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This captivity is long: build ye houses, and dwell in them;  and plant gardens, and eat the fruit of them.
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I


At eighteen, Thea is too old to be celebrating birthdays. Rebecca Bosman turned thirty in December and never mentioned it: that is sophistication. In bed, in the dark January dawn, Thea shivers under her sheets. She can hear her aunt and Cornelia bickering down in the salon, and her father dragging away the table for breakfast on the rug. They always start Thea’s birthday sitting on that rug. Relentless tradition, the fun of pretending to be adventurers, making do with the provisions they have mustered. These days it’s a pitiful conceit, because none of them have left the city walls for years. Also: what’s wrong with a table? They’ve clung on to the good one: they should use it. Adults use tables. If Rebecca Bosman had to endure a birthday breakfast, she would have a table.


But Thea cannot tell them any of this. Cannot bear to go downstairs and see her Aunt Nella turn away, tugging the tatty paper chains she’s surely hung off the huge iced windows. Her father, staring at the threadbare rug. Cornelia, her old nursemaid, gazing forlornly at the little pufferts she’s been up all night finessing. Thea has no wish to tip them into sadness, but she doesn’t know how to extricate herself from this role they have put her in, their collective child. She might have become a woman today, but joy in this household is laced always with a fear of loss.


And here it comes, in the form of food, the sweet spiced waft from downstairs arriving underneath her bedroom door. The pufferts infused with rosewater, no doubt spelling Thea’s name in case she should forget. Cornelia’s fluffy cumin eggs to keep her prisoner, hot buttered rolls to warm her up. Delft butter, as a treat, and a thimble of sweet wine for the adults. Thea throws back the sheets, but still cannot bring herself to get up, feeling no lift of her spirits at the promise of special butter. The only thing she can hope for is that they have bought her tickets to the Schouwburg, so she can see Rebecca Bosman perform again. And afterwards, when the play is over, she can steal away to Walter, the only person who can propel her from her covers.


Soon, Thea thinks. Soon we will be together, and everything will feel right. But for now: prolonged and stale childhood.


Eventually mustering the will to put on her slippers and gown, moving slowly down the stairs in order not to be heard, Thea forces herself to be grateful. She must try not to disappoint them. Her family’s over-the-top birthday cheer never used to bother her, but there is an ocean of difference between childhood and being eighteen. They are going to have to start treating her like an adult. And maybe this year, for the first birthday ever in Thea’s life, someone will give her a present she really wants, and talk about her mother, give the gift of a story, or just an anecdote! Yes, we all know that today is the hardest day in the Brandt family calendar. Yes, eighteen years ago today, Marin Brandt died in this very house, giving Thea life. But who could find this day harder than me, Thea thinks as she moves across the hallway tiles – I, who have grown up motherless?


Every year, all they talk about is how much bigger Thea has grown in twelve months, how much bonnier, or cleverer, as if Thea is a brand-new person every time. As if, on every eighth day of January, which is always cold and always blue, she has come to them hatched from an egg. But Thea doesn’t want to have her growth reflected back at her. She has the mirror for that. On her birthday, she wants to look into the glass and see her mother, to know who she was and why her father will never speak of her. Why almost all her questions are answered by the exchange of sombre looks and pursed lips. She hesitates, her back pressed against the wall. Perhaps even now they could be talking about Marin Brandt.


Expert eavesdropper, Thea waits in the shadows outside the salon, her breath held tight with hope.


No. They are squabbling about whether Lucas the cat will consent to wearing a birthday ruff. ‘He hates it, Cornelia,’ says her aunt. ‘Look at his eyes. He’ll vomit on the rug.’


‘But it makes her laugh.’


‘Not if she’s eating pufferts by a pile of sick.’


Lucas, their yellow-eyed god of scraps, mewls in indignation. ‘Cornflower,’ Thea’s father intervenes. ‘Let Lucas go unclothed for breakfast. Allow him that. Maybe he can dress for dinner.’


‘You two have no sense of occasion,’ Cornelia retorts. ‘He likes it.’


These familiar rhythms, these voices: Thea has known so very little else. She closes her eyes. She used to love to listen to Cornelia, her Aunt Nella, her father, to sit at their feet or to hang round their necks, being adored and petted, squeezed and teased. But these days, it is not the kind of music that interests her, it’s not their necks she wants to hang around. And this conversation about whether or not their enormous cat should wear a ruff gives Thea a fierce urge to be anywhere else. To be away from them, and start her own life, because not a single one of them knows what it is to be eighteen.


She takes a deep breath, exhales, goes in. As one, her family turn to her, and their eyes light up. Lucas trots over, dainty with his weight. The paper chains are strung along the windows, as she knew they would be. Like Thea, her family are still in their nightclothes – another Thea Birthday Tradition – and it is mortifying to see the contours of their old bodies. True enough, her Aunt Nella is clinging on fairly well at thirty-seven, but her father is forty-one, and a man of forty-one should be fully dressed before he comes to breakfast. Cornelia has such wide hips – is she not embarrassed by the way the light shines through her shift? I would be embarrassed, Thea thinks. I am never going to let my body flap about like that. Still, they cannot help it. Cornelia will always say: ‘You get old, get wider hips, then die.’ But Thea is going to be like Rebecca Bosman, who can fit into clothes she wore when she was Thea’s age. The secret, Rebecca says, is to walk very quickly past any bakery. Cornelia would not agree.


‘Happy birthday, Teapot!’ Cornelia beams.


‘Thank you,’ Thea says, trying not to wince at the nickname. She scoops up Lucas and goes over to where they are all gathered on the rug.


‘So tall!’ says her father. ‘When will you ever stop growing? I can’t keep up.’


‘Papa. I have been this height for two years.’


He takes her in his arms and gives her a long hug. ‘You’re perfect.’


‘She’s Thea,’ says her aunt.


Thea meets her aunt’s eyes and lets Lucas down. It’s always Aunt Nella who tries to drag her father back from the brink of overpraise. Always Aunt Nella, the first to find fault.


‘Let’s eat,’ Cornelia says. ‘Lucas, no—’ – for the cat, ruff-less and unencumbered, already has a piece of egg in his mouth. He skitters away to the corner, his back legs a pair of sandy pantaloons. It is common for Amsterdammers to dislike animals in their homes, fearing paw prints will mar new-scrubbed floors, droppings left in clean places, furniture massacred. But Lucas is indifferent to popular opinion. He has his private perfection and he is Thea’s constant comfort.


‘The greediest creature on the Herengracht,’ says Aunt Nella. ‘Won’t catch mice, but happy to eat our breakfast.’


‘Leave him,’ Thea says.


‘Teapot,’ says Cornelia. ‘Here are your birthday pufferts.’ She presents them, THEA BRANDT spelled out in tiny pancakes. ‘There’s rosewater syrup, or if you’d like something more savoury with them—’ 


‘No, no, this is fine. Thank you.’ Thea sits down on the rug, folding her legs beneath her and popping two pufferts in quick succession into her mouth.


‘Slowly!’ Cornelia chides. ‘Otto, a buttered roll with egg?’


