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If I could say to you, and makeit stick,

A girl inared hat, awoman in blue

Reading aletter, alady weighinggold. . .

If I could say thisto you so you saw,

And knew, and agreed that thisis how it was

Inalogt city acrossthe sea of years,

| think we should be for one moment happy

In the great reckoning of those littlerooms. .

—Howard Nemerov, "Vermeer," from Trying Conclusions: Old and New Poems

Stories Painted on Porcdain

Hobbling home under amackerel sky, | came upon agroup of children. They weretossing their toysin
theair, by turnstelling astory and acting it too. A play about a pretty girl who was scorned by her two
sepssters. In distress, the child disguised hersdlf to go to abal. There, the great turnabout: She met a
prince who adored her and romanced her. Her happiness eclipsed the plight of her stepsisters, whose
uglinesswasthe cause of high merrimen.

| listened without being observed, for the aged are often invisible to the young.

| thought: How like some ancient story thisal sounds. Have these children overheard their grandparents
revigting some dusty gossip about me and my kin, and are thelittle onesturning it into ahousehold tale of
magic? Full of fanciful touches: glass dippers, afairy godmother? Or are the children dressing themselves
in some older gospdl, which my family sagaresembles only by accident?
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Inthelives of children, pumpkins can turn into coaches, mice and ratsinto human beings. When we grow
up, welearn that it'sfar more common for human beingsto turn

into rats.

Nothing in my childhood was charming. What fortune attended our liveswas courtesy of jealousy, greed,
and murder. And nothing in my childhood was charmed. Or not that | could see at thetime. If magic was
present, it moved under the skin of the world, beneath the ability of human eyesto

catch sight of it.



Besides, what kind of magicisthat, if it can't be seen?

Maybe al gap-toothed crones recognize themsalvesin children at play. Still, in our timewe girlsrarely
cavorted in the streets! Not hoydens, wel—more like grave novices at an abbey. | can conjure up avery
apt proof. | can peer at it asif at apainting, through the rheumy apparatus of themind. . .

... Inachamber, three girls, ssters of a sort, are bending over acrate. The lid has been set aside, and we
aredigging in the packing. Thetop layer isascatter of pine boughs. Though they've traveled so far, the
needles il give off aspice of China, where the shipment originated. We hiss and recoil—ughb!
Dung-colored bugs, from somewhere dong the Silk Route, have nested and multiplied while the ship
trundled northward across the high road of the sea.

But the bugs don't stop us. We're hoping to find bulbs for planting, for even we girls have caught the
fever. We're eager for those oniony heartsthat promise the tulip blossoms. Isthisisthe wrong crate?
Under the needles, only astack of heavy porcelain plates. Each oneiswrappedina

coarse cloth, with more brancheslaid between. The top plate—the first one—hasn't survived thetrip
intact. It has shattered in three.

We each take a part. How children love the broken thing! And apuzzleisfor the piecing together,
especidly for the young, who till believe it can be done.

Adult hands begin to remove the rest of the valuable Ming dinner-ware, asif in our impatience for the
bulbs we girls have shattered the top plate. We wander aside, into the daylight—paint the daylight of
childhood a creamy flaxen color—three girls at awindow. The edges of the disk scrape chalkily aswe
jointhem. Wethink the picture on this plate tellsa story, but its figures are obscure. Here the bluelineis
blurred, hereit issharp asapig's bristle. Isthisastory of two people, or three, or four? We study the full
effect.

Werel apainter, ableto preserve aday of my lifein oilsand light, thisisthe picture | would paint: three
thoughtful girlswith abroken plate. Each piecetedling part of astory. In truth, we were ordinary children,
no camer than most. A moment later, we were probably squabbling, sulking over the missing flower
bulbs. Noisy asthelittle ones | observed today. But et me remember what | choose. Put two of the girls
in shadow, where they belong, and let light spill over the third. Our tulip, our Clara

Clarawasthe prettiest child, but was her life the prettiest tale?

Caspar ligtensto my recital, but my quavery voice haslearned to speak bravely too late to change the
story. Let him make of it what he will. Caspar knows how to coax the apha
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bet out of aninky quill. He can commit my tale to paper if he wants. Words haven't been my particular
strength. What did | seedl my life but pictures?*and who ever taught the likes

of meto write?

Now in these shriveled days, when light isnot asfull asit used to be, the luxury of imported chinaislong
gone. We sip out of clay bowls, and when they crack we throw them on the back heap, to be buried by
oak leaves. All green things brown. | hear the youthful story of our family played by childreninthe
streets, and | come home muttering. Caspar reminds me that Clara, our Clara, our Cindergirl, is dead.



He saysit to mekindly, requiring this old head to recall the now. But old heads are more supple at
recdling the past.

There are one or two windowsinto those far-off days. Y ou have seen them—the windows of canvas that
painters work on so we can look through. Though | can't paint it, | can seeit. in my heart: asquare of
linen that can remember an afternoon of relative happiness. Creamy flaxen light, the blue and ivory of
porcelain. Girls believing in the promise of blossoms.

Itisn't much, but it still makes me catch my breath. Blessthe artist's who saved these things for us. Don't
fault their memory or their choice of subject. Immortaity isachancy thing; it cannot be promised or
earned. Perhapsit cannot even be identified for what it is. Indeed, were Cinderling to return from the
dead, would she even recognize hersdlf, in any portrait on awall, in afigure painted on aplate, in any
nursery game or firesde story?
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marketplace

Thewind being fierce and the tides unobliging, the ship from Harwich hasadow time of it. Timbers
creak, sails snap asthe vessdl lurches up the brown river to the quay. It arrives later than expected, the
bright finish to acloudy afternoon. The travelers clamber out, eager for water to freshen their mouths.
Among them are a gtrict-stemmed woman and two daughters.

The woman is bad-tempered because she'sterrified. Thelast of her coin has gone to pay the passage.
For two days, only the charity of fellow travelers has kept her and her girlsfrom hunger. If you can cal it
charity—ahard crust of bread, arind of old cheese to gnaw. And then brought back up as gorge, thanks
to the heaving sea. The mother has had to turn her face from it. Shame has a dreadful smell.

So mother and daughters stumble, taking amoment to find their footing on the quay. The sunralls
westward, the light fals lengthwise, the foreigners step into their shadows. The Street is splotched with
puddles from an earlier cloudburst.

The younger girl leadsthe older one. They aretimid and eager. Arethey stepping into a country of tales,
wonders the younger girl. Isthis new land aplace where magic really happens? Not in cloaks of
darkness asin England, but in light of day? How isthis new world complected?

"Don't gawk, Iris. Don't lose yoursdlf in fancy. And keep up,” saysthe woman. "It won't do to arrive at

Grandfather's house after dark. He might bar himself against robbers and rogues, not daring to open the
doors and shutterstill morning. Ruth, move your lazy limbsfor once. Grandfather's house is beyond the

marketplace, that much | remember being told. Well get nearer, well ask.”

"Mama, Ruthiistired," saysthe younger daughter, "she hasn't eeten much nor dept well. We're coming as
fast aswe

can.

"Don't gpologize, it wastes your breath. Just mend your ways and watch your tongue,” says the mother.
"Do you think | don't have enough on my mind?*

"Yes, of course," agreesthe younger daughter, by rote, "it'sjust that Ruth—"



"Y ou're dways gnawing the same bone. Let Ruth speak for hersdlf if she wantsto complain.”

But Ruth won't speak for herself. So they move up the street, dlong a shallow incline, between
step-gabled brick houses. The small windowpanes, till unshuttered at this hour, pick up alate-afternoon
shine. The stoops are scrubbed, the streets swept of manure and leaves and dirt. A smell of afternoon
baking lifts from hidden kitchen yards. It awakens both hunger and hope. "Pies grow on their roofs
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inthistown,” the mother says. "That'll mean awelcome for us a Grandfather's. Surely. Surely. Now is
the market thisway?—for beyond that well find his house—or that way?"

"Oh, the market," saysa croaky old dame, haf hidden in the gloom of adoorway, "what you can buy
there, and what you can sdll!" The younger daughter screws herself around: Isthisthe voice of awise
woman, afairy croneto help them?

"Tel metheway," saysthe mother, peering.
"You tdl your ownway," saysthe dame, and disappears. Nothing there but the shadow of her voice.

"Stingy with directions? Then stingy with charity too?' The mother squares her shoulders. "Thereésa
church steeple. The market must be nearby. Come.”

At the end of alane the marketplace opens before them. The stdls are nested on the edges of abroad
square, achurch looming over one end and agovernment house opposite. Houses of prosperous people,
shoulder to shoulder. All the buildings stand up straight—not like the dumped timber-framed cottage
back in England, back home. . .

—the cottage now abandoned . . . abandoned in astorm of poundings at the shutters, of shouts: "A knife
to your throat! Y ou'll swalow my sharp blade. Open up!”. . . Abandoned, as mother and daughters
scrambled through aside window, a cudgd splintering the very door—

Screeeee—an airborne darm. Seagulls make arabesgues near the front of the church, being kept from
the fish tables by a couple of tired, zea ous dogs. The public spaceis cold

from the ocean wind, but it islit rosy and golden, from sun on brick and stone. Anything might happen
here, thinks the younger girl. Anything! Even, maybe, something good.

The market: near the end of itsday. Smelling of tired vegetables, strong fish, smoking embers, earth on
the roots of parsnips and cabbages. The habit of hunger isahard oneto master. The girlsgasp. They are
ravenous.

Fishlaid to serry likeroofing tiles, glinting in their own oils. Gourds and marrows. Apples, golden, red,
green. Turn' bles of grapes, some dready jelying in their split skins. Cheeses coated with bonehard wax,
or caught in webbing and dripping whitely—cats sprawl benegth like Ottoman pashas, open-mouthed.
"Oh," saysthe younger sister when the older one has stopped to gape at the abundance. "Mama, a
throwaway scrap for us! There must be.”

The mother's face draws even more closed than usud. "'l won't have us seen to be begging on our first
afternoon here," she hisses. "Iris, don't show such hunger in your eyes. Y our greed betraysyou.”



"We haven't eaten ared pasty since England, Mamal When are we going to eat again? Ever?”

"We saw few gestures of charity for usthere, and | won't ask for charity here," saysthe mother. "We are
gonefrom England, Iris, escaped with our lives. Y ou're hungry? Eat the air, drink the light. Food will
follow. Hold your chin high and keep your pride.”

But Iriss hunger—anew onefor her—isfor thelook of things as much asfor the taste of them. Ever
sincethe sudden flight from England . . .
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—running aong the shadowed track, panting with pain in the chest, tumbling into aboat in the
darkness—running, with thefear of hobgoblinsat their hedls. Imps, thwarties, grinning like demons,
hungry to nip their ankles and sip their blood—

And what if animp has secreted itsdf in the Harwich ship and follows like a skulking dog, to pester them
inthisnew land dl over again?

To keep from apanic, Iris saysto herself- Look at how things are, look: there, there, there. ... We
are someplace new, someplace el se, safer.

Ruth stops. Sheisolder than Iris, asolid thing, dready more than normal adult size, but smple. A
pendulum of spit swings out and makes atassdl. Irisreaches and wipes Ruth's mouth. Ruth has a set of
shoulders that would grace an ox, but she doesn't have an ox's patience. Her brown eyes blink. She
lunges toward the nearest rack of produce, atray heaped with sun-spotted early pears.

"No, Ruth,” says the mother, and pulls her back.

Iris has asudden notion of how she and her family must look, as stolid Englishers: Englishersinthis
European other-world, with its closg, rich hills of architecture. The lumpy Fisher family, traipsing like oafs
on apilgrimage: —The spiky mother, Margarethe, tugging at her gigantic firstborn. —Ruth, heaving her
lungslike abdlows, working up to awail. —And Iris hersdlf, gaunt and unlovely as ahermit, shrinking
into herself as best she can.

The men of the market duck their heads to keep from
CONFESSIONS OF
AN UGLY STEPSISTER

watching awoman'swoes. The wives of the market, however, stare and don't give any ground. No one
offers abruised apple or asmallish pear to calm Ruth or to make Margarethe's plight easier. The market
women tuck their handsin apron pocketsto mind their smal clutches of coins. Theré's no habit of charity
here, at least not for the ugly foreigner.

Strong Ruth isless pliant than usua. She nearly succeedsin bresking out of her mother's grip.
Margarethe, sorely tried, pitches her voice low. "Ruth! God's mercy, that I'm harnessed to such a beast!
Giveway, you willful thing, or I'll beat you when we get to Grandfather's. In a strange place, and no one
to wipe your eyesthen, for I'll keep Irisfrom cozening you!"



Though dow, Ruth isagood daughter. Today, however, hunger rules her. She can't bregk from
Margarethe's hold, but she kicks out and catches the corner of the rickety table on which the pearsare
piled. The vendor curses and dives, too late. The pearsfall and roll in gimpy circles. Other women laugh,
but uneasily, afraid that thisbig little girl will overturn their displays. "Mind your cow!" barks the vendor,
scrabbling on her hands and knees.

