged to her mother.


Jannekyn rubbed her cheek against it, remembering how she had protested when her mother gave it to her. ‘But, Moeder, it is your good cloak. What will you wear if I take it?’


Her mother had kissed her. ‘I have my shawl. I shall manage. I want you to have it, liefje. It will warm you as you cross the German Sea.’ She had smiled at Jannekyn. ‘You must look respectable when you meet Oom Jacob. He is a rich man, remember. And don’t forget to give Tante Katherine my love and tell her I am well.’ At the thought of her lifelong friend she had wiped away a tear. ‘Even after all these years I still miss her.’ She had kissed Jannekyn again. ‘I shall miss you, too, liefje, but I’m thankful you have this opportunity to go to England. You will have a better life there.’


Jannekyn choked back the tears that threatened. The snow was beginning to fall faster now, drifting into the tracks made by the waggons as they rumbled about the quay, and powdering the heaps of merchandise stacked by the jetty. Soaked and dirty from a miserable passage on a crowded boat where the passengers took second place to the cargo of herrings, she was chilled to the bone, but nobody spared her a second glance as she waited. They were all intent on getting their business finished so that they could escape into the warmth of the ale-house nearby. A knot of fear in her stomach was beginning to twist itself into panic. Supposing her uncle didn’t come  … supposing he had forgotten …


‘Jannekyn van der Hest? Are you Jannekyn van der Hest?’ a man’s voice asked, speaking in her native tongue.


She spun round, relief flooding through her. ‘Oh, yes. Are you my … ?’ Her voice trailed away. The man standing before her didn’t at all have the appearance of a rich clothier.


‘Me? Bless you, no. I’m not your uncle. But don’t you fret, juffrouw, Jacob van der Hest’ll be waiting for you at New Hythe.

He asked me to see you the rest of the way up river since the Lady Jane draws too much water to go any further than this. You came over on her from Antwerp, didn’t you?’ He nodded towards the large, square-rigged ketch that was disgorging her cargo of herrings on to the quay.


‘Yes, that’s right.’ Jannekyn studied this man who seemed to know all about her. He was about forty-five, stocky, with a frizz of grey hair edging a shiny bald head, and a thick bushy beard. His leather breeches and jerkin had both seen better days and as he clamped a battered hat on his head she noticed with a shudder that all that were left of fingers and thumbs on both hands were ten uneven stumps.


‘There’s my boat.’ He waved a maimed hand in the direction of a hoy called Anne tied to the jetty, just taking aboard the last bales of raw wool. ‘Come on, m’dear, move yourself. If we can catch what’s left of the tide I’ll have you at your uncle’s side in less than an hour.’


Jannekyn looked at him suspiciously, making no attempt to move.


He grinned, opening his whiskers to a red cavern lined with two rows of broken teeth. ‘Don’t trust me? Well, I can’t blame you for that, I s’pose. But I’ll tell you here and now you’ll be safer with me than hanging about here all on your own. If you stay here for too long what you’ll lose to cutpurses and pickpockets will be the least of your losses. A comely little rose like you is just right for the plucking? He picked up her bundle and walked across to the jetty. ‘Well, what’re you waiting for?’ Seeing her still hesitate he added, ‘Dammit, girl, you don’t need to worry about me. I’ve got a wife back home in Grub Street who takes all I’ve got to offer, I don’t have to look for it. Anyway, you’re Jacob van der Hest’s niece and Jacob van der Hest was good to me when I first came to Colchester. You’ve naught to fear From Henrick de Groot, child, nor from my crew. I’ll vouch for them.’


Even while he was speaking a disreputable creature, reeking of spirits even at this early hour, came up to Jannekyn with a suggestion that was unmistakable in its meaning even though the words he used were not in the English vocabulary Minister Grenrice had taught her. Shrugging herself free of his clawing hands she hurried after Henrick de Groot.


The Anne’s cargo had its own distinctive odour but it was not nearly so bad as the stench of herrings that had accompanied her on the voyage over from the Netherlands. Even now she couldn’t think of that journey, which she had spent for the most part retching over the side of the boat in time to its pitching and rolling, without her poor stomach beginning to heave again.


Henrick de Groot had settled her on a heap of sacks in the bow and once the boat was under way he came and sat beside her.


‘Where are you from, then, juffrouw?’ he asked, keeping a sharp eye on his crew as they piloted the boat skilfully between the mudbanks towards the ancient town of Colchester.


‘A village not far from Ypres,’ Jannekyn answered. ‘I didn’t want to leave but my father was anxious that I should come to England.’


Henrick nodded soberly. ‘Aye, there’ll be more bloodshed before this business with Spain is finished. Your father was wise to want to get you away.’ He looked at what was left of his hands. ‘It was Alva’s men that did this to me, but that was twenty years and more ago, long enough before ever you were born. How old are you? Seventeen?’


‘Eighteen.’


‘Ah.’ He nodded. ‘Too young to remember what went on.’