‘Please,’ he replies. ‘My knees won’t take the rug. I’ll sit on a chair, if no one minds.’


‘You’re not eighty,’ says Aunt Nella, but Thea’s father ignores her.


The women sit on the rug. Thea feels ridiculous and is glad no one looking in from the street can see. ‘A thimble of wine for you?’ Aunt Nella asks.


Thea sits up, resting her plate on her knee. ‘Really?’


‘You’re eighteen. No longer a child. Here.’ Aunt Nella hands over a small glass.


‘From Madeira,’ offers her father. ‘They had an unaccounted barrel at the VOC, half-price.’


‘Thank goodness it was,’ says her aunt. ‘We can’t just be buying barrels of Madeira.’


Irritation flits across his face, and Aunt Nella flushes, staring down into the swirls of the rug.


‘Let us make a toast,’ Thea’s father continues. ‘To our Thea. May she always be safe—’


‘—well fed,’ says Cornelia.


‘— and happy,’ Thea adds.


‘And happy,’ echoes her aunt.


Thea swallows the wine, a bright hard shock glowing in her stomach to give her courage. ‘What was it like,’ she asks, ‘the day that I was born?’


Silence on the rug, silence from the chair. Cornelia reaches for another roll and stuffs it with fluffy egg. ‘Well?’ Thea says. ‘You were all there.’


Aunt Nella turns to Thea’s father. Their eyes meet.


‘You were there, weren’t you, Papa?’ Thea says. ‘Or did I come into the world alone?’


‘We all come into the world alone,’ her aunt says. Cornelia rolls her eyes. Thea’s father says nothing. It’s always the same.


Thea sighs. ‘You were not happy I was born.’


Her family comes alive and turns to her, aghast. ‘Oh, no,’ says Cornelia. ‘We were so happy! You were a blessing.’


‘I was the end of something,’ says Thea.


Aunt Nella closes her eyes.


‘You were a beginning,’ her father says. ‘The best beginning ever. Now: I think it’s time for gifts.’


Thea knows she has been defeated, again. The easiest course of action is to eat another buttered roll and unwrap the gifts they have gathered. A box of her favourite cinnamon biscuits from Cornelia, and from her father and aunt – yes, they have been paying attention to some part of her soul at least – a pair of tickets for today’s afternoon showing of Titus. ‘Gallery seats?’ she says, her heart rising. This is generous indeed. ‘Oh, thank you!’


‘Not every day you turn eighteen,’ her father smiles.


‘We can make a day of it,’ Cornelia says. ‘You and me.’


Thea looks at their brightened expressions. She can tell they have already planned who will accompany her – it makes sense, she supposes, for her father will have to leave soon for his clerking at the VOC, and her aunt dislikes the playhouse. ‘Thank you, Cornelia,’ she says, and her old nursemaid gives her hand a squeeze.


Titus is a violent play if ever there was, but Thea’s favourites are the romances. Woodland idylls, island dreams, where everything is muddled before being put right. Since the age of thirteen Thea has been dragging either her aunt or Cornelia to the city playhouse. Arriving early, paying their entrance fees and the two-stuiver surcharge for standing seats, no hope of affording the dress circle, let alone a box, waiting for the place to fill with six hundred and ninety-nine other bodies. Her escapes into comedy or tragedy feel like a kind of homecoming. At the age of sixteen, after much begging and wheedling, and despite Cornelia’s vehement reluctance, her family agreed she could occasionally make the five-minute walk to the playhouse on her own, as long as she came straight back home. Until meeting Walter backstage six months ago, Thea has kept her side of the bargain. But things are changing. Deceptions have been necessary. She has exaggerated the lengths of performances to steal the extra time with him. She has even fabricated play titles and show days to go backstage to find him. Her family have never doubted her. They have never checked whether this farce or that tragedy is being staged. And although at times Thea feels guilty, her and Walter’s love is too important. Theirs is an unwritten romance performed in the back corridors of the Schouwburg, the words of which are indelible, inscribed as they are in the heart. Thea knows she will never give it up.


‘Don’t forget about this evening,’ says her aunt.


Thea looks up from the pair of tickets in her hand. ‘This evening?’


She sees it: the quick, shallow inhalation of breath that indicates her aunt’s irritation. ‘You had forgotten?’ says Aunt Nella. ‘The Sarragon Epiphany Ball. Thea, it’s a miracle we were invited. I’ve been paying court to Clara Sarragon since Michaelmas to make it happen.’


Thea glances at her father’s stony expression, and decides to risk it. ‘You don’t like those people. Why are we even going?’


‘Because we have to,’ Aunt Nella says, stalking towards the long, wide windows of the salon to look out across the stretch of the Heren canal.


‘But why do we have to?’ Thea presses.


No one answers. So Thea decides to play her last card. ‘Doesn’t Clara Sarragon own plantations in Surinam?’


The atmosphere in the room sharpens. Thea knows that her father was taken to that colony and made a slave, and at the age of sixteen he was brought by her now-dead uncle to Amsterdam. She has been told just one story about that time by Cornelia, about how Amsterdam women would put songbirds in her father’s hair, an image that has always made Thea feel a profound discomfort. But beyond that, a real knowledge of her father’s past is hidden in a well she cannot dredge. Where her father was before that time in Surinam, or what shape his time in the colony took, Thea knows nothing. He never talks of it. It is a blank as profound as the silence around her white mother, another of the unspoken things which permeate this house like mist. Otto Brandt: he too might have hatched from an egg.


Thea is fed up with their silences. Whenever she pushes Cornelia, she receives the same response: ‘I came from the orphanage,’ Cornelia will say. ‘And your father was taken from his first home. It is the way of things for us. This house is our harbour. It’s where we stay. Where we belong.’


But what if you don’t want to be in the harbour any more? Thea wonders to herself, but never dares to say out loud. What if you feel that you don’t belong?


‘What Clara Sarragon owns or does not own has nothing to do with you,’ her aunt is saying in a hard voice. None of them look at Thea’s father. ‘Do not forget. Six o’clock tonight. We’ll be ready in the hallway in our finery.’


‘What’s left of it,’ says Thea.


‘Precisely,’ her aunt sighs.


‘Go and dress, Teapot,’ Cornelia says in a bright voice. ‘I’ll come up and help you with your hair.’


Thea glances at her father, who is now looking out of the window. Feeling a faint sheen of shame, she turns on her heel, leaving her family marooned inside the salon. As she ascends the staircase into the gloom of the upper corridor, Thea puts the Sarragon ball and her careless mention of Surinam out of her mind, and thinks about her real birthday treat. She will be happy to witness Rebecca creating magic on the stage, but behind those painted backdrops, something much more real waits. The love of Thea’s life, her reason for living. No dreary party held by an Amsterdam grandee could ever ruin the promise of Walter Riebeeck.










II


By eleven thirty, Thea and Cornelia have left in a flurry of scarves and chatter, leaving Nella alone with Otto. Exhausted by the demands of the morning breakfast, the two of them, now dressed, reconvene in the salon to survey the debris of their earlier efforts. The house around them feels quiet and empty, whilst Lucas, full of egg, is fast asleep, a cushion against a cushion. Nella looks around the bare walls, the miserly fire. They haven’t bothered with this room for months, being too large to heat, too many hard surfaces. Late in December the canals froze over, and a sense of the city’s pinched withdrawal outside pervades the interior.