Margarethe looses a hand toward Ruth's face, but Ruth is twigting too fast. She backs up, away from the
gal, againg thefront wall of ahouse. Margarethe's dap falls weakly, more sound than sting. She hits
Ruth again, harder. Ruth's bleat mountsto ashriek, her head striking the bricks of the house. A ground
floor window in the house swings open, just next to Ruth. A treble voice rings out from within. It might be
boy'sor girl's. It'saword of exclamation—perhapsthe
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child has seen Ruth topple the pears? Heads turn in the marketplace, while Ruth twists toward the young
voice and Margarethe grabs afirmer hold. Irisfinds herself scooping forward, pear-ward, while dl eyes
are esewhere. In another moment she too has swiveled her head to look.

She seesagirl, perhaps adozen years old, maybe alittle more? It'shard to tell. The child ishaf hidden
by acloth hanging in the window, but ashaft of light catches her. The late afternoon light that gilds. The.
market stops cold at the sight of haf the face of agirl in astarched collar, asmudge of fruit compote
upon her cheek.

Thegirl has hair asfine aswinter whest; in the attention of the sun, it'samost painful to look a. Though
too old for such nonsense, she clutches something for comfort or play. Her narrowed eyes, when she
peers about the curtain's edge, are seen to be the blue of lapislazuli or the strongest cornflower. Or like
the old ename that Iris saw oncein achapel ornament, its shine worn off prematurely. But the girl's eyes
are cautious, or maybe depthless, asif they've been torn from the inside out by tiny needles and pins.

A woman's voice behind the child, coming from deep insde the house. The market is till. Why arethe
citizens so transfixed? " Clara?' saystheinsde voice.

Margarethe clamps Ruth's forearmstightly. Thegirl in the window cranes, watching Ruth shudder,
judging Ruth's nonsense syllables. The girl leans over the windowslll, one curved forefinger at her plump
lips. Shelooks at Ruth asadog will look at aturtle—closely, without sympathy. "Areyou alost one?!
she asks Ruth, and then saysto Margarethe,

"Issheachangeing?Let her goif sheis; let her go, and let's see what shélll do! Will shefly like acrow?!
"What kind of town isthis, that the young addresstheir el ders with such nonsense?’ cries Margarethe in
competent Dutch, and the girl rears back for amoment, but thelook of scrutiny doesn't vanish. Curiosity
iStoo grest.

Suddenly Ruth reaches up through the open window and takes hold of the girl's plaything—a small
wooden windmill, with armsthat pivot on anail. Ruth puts the peg end of it in her mouth, by habit. She
sucksasanew caf worksat ateat. A dirty chuckle ripples through the crowd. But Ruth is camed by the
digtraction, and Margarethe grips Ruth about

thewas.

The blonde girl doesn't object. She leansforward, peering down at Ruth'sface dmogt asif lookingina



mirror. "Thing," saysthegirl, "oh, thing, get away from bere."

The onlookerswatch warily. The girl's mother calls— "Claral” And thereisaflurry of action in the room.
The girl isyanked back, the window dammed, the curtain closed.

Iristurns. Had they hoped to steadl anonymoudly into this new place, they couldn't have done aworse job.
Everyonein the town squareiswatching.

Margarethe squares her shoulders again and, without saying anything more, leads her daughtersthrough
to the other sde of the market square. When they reach the far streets, where shadows have dready
thickened the day into an early dusk, Iris brings out the fruit she has snatched from the pavement. The
pears are hard and juiceless. The three travelers munch them down to the pips, and est the pipsaswell,
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and throw away the stems after sucking them dry.

The dusk isyidding to dark by the time they find Grandfather's house, in the lee of acity gate. Therethey
learn that he has died afew years ago, and those who live insde are not family and have no obligation to
takein the hungry strangers.

Stories Told TKrougH Windows

Anight spent huddled in the piss stink of an alehouse aley. Dogs chase them away at dawn. The mother
and daughters brush the mud and straw off their only skirts, and walk toward the marketplace again to
advertise for aposition. The mother's voiceis caculating: by turns brassy, pious.

Whatever works.

"I an Margarethe, Margarethe of the ten Broek family. My grandfather was Pieter ten Broek, who lived
in the shadow of the Zijlpoort. A good family! | have come back here hoping to stay with them. But now
| learn that he and hiswife are dead, and my uncles are dso lost though poxes and other whimsies of
God. Y ou don't know my face, but you know my grandfather's, he stood tal in thiscity. To honor his
name, | ask you to stand by me, because there's no one left to turn to.”
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First, Margarethe makes her plea at the haf doors of merchant halls. Shelll do needlework in exchange
for aclutch of blanketsin ashed or byre. Shell do barn labor, just give her food for herself and her
ungainly daughters. Shelll mind theill-tempered young, and shelll wring milk from her breadisif fractious
infants need it. (Her breasts don't ook up to the task.)

The merchantslob wilting lettuces & her.

So Margarethe turnsto resdentia streets. Some of the houses are deafened, shutters like wooden muffs
over their window-ears. Margarethe lingersin lanestill maids open up their masters homes. She chatters
with brave familiarity at the girlswho come out to wash the stoops.

"Oh, you don't want to know what hardship we leave behind, in the godforsaken muck of an English
country village. Bog stench to remember, I'll tell you now! But | was origindly from here, one of
you—my father left when | was gtill aninfant, to Ely, to Ma, 'h, to teach the foolish English how to drain



their damplandsin th: way we Hollanders perfected. He taught the trade to my husband, Jack Fisher,
who performed it well enough . . . until the high tides of thisfall. Then the earthworks were breached and
the fensflooded and the fields and crops ruined beyond redemption. And the villagers of March and the
web-footed fen folk could see what the coming winter would be like. They would rather have killed a
Dutchman! But my father was dead of the ague, and no Dutchman wasto be had, so they killed the next
best thing: one of their own who had married a Dutch maid. My own husband, Jack.”

A maid splashes a bucket of dirty water on the cobbles; Margarethe hasto leap back to keep from a
dunking.

A goodwife a awindow, examining astain in alace collar.

Margarethe: "They cornered my man, my sorry Jack Fisher, out in a haunted copse one night last week!
They hit my poor Jack on the head with an edl spear. My daughtersand | |eft under cover of darkness
the very same evening, fearing for our lives. English peasants are avengeful lot, and we were seen as
srangers, though the girlswere born there.”

... thesoundsin the lane, of ae-courage and de-anger, and the girls started from their deep, and
Margarethe's eyes darting, crusty; and her frightened voice: "We must get away from this place! Up, you
lump-kin daughters, up!—or thisdegp isyour last!"—

The goodwife ducks her eyes away, asif Margarethe has been only a chirping jackdaw on thesll. The
window shuts gently. Margarethe moves along to the window of aneighbor without losing the momentum
of her recitd.

"The English have amorbid fear of the foreigner among them! Y ou know it! And though the girlshave an
English father, | trained them to speak the language of my grandfather, Pieter ten Broek, who served this
townwell, or so | amtold. I thought we might need to return to our home soil, and so we have. We
aren't wastrels or refugees. We're not dirty gypsies. We are your own. Welcome us back."

Iris sees that her mother isn't good a generating sympathy. Something about the hard edge of her jaw,
the pinching
nogtrils

"Look a my girls" says Margarethe. "'If your sscomach can bear it. Haven't | suffered enough?—with one
of them
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gibbering and staggering like adrunken farmer on market day"—she shrugs at Ruth—"and the
other"—she pushes Irisforward—"plain as aboard, an affront to the eye? Why did God deny me sons,
who might have been acomfort to amother in distress? If we die on the Streets of thistown, for your
coldnessthe hand of God will visit pestilence upon you! Good day. Bitch hound! Iris, mind your sigter.”

A pasied hand has reached out to draw the window closed against Margarethe and her daughters. A
murmured prayer against Margarethe's curse.

"Let metell youwhat | know about hunger and plague,” says Margarethe, pestering aburgher whois
trying to dide by her unaccosted. "Y our townsmen refer us to the poor-houses here, and promise that the
needy can fatten themsealves there on butter and beef. But | have seen the poor fight over asick dog, to



kill it and char its meat, and puke it up within the hour. I've known hunger to turn father against son, and
husband againgt wifel™

"Mama, thethingsyou say!" Irisisamazed a her mother's testimony.

"Y ou think | embroider these things? Hunger isredl,” says Margarethe. "Haven't | seen children munching
on rats?' But she softens her voice and tries anew approach.

"I have Kkills, old mother, | know the herbs and tisanes for the stiffnessin thejoints. | know what to
gather, and how to dry it, and what to mete out, and what to reserve. | know the worts, the smples, the
roots. | know"—she pauses, judging her next audience of one weak-chinned old dame—"1 know the
holy wordsto pronounce, and when they fail, the

unholy. | know the spdlls, | know the secret charms, | know theinvisible comforts. . ."
The frightened crone bangs her shutter closed so hard that it nearly catches her crippled hand at the wrist.

"What we need isatable" sayslris, "atable that dways groans with aweight of food, gppearing by
magic every day—" "Fancy won't feed us, Iris" mutters Margarethe. "God'struth,” she criesin anger, "is
there no mercy in thisdamp town? Will theill chance that chased us from England catch up with us at
last, when we have no strength to keep running away?"

Midday. The j>un doing its best, dragging its golden skirts through gritty streets. In aback lane, where
the smdlls of the brewery get trapped in aleys and mildewy work yards, there is one window that doesn't
swing shut. Margarethe stands, her hand pressed against her ribs, heaving, trying to keep from weeping
with rage. At wit'send, she'sworking to invent anew story. Ruth plays with the pretty toy that the girl
named Clarahasthrust in her hands. Irislooksin the window.

Theroomistdl and airy, more stable than sdon, an old storehouse for arms maybe. Iris peers. The room
isindisarray. A table holds pots and mortars and grinding stones. A kettle of nose-wrinkling oil gently
steams on alow fire. Paintbrushes brandish themselves out of clay pots, unruly as autumn bracken.
Against thewall lean freestanding panels of wood, like a series of doors, and one or two panelsare
propped on easels in the center of the room. Every surfaceisworked over with color, fields of fog cut
with strokes of unapol ogetic brightness. Every color that Iris has ever known, from midnight blue to the
sourest citron.
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A manturns, only dowly hearing Margaretheswords. He seemsirritated to be yelled at through hisown
window, which has been opened for ar and light, not for prying eyes or beggars on the prowl.

Irisleansfarther to look. The consolation of gray, of green, the surprise of pink. The redemption of
cloudy white on four new panels yet to be touched by image.

"Iris, don't be forward with the gentleman,” murmurs Margarethe, readying her latest version of woe.
Irisignores her mother. "What are you doing?" she says through the window.
Looking

* » vhe painter lays down atwig of red chalk and blows L lightly on hisfingertips. Thefoldsof his



clothesarelined with red asif powdered with the dust of bricks. He walks over to the window and
shakes hishead. "What kind of assault isthis?' he grumbles.

"No assault, gr," cries Margarethe, now that she has caught one, regling himin, "only amother with
hungry vir' gin daughters! What does the gentleman need to be done? A woman can betold to do
anything. | can help aman'stired wife at al the household tasks. Tell meto sweep, to scrub; | will. Tell
meto air amattress, to fetch water from thewdl. | will. Tell meto kill achicken?—I'll pluck it and stew
it, send itsfeathersto the sack for pillowing, its blood organs to the pan for the company of onions, its
bones thrown upon the dirt for the reading of fortunes.”

"Theresno wife here, or why would | beliving in squalor? But hold your tongue while | think about it,"
hetdlls her, and heturnsto glance a Ruth and Iris.

Ruth hides her eyes, but Irislooksright back a him. She
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isn't looking for her father, no no; heis dead these seven days—

A voice outsde the door as the door splinters. *And the husband is boxed on the head, bleeding into his
bog, and well have hiswicked wife next, and those girlsl"—

—Stay in the present moment. Look at the present moment. She's just looking at aman who happens
to beroughly her father'sage. That'sall.

He'saman of middle years, with an unshuttered light in his eyes. Iris doesn't remember seeing itslike
before. He strokes his gingery mustaches and draws fingers down a beard that needs hot water and the
attention of arazor. His bald head is glazed from being in the sun without the black hat favored by
prosperous burghers. Hisfingers are dyed with red and violet. Gingerbeard has calipers, scales, toolsin
hiseyes, he stares at Iris. It'salook that's clean of human emotion, at least just now. He stares some sort
of judgment at her. Irisdrops her eyes at last, beaten by his attention.

"She will be of marriagesble age within the month—" begins Margarethe. Iriswinces.
"Slence" hemurmurs, twitching hisfingersat Mar-garethe.
And |ooks some more.

"This, then," he says at last. "There's a shed beyond where you can deep aweek or two, at least until my
apprentice returns from hisjourneys on my behalf. After that well see. Theréswork to be doneif you
can live herein silence. Y ou, Mother, will seeto the needs of abachelor's household. |

won't name or number the tasks, but | want to est and to deep and to work without stopping when the
mood arises. The older girl, can she wander about by herself2—there'sameadow not far from the
bridge, just beyond the Amsterdamse Poort, where the new cana startsitsjourney to Amsterdam. The
flowers of late summer grow therein abundance. She can collect them daily for my studio. The
commonest weeds die within hours, and | need to look at them regularly. I's she capable of this? Good.
Perhaps you—your name, your name in one word and no narrative—"

"Margarethe," she says, and lifts her head, "Margarethe Fisher, of the good Haarlem family ten Broek."