‘My father has told me a little about it,’ Jannekyn said in a low voice. ‘He remembers.’


‘He was one who stayed, then. He didn’t join the great escape to England.’


‘No. He tried to but something went wrong and he was caught and flung into prison.’ She shook her head. ‘What he went through there broke his health, but he swears that he was one of the lucky ones. At least he got out with his life.’


Henrick de Groot nodded. ‘He’s right. I feel the same. I may have lost my fingers but that’s nothing to what I’ve seen. I’ve watched men burned alive, turning on a spit like a slow-roasting pig.’ He spat disgustedly into the murky water of the river, narrowly missing the bloated body of a dead cat floating by. ‘Bah, and what was it all for? It’ll all come to the same thing in the end. Papists, Calvinists, they’ll all die and get shoved into a hole in the ground, so what’s the point of fighting over it?’


Jannekyn looked up at him, surprised at the vehemence in his tone. ‘You must have thought it worthwhile once, to have suffered as you did.’ She pointed to his hands.


He shrugged. ‘I was young then, and full of ideals.’ He gazed at her for several minutes. ‘You’re young to have made the crossing alone,’ he remarked, changing the subject.


‘I came over with a family bound for Norwich,’ she said. ‘At least, I was supposed to be with them, but they all stayed below decks and I couldn’t bear it down there.’ She shuddered at the memory. ‘It was bad enough on deck, but I think I’d have died down there.’


‘Seasick, were you?’


She nodded.


‘Feel better now?’


She nodded again. ‘It helped a lot getting away from the smell of the herrings. I was just unlucky that a herring boat was the only one my father could arrange a passage on.’


Henrick de Groot drew a leather bottle from inside his jerkin and gave it to her. ‘Here, this’ll help to warm you. I can see you’re wet through.’


She took a draught of the fiery liquid and choked. It tasted vile. But soon its warmth spread through her and she raised the bottle to her lips again.


‘That’s enough.’ He snatched it away. ‘I don’t want to hand you over to your uncle the worse for drink – even if it is the best French brandy.’ He tapped the side of his nose, a conspiratorial gesture that was lost on Jannekyn, ignorant as she was of the ways of the east coast smugglers.


He left her then and made his way nimbly aft, where, using his teeth and feet to assist his maimed hands, he hauled expertly on the sheets to get a better set to the sail.


Jannekyn surveyed the English countryside. With a powdering of snow over the low fields and woods sloping gently away from the river valley it looked grey and bleak, matching her mood. She looked back at the village they had just left; it was little more than a huddle of houses round the waterfront, the square tower of the church a landmark in their midst. Then, as the

Anne rounded a bend in the river she saw the wide sprawl of roofs that was Colchester. This was the place her father had seen as his Canaan; a land, if not flowing with milk and honey, at least where those who worked might prosper. A land he had finally recognized he would never see.


So he had sent his only daughter instead.


Jannekyn stood up in the bow of the boat, anxious to get a better view of the place that would henceforth be her home. The town was built on a hill, with untidy rows of houses spilling crookedly down the sides, church spires and windmills set at random among them like sentinel giants. She felt no excitement at the sight of it, but rather a feeling of foreboding, a feeling that had persisted despite her father’s repeated assurance of the welcome she would find in his brother’s house. ‘How could it be otherwise?’ he had said. ‘Your uncle is my brother and his wife was your mother’s lifelong friend. Of course they will welcome you.’


As the Anne approached the quayside at New Hythe she smoothed her hair and straightened the creases out of her cloak, remembering her father’s words and telling herself that it was only a combination of tiredness and seasickness that was making her feel so apprehensive. She took a deep breath and stepped on to Colchester soil determined to accept whatever challenges her new life had to offer with faith and courage.


She was soon to need both.


If she had thought the waterfront at Wyvenhoe busy the harbour at Colchester was a frenzy of activity. The quayside was crammed with goods coming in and goods going out; the wooden warehouses lining the quay were piled with bales of cloth waiting to be shipped abroad, each bearing the highly prized Colchester seal of quality. Raw wool was being loaded on to waggons, well-dressed merchants were haggling with shipmasters and each other over prices among the casks of wine, vats of oil, sacks of barley, the hops and malt for brewing, and the woad, madder, alum and fuller’s earth for the cloth industry. It was all there, waiting to be loaded, waiting to be taken away – sacks being carried on strong shoulders on and off ships, vats and barrels being rolled. To Jannekyn it was all a bewildering jumble, with an all-pervading smell of tarred rope mingled with raw wool, fish and the stink of woad.


‘Here we are, child, this is the end of your journey,’ Henrick de Groot said, deftly throwing a mooring rope over a bollard on the quay. ‘Follow me and I’ll take you to your uncle. He’s over there, by that warehouse, look.’