Going outside is an endurance, rain sopping wool hoods, the wind a frozen finger: Nella longs for lighter mornings, longer afternoons, to bury her threadbare fur collar in cedar for another year. The choicest firewood will be down to a small pile after this morning’s little party, but only the working kitchen and their bedrooms usually see a fire. No point heating up this carcass of a building, too big, too full of echoes because they’ve thinned the furniture and sold the wall hangings. They’ve got peat supplies, but the smell is terrible. She yearns for spring.


‘I can’t see us doing this for her nineteenth,’ she says. ‘Did you see the expression on her face?’


‘She liked it,’ says Otto.


‘We should be displaying ourselves more frequently in here,’ Nella replies, changing the subject. She stares through the huge front windows. ‘Reassuring the citizenry that everything inside is ticking over.’


‘Such a performance is becoming wearisome.’


‘I am well aware.’


‘We need to be much more prudent with household supplies, Nella. Yet another guilder on beeswax candles?’


‘It was her birthday,’ Nella says, avoiding Otto’s gaze, unwilling to admit those candles were for herself, to remember when the whole house was once filled with the hint of honey. ‘Do you remember,’ she says tentatively, for Otto doesn’t like to reminisce, ‘how we’d burn oil of rose?’


‘Did we?’


‘The best the city had, from a merchant who brought it from Damascus. We drenched the place.’ Nella pauses. ‘I don’t regret it. Or maybe I do?’ She gestures to the walls. ‘Because now we are selling our paintings to pay the butcher.’


Otto sighs. Nella plumps one of the remaining cushions, swirling hidden dust up into the air. She sits, placing the cushion on her lap as if she might dandle it, curling her palms over the chair’s carved lion heads, the familiar manes wreathed with leaves of acanthus. Closing her eyes, tracing the wooden muzzles, she shoots an upwards thought to God – but also, why not? – to Aphrodite: Let tonight work. Let someone want her.


She opens her eyes to find Otto regarding her. His look is disapproving. ‘I know you don’t want to go to the ball,’ she says.


‘You surely cannot tell me you find the company of Clara Sarragon pleasurable.’


‘What I find pleasurable is immaterial. As for Clara Sarragon, I will avoid her as much as I can. We are going on behalf of Thea.’


‘For her to be stared at, whispered about behind people’s hands? All my life I have tried to make sure my child was not a spectacle. They will make her one. And we will have put her there.’


‘It might be a good thing that people notice her. Thea is beautiful, accomplished. She deserves a chance.’


‘A chance at what?’


Nella doesn’t dare say the big word: marriage. Otto stares into the empty grate, his mouth a line. ‘You have no idea what it means to be noticed like I am noticed, like Thea is noticed,’ he says. ‘It is not what you think it is.’


Nella holds her tongue. Amsterdam is a port city, full of difference. There are the Huguenot French who have come fleeing Catholic murderousness: they had their weaving skills welcomed by this ever-pragmatic city, putting their hands to the silks that flowed from the East, making beautiful clothes for Amsterdammers to strut in. There are the itinerant workers from Germany and Sweden, Denmark, England, looking for work as maids or housebuilders. There are the rich Portuguese Hebrew merchants, arriving from their plantations in Brazil to buy houses nearby the Golden Bend, filling the streets with the incomprehensible, dancing melodies of two languages. Down at the docks reside men from Java and Japan: sailors, doctors, merchants, travellers, trinket-sellers. And in the Jewish quarter live the boys and girls who began their lives on the African continent, in places Nella has never been taught to name, now running errands on Dutch cobbles, or clutching instrument cases to play music at party after party, where they are considered exciting additions by the guests.


But despite this uneven multiplicity, for all of Thea’s life, Nella has seen the darting stares, the lingering glances at Thea’s head if her cap comes loose, the dark, coiled curls springing out, the bold and subtle assessments of her physical person. Thea, with her deep brown eyes, her ochre skin that the summer sun turns darker, while Nella and Cornelia flush pink. Nella has seen those stares, but she has not felt them, and this truth has drawn a line between her and Otto for eighteen years.


‘This is a city of surveillance,’ he says. ‘Of keeping the peace with one hand and scratching what lies beneath the surface with the fingernails of the other. So remember how it is for her.’


‘I do remember. We’ve done our best. What choice do we have, Otto? You want us to hide her forever? The only baby any of us have will ever have, and there was no paper and lace kloppertje on the front door, to say we’d had a girl.’


He looks at her. ‘We?’


Nella ignores this. ‘No paternity bonnet for you, to be teased and clapped on the back. No period of grace from city taxes. No feast, no dance, no music. No holding her up to the windows for neighbours to congratulate us on her fatness and bonniness. No mother, either.’


She’s gone too far, and now Thea’s mother is in the room with them. Marin, standing tall and erect, watching them with her mild grey eyes. Marin, who had died hours after Thea’s birth, who left them stranded in the sea of a newborn, with no map, no compass, no sense of destiny. They have never spoken in mixed company about the identity of Thea’s mother. As far as the city knows it, Thea is a motherless heiress of a darker hue, an enigma they would die for. They have never cared to elaborate further, and never had the need. But it remains astounding to Nella how Marin’s imprints shift upon her niece’s features, how a turn of Thea’s head, the jut of her lip, the sound of a sigh, conjures her absent mother.


When Thea was about six months old, Nella, Otto and Cornelia agreed that the most sensible, most compassionate thing to do would be not to tell Thea too much about the forbidden manner of her conception, the details of her mother’s death and her subsequent concealment. It was hard to speak to a child about such things, and as the years went by, they did not exercise that muscle. They did not want Thea to be associated with the guilt and shame of that time, or indeed, the horror of it. Whether it was right or not, Thea became solely her father’s daughter, her aunt’s niece and Cornelia’s charge. She was not forbidden. She was Thea. Let Thea be Thea.


They learned to live around the unspoken subject of Marin until the silence shrank to nothing, vanishing into the panelling, subsumed into the furniture. They pushed Marin into the shadows. Thea briefly had a mother: now she was dead. No questions could be asked, because there was no focus for such inquiries. It was a decision formed from the panic of living in a judgemental society. Marin was unmarried when she gave birth. Marin and Otto could never have been married, not in that world, and they made a child the like of which few had seen on the Golden Bend. In the face of these impossibilities, they somehow had to make a robust and self-believing little girl.


What were we thinking? Nella wonders. You can’t bury a mother and expect her never to rise up again. I should know.


Thea never asks her aunt directly: What was my mother like? Instead, she turns it on herself – You didn’t want me. You were not happy I was born. In many ways, this is worse. In many ways, they have not succeeded at all.


‘We did what we did to protect her,’ Otto says, as if he is reading Nella’s thoughts.


‘And now she needs a different type of protection. Let me find it for her, Otto. Let me find her some feasts and music. It’s taken us a long time to be re-admitted into this city. I have worked so hard in the last year, drinking tea with people I would rather push into the canal.’