"Margarethe, if you attend, perhaps | can teach you to grind minerals for me and mix them with oil and
powders, to make my colors."

"I am clever with grinding herbs and peppercorns and roots. Minerds and powders are as nothing to
me." "Good. And the girls, they are cdled—7?' "My dder daughter, Ruth, and the smart one, Iris." "Not
the usual Dutch names," he says, amused. "They were born in the fens of Cambridgeshire. Their English
father wasn't inclined to the names of saints and martyrs," says Margarethe, " so the choices were few.
When we saw how our first child was spoiled, we named her Ruth, which I'm told means sorrow for
one's own faults. Then we chose to name the next daughter Iris, with the hope it might encourage her to
grow in beauty like aflower." Shelooksat Irisand her lipstwitch. "Asyou can see, our hopeswere
badly abused.”

THE OBSCURE CHILD
"Irisisthe smart one" he says.
"Smart enough for what you need, I'd guess.”" Is Mar-garethe leering alittle? Surely not.

"For Iris, adifficult task,” says Gingerbeard. "I'd like her to St on achair in the north light for hoursat a
time so | may observe her. She must Sit without fidging, without speaking. She must keep her mouth shuit.
| will draw her inred chalk on parchment, and perhaps paint her if I'm pleased by my drawings.”

Margarethe can't help hersalf. She says, "For what possible reason could you wish to render the likes of
her?' Margarethe puts her hands on Iriss shoulder. The gestureis partly loving but partly anegotiation.
And why not, Irisadmits, when we can barely reach from oneloaf to the next?

The painter replies, "My reasons are my own. Decide and answer me, for | have no moretimefor this
right now. Tell me, yesor no."

"Y our name, before we comein your door and accept your kind offer.”

But helaughs. "My name can't sedl adeal, my name doesn't increase the value of my canvases. My name
has no placein aworld in which Lucas Cranach and Memling and the FH orentines show their paintings!
Eveninmy owntime | am anonymous, not quite known asthe Master of the Dordrecht Altarpiece. That
effort ismuch admired, but I'm not remembered asits creator. Just cal me the Master, and my cock's
pride will be assuaged. Will you enter or no?"

They troop indde. The smdlsin the sudio are dightly offensive. Iris picks out the pungency of sappy,
new-milled

wood, the resin-scented ail, an eggy stink of sulfur, male swest.

She stops hearing the clucking of her mother and the hulking shuffle of her sster. Irislooks at the works
once her eyes have become accustomed to the inside light.

The panelsarelimned in red or black line. Some of them are worked with an olive or asepiawash. A
few have been taken further, the solid forms of human beings beginning to emerge from the gloom of the
Master's preparations. Scraps of paper, scratched with silvery ink, are pinned to the edges of

panel s—sketches, she can see, of what the finished work might include.

The sketches are largely of people unclothed. Women



and men dike.

Iris grabs her mother's hand and points wordlessly. Mar-garethe sets her jaw and considers the situation.
At length she says, in avoice intended to be agreeable, "Magter, ismy daughter to St undraped for you?'

"l am apainter, not amongter.”

Eight or nine piecesin process, or pieces sarted and abandoned; Iris can't tell. Figureswho are naked in
the sketches appear clothed in the finished works.

Irisgtaresin distress at her mother. Behind the Master's back Margarethe makes aface at Iristhat
means. First we edt, then we refuse. Caution, daughter! But Margarethe goes on to remark, "Wearein a
Roman chapd, full of idals. In England few would sanction such blagphemy anymore. Doesdl of this

painted beauty serve any purpose?”’

"Who can say what purpose beauty serves? But at |east the Roman Catholics used to pay well for work
that inspirestheir
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devotions," saysthe Master, hunting through a pile of brushesfor oneto servein thetask at hand. "Back
when the Roman Catholics were more than merely tolerated in thisland.”

"l seetheVirginin blue and scarlet; | seethe Christ like afat Dutch baby raised on cheese. | notice
angelseverywhere" says Margarethe dismissvely.

"l paint my devils, dwarves, and depraved in a separate room," saysthe Magter, waving ahand. "The
door to which | keep locked. Not superstitious, I, but nor do | court the wrath of God any more than |
need do.”

Iriswantsto ask: Do you paint imps, thwarties, sting' demons? The kind that run with soundless howling
at the hedl's of mobs, egging them on? But she can't speak about this; her mouth won't collaborate with
her mind.

Margarethe begins to arrange pots on the table in order of size. "Get on through to the house, don't
handle my things" the Master says, "out back, go on! Be useful with pastry and broom and boiling water!
Go to the marketplace and find a healthy fish for my dinner! Get out of my way!"

"What shdl | usefor coin, Master?' says Margarethe.

"My name" he says.

"The Master of Debt?' she says.

"Schoonmaker,” he answered, "but the Master will do. It better do.”

Margarethe straightens her spine. "Iris, attend your Sster,” she says. 'Y ou are the smart one. Enough of

this mooning about, these vaporish sighs! Keep Ruth under your fist. Do you hear me?" Iris nods.
"Rdiablelris" says Margarethe. "So off | go, and tonight we eat.”



Iris keeps ahand on Ruth's shoulder till their mother has hurried out of sght. Then Iris continues her
ingpection. Since Iris doesn't speak, the Master doesn't seem to mind her being there. Ashe scrubsa
patch of green to apply aydlow glow upon it, he muttersto her, or to himsdlf. She listens as she wanders
and looks.

He hasanice voice, rustly and gruff. "So your mother, like other small people, disapproves of sacred art!
| should pack up my trunks and remove myself to the Spanish Netherlands, where ahealthy Roman
Catholic faith till requiresa supply of religiousimagery. But no, though the Calvinists here tolerate the
Papist presence, even turning ablind eye to the secret chapels, the market for sacred art has

disappeared.”

Irisdoesn't know or care about any of this. "But seventy years ago? A hundred? Imagine this. Every eight
milesfound aclutch of houses with its own small church, and every church boasted a painting of the Holy
Family. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. The Gospels are peopled suddenly and forever by the images that
artists ddliver for you. We did our work, and God regped the reward in increased prayer. Thetrue
conseguence of beauty—tell your mother!—is devotion.”

Iris has no ideawhat he means, but it seemsto please him to talk. She sees Josephs and Marys, and
Jesuses of al ages and humors. Abandoned over and over again, because imperfect, because unworthy?

The Magter rails on, punctuating his pauses with caresses of his brush. "Painting holy subjects has aways
made agood
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living for paintersl Though who among us doesn't fear being dashed into hell when we paint into a sacred
scene from Scriptures some baby we see on the street, awoman we love, aman we admire?’

The Master becomes morose. "And besides picturing the blessed"—thisin a sour tone, carping—"asa
painter | catalog the corruption of theworld! In staggering honesty. The misshapen, the unholy
aberrations. The Girl-Boy of Rotterdam? | painted that cursed soul the year before it was stoned to
death by the devout. | painted the Seven Stages of Plague, including the gray-green face of the unburied
corpse. The hunchbacks, the split-skulls, Dame Handelaers with her horrible donkey jaw. The other side
of revelation! Through that door, should you want to see. I'll unlock it for you. All the proofs of our need
for God." He points his brush at the door and raises his eyebrows in aquestion.

Iris doesn't even dare to look at the door, much less ask for it to be unlocked. She doesn't want to see.
She wraps her thin arms around her thin chest, and asks hersdf again: Where have we cometo?

The Magter turns back to his canvas. "And I'll paint that changeling child yet," he saysgrimly. "Haarlem's
hidden beauty. More witness to the weirdness of thisworld.”

Irisremembersthe girl at the window, the girl who gave the toy to Ruth. She had asked if Ruth was alost
one, achangeling. Was Haarlem ahaven for such goblin beasts? Irishad heard that fromtimetotimea
poor infant might be kidnapped from its cradle and replaced with arotten, illish creature resembling it in
looksdone. A changdlingissaid to be

deficient of something essential, either memory, or sense, or mercy. Iriswantsto ask the Master about
the nature of changelings, and how to identify one, but he interrupts her thoughts, mumbling on.



"And even though | testify about the terrible human state, and its rescue by the sanctity of Jesus, what,
what, what in this annus dominus are we brought to, we the laborers, the artisans, the cooks of linseed
sew?' The Master throws his brush across the room. "They want /lowers, flowersfor commerce, beauty
to sdl asif it had its own sakel Why don't the dreamless Cavinigtsjust go off to Constantinople? Why
don't they join the pagan M ohammedans who rebuke the notion of portraying divinity in anything but
Euclidean tiles of blue and gold? Or why don't | just take mysdlf to the Spanish Netherlands and set
mysalf up there? Where | can paint what | want, and keep food on the table as wel | ?"

"Why don't you?' asks Iris, goaded from her shyness by
hisranting.

"I love my home, and thisismy home," heydls. "Don't
you understand thet?"

Iris doesn't answer. Home is hard to recollect aready, usurped by that nightmare of torches, accusations,
an escapein aflatboat over fields flooded with seawater, asthe full moon blazed upon them like the eye
of avengeful judge. Her family had left home so quickly—who redly knew if Jack Fisher was even given
aChrigtian burid, or was he till drifting in the suck of the receding tides, abloated corpse leaching his
blood into the ruined crops?
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"What, what isit?' saysthe Master, coming toward Iris, but she sarts, and jumps away.

—aminor demon, sniffing the midnight air, on the hunt, chasing after them—

"No," she says, keeping it dl unremembered, "no, no." "Then if you won't say, out, out in the air, enough
of my prattle; what do you care for the madness of an obsessed man? Go for flowers. Go with your

enormous sister for flowers. Trot off and drag an armload of pretty weeds for me, so | can waste my
timeand feed mysdf."

Helooksat Iris, then peers down into his brushes, splaying the bristles of one with his clean left thumb.
"Bring meflowers, child," he says, more softly. "Out into the air with you. Y ou look like a crone before
your time."
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Schoonmaker—the Master—gives Irisa short knife. He tells her how to find the meadow. Iris helps
Ruth put her wooden shoes back on, and shefits on her own pair. Then the girls clasp their hands and
run.

Past the brewery with itsrich active smells, down alane that leads through a city gate. Out the gate,
acrossafoul cand, up an embankment, through amess of hedge, and then: the meadow. A few cows are
companionably lowing. Ruth is scared of cows, so Irisflies at them and windmills her arms about, and the
cows amble away without taking offense.



Thesgtersaredonefor thefirg time anceleaving their homein England. They aren't Dutch girls, no
matter how well Margarethe had taught Iris essentid words and grammar. But they're no longer English
girls either, since home has been swept away from them. So for now they're merely done, but together,
astogether asthey can get.

Before the death of Jack Fisher, Irisand Ruth had been no farther from March than the next village over,
and that only once, for afair. What adisaster. The de had flown too

freely and the reticence that masguerades as Christian char ity had collapsed. Men had set down their
bowls of de and taunted Ruth with a stick, saying they were hungry for bacon, and how much would the
pig fetch? Iris had snatched that very stick and gone at them, and caused blood to flow, though even with
dripping nogtrils and split lips the men had falen against each other in mirth. "The pig and the hound! The
hound and the pig!"

The Fisher sisters had never gone to the market fair again. Nor had Iristold Margarethe or Jack exactly
what had happened, for what would that mean? Just that Ruth would be kept closer to the hearth than
ever. Irishas dways thought thisisn't right. Without question Ruth isanidiot, but sheisnot apig.

Iris can't think about these things, though; when the memories threaten to return, she hasto brush them
away. She'sleft those things behind. She'sleft England behind, and dl it means. Any cursed imp is|left
behind, surely, surely. But have they redly arrived in Holland? Or did the boat go awry in the scorm?
Have they come instead to a place of bewitch’' ment? Perhapsit only looks like Holland, and that's why
the grandfather who wasto take care of themisnot in his house. Don't be fanciful, says Margarethe's
voicein Irissmind. But Iriscan't help it. The mysteries of this placel Whatever could the Girl-Boy of
Rotterdam have been? Or Dame Donkey-Jaw? Or what about the changeling child? If thisisno longer
England, perhapsit's not Holland ether. I1t'sthe place of story, beginning here, in the meadow of late
summer flowers, thriving before the Atlantic sorms drive wet and winter upon them all.

Irislectures hersdlf. Be commonsensica. Be good. Deserve the food you'll be fed tonight. She says, "So
many varieties. What sorts does he want, do you think?'

Ruth plucks adaisy and holdsit up.