Jannekyn looked. There was a group of about six men, dressed all in black, with high-crowned copotain hats, talking together. Any one of them could have been the uncle she had never seen. With them, yet a little apart, stood a hawklike man, watching the commercial transactions with a shrewd and calculating eye that missed nothing.


As soon as he saw Henrick approaching this man broke away from the group and hurried over.


‘Is this the girl?’ he asked briefly.


‘Aye, this is the little lady.’ Henrick gave Jannekyn a comforting wink as he answered.


Jacob van der Hest looked her up and down, seeing a tall, too-thin, fair-haired girl returning his gaze apprehensively from wide, violet-blue eyes. ‘So you are my brother’s only child,’ he said without enthusiasm. ‘You look pale and sickly. I hope you are not going to be an encumbrance.’


‘I’m a little tired, that’s all.’ She spoke falteringly. This was not at all the kind of welcome her father had led her to expect.


‘She had a bad crossing, Jacob. Don’t be too hard on her,’ Henrick said cheerfully. ‘She’ll be a bonny wench when she’s rested.’


‘Hmph. Not too bonny, I hope. Girls that are too comely are a constant source of anxiety.’ His voice was cynical. ‘My carriage is over there. Wait in it for me.’ He turned away and went back to his business, dismissing her from his presence and his thoughts.


Henrick grinned at her. ‘This way, child. And take no notice of your uncle. He means well enough.’


She bit her lip, close to tears, and followed Henrick to the waiting carriage. He opened the door for her and settled her inside with her bundle. ‘You’ll be safe enough waiting here,’ he said.


‘Thank you, Mynheer, you’ve been very kind,’ she said, with a break in her voice. After her first reluctance to go with him she was sorry to say goodbye to the rough and ready sailor. He represented kindness – the only kindness she had received since embarking on the Lady Jane and, did she but know it, the only kindness she was to receive for some time to come.


He waved her remark aside. ‘Think nothing of it.’ He turned to leave her, then came back. ‘Grub Street is where I live, second house from the end. Ask anyone for Betkin, that’s my wife; they’ll know who you want. She’s a good girl, she’ll always make you welcome. If ever you’re in any kind of trouble … ’ He broke off and patted her arm with a grotesquely maimed hand. ‘Anyway, good luck, my child.’


Jannekyn gave him a wintry smile and watched him go. As he passed her uncle, Jacob van der Hest stepped forward and spoke to him urgently, nodding now and then in her direction. Henrick listened, frowning, and once he glanced back at the carriage where she waked. Then he shrugged his shoulders and went on his way.


Jannekyn couldn’t help wondering what they had spoken about, it had obviously been something concerning her. No doubt her uncle would tell her when he arrived. She settled down to wait for him.


II


It was a full hour before he came, shaking the snow from his black fur-lined cloak as he flung himself into the carriage, muttering about harbour dues and taxes, rogues and charlatans. He offered no word of explanation or apology at having kept her waiting for so long. In fact the carriage had rumbled nearly half a mile up the hill over bone-shaking cobbles before he put down the ledger he had been pretending to study and spoke to her.


‘Your father is dying.’ It was a statement rather than a question.


Jannekyn looked at him in surprise. His face showed no emotion at all. ‘I fear you are right,’ she answered.


‘Of course I am right. Why else would he have written to me about you?’ He picked at his teeth for a few moments. ‘And your mother?’


‘Reasonably well, thank you.’


‘They had no wish to come with you to England?’ Now he was watching her closely. ‘Later, perhaps? When you are settled?’


‘Oh, no. That’s not possible. My father could never stand the journey. His lungs, you understand. His years of imprisonment broke his health. It’s a miracle he still lives. Anyway, they have no money and little prospect of earning enough for the journey.’ She bit her lip. ‘I should not have been able to come if it had not been for your generosity, Oom Jacob.’


Her uncle eyed her coldly. ‘Generosity? What do you mean, generosity?’


She flushed with embarrassment. ‘You paid my passage. It was generous of you. And my father told me … that is, I’ve very little money of my own  … ’ She stopped, not knowing how to go on under the cold stare of this strange man who was her uncle, yet was so unlike her gentle, sickly father. She tried to remember what had been in the reply to her father’s letter to his brother. ‘ … I will pay her passage over to England and will give her food and lodging. Her skills will be much appreciated by my dear wife … ’ Her father had been so happy when he read that out to her.


‘There, child, I told you my brother would not refuse me,’ he had said, relieved at being proved right, for neither Jannekyn nor her mother had wanted him to write and ask for any kind of charity from his wealthy younger brother. But he had been adamant. For why else would a Predikant, a Minister just returned from England, who chanced to pass through their village, let fall the news – again by chance –that Jacob van der Hest, who had years ago been given up for dead, was alive and well and living in the town of Colchester, a rich man? And why else would Nicholaes Bloemaert from along the road know a man who knew another man who’d heard of another Predikant who would soon be going to England and perhaps even passing through the town of Colchester and so could deliver a letter to Jacob, if it was not meant that Jannekyn should go to her uncle?