Nella feels desperate. The two of them have been here so many times before. ‘It’s getting worse now she’s older,’ he says. ‘People are bolder. There is less curiosity, more outright shock. She and I are not the only people in this city to look as we do. Far from it. But perhaps we are some of the few who dress so well, and that’s what people hate.’


Nella remembers Thea at no more than six, clutching at Cornelia’s skirts at the vegetable market. A woman shopping next to them had looked down, her expression of curiosity rapidly morphing into one of almost hunger. ‘Oh, what a creature!’ she had cried, plunging her fingers into the black corona of Thea’s hair. ‘I cannot place her. Is she – oh, she cannot be!’ ‘She’s none of your business,’ Cornelia had replied, moving Thea away and taking one of the cabbages in her hand like a grenade.


There have been many cabbage women and men over the last eighteen years: big-headed and pale, vegetative in intelligence. You could say the cabbage people have been legion. And then there are the girls and boys who are darker than Thea, the African Brazilian maids who stand outside the synagogues, waiting early to reserve a good seat for their mistresses, the Portuguese merchants’ wives. As a child, Thea used to love to hear the girls calling to each other, their Portuguese or Hebrew-sounding names – Francisca, Yizka, Gracia. More than once, she had tugged on Nella’s hand so that they might stop and look. As Thea got older, Nella saw her try to catch these maids’ eyes, hoping for some recognition in turn. But bar one or two, the girls usually don’t meet her gaze. They don’t want trouble, Nella supposes. The whiteness from her mother marks her as not one of them. Or maybe it is Thea’s clothes, as Otto says: simple in cut, but of finer, more durable quality. Or maybe it isn’t either of those things at all. Nella has always felt so ignorant about these matters.


‘Wealth, should Thea find it at the ball, would protect her,’ Nella says. She hesitates. ‘Marriage would protect her.’


‘Marriage,’ Otto says. ‘Marriage is no guarantee of survival. You of all people should know that.’


Their eyes meet. They are entering dangerous territory. ‘My daughter is better off staying here,’ Otto says.


‘And have you asked her if that’s what she wants? You see our ledger books. You know how bad it is. You and I won’t be here forever,’ Nella pushes on. ‘And then what? Do you want her here alone in this giant tomb, no income, no protection?’


He rises to his feet. ‘Of course not.’


‘Besides,’ she continues, trying to break the tension, ‘at least Cornelia’s never going to die. Cornelia will outlive us all.’


Otto’s reluctant smile gives them both a moment of relief. She and Otto have carried the last eighteen years into their faces, but Cornelia clatters those pans in the kitchen as if she were still twenty, preparing to fight poultry and fish, any stubborn tuber. Cornelia’s immortality actually feels plausible.


‘Thea is not here to rescue us, Petronella,’ Otto says. ‘She owes no debt.’


‘Good God. I know that.’


‘Are you sure?’ Otto looks her directly in the eyes. ‘If you believe so deeply that marriage will secure her a future, why don’t you do it yourself? You don’t have to worry about raising her any more. You are thirty-seven, and she is just eighteen.’


‘I was eighteen when I married.’


‘And look how that went.’


‘Otto—’


‘You are a viable prospect. Sarragon has invited you to her ball. People see you as a rich widow, a dash of scandal, with a house on the Herengracht—’


‘Which Johannes left to you! Personally, I have no wealth.’


Otto sighs. ‘There will be someone who will give you what you want.’


He walks away to the window and Nella jumps up to join him. ‘And what do I want?’ she says.


Otto does not say it, but Nella knows what he is thinking. That she wants children. His presumption stings, as perhaps he knew it would. Nella knows what others in this city see of her: that she is not young, at thirty-seven. That she is long-widowed, unmarried, childless. Reserved, restrained, modest in dress. But in many ways, Nella has no clue who she is. She thought she would be earthbound, solid, sure of herself. Inwardly she is a watery person who could be swept away or dragged into a lake. Would a physician call her melancholic? Her age is liquid, running through her fingers. Her mind is dull, no delirious wonder. She used to feel her thoughts were held in a nautilus shell, infinite spirals shimmering, lifted from the bed of her skull.


‘You want a home of your own,’ Otto says.


‘This is my home. Marriage to Johannes changed my life for the better.’


‘That’s not what you usually say.’


She ignores this. ‘There is a man out there who will do the same for Thea.’


‘He lied to you about what that life would be, and you’ve been dealing with that lie for the last eighteen years. Do you think he is the only man to do that?’


Nella absorbs the blow. ‘Marin lied too. Yet you never blame her.’


Otto walks back into the centre of the salon. ‘Why don’t you just sell the wreck?’ he says. ‘We’d get some money from that.’


Nella feels a dark throbbing in her stomach. Not this. Not the wreck. Every now and then, Otto likes to summon up her childhood home in Assendelft, which she has never returned to since the day she was ordered to Amsterdam to become the wife of Johannes Brandt. Even after her sister, Arabella, her last remaining sibling, died four years ago, Nella has still resisted the journey into the past. Instead of going in person, she paid for an agent to visit the house and write up a report. What came back was damning, as Otto knows full well: large holes in the roof, the upper floor uninhabitable, the lake clogged with weeds and the orchards possibly barren. Cows had overtaken what once was the herb garden, and it looked to the agent as if a party of brigands had spent months holed up in the kitchen and ground-floor rooms, lighting fires in the middle of rugs, and smashing windows. Villagers nearby had claimed that it was haunted. Nella had read enough, and ordered the place to be boarded up. She has no intention of going back.


But even when she left her family home years before that, it was already a place of loss and fear and dereliction, and she has not told them why. She has worked hard to change herself from the Nella who lived there to the woman who lives here. The property is hers, indeed, hanging around her neck like a stone: her stone, and no one else’s.


‘I’ve told you before,’ she says to him: ‘Assendelft is not for sale.’


‘Nella, you never go there.’


‘It’s not for sale.’


‘Give me one reason why not.’


Nella sits in the chair and puts her head in her hands.


‘I do not understand why you never speak of it,’ Otto pushes.


She shoots her head up. ‘Yet just as I will not speak of Assendelft, you will not speak of Marin. Nor of your days in Surinam. Nor your childhood in Dahomey. We both have our pasts, Otto. We both have things we do not speak of. I never ask you, so why do you ask me?’


He turns to her. ‘These things are not the same. A house in the country, compared with my life?’


‘We all have our stones,’ she says.


‘What do you mean?’


Nella bites her lip. ‘Nothing.’ His face closes. ‘Otto,’ she tries again. ‘No one will buy it. No one can live in it. The land is dead.’


He walks towards the door. ‘I have to go.’


‘You’re starting late.’


‘Bert Schippers covered my shift so we could have the breakfast.’


‘What are you working on at the moment?’


‘Nutmeg consignment. Just in from the Moluccas.’


‘And will you—’


But Otto has gone. Nella hears him in the hallway, gathering up his coat and hat, and then the sound of the front door, closing her in. ‘Remember the ball,’ she says, speaking to the empty walls.