"That's one, and agood oneit is" sayslris, "he wants many. Here, Ruth, can you use this knife without
stabbing your thumb? If you pull them like that, the leaves are crumpled. Make your cut down
here—bend your knees, that's better. Y es, that's a good one. | don't need to approve each choice. All
flowers are good ones, Ruth. Y es, that's another

niceone

Irismoves away asfar as she dares, making sure that Ruth isn't darmed. Then she movesfarther till.
She sees an aban-doned apple tree at the edge of the meadow. Though it's crippled with age, there are
boughsthat can be used as aladder, and she should be able to step from the apple tree to the limbs of
the taller, weedy tree that grows next to it. Iristucks her dark skirt into the band of her gpron strings and
puts her precious shoes at an angle againgt the trunk. She beginsto climb.

She hadn't been able to see much of the world from the boat that had |eft from Harwich. Because of
fright, hunger, and nausea, she had had to keep her head down on the creaking floor. Iris saysto hersdf,
| couldn't stand on the prow of the ship and track our journey to this odd place. But here, on the edge,
on the margin, an aging tree isastepping-stone to ataler tree, and from there.. . .



L ook oneway, and beyond thelip of three or four more meadows s the broad gray ocean, crimped with
white lines of water wanting to noise themsdlves againgt the dunes. From

THE OBSCURE CHILD

here the sea gppears |ess monstrous than it had from the dock at Harwich. Then the light had been low,
and the waves, close by, had pulled up weights of water, greasy, heavy, dark. Today the sky ishung with
clouds random as sailing vessdls, flat-bottomed and big-billowed, and the water seems smoothed,
changed.

L ook the other way, and she can peer above and beyond the leafy hedge, |ocate the mouth of the
brown-blue Spaarne, and trace theriver inland to the city wals. She can make out the buildings of
Haarlem. Their smart chimneys, their tal facadesimitating steps-and-dairs. There: the building she's
cometo know aready asthe Stadhuis, the town hal, with its green mountain of aroof. There: the
Grotekerk—the Cathedral of Saint Bavo's—its stone spire the color of toasted bread, one angle pink
and pockmarked inthislight. A small ribbed dome, open to the winds, is perched up top likean airy
onion.

Cand s ring the town, joining to the Spaarne on north and south sides. Haarlem, or whatever world this
might be, isa closed garden itself, of stone and glass and red roof tiles. Beyond, to the east, the
occasiond ouderkirk—as the Master told her—suggests a group of farmhouses, a crossroads, aford.
Irislooks to see some giant in the distance, some dragon laying a clutch of eggs. She finds an unraveling
of smoke. It could be adragon. It could be anything. "I think it'sadragon,” calslris.

Ruth has forgotten her task already and Sits chewing the sems of flowers.

Iris hasn't attended to flowers much. Thingsthat grow have been their mother's concern: the roots, the
herbsfor their

leaves and flowers, the flowers for their seeds, the many small snatches of sage, celery, and rue. Irishas
overlooked them. But now she sees anameless variety of wild blossoms. She can't call their names, in
English or Dutch. After afew momentsin an artist's workroom, she can see only flecks of gold, stalks of
red and maroon, starry puffs of blue, stands of white, and dl of it peppered againgt aglowing fold of
ydlow and green.

Irissaysto hersdlf: | will bring Margarethe here for the benefits to be coaxed from seedling, stem, and
leaf. Mar-garethe isamistress of the smples, and she can treat any ailment with an infuson or aplaster.

And thereisMargarethe, striding back from the market already, abig fish shining from underneath her

arm. Iristhinks her mother looks—from this helght—ridiculous, her legs whipping out and her shoulders
hunched over. Shelooks

relieved.
"| see awicked witch, and acow that gives milk of puregold,” calsris. She decides she will drum up
the courage to look at the paintings of the Master's demons and unnatural figures. All the secrets of the

world are to be discovered and

recorded!



A flurry of swalowson their way south. "Isthat aschool of fairies, flying from treeto tree?’ shecdls, to
keep Ruth engaged. "Isthat achangding child | see?’

Below, Ruth smiles and doesn't bother to listen, asmple among smples.
Sitting
for ScK oonmaker

They cometo know their patron and his tempers. He wakes up as Schoonmaker and becomes, by
grumpy effort, the Master. Mornings are full of muttered curses and swallowed blessings. Enthusiastically
he washes himsdlf, paying no attention to the modesty of maidens or widows. The Fishers haveto huddle
themsavesin the kitchen yard until he callsfor hislaving water to be removed. Then, acambric shirt
pulled over hishead at least, he berates Margarethe for every annoying thing: the thinness of the porridge,
the hardness of the cheese, the grayness of the bread, the miniature nature of herrings.

Ruth playswith her windmill, the little thing grabbed from the beatiful girl in the house @ the
marketplace, until the Master roars for flowers. It doesn't happen every day—all field flowersdon't die at
once, no matter what he says—buit it happens often enough.

After thefirst three or four trips, Iris doesn't need to escort Ruth to the meadow, though if the cows have
frightened her Ruth comes home empty-handed. Iris sees, though, that the Master often doesn't ook at
the flowers Ruth brings. He stuffs them in a bucket and continuesto paint the ones he dready has, adl the
while quoting lines of Scripture, asif to punish himsalf by remembering what holy passion heis kept from
because of the nonsense of flowers.

Irisloiters about the studio, trying to get up the courage to ask to see the paintingsin the locked chamber

of misfits. Sheiscuriousto seeif he portraysimps and thwarties there. Here the Master paints flowers.
"What are you bothering mefor?' he mutters, not sounding very bothered.

"Have you ever seen adragon ... or ahdl-imp?"' "The patron who doesn't pay hisdebt isahdl-imp. . .
What amiddle-aged answer, and from one who clamsto admire his own paintings of monsters and
miserables!

Shélll ask him tomorrow for the key to the other room. She will. She's dways known about imps, and
shewantsto see one—not in red life (please God, no), but in apainting. That would be safe, and even
wonderful.

But the tomorrow comes, and just as she isgoing to do it—she s, sheisl—there's aknock on the door.
"Caspar?' saysthe Magter. "Comein!”

Nobody enters. "Iris, open the door, Caspar's arms must

be heavy with presentsfor me," saysthe Master boisteroudly.
Timidly, Iris swings open the top half of the sectioned

door. She sees nothing, but hears aknock on the bottom half.

"Be generous. Open the full door," saysthe Magter.
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She does. A horrible beast in ahuge beard stands there, only as high as Iriss gpron strings. It'satalking
dog, or abear cub? It growlsat her: "Move aside, what are you staring at, you ugly thing?' A dwarf, a
red dwarf. Irisisglad Ruth isin the meadow today. May she stay there safely until this creature leaves!
"Wherésthe old goosander?' growlsthe cregture, pushing in.

The Master seems unimpressed. "Who sent you here?' he said.

"For ahdf loaf of bread, I'll remove my smals and show you how the barber tickled my gangrenous
limbswith hisknives," saysthe dwarf, who, it appears, isthis short because he hasno legs. Herocks
forward, using hisarmsto swing himsdf. Then herests on two little stubs at the base of hispelvis. They
arefitted over with leathery patcheslaced up by thongsthet tie over his shoulders.

"Theresafemae present,” saysthe Magter, "agirl."

"Oh, isit agirl?" saysthe dwarf. "Such a pretty faceit has. | thought it was amonkey with an allment.
Y ou're Schoonmaker, aren't you. Areyou still drawing the likes of me?”

"Y ou want meto pay you ahaf loaf of bread?' saysthe Magter. "Bread is dear, and |'ve seen your like
before.”

"I've ahandsome package of knobs and knuckles dragging aong on the floor," saysthe dwarf, looking at
his crotch.

"Get out,” saysthe Magter. "I'm interested in the varieties of thefallen, to be sure, but right now I'm busy
with flowers. And | don't like your uncivil tongue when therésagirl present.”

The dwarf looks at the Master's study of wildflowers. ™Y ou've gone from catal oguing us queerlimbsto
portraits

of—cow food?" saysthe dwarf. "Damn you, your reputation isriper than that."

"Margarethe, bring your broom," cdlsthe Master calmly. "A taking clot of fur hasrolled in the doorway.
It wants removing, whether it knowsit or not."

Irisloses her nerve about ingpecting the gdllery of misfits. When Ruth comes back, Iristells her about the
dwarf while Ruth sorts the flowers by height and lines them up on the windowsill for the Master to
ingpect. "Wonderful," he says. "So nicely arranged!" He doesn't move them. They dry and blow away the
next day.

"Ready to draw you, before another crazy fish swims by to interrupt me," saysthe Master at last. Irisisn't
sure shewants to be drawn, but abargainisabargain.

When the sun has moved to its proper place, the Master places Irisin achar and composes her handsin
her 1ap. He pullsthe cap off her head. Tears start in her eyes. Sheisafraid he will undress her wholly.
Her poor gtick sdf ian't fit

forit.

He misunderstands her concern. "The cap: filthy" he says, "and I'm not looking at you anyway, but at the



shape of your head.” He takes an hour making marks on thewall. Sheis supposed to focus on the
marks, one after the other, while he kegps returning to his pad of paper and judging the cast of her eyes.
By the time he'sready, the light has shifted. He curses her for her stubbornness and throws some flowers
at her, and sherunsinto the kitchen, hiding her eyes—it isn't her fault!
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"Cry alittle bit if you haveto. It's hedthy to pissin thefire. But then back you go," says Margarethe,
raising aspoon like atruncheon.

"He wantsto draw amarble statue, not a person!” crieslris.

"Then be marble for him, you fool," says Margarethe. "Be bronze if he wantsit; be glass; be oak. Be
what hewants, or we go hungry.”

"Hewants beauty," says|ris, rubbing her nose. "He has ahound, and he wants beauty."
Margarethe's expression is blank. At last she says, "Then be beauty. Make-believeit.”

Irisgivesawordless cry of exasperation. If she had some' thing to throw at her mother, she would throw
it.

"He hasn't asked for—7?" whispers Margarethe, making bosom-like drawingsin the air with her left hand.

Iris shakes her head. Now, oddly, she'sirritated. Clearly she's not interesting enough to be insulted in this
way.

"I'm done drawing for the day, for the season, forever," criesthe Master from the other room. Heis
stamping back and forth. "I'm trying to decide how to end my life, and you two nattering on like that, it
breaks my concentration!"

"Begging your pardon," says Margarethe in awry, placating voice. "I wouldn't want to interrupt some
important thought."

Helaughs. Thereisthe sound of apiece of paper being torn. "We start earlier tomorrow, Iris," he says.
"Y ou will not eude me, whatever shyness you pretend to. | will fix your face on board without fail. My
livelihood depends on it, and so does yours. Dry your eyes and hush your whimpersor I'll have to beat
you."

Margarethe raises her eyebrows at Iris. Iris pouts. But by now they both know the Master is not oneto
best children.

The next morning heisa work again, and Irissitsfor him. He draws her face and hands and her
shoulders. "Let your head sink more, advance your chin.”

"My neck will acheunless| hold it sraight.”

"Doasl| say."



Shedtslikeatraveler at acampfire, imagining something at her back. Something that should have been
left behind in England?—or some new mongter, like the lewd dwarf, the Donkey Woman, something
darker, inching nearer?

"What acomplex warinessin your eyed" he says.

Later: "Now, without aword of protest, without moving your eyes, your hands, your neck, push out your
lower lip. | don't care how it makesyou fed. Farther. That's good.”

If he catches me, thinks ris, will he catch what isat my back? That thing that | can't name? That thing |
datfromin

my deep?

"Isthereredly achangeling child in Haarlem?' she asks.

"I'm drawing your mouth. Closeit!"

It'sthe worst torture anyone could have devised for her, to haveto st so till!

But, day after day, she sits respectably, clothed. And glad for it now. "L et me see what you have done
withme" she says after the fifth afternoon. The lowering sun is pushing dusty golden light at the canvas,
and shefedshbrave.

"Theresno point,” he says. "'l haven't caught you. I'm not trying to catch you. I'm merely using you to
suggest a
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shapeto me. Thereisashadow on the board; it isnot Iris Fisher. It isanameessgirl, spiritless, while
you are aspirited English-Dutch girl named Iris Fisher. It's easy to assume you're the same asthe
painting, but you're not. | forbid you to look," he says as she comes closer.

In awarning tone, from the other room, Margarethe: "'Ins."

Shefdlsback. "I don't know what I'm doing here," she says.

"Y ou are my muse thismonth," saysthe Magter.

"l don't know what you mean. Y ou speak in riddlesto distract me."

"Y ou're a peasant girl from the marshes, acaf wandered up from the weedy bog; why should | spend my
time educating you?' saysthe Madter. "A museisaspirit from the ancient Hellenic religion, agoddess
who visits the man embarked upon the creative act and ingpires him.”

"We don't hold with goddesses from other religions,” cals Margarethe tartly.

"I'm not asking you for opinions, you cook," hereplies, astartly. "Iris, thelove of those old pagan stories
has swept up every patron and painter dike. The Horentines are aslikely to show us o being turned into

acow, Daphneinto alaurel tree, Zeus disguised as abull out to rape Europa asthey areto show us
Madonnaand Christ, Saint John and Saint Nicholas."



"I do not approve,” cals Margarethe—she can't help hersdlf.