‘Jacob will care for you. He’ll see that you have the opportunity to marry well, liefje,’ her father had said, determination giving him strength. ‘You are nearly eighteen, Jannekyn. Your moeder and I worry about you each time you leave the house … the soldiers … the danger all the time … ’ He had broken off with a fit of dreadful coughing. ‘You are a clever girl … I shall tell your uncle … He will be glad to have you … ’


And so he had written, and three months later, when even he had given up hope of a reply, Jacob had answered, briefly, but sending enough money for her passage over. Now she was in England, but more to gratify the dying wish of her father than out of any real desire on her own part.


Her uncle regarded her without speaking for some time and she hugged her meagre bundle of possessions to her, trying to draw some comfort from its familiarity. She realized with misgiving that even in her mother’s best cloak she looked filthy and shabby in the eyes of the man beside her.


At last he said, ‘I see that I did not make myself clear when I wrote to your father.’


‘What do you mean?’ The knot of fear that had accompanied her across the sea began to ravel itself anew at his words. ‘You paid my passage over, and you said you would give me food and lodging, didn’t you?’


He inclined his head. ‘I did. And it is true. My wife has given birth to a son within the last month. He is our third child and was somewhat unexpected; we had thought my wife past the age of childbearing. She ailed throughout and ails still. She will be glad of your help in return for your keep.’


Jannekyn relaxed and the knot of fear untied itself again. ‘Of course, Oom Jacob, I shall be happy to help in anyway I can.’ It would be a small price to pay for a comfortable home with a family.


He inclined his head again. ‘Good. I’m glad you understand the position. I would not like you to be under any misapprehension as to my motive for bringing you here to England. Even your rather stupid, idealistic father would not have expected me to lay out money on an expensive sea passage without any prospect of gain. But as long as you understand that you are here as my servant … ’


‘Servant?’ She sat up straight. That was not at all how she had seen herself.


‘Of course. What else?’ He turned a haughty gaze on her which reduced her to the level of an object that even scavenging dogs would disdain. ‘Now, let me see your papers.’ He held out his hand.


‘Papers?’ she said blankly,


‘Yes. Papers. No Alien is allowed into Colchester without the written consent of the bailiffs.’


She bit her lip. ‘I didn’t know that.’


‘Ha! I thought not.’ He glared at her. ‘It is well that you have come to me because I can speak for you and say that I am sheltering you under my roof. Only that way, if I make myself responsible for you, will you be safe. The English have lately decided that there are too many Strangers – that’s what they call us – in the town, and have prohibited any more from coming in.’


‘So what would happen if you didn’t speak for me?’


‘You would be turned out of the town to starve, or thrown into the castle dungeons until you could be sent back from whence you came.’


Jannekyn digested this. The thought of a journey back across the German Sea, even if her parents were at the other end, terrified her. But they wouldn’t be there to meet her, she would have to find her way back to them as best she might. And with no money – and soldiers everywhere … She swallowed hard. How fortunate she was that Oom Jacob knew about these things. He would see that she was safe. And it would be better to be treated as a servant in his house than to be thrown out of the town.


‘I shall be happy to do whatever you say, Oom Jacob,’ she said, eagerly anxious to please.


‘Good. Because I warn you, if you don’t do my bidding I shall have no hesitation in reporting you to the authorities.’ Jacob leaned forward threateningly. ‘I brook no disobedience in my house. You are in my charge now and you will do exactly as I say or you know what will happen. Do I make myself quite plain?’


‘Yes, Oom Jacob.’


She looked at her hands. They were soft and white. Her mother had kept her from the menial tasks, saying that no man would look twice at a girl with rough, work-worn hands. But no doubt a man as rich as her uncle would have several servants and she would only be required to help with the baby. She would enjoy that. Once more her spirits lifted.


The carriage rumbled on over the cobbles. Jannekyn felt a stab of pity for the beggars in their rags, waiting for alms outside the great gateway of the Abbey of St John, although she noticed that her uncle didn’t so much as spare them a glance. On they went, through streets lined with huddles of houses, white-roofed with snow. A few people, their pattens clicking on the paving stones, hurried about their business, anxious to get out of the bitter weather. In the distance, the huge bulk of the castle that had been built by the Normans raised its four towers to the leaden skies and it was towards this that they went, the carriage finally coming to a halt outside a large house, clearly not long built, standing just inside the east gate of the town.


Jacob van der Hest alighted and left his niece to follow as best she might.


They entered the house through a massive oak door and Jannekyn found herself in a large flagged area from which an impressive staircase rose. There was a passage off to the right with three doors in it but her uncle pushed open the only door to the left. This opened into a great hall where the family ate and entertained. Jannekyn followed him, eyes wide with wonder. Until this moment she hadn’t realized just how rich her uncle was.