She leans back, gathering a surprised Lucas into her arms. These conversations with Otto agitate, stirring up old memories she would prefer to lie dormant, but it seems impossible not to bring up the past when trying to wrangle a future.


Before her husband, Johannes, and his sister, Marin, died eighteen years ago, they had both written wills – because although they had their secrets, they were also sensible, upright citizens. The house on the Herengracht was left in Otto’s name, and their VOC shares, their small parcels of land outside the city, and all their moveables were entrusted to Nella. It had seemed, for a while, as if Widow Brandt, Otto, Cornelia and Thea might survive the loss of Johannes and Marin in relative comfort. That hope was naive.


Despite the fact that Otto had worked by Johannes’ side for nearly a decade, the merchants who had traded with Johannes, and the foreign and domestic clients who had relied on him, grew cold. Contacts and contracts expired. Fewer private dinners, no guild invitations. The manner of Johannes’ death and Otto’s perceived inferiority were disastrous to their finances. Perhaps, if her husband had been a different man, Nella could have been taken seriously as executrix of his financial legacies, as Amsterdam widows sometimes are. But her dead husband was disgraced, called a sodomite, publicly shamed, and shame is a shining thing. It reflected off them into the eyes of others, who abandoned them, blinded by its power.


By the third year of their abandonment, their status in the city drastically reduced, with Thea toddling around these polished floors, needing to be fed and clothed, their immediate funds had been used up. They sold off the land and the VOC shares, and eventually Cornelia said that the only recourse left was to pray. Otto found his inventory post at the VOC warehouse, offered to him by an officer there who remembered the plight of the Brandt family, and who was more sympathetic to Thea’s father than the rest of the VOC and guilds put together. It was beneath Otto’s abilities, but the only position he could find. Some of the boys he worked with were no older than thirteen: they must have looked at him and thought him a Methuselah. For what was he, but a storehouse of knowledge that they could use to promote their own interests? But the family was desperate, and in many ways, the money from Otto’s salary has kept them afloat. Soon after he started his work, Otto began to suggest Nella marry again in the interest of future security. It’s a refrain, over the past eighteen years, that he has returned to more times than Nella would like: ‘Maybe Nella will have to marry a rich man.’


As the years have worn on and life has turned meaner and narrower, Nella has begun to see all this in only one way: Marin had arranged her marriage with Johannes as a means to protect herself, treating Nella as an unwanted requirement. Johannes, too distracted and selfish to stand up to his powerful sister, had let his young wife love him with no consideration of the cost to her that such a love might contain. If Nella caught sleep in the months after Johannes’ and Marin’s deaths, her dreams were not of a drowning man plunging to the sea bed with a stone around his neck. The sensation of a stone was on her shoulders instead. With the arrival of Thea, her own life has been a sacrifice, one that Marin and Johannes were willing to make. What has she to show for these last eighteen years? Citizen of a nation that prides itself on self-construction, she has built nothing, inside or out. And yet it always hurts her, Otto’s assumption that she would have been happy simply to walk away from the house on the Herengracht, to leave Thea behind. Why was he so sure that she’d be willing to start again?


The truth was, over the years following Johannes’s death, it was the rich widows who caught Nella’s attention. Women who chose not to marry again. They didn’t have to. They had money of their own, and their dead husbands’ fortunes. As widows, they were no longer legal entities controlled by a husband. Nella would pass them on the Golden Bend, or see them in their barges, pearls as large as hens’ eggs round their necks or dangling from their ears, heading back to their softly perfect mansions and lack of obligations, their silent stocks buoying them in the choppy waters of Amsterdam till the day they too would meet their God. No man to please in the bed. No babies to risk dying for. Nella couldn’t get those women out of her mind, even though she knew she had no giant pearls, no stocks, and a life which felt full of worry and obligation.


Why should I let another strange new man disembark upon the shore of my household, demanding I hand it over to him to manage? Nella had thought, watching another perfumed woman disappear behind her huge front door. And how would he treat Thea? How would he regard Otto, or Cornelia? Why take the risk? Her life was difficult, but it was hers. She had fought and paid the price for her tiny dominion.


But there is always the other side of the coin. The fact is, she has never encountered anybody else she might have wanted to marry. No decent man has crossed her path. With their reduced social life, and all her attention given to Thea, potential husbands over the intervening years have been scarce, and scarcer still as she grows older, with a surname like hers and its legacy of shame and financial decline. What she owns is a private loneliness, no future for her that she can see. Otto assumes her desire for children, but what does he know of the things she desires? She barely knows them herself.


Nella places Lucas on her chair and moves swiftly into the echoing hallway and up the staircase, and up again, to the narrower top floor and the steps to the attic. Taking care not to stand on her skirts, with a candle in one hand, she half-crouches in the darkness, enveloped by the cold and damp. No one knows she comes up here, every anniversary of Marin’s death. It is another secret.


In the corner, in the shadows, sits Marin’s travelling chest. Cornelia would probably think it morbid and damaging to open it. Otto would say it was not her right. Thea is not even aware this chest exists, how the mystery of her mother is so nearly embodied in its hidden artefacts. Nella and Cornelia had planned to show her, to tell her – but somehow, they have never found the right time. It comforts Nella, to be the only one to kneel before Marin’s chest, to unclasp the old locks either side, to lift the lid.


The scent of cedar shavings rises up, and Nella’s heart beats hard. Looking into Marin’s chest is like peering into a small coffin except the body has fled, and instead of a winding sheet are several rolled-up scrolls. Holding her candle aloft, Nella sees the familiar scattered seeds and bright feathers that once adorned Marin’s private room. Her dried petals, her animal skulls. Here are Marin’s books, their boards pressed together and tied with string. Nella sees the top title: The Unfortunate Voyage of the Ship Batavia, one of Marin’s favourites, a story of travel and mutiny, blood thirst and enslavement. She takes out the most-thumbed volume, The Memorable Accounts of the Voyage of the Nieuw Hoorn, and tracing her finger over the woodcuts of old familiar shipwrecks and shorelines, she imagines Marin’s slender hand on her shoulder. Spying again, are we, Petronella? These things aren’t for you.


Marin’s voice lies beyond these walls, yet somehow she always feels buried deep inside Nella’s body.


Here are Marin’s maps: Nella unfolds every one, covering the floorboards with the world. In the quiet of the attic here is Africa, and here Molucca. Here, Java and Batavia. Here England, Ireland, France, North and South America. And there are Marin’s handwritten words: Weather? Food? God? Questions to which Marin never found her answers.


Nella stares hard into the continent of Africa, into the crenellations of the cartographer’s pen that indicate rocky coasts and mountains, deserts and lakes, looking at this unfamiliar territory in search of a solution to Otto’s enduring silence, of where he came from before he arrived in Amsterdam. She moves to the map of Surinam, running her finger over the name, thinking of him, of sugar caramelizing the air, of a ball tonight full of heat and music. Doesn’t Clara Sarragon own plantations in Surinam?


Placing down her candlestick, Nella plunges her hand into the cedar shavings and touches what she has really been looking for.