But the Master only says, "No more do I, but commerce is commerce. If the rich will buy Venus, then
we paint the Mother of God and cal her Venus."

"For shamel" says Margarethe. "We eat," saysthe Magter.

"I'd rather go hungry.” The mord superiority of thewdll fed. "Go hungry, then. The morefor me." Iris
hasn't followed much of this, but she'sinterested that it bothers her mother. A spiritua awakening in that
old iron contraption of aheart? Too hard to fathom. Irismoves on, and says, "I bet you're not portraying
me as Venus or another ancient spirit from another land.”

He moves away from the board, squints at it with one eye. He frowns. "No," he says. "No, Iris, you're
right about that.”

"l want to see.”
"Go get your sster from the meadow. It'slate. Where are my flowerstoday?' "L et me see.”

"Get out of here!l" he cries, angry now. Irisleaves, though not fleeing. She leaveswith dignity, carefully
knocking over apot of ground powder onto the stone floor. He curses her clumsiness. She doesn't reply.

Sheisdill sulking when she arrivesin the meadow. Something is happening here that she doesn't like.
The Master isakind man in some ways, but he makes her angry. Heisframing her on his board, but he
isframing her in the room too, keeping her in abox, away from him. She might not be beautiful, but heis
keeping her small.

Margarethe can't help much. Asfar asthe Master's concerned, Margarethe is little more than annoyance;
even Iris, who loves her, can seethat. Margarethe is one of theirritants
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of theworld, ablack fly at the behind of the cow. No, it's up to Iristo be patient and behave, or the
family will be back on the street again. And now that Iris has seen the legless dwarf, heard about the
Girl-Boy of Rotterdam, who knows what bizarre villainslurk farther inland? It might not be an enchanted
castle and a sugar-voice godmother. It might be mgor imps and minor demons, huge bumblebees with
claws. Or even somefierce god disguised asabull, to kidnap poor girls and do what bulls are well
known to do.

"WEélIl give him hismongtrosity,” saysIris suddenly. Ruth looks up from the late daisy heads sheis
shredding. "Hewantsto catalogue al the quirks of the world? Well queerlimb for him, Ruth!" Ruth likes
this sound of bravery, which hasn't been heard much since leaving England. Iriswhedls about the
meadow, laughing, thinking. She lunges at the old apple tree and brings down a dead branch, and snaps
the brittlelimbsjust so. "Antlers,” says|ris, "for the Girl-Stag of the Meadow!"

They link hands and run home. Margarethe is out at the well or the market square, away somewhere.
The Master isbusy in the second studio—the gallery of God's mistakes— soit'seasy for Iristo dipin
and finger some dun-colored paint from the long board that serves as a paette.

In the shed at the end of the kitchen yard, she coats Ruth'sface. "Y ou're abeautiful Girl-Stag,” she



croons, to keep Ruth from scraping the muck off with her hand. "Can you sound like abeast?* She
knows the answer to thisaready. Ruth obliges with a passionate moo. "Close enough,” sayslris.
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Ruth on her hammy hands and strong knees. Irisfinds along cord in the kitchen and tiesthe rack of
apple bough antlers on Ruth's head. Iris drapes alength of brown, foul-smelling sacking over Ruth's
back. The pdt. Then Irisknedls behind her sgter, right up againgt her, like that bull Zeus pressing against
acow. Shetiesthe ends of the sacking around her own waist to show that they are one two-headed
creature, covered by the same hide. "Now, Ruth," says|ris, "well amble to the studio and have our
portrait drawn. Well make the Master laugh, and helll forgive mefor how | bother him!™

They clump and thump across the yard, Ruth mooing the announcement of their arrivd. Silencein the
studio asthey cross the threshold. When the Girl-Stag crawls around the corner made by apainting
propped againgt astool, they see the Magter has returned from the second studio. He's sitting there with
an open mouth. He stares a them. He's not done.

The vigtor isayounger man, with atender beard beginning on his chin, and none of the stoutness that
proves the success of greater men. He perches on astool, mopping ahunk of bread in a broth of milk
and onions. "Oh, ahousehold pet!" he cries, and jumps up, knocking over the stool, spilling his broth,
bumping into the knees of the Master.

"I was expecting the brilliant daughters of my housekeeper,” saysthe Madter. "Instead, let me introduce
you to some beast of the forest.”

Ruth moos, ddlighted, unable to hear condescension in the Magter's voice. Irisismortified but gamely
keeps on. "Were the Girl-Stag of the Meadow," saysris. "Arewe ugly enough now to suit you?"
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"The disguiseisimpeccable” saysthe Magter dryly. "I'd never have known you but for your dulcet tone."
Despite himsdlf, he gartsto laugh. "lris, you have some cleverness about you. But you're late, daughters,
and you worried your mother; she went to look for you. Y ou worried me too. Thereis supper inthe
kitchen. Now look, thisis our Caspar, feckless Caspar, returned from the Hague. Silly Caspar, unable to
solicit asngle commission on thistrip, though he carried letters of testimony from patronsin dl the courts
of Europe.”

"l wrote the lettersmysdlf,” says Caspar boastfully. "Which islris and which Ruth?!
"ThisisRuth, the dder," sayslris, untying the pdt, feding foolish, "and | am Iris, the younger."

Ruth won't stay to be observed by a new member of the household. She half gdlops, antlerstilting, and
disgppearsinto the kitchen, scolding hersdf with moos.

"Ruthisshy, likeme," says Caspar. " Such an gppedling trait. But you, you're arare one, Iris, did you
invent that costume? What fun to have acompanion herel”

"I'm not running a salon for the practice of conversation,” saysthe Master. "Remember that. Caspar is
hereto learn the trade of drafting, but he's ahopeessfool, though attractive enough in apony-like way.



Hewill canter into alow lintel one day and brain himsdlf, and wewill dl berdieved. Heis bereft of any
red talent, or Hals or van Schooten or my current rival, Bollongier, would have taken himin. Caspar is
amost as usdless asyou girls. This should make you fedl in good company. | hope you're pleased.”
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Irisstudiesthe new arrivd briefly, warily. Caspar has awinning smile. He seems used to the gloomy
Master. Caspar doesn't take offense at these ironic remarks. He bites the cor-ner of hismouth. Hislipis
glossy with new blond hairs. Despite hersdlf, Iris has a sudden yen to stroke the early mustache with her
finger, the way she likesto stroke the ears of the kitchen cat when it Sitsin the sunlight of the doorway.
"Speak," says Caspar, twisting his hand upward in acourtly, welcoming manner. "Silence," saysthe
Master.

"Porridge," says Margarethe from the kitchen, returned from her search. "Now," she adds.

Didn't the Master say that the Fishers could stay until his apprentice returned? But now the Master
makes no suggestion they should pack up and leave. He has grown used to

them. Fair enough.

Iristurnsto go. Is Caspar here merely for avisit? If so, will it be along one? Iris believes she's pleased at
the notion of hisarrivd, but in this, asin so much ese, she'snot sure.

"The Girl-Stag of the Meadow," says Caspar as she passes him into the kitchen. "Which part are you?
Girl or Stag?' But from him the remark isnot an insult; it makes her chortle, and she doesn't answer.

Girl

witk

Wildflowers

With the arrival of Schoonmaker's apprentice, Iris becomes, if not happier, at least less self-conscious,
because Caspar doesn't seem to notice her sorry looks. To be sure, Iris knows that she's not the insult to
the human form that huge Ruth, with her withered arm and spilling spit, can seem; but Iris dso knows that
she'snot aproof of adivine presence in a corrupt world.

The best she has been able to wish for, most of her days, isto be unnoticeable.

Every morning the Master draws ris, and then he beginsto paint her, quick sudiesthat he won't dlow
her to see. He incorporates any meadow flowers that Ruth brings. "What does the form or the color

matter," he mumbles, "when what isrequired is the freshness of the blossom?”

He shifts onto larger canvases. When he has aform he admires, he beginsto work more dowly, thinning
hiscolors
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with oil so asto keep them wet and malleable days at atime. Every afternoon when the light changes,
though—he can senseit to the ingtant, by some canninessthat Iris can't fathom—he throws down his
brushes and sends Irisfrom

the room.

Sometimes Caspar hangs about in the shadows of the studio. From him Iris picks up the habit of
watching how the Master works. How he pets a surface with the softest of splayed-bristled brushes. "A
blush to emphasize the reflected light,” he murmurs.

Iris can't see—she's not dlowed to look at the image— but Caspar sucksin his breath and says, " That
shrill yellow jagged line—abold inaccuracy, but so reveding!" The Master grimaces, but Iriscantdl heis
pleased.

Though it embarrasses Iristo think about it, from a corner Caspar occasionaly attempts drawings of her
too. He hides hiswork from Iris and the Master. One morning the Master has had enough of this
coyness. "How am | to teach you if | can't see your errors?’ the Master grouses.

Cagpar replies, ™Y ou teach me through your own errors.” "And what errors might they be?' Thetoneis
so ominous that Iris breaks her pose to lean and see the Master's scowl.

"Inthis studio you've painted God and His companions,” says Caspar, "and in the next room you've
portrayed the degenerate. Y our two obsessions. So what you hope to accomplish by—this
once—jpainting in the middle of the mora spectrum—7?" Henods at Irisand at the canvas Iris can't look
a. "l admireyour sdf-denid, your sacrifice, to forsake your grand subjects for the mundane—"
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He's needling the Master, though Iris hasn't the wit to work out how. The Master says, "God preserve
me! The abuses| put up with, from those who gobble at my own table and warm their backsides at my
own hearth!" He snatches a stout cloak from apeg. "I'm locked herewith cursand idiots," he says,
"while the babble of children and afoolish housawife poisonsthe air. Get out of my way." He leavesthe
house for the first time since the Fishers have arrived. Margarethe, hearing some of thisfrom the kitchen,
goesto the door and watches him stride down the lane.

Heisn't an old man. He walks briskly and with purpose, striking his blackthorn staff against the cobbles.
Dogs retrest, children stand still, and the women of the lane mutely nod greetings, showing pious
disapprovd.

"Oh, Casgpar," says Margarethe, "we will al be thrown out on our heads, and then what?"

"Nonsense," says Caspar cheerily. "He doesn't walk enough. He gets bad-humored. Hell be better when
he getsback. Thisis part of my job, don't you see? | have to annoy him enough to keep him involved
with the world. Otherwise he would latch the shutters and hide inside his paintings and never emerge. It's
asteady trid for him, this habit of black spiritsand black bile, and retreating from the world because of
it"

"Does he request this of you?' says Margarethe.

"What he requests and what he needs are often separate things,” says Caspar.



"Who assigned you to decide the difference?"
"Loveassigned me," says Caspar, surprised at the ques-

I

tion. "Y ou are amother, you know what love requires on
bendf of your family."

Margarethe says, pompoudly, "Obedience and silence.” Caspar says, "Charity, and a cudgel about the
shoulders

fromtimetotime"

The Master being gone, Margarethe dlows hersdf to Sit in the sun on the stoop next to Iris. Irisisgiven a
bowl of late summer peasto shell. Margarethe rinseslentils. Ruth brings her toy. She squatsin the
ungainly position taken by small children at play or by folksrelieving their bowesin aditch.

Caspar saystoIris, "Wel, hewon't be back for hours. He's gone off to see his betters, his cronies.”

"He has no friends but us, | thought,” says ris. "He could have awide circle of friendsif he paid them as
much attention as he pays his paintings,” says Caspar knowingly. He likesto publish hisopinions.
"Schoonmaker isthought of fondly by the best artists of the city. But he keeps apart, ashamed that his
work islesswdl regarded than

thars"

"Tell me" sayslris, brave to gpproach a subject now that the Master isaway, "tell me: Istherea
changding childin

Haarlem?'

"Gossip is stronger than gospel sometimes,” says Caspar. "They say thereis. Clara, the daughter of the
man who has commissioned the Master's current work."

"Claral" sayslris. "That's the name of the child who gave Ruth the smadl windmill. She's no changding.”

"Don't ask mefor thetruth, for catsliein the sun, and dogsliein the shade, and | lie whenever and
wherever | can
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get away withit." He grins saucily. "She's a hidden child to Haarlem's prying eyes, so few can proveit or
deny it. But the rumor mongers would have it so. And the Master would swear it in court if it would get
him adecent commission.”

"Y ou talk with too much freedom of your Master's concerns,” says Margarethe stiffly. Caspar laughs.
"I'm serious,” shegoeson. "You're aservant here, aswe are; what license alows you to squawk such an
opinion againg him?"'



"Youth," says Caspar, pointing afinger a himself.
Margarethe purses her lips. Y outh isaliability to be outgrown as quickly as possible.”
They are amatch for each other, Caspar and Margarethe. Irisis amazed.

"Come," says Caspar. He legps up and tugs Iriss hand. "Do you want to see the paintings he has done of
you?”

"| forbid it!" criesMargarethe.

"Oh, what'sthe harm?" says Caspar. Irisis surprised and bothered by Caspar's touch, and if only to
break away from him, shejumps up asif in assent. She hands her bowl to Ruth, who settles the windmill
ingdeit, up toitslittle wooden neck in emerald pess.