‘We have but lately moved into this house.’ Her uncle tried to sound matter of fact but was unable to keep the note of pride from his voice. He waved his hand towards the great hearth, where a huge fire of sea coal burned. ‘My wife finds her new chimneys a great boon in the burning of sea coal.’


‘It’s a beautiful house, Oom Jacob,’ Jannekyn said warmly. ‘I’m sure I shall be very happy here.’


Jacob spun round to face her. ‘Happy? You’ve not been brought here at my expense to be happy, girl!’ he said. ‘You’ve been brought here to work!’


The vehemence in his tone was like a blow and she stepped back as if he’d struck her. ‘I’m sorry, Oom Jacob.’


He stared her up and down for a moment. ‘And I would prefer you to address me as Meester whilst you are here. And my wife as Mevrouw.’


She lifted her eyebrows in surprise.


‘It is the custom here,’ he told her briefly.


‘Oh, I see  – Meester.’ It seemed rather strange to her but, she reminded herself, this was England, not Flanders. She must expect things to be different.


‘And take your shoes off.’


‘My shoes?’ She looked down at her feet. She was wearing the only pair of shoes she possessed, of rather shabby leather, holed in several places, but over them a pair of stout wooden clogs, or pattens as they were known, which raised the feet to keep them dry. Obediently she slipped her feet out of the clogs.


‘And the shoes,’ Jacob said impatiently.


‘But … ’


‘Do as you’re told, girl.’ He held his hand out for them. ‘Juist. Good.’ He nodded as she handed them over, and flung them into a corner. ‘The kitchen is at the end of the passage. Ask Garerdine to give you food, and water to clean yourself up with. Then come to the solar.’ He indicated a door at the far end of the hall. ‘And make haste,’ he called over his shoulder as he strode towards it. ‘I have work to do. I can’t waste all day and my wife will be waiting.’


Jannekyn stood in the hall looking down at her feet after he had gone. They were spattered with dirt in spite of wearing clogs and her stockings had been darned until there was little of them left. This must be another strange English custom, removing shoes in the house, and it was one she didn’t like at all. It made her feel little better than a beggar in the street. She sighed and headed across the hall, the stone flags striking chill as she went in search of the kitchen. She had much to learn in this strange, new country.


Jannekyn found the kitchen. Garerdine, an apple-cheeked woman of middle age and ample proportions, was busy kneading dough and was not pleased at the interruption.


‘Help yourself to broth.’ She pointed to the pot suspended over the fire, from which a delicious aroma was already making Jannekyn’s mouth water. ‘And you mun cut yourself bread. I do have no time to waste waiting on the likes of you.’ The sharpness of her tongue belied her pleasant appearance and Jannekyn hastened to do as she had been bidden. ‘There do be water in the pitcher in the corner,’ Garerdine went on. ‘Be sparing with it. It do be a tidy step to the stock well from here – but you’ll surely find that out for yourself soon enough.’


Jannekyn said nothing. She was puzzled at Garerdine’s attitude towards her master’s niece. Even though her uncle had made it quite plain that she would have to work in his house she would have expected politeness at least from his servant. However, despite the fact that not one kind word had been offered to her since she arrived, once her belly was satisfied and she had washed her face and hands and smoothed her hair Jannekyn’s natural optimism and cheerfulness returned. As she left the kitchen, followed by a disapproving sniff from Garerdine, she was not unhappy.


She paused in the hall to survey her surroundings more closely. There was a long polished table running almost the length of the hall, with benches to either side and a chair, clearly her uncle’s seat, at one end. A livery table stood to one side and under the window was a carved oak chest. The walls were hung with painted cloths, each depicting a different bible story and between them hung lengths of cloth of every pattern and hue, samples, she was to discover, of her uncle’s stock in trade. Jannekyn had never seen such a grand house. There was even glass in the lattice.’


She hurried across to the solar. The door was opened by a girl of about fifteen: plump, with a peaches and cream complexion in an incredibly plain face, for which the nightly agony of curl papers did nothing, except to frame it in an unruly yellow fuzz on which her cap refused to sit straight. She was dressed in a gown of dark blue frizado with a crisply starched ruff.


‘She’s tall, isn’t she? And dreadfully thin,’ the girl said.


‘Now, Dionis, that’s not very polite, even to a servant,’ her mother said. ‘I’m sure you’d be thin, too, if you’d lived in the gutter.’


‘Gutter? I haven’t … ’ Jannekyn began, looking at her uncle to explain. Then she followed his gaze to her feet.


Jacob turned to his wife. ‘Well, my dear, do you think she’ll do?’


‘I think so, Jacob.’ Katherine van der Hest’s voice was tired and flat. She had once been a beautiful woman, full of vitality,

but this last pregnancy, which should never have happened to a woman of her age, had been fraught with difficulty and the birth had been such that she had been lucky to survive. Now her face was sallow and lined with pain and her once bright hair was streaked with grey under its snowy white coif. ‘Come nearer, child.’ She held out a pale hand and Jannekyn went over to the low couch where she lay propped with cushions and covered with a silken dornicle. ‘She looks well bred and quite intelligent, Jacob. You were clever to find her. Had you been begging long, child?’