She has kept these miniatures neat, over the years. These three dolls of Otto and Marin, and the little wax baby she stole from a workshop, that day eighteen years ago when her life turned upside down. She lifts them out, one by one. Time has been kind to their small bodies. In keeping Otto so pristine, Nella wonders if she has kept his life safe. She has always believed there was power in the miniaturist’s work, but with the passing of eighteen years, it feels presumptuous, and he would say as much. Otto’s existence has been like Nella’s; far from secure.


The miniature of Marin has also been preserved to perfection. She stares up at her sister-in-law, her face slim and pale, her eyes grey, that high forehead, that held and slender neck. She looks so lifelike. She’s been shrunk, that’s all: her death mistaken. Marin’s dress is sober but expensive, black wool and velvet. Nella touches the fabric, lined with a pelt of sable, edged at the neck with a large plain collar of lace, its fashion long out of date. She cannot pull away from the penetrating gaze. These dolls were always too well made, too meticulously observed, too lovingly created to be disregarded. She feels a shiver running up her back.


‘What are we going to do, Marin?’ she whispers.


She waits, but the miniature is mute.


Undaunted, Nella places Otto and Marin gently near the bottom of the chest, where she found them. She puts in the maps and the skulls, the shining black seeds, the dried flowers, the misshapen pods, the iridescent blue and ruby-red feathers. She returns Marin’s books, checking the strings on all of them to make sure the covers are well secured. 


But when it comes to replacing the baby, Nella waits. She holds it in her palm. This tiny thing has always represented Thea to her, and for all its weightlessness, it seems to hum against Nella’s skin, so perfectly, painstakingly crafted, the child’s clothes made from slender offcuts of the finest bleached cambric. Nella loves to hold it. When Thea was born, it was a sign to her that Thea was always meant to be. A kernel of hope. A reassurance. An exemplar of the miniaturist’s skill. A promise that things might renew.


Nella squeezes the newborn gently, as if to press upon the secret of its power. So small, so swaddled, half the length of Nella’s little finger, its face peering through the white bandages like a nut. Thea stopped being a baby so long ago, but it feels to Nella as if this is all she has, this stolen offering of comfort and guidance, a sense of being seen.


‘Come back to me,’ she speaks into the dark.


But the baby lies in her hand, unmoved. The attic is silent. The only sound is the scratching of Lucas at the bottom of the attic stairs, concerned as to what his mistress might be doing in the shadows. Nella moves towards the window and gazes down on the frozen canal, but there’s no sign of a solitary woman, watching the house, no sign of a bared blonde head. Although the miniaturist’s hair might be grey by now. Eighteen years is a long time. Too long. It can never happen again how it happened back then. There is no one on the canal path at all.


Yet without further hesitation, because if she stops to think about what Cornelia and Otto might say if they find out what she’s doing, she’ll lose her nerve, Nella slips the baby into her pocket. She closes Marin’s lid and moves slowly by the light of her single candle down the attic steps. She dusts the cobwebs off her skirts, and Lucas circles her. He is a wise cat, for all his foolish gluttony. He knows there has been a disturbance, another theft, a change. But like his mistress, he cannot tell their consequence.










III


Thea is pinioned by the scenes unfolding in the candlelight. Titus, it is called in Dutch: based on the play by William Shakespeare, and Rebecca plays Lavinia. The audience does not see Lavinia’s rape by the brothers, Demetrius and Chiron, but it does see how afterwards her hands and tongue are cut off. How the emperor Titus, played by a burly actor, stuffs other people’s children into a pie. All of it is horrible to watch, and the audience groans and sighs. When Lavinia’s tongue is cut out, her mouth vomiting red ribbon – and later, when the characters begin to eat the child pie, holding aloft a bleeding organ before gobbling it down, Cornelia drops her head and whispers: ‘I can’t bear much more of this. I think I’m going to be sick.’


‘It isn’t real,’ Thea whispers back, but she rolls her tongue against the inside of her mouth, checking an attachment at the root. Because despite what Thea says to Cornelia, it does feel real to her. All of it. It feels more real than life. Rebecca Bosman is the best actress in the whole of the United Provinces and beyond. There is no one to touch her. She makes it seem as if what is happening down there, away from the audience, is the true world, and what is up here, among the sweaty bodies and the beating fans, is merely an interlude, a limbo, a sad pause in the face of colour and passion. Some people come to the Schouwburg to lose themselves for a couple of hours, but Thea comes to discover herself, to build her soul with words and light. She has seen Rebecca lose her tongue four times, and every time it happens, it feels like a surprise.


Tears come to Thea’s eyes as Lavinia, righteous and vengeful, tells of her ordeal without the use of speech. She feels that she is inside Rebecca, that Rebecca is inside her. She feels emboldened, transported to a more truthful place, where a woman has refused the shackles of silence. When the play is over and the actors have taken their bows, the audience begins to funnel out of the auditorium, streaming under the three arches of the Schouwburg into the darkening afternoon on the Keizersgracht. Cornelia rises, pallid in her cheek, but Thea tugs at her to sit back down. ‘Wait a moment, will you?’ she asks. Her mind is on Walter, how she might be able to contrive to get backstage and see him. ‘I want to savour it.’


‘I don’t,’ says Cornelia. ‘That was a nightmare from start to finish.’ But because it is her beloved nurseling’s birthday, she sits back down. ‘Why couldn’t it have been a comedy?’


‘Because the world is very cruel.’


Cornelia rolls her eyes. ‘I don’t need two hours in the playhouse to tell me that.’


‘But doesn’t it make you feel alive?’


Cornelia shudders, the residue of gore and sorrow, of violation, hanging on her face. ‘It just made me think of death. Please, Teapot. Let’s go.’


Thea takes a deep breath. ‘It made me think about my mother.’


Cornelia stiffens: she cannot make the connection, but still Thea waits. Cornelia has been the only one over the years to offer titbits of Marin Brandt and her brother. Because of Cornelia, Thea knows how her mother used to make her family eat herring when they could afford better meat. How her skirts had hidden linings of the finest sable. How good she was with numbers. Yet enjoyable as these fragments are, they fail to make a fuller portrait.


Why did she make you eat herring? Why did she keep the softness of her skirts a secret? Thea will ask, and Cornelia will clam up, as if the original fact was enough, as if subsequent information is not hers to give. And yet Thea has often sensed in Cornelia an urge to say more, as if she wants to talk about her dead mistress, to gossip about her, even – and no one will let her.


‘Cornelia, I’m a woman now,’ Thea says, as if explaining to a simpleton.


Cornelia raises her eyebrows.


‘Why can’t I know who she was? Papa tells me nothing. What were he and my mother like together?’


Cornelia looks stricken. ‘Thea, we’re in public.’


‘No one’s listening.’


Cornelia glances over her shoulder. ‘If your mother and father conducted themselves behind closed doors, what makes you think I’ll talk about them in the open air?’


Thea leans forward. ‘Tell me something of my uncle, then. Were you there when he was drowned?’ Cornelia begins to twist the strings of her purse. She looks angry, but Thea won’t give up. ‘Was anyone there?’


Cornelia chews her lip. ‘This is entirely not a conversation for a birthday.’