"Iris, will you imperil our position here?' asks Margarethe.

Iris can't answer her mother. Caspar has Iris again by the faintest of touches. Walking backward, he
draws her into the studio. "Why shouldn't we learn by studying the Master's work; it'swhy we're here,

isntit?" says Caspar.

"l am here being slent and helpful," says ris, to betruthful, "not to learn.”
CONFESSIONS OF
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"No master redtricts learning, or he isno magter,” says Caspar. At last he drops Iriss hand—she fedls
immense disgppointment. Sudden hollowness. Ridiculoud!

Caspar pivots heavy pandsfrom their careful angles, drying here, there; he finds the one heislooking for,
and pushesit out into awaning shaft of sunlight that fallsin one corner

of the room.
"A study of. . ." says Caspar. Wordsfail him then.
Iris puts her handsto her mouth.

Margarethe has been unable to maintain her posture of superiority. Out of interest or amotherly tendency
to chaper-one, she hasfollowed them into the chamber.

"Oh," sayslris, "oh."
"Itisagood likeness," says Margarethe &t |ast.
"It issevere," Caspar concedes.

"It issevere, and true," says Margarethe. "Irisisplainto look at. Painfully plain. Don't exaggerate her
physical virtues, Caspar; it does no good in the end. She must accept it like the rest of us.”



Irison the canvasiswell painted, to be sure; even Iris can seethat. The colors are magic: afied of black
lit with topaz, againgt which human figure and sprays of wildflowers glow in uncompromising light. The
girl isastudy in human ordinariness. Y es, it stops shy of grotesquerie; that would be Ruth, or worse. But
the eyes areflat, lacking in intelligence; the lips pursed, practicing resentment; the brows furrowed, the
chinwesek, the nose large. It isentirely Iris, or the Iris that she can guess at when she catches her own
image in mirror or puddle or window glass. But it isn't the Iris whose hand amost throbbed with a
terrified life of its own when Caspar grabbed
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it. It isn't the Iriswho tends to Ruth when her mother has had enough. It isanother Iris, asmaller one,
secured on canvas thanksto ivory, olive, and smudged umber.

"Do you seewhat heisdoing?' says Caspar.

"Oh, wipeyour eyes, you make yoursaf worse," says Margarethe roughly, and thrustsarag at her
younger daughter.

"Do you see his efforts, do you understand?’ says Caspar.
Ruth comesin, pointing at the canvas with surprise. Even she seesthe likeness. Oh, hdll'sunholy agents!

"He'staken and flattened al that is attractive in you," says Caspar. "It'slike alie that has enough
resemblance to truth to convince for abrief moment. But you must not take it for gospel. He has used
the—the grammar of your featuresto spell out a sentence. Do you know what it says?'

Iris can't speak.

Margarethe grunts, "It saysthat with al we have been through, we're lucky to be eating every day, and
deeping safe under aroof. We're lucky if were not being hunted down by some brimstone-breathing
fiend from hell. That'sal it says. Come, girls.”

"It says" Caspar inggs, "it says nothing about luck, nothing about Iris, nothing about girls. It saysonly
onething. It says: Aren't the flowers beautiful ?*

Irisisn't sure she can hear the dreadful painting say anything of the sort.

"Don't you see?"' says Caspar. "Hereis a clutch of wildflowers ripped from the meadow, and herésa
peasant girl paused to catch her breath. They're the same thing; they're about smple vaues, which are
naturd, not artificia or cultivated—"

"Y ou embarrass everyone, keep still," says Margarethe. ™Y ou're making it worse. Caspar, what good
have you done us?' " Shelikesto look," says Caspar. "Don't you know this about your daughter?!

" She can scarcely look, her eyes are streaming with silly tears.” Margarethe doesn't move to hold her
daughter. Irisknowsthat isn't her mother'sway. But Margarethe's voiceis cold in her daughter's defense,
and for amoment that iswarmth in itself.

"Stop thisnonsense," says Caspar. Y ou're an gpprentice asmuch as| am, Iris. Don't look at yourself on
the canvas. Look at the painting of the Master. It doesn't matter whether he gets the commissionsfrom



thetitled families of Europe. HE's agenius, though none know it but wein thisroom. Look at the painting:
hereisyour luck. You areapart of asmal masterpiece. Y ou will liveforever." Caught forever asa
dab'cheeked pike! Irisrunsfrom the room and stands on the other side of the open doorway, her sides
heaving asif they will split.

Margarethe doesn't follow her. She saysto Caspar, "Y ou've broken a household law of the Magter's. I'll
advise him to release you from your bondage to him. Y ou've done damage to hisintentions, asif the
damage you've done to my daughter's spirit isn't enough.”

Caspar says, "Oh, hush. Y ou don't have the power to recommend athing to him, and he doesn't have the
power to release me even if he wanted. Asfor Iris, shelll cometo thank me, intime, for the eye needs
education, and she has an eye. Y ou're more thefool to beso blind to it."
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"And an'eye,' asyou cal it, will find such an ugly girl ahushand?' says Margarethe. "When thetime
comes, an 'eye will help her be happy at her chores at hearth and table, at well and garden, in the bed
and over the graves of her children?Y ou, for dl your airs, are young enough to be dmost entirely stupid.”
"Aneyewill help her love theworld better, and isn't that why welive?!

"And who will love her?' says Margarethe. "1 think it won't be you, young Caspar.”

Shehascut him. Iris, out of Sight, knowsit, because for once heis silenced. Margarethe mutters benesth
her breath about the portrait of Iriswith poking sprays of gold and amethyst flowers. "Raw crudty, but
raw honesty," she avers.

Ruth isthe one who lumbers out of the room, following thetrail of muffled sobs, to comfort her sster by
bringing aong the pretty plaything, the windmill. It doesn't comfort Iris, but she twirlsthe arms anyway,
trapped into being pleased, for stupid Ruth's sake.
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Half aDoor

Cagpar's strategy to lift the Master's spirits has worked. The next morning Schoonmaker isin fineform.
Herousesthe girls and Margarethe with acomica song, and Caspar stumbles from the bed, bleary-eyed
and crazy-haired, groggy and grateful at once.

"Hilarity at thishour? It's hardly Dutch," says Caspar. "This can't be Holland. Where are we, Padua,
Rome,

Masdlles?!
Irisrubs her eyes and thinks once again: Yes, where are
we? Where in the world, or out of it?

"Get yoursalves in breeches, wash your face, you," saysthe Magter, "and Iris, no sitting today. Take your
gdertothe



meadow, now—"

"They haven't had amorsdl," says Margarethe. "It's cold in the meadow at this hour. Hoarfrost in the
lane, and even the dovesin the eaves have chilly throats—"

"—] et them take bread with them, and stay theretill they're sent for. They can run racesto warm up. I'm
expecting important company thismorning. Ther€ll be no sitting today."

"I will not gt for you again,” sayslrisinasmdl voice.
"Tomorrow istime enough,” saysthe Magter.

"Never again,” sayslris, moreloudly. Caspar blushes and ducks his head into aclean shirt, and stays
there, likeaturtleretracted inits shell.

"What manner of revolution isthis?' saysthe Magter, hardly listening. "Margarethe, I'll need your help a
my ablutions. Areyou skilled at clipping beards?'

"Give methe knife and expose your throat, and well find out,” says Margarethe.

"Everyone s0 cheery thismorning,” saysthe Magter hadtily. "Well, no matter. My own blemished self will
have to serve. What arc you chattering about, 11is?"

"I've seen how you paint my face," saysIris. She has thought the words out, and strugglesto say themin
an even voice. "Y ou view me with humor and contempt. Y ou've made melook thefool. | aready look
thefool in my own eyes. | won't be put forward to look the fool to theworld.”

"S0, you've broken my law, and peered at the paintings the moment my back isturned?’ The Master's
voiceisdistant-thundery soft.

/

"It was Caspar's suggestion,” says Margarethe, shooting the young man alook. Hetwigtsin his shirt
comicdly.

"Oh, Caspar,” saysthe Master, contempt and dismissal intermingled. " One expects nothing better of him.
Caspar, come out of that shirt, you ass. I'll have your head on a platter by noontime if you don't stop
your games. Iris, | have more to do today than to kiss away tears of hurt feglings. Off with you, girls, off,
off! A patron iscoming by, and thefloors,

f

Margarethe, must be swept and the paintings arranged to be seen in the best daylight.”

Irisis pushed aside, her brave thoughts spoken but unheard. The Master has other matters on his mind.
"We should run away," says Irisfiercely to Ruth. They hold hands and leave the noise of aggressive
housecl eaning behind them. Along the lane a crippled old dame comes poking with the aid of two sticks.

Her back is gnarled nearly double, and her horny hands are tied to the canes so she can't

drop them.



"Looking for that painter fellow," she screeches at Iris, "the one who likes old crippled crabapple trees
like me. I'm the Queen of the Hairy-Chinned Gypsies, and | can blow smoke rings out my bottom.
Whereishe? Tdl me, or I'll curse you into the bottom of awell, where you'll have no one but frogsto
hear your confesson.”

Ruth, who istimid of most people, kegps behind Iris, no doubt frightened by the crone's bread-loaf chin,
withitsthin growth of pig-bristle white whiskers. Irisisn't scared, though; for some reason she thinks
about the dame hidden in the shadows near the quay that first day. The one who had said to Margarethe,
"You tdl your ownway!" Irissays, "I'll tell you wherethe Magter lives, if you'll magic him into the bottom
of awdl!"

"Change him into adug and hit him with my shoe," saysthe crone agreesbly. "After he pantsmeand
pays mefirst. Immortality calls, so who am | to keep mysdf to mysdf? Tell mewhereto find him."

"If you promise," sayslris. Thecroneleers. Oh, toiit,
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then. "The house just beyond, with the big window and the haf door.”

"Queen of the Gypsies, Hen to the Cheated Chicks, Dame of the Damned, Sow to the Suffering
Sucklings, Midwife to the Changelings, Mother Abbessto the Whores, of whom you'll never be one, you
ugly thing. Better go turn yoursdlf in at some convent aready, and save yoursdlf the trouble. Blessyou,
child, and stand aside. | start lunging and | can't stop.”

The crone moves off, more like asplayed-leg bug skittering aong the surface of a pond than a Queen.
Midwife to the Changelings, thinksIris. Can you tell usthen about Haarlem's changdling child?

Iriswantsto follow. She'd love to see a curse lowered on the Master. To watch him reduced to adug!
She doesn't dare. Ingtead, she takes Ruth's hands and they hurry aong. Iris mutters, "We should go back
to the quay and find the boat on which we came, and head back to England. We're not a home here
among crazy painters. | hate this madhouse. | hate him. Why would anyone want to see such apainting?
Do you think the patron is coming to seethat very painting? Take your fingers out of your mouth, you
look amess.”

The meadow istill full of the samelate flowers, though they now are browning, bug-chewed, going to
seed. Iriscan hardly bring hersdlf to Sit there, because shefed s sheisimitating the painting: ill-favored
young worman shown up by the commonest of weeds.

Once Ruth is settled, happily, with bread to gnaw, Iris climbs the boughs of the apple tree as she has
before, and
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makes her way into the second tree that affords aview over the city walls. She watches the Master's
household, to see what kind of guest might take it into his head to visit. Theré's no sign of the Queen of

the Hairy-Chinned Gypsies. Probably turned away from the door with awooden shoe planted in her
smoky behind. The Magter isin no mood for diversonstoday.



Irisdoesn't have long to wait. Almost before the rest of Haarlem is awake and about its business, a
gentleman comes striding from the better district, along the lane to the Master's house. He wears atall hat
with abuckle so brightly polished that it gleams even from this distance, and he sports a cape with amore
than generous cut. A lace collar settles on his shoulderslike the sepals of arose, cradling his ruddy
countenance. It's an intelligent face, made the more pointed by awell-trimmed goatee and flourishes of
mustache. Next to him, thinks Iriswith pleasure, the Master |ooks a bloody

potato eater.

The gentleman stands outside the door of the Master's household for amoment, contemplating the
situation. Perhaps he knocks. The door swings open, and there's Caspar, more negtly attired than Iris has
yet seen him. Iris hasn't settled on her feelings about Caspar after yesterday. Sheld rather not despise
him, but somehow he seemsin colluson with the Master at her expense. How little she mattersin this

household!

Caspar ushersthe guest insgde, and the bottom half of the door swings closed, to keep stray cats and
pigs and rude dwarves from wandering in.
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Iris saysto Ruth, "Why should we be sent to pasture like apair of disobedient goats?!
Ruth just chews her bread.

"I've given what | had to give, whether | wanted to or no; why shouldn't | learn what is made of me?"
sayslris. "Who is heto send us packing?"

Ruth falls back against the grass, enjoying the sun on her face.
"Don' eat lying down, you choke, you know you do," says|ris. "Ruth, st up.”" Ruth sSitsup, fussing.

"I'll be back for you. If the cows comejust yel a them. Y ou can yel when you want to," says|ris. "Will
you bedl right?"

Ruth shrugs.