‘I was not begging,’ Jannekyn said between clenched teeth. She was seething with indignation at the ridiculous charade her uncle was playing. ‘I came … ’


‘She came into Colchester without papers,’ Jacob said smoothly. ‘As you know, my dear, no member of our community is allowed into the town without the written consent of the bailiffs now.’ He gave a little smirk. ‘I think they’re afraid we Dutch will outnumber the natives if they let any more in. But that’s by the way. Anyway, I found this girl with no form of consent and I thought she looked honest and well enough bred to serve us, my dear.’ He smiled ingratiatingly at his wife,


‘Where did you find her, Jacob?’


‘On the quayside at New Hythe. She hadn’t long been in Colchester.’


Katherine gave Jannekyn a languid stare. ‘It was foolish of you to come to Colchester with no papers, girl. You could have been incarcerated in the castle, or thrown out of the town, which might have been even worse. I’ve heard there are wolves in the woods beyond Lexden. You were lucky my husband saw you.’ She closed her eyes, weary after what was for her a long speech.


Jannekyn looked from one to the other. She could hardly believe her ears. This was not how she had expected to be received into her uncle’s house. Yet what he had said was true. She had no papers. She hadn’t been aware that she needed any. And he had first seen her on the quayside at New Hythe …


‘Can you sew, girl?’ he interrupted her thoughts.


‘Yes.’


He raised his eyebrows at her, waiting.


‘Yes, Meester.’


‘Good. I’ll find you some cloth and you can make yourself a decent gown. I’ll find you some shoes, too. Van der Hest servants don’t run unshod,’


‘There’s nothing wrong … ’


‘The first thing you’ll need to learn is to speak when you’re spoken to,’ he said sharply. He turned once more to his wife. ‘Have you anything more to say to her, my dear?’


Katherine lay back on her cushions. She was exhausted. She was always exhausted these days. ‘No, I don’t think so. I’m very tired, Jacob. Dionis, go and tell the wet-nurse to take the child to the kitchen when he is fed, for Jannekyn to mind.’ She rolled her head on the cushion. ‘Do you know about babies, Jannekyn?’


‘Not much,’ Jannekyn said truthfully. ‘But I’m sure I’ll learn.’ She felt sorry for this poor woman who looked so ill. She looked much nicer than this dreadful man who was her uncle. Later, when he was out of the way, she would tell her the truth, that she was Jacob’s niece, and after that all would be well, she was sure of it. She smiled at Katherine.


‘Yes, you look intelligent, I’m sure you’ll learn. And I’m sure you’ll look after little Benjamin better than the woman who comes in to nurse him. She’s little better than a slattern. But the child must be fed and I’ve no milk … ’ Katherine closed her eyes wearily. ‘He’s a good baby. He rarely cries.’ She waved her hand. ‘Go to the kitchen now. Garerdine will find work for you.’


Jannekyn left the room. Jacob followed her and caught her by the shoulder before she was halfway across the hall.


‘Just you remember, if anyone asks who you are or where you came from, you are no kin to me! I found you in the gutter, begging, and took you in out of the kindness of my heart. Is that clear?’ His gaze swept her from head to foot. ‘It shouldn’t be difficult. God knows you look the part.’


Jannekyn lifted her chin and looked straight at him. ‘Why should I say that, Oom Jacob? It isn’t true.’


He grabbed her arm roughly. ‘You’ll say it because I’ve told you to. You’ll say it because I have a name to uphold. I don’t wish it to be known that I have relatives that are little more than peasants. Do I make myself clear?’


‘Yes, Oom … Meester.’


‘If you dare to say a word to the contrary to anybody I’ll have you thrown out and you will be found begging in the gutter. And you know what would happen to you then, don’t you? With no papers and nobody to speak for you?’


She shook her head, swallowing hard. ‘I … ’


‘Then I’ll tell you again. You would be flung into goal –locked in the dungeons at the castle yonder to rot among the rats; or thrown out of the town, where wolves and wild men roam. Because it is not legal for any member of the Congregation of Strangers, which is what our community is called here in this place, to come into the town without the special consent of the bailiffs. You have not got this consent! While you live under my roof this does not matter, I can speak for you and give you my protection. But if you were to leave my house, or if it were to become known that you had come to the town without authority … well, as I have said.’ He allowed his words to sink in. Then he added, ‘Of course, your parents would be the ones to suffer most They should never have allowed you to come here in the first place without consent. It would go badly for them if it became known.’ He stood back to see the effect of his words on her, the smile on his face more akin to a sneer. Then he put his face close to hers. ‘Just remember that. And remember that I am not your uncle. You are no kin to me. Do I make myself quite plain?’