‘I know what he was,’ Thea whispers.


Cornelia lifts her hand, placing it slowly on the side of Thea’s face. Her palm is cool and slim and the shock of it forces Thea to meet her old nurse’s eye. ‘He was a man,’ Cornelia says. ‘He loved his family. People respected him. And we have worked hard to bring ourselves back to that place of respectability. We no longer live with fear or shame, because your father and aunt have pushed those imps away.’


‘By courting the likes of Clara Sarragon?’ Thea curls her lip.


Cornelia shrugs. ‘You do what you must. Reputation matters, in a city like this.’


‘Then why do we live in a city like this?’


‘Because there is nowhere else in the world to live.’


Thea sighs. ‘Cornelia, how can you have sat with me through play after play, looking at the tropical backdrops, or the suggestions of a London street, a Parisian palace – and say there is nowhere else in this world that a woman may lay down her hat and call it home?’


‘London is a filthy place,’ says Cornelia. ‘And Paris is even worse.’


‘But why should everything depend on what people like Clara Sarragon think of us?’ Thea protests. ‘Clara Sarragon has no gift. She is not someone I respect. She’s rich, that’s all.’ Thea gestures to the empty seats. ‘Sarragon could never fill a theatre like this. She is no Rebecca Bosman. She has no soul.’


‘Everyone has a soul.’


‘She could never inspire love. She can offer me nothing.’


But Cornelia is used to these outbursts and will not be fazed. ‘Thea, you’re still going to that ball. No speeches to me will change that. And I don’t think Clara Sarragon wants your love. She’s in the business of money and power, and according to your aunt, proper young girls of the city do well under her patronage.’


‘The proper young girls of the city,’ Thea repeats with scorn. ‘I know them well.’


Cornelia looks away. She knows them too; the white-necked girls with rosy cheeks at the school Thea attended until the age of twelve. Hard to find one among them who would bring Thea close. ‘Thea,’ she says. ‘We need to go home.’


‘There’s plenty of time. I promised Rebecca I’d go backstage and visit her. She told me to, next time I was here.’


Cornelia sighs. She does not like broken promises, and Thea knows this. ‘Then I shall come too.’


‘You don’t have to do that.’


Cornelia rises to her feet, straightening her skirts. ‘Maybe I’d like to meet a famous actress? See what she’s like up close?’


‘We’re not in a menagerie.’


Cornelia, on her free days, will often be found at Blue John’s menagerie on the Kloveniersburgwal, where she likes to meander with a glass of beer and a morsel, surrounded by forlorn-looking birds and creatures of the most extraordinary shapes and sizes from the Americas and Indies, most of which end up displayed more dead than alive. She sniffs. ‘I dare say she’s not as interesting as the seahorse I saw at Christmas.’


‘We’ll see about that,’ Thea says.
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Six months ago, on a warm July afternoon, Thea had attended a performance of The Farce of Pyramus and Thisbe. She’d been giddy with laughter throughout, her joy bubbling up inside her and spilling into the auditorium. Rebecca was playing the hunter-goddess Diana, a silver moon on her head so large that Thea marvelled at its staying power. Afterwards, she’d been slow to leave, unwilling to return to the sombre atmosphere of the house on the Herengracht, and as she was dawdling through the front courtyard of the Schouwburg before making the ten-minute walk home, Rebecca Bosman, no less, had crossed her path.


‘You were so wonderful, Madame,’ Thea had said. The urge to speak had been overwhelming; she might never get another chance. ‘Your speech to the lovers was the best I’ve ever seen it done.’


Rebecca, no longer in her huntress outfit, but with something of that other world still about her, had stopped and turned, taking in the sight of Thea: a girl who did not look like the women who came to preen in the boxes, to titter and spy on the rest of the city’s inhabitants. ‘You have seen it before?’ she asked.


‘Several times,’ Thea replied, even giddier now that the goddess had stopped to talk. ‘But the others never quite made it believable. It must be hard to play Diana. I mean to say – not hard for you, obviously – but when one is trying to communicate such difference, it doesn’t always work.’


A light of merriment had entered Rebecca’s eyes. ‘Your name, Madame?’ she asked.


No one had ever called Thea Madame. ‘I’m Thea Brandt,’ Thea replied, curtseying deep.


‘And I’m Rebecca.’


‘I know.’


Rebecca asked her if she’d come to the Schouwburg alone, and Thea’s delight vanished into embarrassment. ‘I have,’ she replied, staring at her feet. ‘I would have come with a friend, but—’


‘Oh, I always go to the playhouse alone,’ Rebecca had replied. ‘A few hours of private peace. You’re quite right.’


‘I am? I was supposed to be going to the fish market.’


‘I’m sure the cod will understand.’


And so it had begun. Rebecca invited Thea backstage to meet the other actors. Thea saw how all the props were put back together again in the places they needed to be for the start of the next performance, as if nothing had happened, as if everything was happening for the first time, everyone allowed to begin again, all mistakes forgotten. It was a revelation, to see the mechanics of the mystery, the exquisite, mundane professionalism of it. Rebecca took her into her private dressing room, and Thea was entranced by its particularity, the scent of sandalwood, the ewer of lemon water, the little dog which Rebecca told her she had named Emerald in honour of her eyes. Rebecca was an artist, living according to the tides of her talent rather than the demands of a society that would normally have her married off, hiding her gift in the dark. She was magnetic to Thea. She asked Thea’s opinion on the plays she’d seen, the books she’d read. She was humane and generous. It felt like a dream that Thea had no wish to wake from.


Now, in the cold air of January, Rebecca comes to the back door of the playhouse with her arms out, still stained with blood from the performance, her mouth and chin still smeared. It is an arresting sight, but she smiles at Thea and Cornelia, happy to see her most ardent supporter. She is handsome, in her thirties, short and neat, with a sure step, long red hair flowing loose around her shoulders. Still dressed in her costume, her skirt is that extra bit wider, the material shot with much more silk than the average woman’s, its crushes and planes designed to capture every flicker of candlelight.


‘Come in!’ she says, her tongue restored.


Thea rushes towards her. ‘How do you do it, every time? You’re magical.’


‘Not magic, sweetheart. Practice,’ Rebecca says with a red grin.


‘This is our maid, Cornelia,’ Thea says. Cornelia steps forward, looking suddenly very small.


Rebecca smiles again, proffering both palms. ‘Welcome, Cornelia. Were you in the audience too?’


‘Good afternoon, Mrs Bosman,’ Cornelia replies, looking at Rebecca’s hands, then up to her stained face. Thea has to push down her irritation: doesn’t Cornelia end up almost daily with blood to her elbows, gutting a fish, beheading a chicken? Why not take the woman’s reddened hands and be done?


‘Miss Bosman,’ Rebecca says, dropping her hands. ‘Been enough wives on the stage to never want to be one in real life.’


She laughs. Cornelia does not. Thea wants the earth to split apart and swallow her. ‘Miss Bosman,’ Cornelia corrects herself, stiffly.