Irisleaves. It'sonly amatter of moments, now that she's familiar with the terrain, before sheisdowing to
atiptoe and approaching the house, bent over so as not to be seen. She cregps up to the door. It'sa
warm day for mid'autumn, or maybe the Master wants as much ambient light as he can get; the top half of
the door istill open. Iris crouches againgt the bottom half, her arms hugging her knees, listening. The
front studio isjust ingde, and the Master isissuing his thoughtsin a public voice. Bravado, thinks Iris, but
it doesn't redly disguise hisfear.

She's pleased at his discomfiture. Still, sheld rather he be adead dug on the floor.
Sheligtens and tries to sort out the occasion. Apparently, the visitor islooking at paintings, the Master

and Caspar are setting one painting after another up in the best light. There are Annunciations and
Lamentationsand Nativities,
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there are Saints Bas|, Nicholas, and John the Baptist. "And patrons, in their holiest of aspects,” saysthe
Magter, "I can do women with veils, | do lace asin this study of Catherine of Cleves, and pearls of the
finest luster. Notice the skin tone, cherry underpainted with afine olive-blue, an achievement in both
grinding and gpplication that is not common knowledge anong my peers—"

"Y oung von Rijn of Amsterdam has superior flesh tones” murmursthe guest, "and his handling of light,
even for ayouth, isremarkable. He paintsthe light of holinessitself. One can't imagine how it isdone.
Grace of God, one guesses.”

"God works through pigment and varnish, just like therest of us," saysthe Master with as generousasigh
as he can mugter. "May we all aspire to the achievements that Rem-brandt von Rijn will accomplish. In
the meantime, let's keep ourselves to the matters at hand. Now, Caspar, show Heer van den Meer the
studies of flowersthat he requested. Let my woman take that flask for you—Margarethe! Please— and
here—are you comfortable, take the bench—here— Caspar, alittle thisway—just so0. Vaoila"

"Mercy," says Heer van den Meer in anoncommitta tone. "Exactly," saysthe Master, bravely.

"One can hardly attend to the flowers," says Heer van den Meer. "Who isthe unfortunate child? Isshea
composite from your wicked imaginaion?"'

"She'sasclever as sheishomely,” saysthe Master. "Who can know how God chooses to work Hisway
inthisworld?' "I think there was never agirl of Holland so plain.”" "Sheismostly of England. They are
homdy there."

"England, say you? How does she cometo st for you?”'

"My bosom bursts with charity for the unlucky," sghsthe Master. "Such abig heart. It'smy curse. A
commission from you would help me keep her fed.”

"Keep her off the street, you'd do usaservice,” murmurs Heer van den Meer. Theré'salittle hollow
laughter, and Iris hears her mother blandly say, "Will that be al, gentlemen?’

Thereisslence. "Of course, I'm aso impressed by the flower pieces of Hans Bollongier,” saysthe guest.
"It was hiswork that gave me the notion—"

The Master says hurriedly, "Now, good sir, don't be distracted by the novelty of the girl. It's the paintings
of florayou wanted to see. I've set off the commonest of flowers with the commonest of faces, so you
can judge my touch, my paette, my skill at arrangement. Beauty shines out even in the coarsest of
materidsif they're arranged well. Not to put thoughtsin your head, of course.”

"Of course not,” saysvan den Meer.

Another slence. Iris achesto peer over the ledge of the door, but she doesn't dare. Why doesn't the
Masgter show the patron his secret gdlery of misfits, dwarves, and other magic folk?

"Doesthe child know Dutch aswell as English?' saysvan den Mesr.

"You are hereto look at paintings!" saysthe Master.



"Shedoes, g, shedoes,” interrupts Margarethe. "1 am her mother.”

"And| am heretolook at paintings,” saysvan den Meer. "Very well. Isthis painting dry enough to move
inacart?

Itsafine painting, you know, it'svery fine. | likewhat | see. Y ou mustn't fight the tides of change so; life
needn't be so hard. There are fortunes to be made, thereis dow recovery from the endless wars with
Spain to be achieved, thereisaplacefor al of usin the good times ahead, but you must not grasp with
such lack of dignity at things of the past. Y es, bring the painting to my home, tomorrow if the weether be
good. Yes" saysvan den Meer, "bring the painting, bring the

childaswel."

Thereisapause. "Why the child?" saysthe Master. " She's a sullen enough thing. Do you mean to assess
my skills by mounting subject and portrait on a stage side by sde? Shewon't doit."

"Shélll do what she'stold—" begins Margarethe.
"Shewon't do it because I'll tdll her not to doit," saysthe
Madter firmly.

But van den Meer only laughs. "1 want nothing of the child'slooks, who could?' he says. "Bt if shesa
clever soul who can spesk both Dutch and English, she might be of use to my household. Don't worry.
The ones who hold the purse strings will look a your painting and they won't care about the moddl. But
aslong asyou're coming, bring the girl to my house, well scrubbed and courteous, and we'll see what
happens. It may solve adomestic problem and keep my good dame happy. In the meantime, | havelittle
elseto say. You've carried out your assignment well, and | hope that you'll be engaged at the next stage
of our venture. Hereis coin to the amount we settled upon. Turn the picture to the wall now; no one
should have to look on that longer than necessary.”
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Helaughs, but none of the othersjoin in. Thereisthe sound of a canvas being shifted.

"And, you, lad," saysvan den Meer, making ready to leave, "how do you likeit here, living in the
neighborhood of such abrilliant talent?'

"l am blinded, gr," says Caspar. "A change from time to time would do me good. If there is some small
work to be done in your household—"

"I don't need aboy," saysvan den Meer, "you wouldn't do. Tomorrow, then."

Iris races back to collect Ruth, her shoes on the stonesringing out akind of alarm. However blank and
smoky her childhood, however angry sheisat the Master, however uncertain her fedings about Caspar,
the idea of solving anyone else's domestic problems seems suddenly afar more gloomy prospect. Where
isthe Queen of the Hairy-Chinned Gypsies when you need her?I'd be achangding if | could, thinks ris;
turn meinto aflounder, a sparrow, adormouse. Better yet, turn meinto an insengble chair with abroken
rush seet, anail on the hoof of ahorse! Turn meinto sad thick Ruth! Anything or anyone that istoo dull
to be ableto think about hersdlf. It'sthe endlesdy thinking about yoursdlf that causes such heart shame.



Van den Meer's Household

¥ don't seewhy | should go. | won't be paraded as a Afreak.”

"Thereisevery reason for you to go." "Why?' "There's no reason for you to know the reasons. Don't
beinsolent."

Irishas her hair brushed, her apron tied, her hands examined for dirt. She twists as much as she dares,
and Mar-garethe daps her when enough has become enough. Iriss cheeks sting, but she doesn't cry out.
Margarethe, asif ashamed, turns away to the low workable by the kitchen window. "Now wrap this bit
of pastry inacloth and present it to whoever greets you, and thank them well, in English and in Dutch, for
their kindness."

"I don't know what kindness you are talking about.” Iris doesn't turn her head, but she looks at her
mother a an angle, like abird. "What makes you think | would recognize akindnessif | saw one?"
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"Ungrateful child!" cries Margarethe. She gpproaches her daughter with disbelief. "Do you know what it
means to feed afamily, and | with no living husband, father, brother, or son to turn to? Do you have any
idea how near we are to throwing oursel ves on the mercies of the Church or the city fathers? To have
had to go from house to house begging for work—for you, stupid witlessthing, it isagame. For me, this
ismy life, ahorrid thing. God plagues the mothers of the world with worry, from His own sweet Mary to
the meanest fishwife of the harborside!”

"l don't care," sayslris.

Margarethe draws in her breath and narrows her eyes. "'Y ou are too young to know how women must
collaborate or perish,” she hisses. "Why should | keep you from that knowledge, what good doesit do
for you or for me? If you aren't willing to behave and earn a coin when you can, whatever thisvan den
Meer wantsyou for, | won't answer to the amount of food that makesitsway to Ruth's bow! every
night."

Iris bites her lower lip and clenches her small hands together.

"Y ou go and be clever, for that's how you are made. Be ahelp to your mother and your sister, and stand
back, child, from considering your own foolish thoughts. Therés no timein thisworld to indulgein those.
Do you hear me? 1 say, do you hear me?"

"My ears hear you," sayslris.

"Get away with you, then, and do asyou are bid.”

Iriswaits on the stoop. Ruth crawls up and puts her head
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inlrisslap. Irisstrokes Ruth's hair, which is badly in need of brushing. Out of habit, Iris searchesfor lice,
and thinks about striking Ruth in the face, to punish her for being so dow of mind and useless.



Though she hates Ruth—she bates her—Iriswill not see her big sister go hungry.

Her mother, now—another story. How agreeable to see Margarethe pilloried in the stocks and whipped
by virtuous citizens. Of whom Iriswould be the first to volunteer.

Around the corner of the house come the Master and Caspar, managing the offending canvas between
them. They have hired acart from aneighbor. They fumble like bumpkins, migudging the height of the
step and the depth of the cart. Irisimagines finding aknife from the kitchen and rushing up to dash the
canvasto ribbons. But she doesn't destroy the Master's work, since so much hangsin the balance.
Mar-garethe'sthredt is an effective one.

Eventudly, the donkey braying in impatience, the cargo is safely covered with acloth. The Madter,
Caspar, and Iriswave good-bye to Ruth, who puts her finger in her nose.

All the way through the city streets Iris keeps close to Caspar. She's forgiven him his part in tempting her
to view the painting; how could her own sorry looks possibly be Caspar sfault? Besides, with so much
elseto fear, she can't afford to keep her distance from his good humor. See how he prances! Head high,
hair tossed in the sea breeze like ahorse s mane, eyes darting | eft, right, settling on Iristo make sure she
iskeeping up, turning away to note awesthervane, awhitewashed chimney, afriendly lad grinning from a
window.

The Master keeps his head down and his collar up. Iris suspectsthisisn't so much to guard against the
wind, as the weather gtill hasn't turned bitter, but to protect againgt the gazes of Haarlem neighbors. Or
maybe he's guarding against the fact that there are few glances turned hisway, few who redlly care
whether heiscoming or going.

Into the Grotemarkt. How orderly isthismagica world through which ugly girlsmay trudge! Irishearsa
ring, dmost amusica tapping, like aclock gtriking. It'saman stting on the cobbles, hislegs stretched out
on ether Sde of him, hitting stonesin place with ahammer. And isthat an echo, off the magnificent
facade of the Stadhuis? No, it's another man at the same task on the far side of the market square. Every
little part of thisworld must be pounded into place. The whole world a huge ticking clock that tells God's
gtory of charms and punishments.

They reach their destination. It's a house that fronts on the Grotemarkt, the very house against which Ruth
leaned that first day—the house of the sirange child. The so-called changeling child.

Van den Meer must be aman of means. The broad-shouldered home has awalled garden besideit. In
plum-red brick interrupted by gray lateral stones, the house looms up two full stories, with a step gable
pinching two abbreviated attics. At thislate afternoon hour the sun doesn't strike the front of the house,
and the windows facing the marketplace are like panels of black water. The building looks august
and—what isit—cautious? Like ahouse of secrets, like acage of smoke.

No, thinks Iris, it is something about those dark windows—there in the topmost one, isthat aface
disappearing? Asif unwilling to be seen by the gpproaching company? Isit the obscure child? Why does
everything hideitstrue face here?

The Master hasn't noticed this. He doesn't even pause to look for the path to the kitchen yard. He hands
the reins of the donkey to Caspar and walks up to the door, which isamost level with the cobbles. He
knocks briskly.

"Yes, yes, but comein,” saysaman'svoice, sounding busy, irritated. "I'll send the stable boy around to



take the donkey, and he can get some fellowsto carry the study of flowers.”
"Caspar will help to make sure the painting isn't knocked in transport,” repliesthe Magter.

Oh, be knocked in transport, thinksris. "And let the girl comein. That'sit, don't waste my time. Step
right in. What isyour name?'

Except for the Magter, Irisisn't used to being addressed directly by gentlemen. She ducks her eyesto the
steps and amost walks into the doorpost. When she tells her name, she mumbles, and the Master hasto

repedt it.

"Well, | am Heer van den Meer. | have no timeto dedl with you yet. Can you manageto sit quietly while
acompany of gentlemen talk? Or do you need to run and play outsde?’

She can't think which would be more horrible, so she doesn't answer.
"Well, come and sit, then," saysvan den Meer. "Through to the salon.”
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They enter the grandest room that Iris has ever seen. Well-carved and oiled chairs and cupboards stand
againg walls hung with patterned fabric. Upon ashdf sitsasuccession of silver bowls, another shelf
boasts an abundance of mugs. In shadow or light, everything is patterned: vases, picture frames,
candlesticks, porcelan. In the center of the room stands a table draped with arich carpet of asort that
Iris has never seen before. In lozenges, tripes, curlicues, cartouches. Sage-green, cream, three shades of
red, and that blue!

Irissfingersare clean. Shed like to drive them through the pile and learn if the colorsfed different from
each other.

Van den Meer pointsto asmall chair in acorner, and there Iris Sits. She's forgotten to hand him the
pastry Mar-garethe sent as a gift.