‘Yes, Meester.’ Jannekyn’s shoulders sagged in defeat. She had no way of knowing whether his threats were real, whether she would be thrown into goal or out of the town – and worse, whether her poor parents would be made to suffer. But it was not a risk she could take. Life was difficult enough for them without adding to their troubles. Whatever happened, whatever hardships she had to bear, she would never risk adding to their burdens. For their sakes she must obey Jacob and never think of him as her uncle again. ‘Yes, Meester,’ she repeated quietly.


‘Juist! Good!’ With a nod he left her, satisfied that she would give him no further trouble.


But had he glanced round he might have felt less complacent. Because suddenly Jannekyn’s shoulders lifted, and narrowing her eyes she stuck her tongue out as far as it would go at his retreating back. Then, having relieved her feelings in this childish gesture she looked round the great hall with its fine furniture and carvings, its expensive hangings and the glazed windows that were ostentatiously large so that no one should be in any doubt that a man of wealth lived there. Slowly, she walked over to the table and put her hand on the smooth, dark wood, rubbing it lovingly.


‘He is my uncle,’ she whispered so that only the house could hear, ‘and I hate him! I hate him for the way he has humiliated me this day. But he shall pay for it. I swear before God he shall pay for it. One day I shall humble him as he has humbled me.’


III


In the weeks that followed Jannekyn grew accustomed to the raw East Anglian winter: the biting east wind that penetrated even the most tightly fitting doors and casements; the damp mist that crawled up the river and curled itself insidiously round the town; and the rain that washed away the snow and flooded the streets with filth from the common gutter.


They were the longest and most miserable weeks of her whole life. Every morning she was up before the sun, raking the ashes into life so that the kitchen was warm when Garerdine came down to make the bread and barley cakes, and from then on she was kept hard at work. It was Jannekyn whose task it was to churn butter and press the cheese; Jannekyn who melted the tallow and made candles; Jannekyn who made soap from mutton fat and wood ash and perfumed it with lavender and other sweet-smelling herbs from the still-room. All day long she was run off her feet, with no time for anything but the task in hand. It was as well the baby was as good as his mother had promised; a fractious child would have made her life impossible because, apart from the time he spent with the wet-nurse, Benjamin was constantly in Jannekyn’s care.


Fortunately, she was kept too busy even to be lonely, because Garerdine rarely talked to her, apart from giving her orders and shouting at her when she did not carry them out quickly enough. It was quite obvious that although she was glad of someone to do the menial tasks the older woman resented Jannekyn. The reason for this was not hard to find. Garerdine could not reconcile herself to sharing the little room up under the eaves where she slept. Tiny as it was, the room was Garerdine’s domain. Although it held little more man a truckle-bed and a straw-filled mattress this was luxury indeed to the woman whose only real possession was the tin box in the corner that held a few coins she had managed to save and a bible she could not read. To be forced to share her kingdom with a young serving girl dragged out of the gutter was an imposition she could not forgive and she vented her resentment on Jannekyn at every possible opportunity. The fact that the girl was so clearly well bred and fastidious in her habits only added fuel to the fire of her jealousy and animosity.


Night after night as the older woman lay snoring on her back Jannekyn would crawl into her hard little bed nearby and cry herself to sleep. She was desperately homesick. Even though her parents had been so poor that they had only a single room to live in she could remember every detail. It gave her a measure of comfort to picture it all: her father coughing in the bed in the corner, its threadbare curtains pulled back so that he could watch her and her mother busy with the fine sewing with which they made the few stuivers that kept them from starvation; the scrubbed table and benches, scrupulously clean like everything else in the room; the cooking pot hanging from its chain over the fire – she could almost smell the vegetables cooking as she saw it all in her mind’s eye – and her little cat purring in front of the hearth. She hadn’t realized until now just how happy she had been there, in spite of the poverty and the ever-present threat of war.


But there was no going back. It would kill her father if he were to find out how miserable she was. It would break his heart to discover how she had been treated by the brother into whose care he had so eagerly entrusted her, to know that she had been disowned because Jacob was ashamed to admit kinship with her. Because she was too shabby. He had admitted as much. At that thought the tears would begin to flow again as she remembered how carefully she and her mother had patched and darned her clothes so that she should not disgrace the family name.


And there was no danger that her parents would ever find out how badly she was being treated, Jacob had seen to that. Only a week after her arrival he had called her from the kitchen and taken her to his counting house.


‘You can write?’ he asked, handing her a quill.


‘Yes, Meester.’


‘Very well. Pen a letter to your father. I will see that he gets it.’


Jannekyn had looked up, her face shining. ‘Oh, thank you … ’


‘I will dictate what you must say,’ he had snapped.


So she had written, with Jacob cleverly making sure she told her father exactly what he would have wanted to hear – that Oom Jacob and Tante Katherine had made her more than welcome in their beautiful house and that she was very happy and contented in her new life and how thankful she was that he had sent her to Colchester. And when the tears had fallen and blotted the paper Jacob had torn it into shreds and forced her to start again, standing over her until the letter was completed in her neat, round hand to his satisfaction.