Rebecca turns on her heel and walks into the bowels of the playhouse, and Thea and Cornelia trot to keep up. ‘It’s only pig’s blood,’ she says over her shoulder. ‘Every day I have to scrub my hands and face, as if I’ve spent hours in the shambles, pulling guts. Let’s go to my room. It’s much warmer there. This weather will be the death of us all.’


She walks Cornelia and Thea past a large room where several of the cast are relaxing, peeling off their wigs, wiping rouge from their faces. Thea cannot help slowing down, in the hope that Walter might be in there. A coffee-pot warms on a stove and the smell wafts through the corridor. Copies of the Amsterdam Courant are scattered over a table, one in the large hands of Titus himself, who raises his eyebrows over the top on seeing the women pass. In a corner sit the two young boys who sing in the musical intervals, hired to lift the tension of Titus with their unbroken voices. They can’t be older than seven or eight. One of them looks up at Thea, taking her in with reciprocated, unbridled curiosity. They sit with a guardian of sorts, a white woman, busy unpacking them some bread and cheese. Walter is nowhere to be seen.


In Rebecca’s room, a handsome fire is well into its burning, and there are rugs and chairs, and Emerald is so deeply asleep in her basket that she does not even raise her head. There are scripts piled on tables and the floorboards. A coat and bonnet hang on the door, and three costumes swing neatly on a wooden rail screwed between the walls of an alcove. On the table is a small picnic of food, a cup of coffee, a decanter of red wine. The room has a homely, neat feel to it, and Thea can see Cornelia beginning to relax, impressed to see no dust, clean windows, the fragrance of lemon and rosewater. She can almost sense the grudging approval coming off the maid in waves.


‘It’s a mess,’ Rebecca says, striding over to the ewer and basin and beginning to soap and scrub away the blood on her face and hands.


‘Far from it,’ Cornelia demurs.


‘It’s small, but it’s mine,’ Rebecca replies, drying herself on a strip of pristine linen. She gestures to the two spare chairs. ‘Please, sit,’ she says. ‘I’ve heard so much about you, Mistress Cornelia. Your pufferts, your hutspots. I want to winkle the recipes from you.’


Cornelia blushes. ‘They can all be found in The Sensible Cook, Madame.’ She hesitates, daring to offer a connection. ‘I am not magical either. I have been cooking them for thirty years.’


Rebecca beams. ‘The perfect argument in favour of practice.’


‘I am sure anyone could do it.’


‘But few are prepared to put in the hours,’ Rebecca replies, and Cornelia’s ears turn pink.


It is astonishing: Cornelia is never modest about her cooking, she marinades in confidence nearly every time she serves a dish. But here she is, bashful, eager to talk, Rebecca’s generosity and openness disarming her in minutes. Few people can live up to Cornelia’s high standards, but it would appear that Rebecca has managed it. Cornelia looks as if she cannot bear to exist in the beam of such sunshine, but also as if she cannot countenance the thought of leaving it. She seems on the point of saying something more, but she wrenches herself away and walks to the door. ‘I must return home,’ she says. ‘Work to do.’


‘Now?’ says Rebecca, looking genuinely disappointed.


‘Always,’ says Cornelia. ‘Thea, you must be back no later than five o’clock. Otherwise –’ she glances at Rebecca – ‘your aunt will put you in a pie.’


Rebecca laughs. Thea boggles at the success of Cornelia’s joke. ‘I promise,’ she says.


‘You might be a woman now, Thea, but we’ll all pay the price if you don’t go to the Sarragon ball.’ Cornelia turns to Rebecca. ‘Thank you for this afternoon, Madame. Most enjoyable. I know a good recipe for a soap that can get out the more stubborn blood, should you require it.’


Before Rebecca can reply, Cornelia tightens her scarf around her neck, and disappears into the corridor.


Thea watches the door close. ‘You impressed her. It’s why she couldn’t stay. She never knows what to do if she’s impressed about something.’


Rebecca pours them both a small glass of wine. ‘I like her very much. You’re lucky. A toast: to still having nursemaids at eighteen.’


‘I don’t need a nursemaid.’


Rebecca shrugs. ‘Personally, I’d love one.’


‘But you have everything.’


‘I have a lot of things. A loving nursemaid is not one.’ Rebecca sighs. ‘The Sarragon ball? Quite the invitation.’


‘If you like that sort of thing.’


Rebecca’s eyes widen. ‘It will be exciting. I wish I could come.’


Thea feels a little dart of hope. ‘Were you invited?’


‘Yes. But I have a performance. I choose pig’s blood over pearls. Anyway, by the time I’d be able to get there, all the best people would have probably left. But, Thea, listen—’ She walks over to her rail of dresses and flourishes a gold silk gown from amidst the material. ‘Take this to wear.’


Thea’s eyes drink in the golden dress her friend is holding up. ‘I couldn’t.’


‘You could.’


‘My legs will stick out of the bottom.’


Rebecca shrugs. ‘It’s been hemmed for me. There’s a swathe of material under there. I’ll ask Fabritius to let it down and press it. It’ll suit you better. I wore it for Juliet, but the colour of it swamped.’


Thea walks over to the gown and touches the material. ‘You are so kind to me. I wish you were coming to the ball.’


‘I doubt your aunt would approve. You said she didn’t like actors. Why, when we’re perfectly harmless?’


‘Rebecca,’ Thea says, dropping her hands from the dress and going back to the table. ‘You heard I don’t have much time. Is he here?’


A shadow crosses Rebecca’s features. She places the gold dress over the back of a chair. ‘Tell me, Thea Brandt: why do you come to the playhouse? Do you think you come for him?’


‘I love him.’


Rebecca looks grave. ‘I know you do. And Walter’s a good painter.’ She reaches for the bread on the table and pulls off a chunk. ‘But he’s not a god, Thea. He’s just a man.’


‘And yet he deserves my worship.’


Rebecca runs her hand through her hair, her expression one of discomfort. ‘I know that time for you feels finite. But you’ll see it will stretch out. There’s so much more to come.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I don’t want to tell you what to do, but—’


‘Exactly.’ Thea cannot help rolling her eyes. ‘You’re not my mother.’


‘I want you to be happy.’


‘I’ve never felt happier.’


‘All I mean to say is: be careful.’


‘Of what?’


Rebecca sighs. ‘I promised myself I wouldn’t interfere. I know you’re happy. But Walter is what – twenty-five, six?’


‘He’ll be twenty-six in April.’


‘Nearly eight years your senior.’


‘Eight years is nothing. Age is immaterial. You don’t know him as I do. You don’t understand.’


‘I understand that you are a Brandt. And that means something.’


‘Maybe in the past it did,’ Thea says. ‘It means nothing now. I thought you didn’t care about the rules of society? You never married. You have your own room here. Your freedom.’


‘There are still rules for me, whether I like them or not,’ Rebecca says. ‘Just – tread carefully with yourself. With him. You are more of a prize than you think, and you deserve only the best.’


‘And the best is what she’ll get,’ says a voice at the door.


The women turn as one and Thea’s heart soars into her mouth. Rebecca looks away but Thea rises to her feet. He has come for her, the chief set-painter of the Schouwburg. She is a falcon to his wrist, flying to the sight of her love.
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