Then, triumphantly, he had sealed it. ‘You will not need to write again,’ he said.


Of all her tasks the one Jannekyn hated most was fetching the water from the stock well. The yoke with its two wooden buckets was no light weight when empty and when full it was cripplingly heavy. She learned to go to the well early, before the English gathered there to exchange news and banter idly with one another while their children played in the mud that surrounded the well even in the driest weather. Because she soon found out for herself that the Strangers, as her fellow countrymen were known, were not liked in the town. She could feel the open hostility as she approached the well in her neat grey dress with its plain white collar and she knew that her very neatness, plus the voluminous black apron and stiffly starched cap that she wore, marked her out as ‘different’. For the people clustered round the well were at best shabby, and at worst downright ragged and all of them none too clean. When they saw her coming they would move aside, pulling their children with them, for all the world as if she were a leper, and watch in stony silence as she wound the heavy well bucket down into the water by its chain and hauled it laboriously back. No one ever offered her a helping hand, even when the winding gear stuck, despite the fact that she had to repeat the exercise three times in order to fill the buckets on her yoke. Her only defence was to get there before they arrived.


Even so, as she returned from the well so early one morning that she had had to crack the ice with the weight of the bucket before it could reach the water, she found she had still not escaped the inexplicable animosity of the townspeople. She was in sight of her uncle’s imposing house in Frere Street when a man of about thirty, dressed in jerkin and breeches of well-worn leather, and carrying some shuttles in his hand, appeared from the direction of the castle. As they met he barred her way.


‘Bin ta draw water, Stranger?’ he asked, standing hands on hips astride her path.


‘Yes,’ she replied in her careful, slightly guttural English, ‘I have been to the well.’


‘Oh, my, that can speak English. Thass unusual for a Stranger.’ He looked her up and down in cynical amusement, his little pig eyes glinting in a round, florid face.


She licked her lips. ‘Ja, I speak a little English.’


‘‘Thass a long way ta the stock well,’ he went on, ‘an’ thass a heavy ole yoke you got there.’


‘It is heavy. Ja. Please to let me pass. I wish to go back to the house where I can set it down.’ She made to step round him.


‘Hold on a minute, mawther. If thass too heavy … ’ Quickly, before she could stop him he leaned forward and tipped the buckets, first one and then the other, spilling half the contents over the cobbles and over Jannekyn’s feet. Ignoring her cry of protest he said, ‘There, they ain’t sa heavy now, are they?’ and laughed. ‘How much further hev you gotta go?’


‘To Mynheer van der Hest’s house.’ Jannekyn pointed vaguely, trying to shake the water from her shoes as she spoke. ‘Please let me pass. Garerdine will be waiting … ’


‘Van der Hest?’ The man’s amusement turned abruptly to anger. ‘Thass th’ ole bugger up at the Bay Hall. Him and his lot keep sendin’ my cloth back ’ithout a seal. That ain’t right that us English should hev our cloth examined at the Dutch Bay Hall, that ain’t right at all, an’ if that worn’t for the likes of ole van der Hest we shouldn’t hev to. I’ll show you jest what I think of him an’ his cronies!’ He spat, substantially and accurately, into the nearest bucket and went on his way, shouting over his shoulder, ‘An’ you can tell ’im thass what Andrew Taylor think of him!’


Jannekyn gazed after him, tears of anger and frustration welling in her eyes. Then, with a sigh she tipped out what was left in both buckets and trudged all the way back to the stock well to refill them, trying to make as much haste as she could, knowing that Garerdine wouldn’t even listen if she tried to explain why she had been so long. And it would be no use asking Garerdine why the English were so hostile towards the congregation of Strangers; shut up in the kitchen that was virtually her world, she probably didn’t realize that they were.


In time Jannekyn learned, if not the reason for the hostility, at least how to cope with it. She learned never to mention that she came from Strangers’ Hall on her trips to the market or the freshest vegetables and fruit would miraculously all have been sold, and only stinking offal would remain at the butcher’s shambles. She discovered, too, that the English language was an invaluable asset. Used with discretion it commanded respect and gave her access to better meat and vegetables, which in turn mollified Garerdine and made her tongue a little less harsh. She realized that her poor father had been wise in wanting her to learn the English language, even though Minister Grenrice, just back from England, had dismissed it as unnecessary.


‘No one uses it,’ he had said, ‘except for a few, like myself, who need to deal with the English officials.’


However, the offer of the family’s most treasured possession, a carved oak coffer, had persuaded him that it would perhaps be a good thing for Jannekyn to learn English after all, and so he had agreed to teach her.


IV


Adam Mortlock whistled as he walked to work beside his master, Gabriel Birchwood. He carried the older man’s tools and bag dinner over his shoulder as well as his own and he was careful to match his step to Gabriel’s although in truth, on his long legs he would have been warmer striding through the icy streets at twice the speed.
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