Caspar and some servants bring in the painting and prop it up on asideboard. Iristriesto blur her eyes
S0 that she can enjoy the splendor of the room without having to look at her portrait. There are other
paintingsto see. One particularly, over aveneered hutch of some sort, shows a capable young womanin
ydlow and black silks. Theway the skirtsbillow reminds Iris of abumblebee. A blond woman in silks
and shiny ornaments belongs in thiskind of ahouse, not an ugly girl with wildflowers.

Van den Meer leaves the Master and Caspar alone for afew minutes. Iris can hear him barking
ingtructionsto the kitchen staff for refreshmentsto be served in an hour: aplatter of lobsters and a bowl
of lemons—some greens, soaked to remove sand—a pitcher of beer and a pitcher of water and apile of
freshly ironed linens so the guests might clean their

soiled hands. Everything isto be well presented, and can there be akitchen child to wave afan above the
fish, keep the flies and the cat away?

The kitchen child isgone, heistold, aong with that worthless cook who has complained of the plague
and |eft for Rotterdam.

"l haveadgirl in the salon, shell do," saysvan den Meer, and Iris knows he means her.



The guests arrive. A dozen bearded men, stout and prosperous, in ruffles, laces, and the freshest of
stockings. Many of them sweep hats with billowing festhersinto the air asthey greet one another. Van
den Meer takes each gentleman up to the Master, making introductions in tones both grave and merry.
Each gentleman is promenaded before the painting of Ugly Girl with Wildflowers. Each gentleman
comments. Before long thereistoo much noisefor Iristo hear the remarks on the comicaly plain maiden.
She'sglad about this.

Glad too that neither the Master nor van den Meer draws attention to her, sitting in the corner.
Caspar pulls up astool and perches near her. "Are you petrified?’ he says. Shewon't answer.

"They are entrepreneurs,” he says. "They know nothing about art except how to buy it. They arelike
bears wandering in from the eastern forests. Think of them as growling, uneducated beasts that some
magjician has dressed in laces and sashes.”

She hasto tifleagiggle, and tears stand in her eyesthen, only because Caspar cares enough to talk to
her.
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Caspar glances at her, raises his eyebrows, and plows on. "In fact, the guests actudly arc bears,” says
Cagpar. "Van den Meer istheir prince regent. Look at his hands. They aren't hands, redly, they'rejust
paws that someone has clipped the fur from. See how clumsy heis?

She stares. Surely he's only jesting? But oh, van den Meer is clumsy, patting the newest guest on the
back!

"The bears are too stout from a summer of foraging for berriesin the woods, and trout in the streams.
They can't even bend at thewaist! Look how shalowly they bow to one another.”

Irishasto stuff her knuckle in her mouth to keep from gasping aoud.

"/ met the Queen of the HairyChinned Gypsies" she begins. But now van den Meer raises his voice and
calstheroom to attention. Caspar isno more afull-fledged member of thisassociation than Irisis. He
settleshishandsin hislap and ligtens.

Irisligenstoo. Thisisn't the kitchen Dutch that she has been taught by Margarethe. It's sprinkled with
words from other lands, France, Friedand, perhaps, and certainly aremark or two in English. A few
words from bear language? The gentlemen seem to have no problem attending and understanding.

Van den Meer doesn't talk right away about the Master or his painting of Ugly Girl with Wildflowers. He
talksinstead about-flowersin general and the native appetite for beautiful blossoms. Iris has heard of
tulips before, but she doesn't know if she's ever seen any, so sheimagines aspray

of lacy wildflowers of the sort the Master has spent the last few weeks painting. But van den Meer talks
asif his gentlemen friends have a firm acquaintance with the tulip— brought in from Vienna, wasit, or
faraway Constantinople? —and, to be sure, they nod at hiswords. Thisisacommod' ity about which all
bears can agree to admire.

Y et when van den Megr strikes alittle brass bdll that stands on atable, Iriswondersif some of the men



have been play-acting their knowledge of tulips, for their jaws drop open when agirl comesinto the
room baancing asmall bucket of blooming flowerson asiver tray.

Irissjaw dropstoo. She can't help it. The flowers are bright and intensely colored, a maroon-red shade
sriped with white. Richer than cloth, asrich aslight. There are six blossoms of varying heights, on
dender green stalks with ample, recumbent leaves. Only one blossom stands to each plant.

But the girl who carriesthem isequally striking. So blonde asto be nearly white, hair gleaming like new
butter or goat's cheese. It is the child who talked to Ruth through the window. The one who asked if
Ruth was a changeling, the one that Caspar said was considered a changeling herself. Shelookslikea
human child. Only perfect. A perfect specimen. What had she said to Ruth? " Thing, get away from
here." "Ah, my Clara" saysvan den Meer, with the unbearable smile of afather's pride upon hisface.
"Look how she shows off the latest strain of blossom . . ."

Clarafindsthetray heavy, and her father helps her to settle it upon the table in the center of the room.
The
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investors—for such they are, Irisislearning—Ilean forward and speak in hushed tones about the blooms.
There's no exotic scent, apparently, to attract admirers. It'sthe colors of the flowers, and how statuesque
they are. Each man present wants to own ashare of the next shipment from some port Iris hasn't heard
mentioned before,

"Y our appetites,”" says van den Meer proudly, "arejust like the appetites of your fellow citizens, your
friends and neighbors, from the jolliest merchants to the most dour men of faith. We're guaranteed a
healthy return on our investment if we pool our resources and underwrite the cost of a shipment of tulip
bulbs from the East. And asfor our painter friend, Master Schoonmaker here, now that we have seen
what he can do with ordinary materids'—van den Meer indicates the Magter's painting in the edge of the
room, eclipsed just now by the tulips, whose blossoms are standing gobl ets of bloody and pearly
light—"our friend can take a subject more worthy of histalents and create for us apainting that we can
mount at some formal occasion. We can stir up interest in this new tulip variety to our financia reward.
Wewill have an advantage over other tulip merchants, by having asuperior product, and by encouraging
talk about it."

Clards eyestwitch, just once, toward Iris. Clara doesn't come over, though, which alows Iristo observe
her from adistance. Claraisn't quite the child she gppeared through the window. She seems youthful
because of the juvenile gown, the timid manner. But she must be closeto Iriss age, nearer ayoung
woman than ababbling child. Irisnotices Claras

clean hands, her soft pink fingers, her neat nails. Like avery young girl, Clara puts athumb in her mouth.
Van den Meer gently reaches out and pulls the thumb away. He never pausesin hisremarks.

Isthisall that businessis? A few remarks about cost, some caculations, aworry about riva shipments, a
quick agreement in principle? Before another quarter hour has passed, van den Meer isushering his
investor friends out of the salon and toward a dining chamber somewhere below. When theroom is
nearly empty, he turnsto the Master and says, " So, are you agreegble?’

The Magter isturning the color of the tulips. He doesn't spesk.

"Of course," saysvan den Meer, "thereisn't any room for you to live here. Nor would my wife dlow it.



And | can't send my daughter out to your studio. She doesn't leave the house a al. But you can ship
your materiasinto this salon, and do with the beauty of Claraand the tulips what you've managed with
lesser materias. Y ou've convinced us of your invauable talent. And you'll bewell paid.”

Ddliberatdly the Master says, "I had thought, that is, | had hoped to be commissioned for aportrait of the
company of civic guardsto which you belong.”

"One thing leads to another; nothing happens dl at once," saysvan den Meer. "l can't be absent from my
guestsfor long. Arewe agreed, or shal | send out for Bollongier? Heswithin abrisk walk of thisroom."

"We haven't even talked about the size of apayment,” saysthe Madter.
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"It'sonly money," saysvan den Meer, "and aren't you an artist in need of money? If not, there are others
inthe Guild of Saint Luke who are eager for the work. Will you take on the assignment or no?"

The Magter, struggling for timeto think, says, "But why did you ask meto bring Irishere? What has she
meant in this negotiation? I'd thought that your friends might judge my skill by comparing the model and
what I've done with her. I'd hoped that if they approved of my work—"

"Oh, your girl," saysvan den Meer, "wdll, the girl. It's not a serious matter. But my wifeis concerned for
our daughter's education. My little Clarais so cloistered, she needs a companion, and it might occupy her
mind and her timeto learn English. She's dready more than capable a French, and she hasasmdl grasp
of Latin aswell. We only wish for her the best. Look—you want to see beauty,” says van den Meer, a
proud father, "look at her. Have you laid eyes upon amore pleasing figure? Shell grow to be afine
woman." His gppreciation of his daughter makesIriss eyes sting.

"lIrishasamother and asgter," saysthe Magter. "They et like horses."

"Bring them too," saysvan den Meer casudly. "Y ou forget that | can pay for what | want. We must keep
the wife happy, isn't that s0? Isn't that always the way?"

The Master strides out of the room without answering. Caspar shrugsin Irissdirection and then follows
his mentor. The door to the street dams shut behind them. The damming isthe Magter'sloud opinion
about van den Meer's suggestion.

Irisisn't sure what's expected of her. She'salonein the room with Claraand her father. Claralooks
down at thetiled floor. Her face is shuttered and boxed; she pinches her lower lip with hidden teeth. She
doesn't bother to look &t Irisagain. "Papa,” she says, "may | go now?"'

"I've bought you anew friend," saysvan den Meer. "Buit first she's needed in the dining hdl to help the
guests. Come, you, what's your name?" Iris holds out the pastry to him and remembers that she should
curtsey, but she doesn't trust her knees.

THE IMP-RIDDLED HOUSE
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Much to fear, in thisrigid house, but much to admiretoo. And Irislovesto look. What's best about van
den Meer'shouseisits skins and glazes, and how each rare thing accepts daylight or candldight or
shrugsitsdf againgt it. Iriswonders. Has looking at the Master's paintings developed in her thistaste for
surfaces and textures?

Look at the bowl on the polished table. A bowl from the Orient, van den Meer hastold her. But it's not
just onething, abowl. Look at all the effectsthat make it up: Deepest in, alace of purple-gray hairline
fractures. Covered by an eggshell wash, through which blue painted linesform blowsy chrysanthemum
blossoms. The flowers are suspended in some thin distance of—for lack of a better word—shine. Inside
the curve of the bowl, areflection: adistorted Iris, too blurred to be perceived as ugly.

If she peers harder, will she catch something magica a her shoulder? Something intense and potent
coming from behind, stedling up through the highly polished gloom of wedthy rooms?

It was Margarethe who had said it: "The devil himsdaf may send out awhiskery hound to sniff us out, but
we've no choice! Come, girls, come." Margarethe had announced their torturer—asthey fled
England—she had called it to them, she had worried it into being—

But no. Look. Look.

She pays attention. The varieties of Turkey carpet, on tables and walls. The crigp edges and rectangles of
white linen. The ringed muscles of candlesticks, their glossy, bulbous reflections. Thefur, theinlaid wood,
the mementos from faraway places. Venice, Congtantinople, Arabia, Cathay.

Schoonmaker's rooms had been doppy and energetic. These van den Meer rooms are composed. The
orderliness of them—their spanking cleanliness, for one thing—isamatter not just of pride but of mental
clarity and rightness. A chair out of place?—no onein the house can think straight. Flowers|left to stland
inavase until theresareek of ditch water>—you'd think the bellicose Spaniards were banging &t the city
gaesagan.

Some hours after the party Caspar had arrived at the van den Meer'sfor Iris; he ushered her back to the
gudio to collect her things. There she found Margarethe arguing with the Master, and Ruth weeping.
Schoonmaker didn't want them to
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go, but he couldn't or wouldn't pay for them to stay. ™Y ou have your boy, use him as you were wont to
do," said Margarethe tauntingly, asif trading on a secret meaning that Iris couldn't be privy to. "And why
not? Y ou asked us for three things, and those we gave you: domestic help, addlivery of meadow flowers
every day, and afaceto paint. We're grateful to you for your hospitality, but we aren't beholden to you.”

"When that peculiar van den Meer girl hastired of her new playmate, or learned whatever English she
can pick up, you and your daughterswill be out on the Street,” saysthe Master darkly.

"Watch," said Margarethe. She wore that expression common to cats making the acquaintance of baby
birds. "Watch and seeiif that happens, L uykas Schoonmaker."

Iris and Ruth both turned to see if the Master would answer to thisinformality of a Christian name. How
had their mother the right? Even Caspar seemed surprised.

But Luykas Schoonmaker pointed at the Fisher girlsand said, "Ruth won't know enough to appreciate



how sheisbeing treated, but Iriswill. Shelll be dighted there. She won't make good on the talent for
drawing that she possesses.”

"And how do you know she possesses any such talent, and what good isit to her if she does?' cawed
Margarethe. "Sheisn't alady of leisure, to paint scenes of sunny gardens as the mood strikes her! Have
you ever seen her as much as pick up acharcod?"

"She'slooked at drawings, even a some cost to her," said the Master. "Her hand clenches an imaginary
stub of charcod while | work my own charcoa across apage. There's

nothing in her at al but possbility; but that israre enough.”

"You're astrapped in your conceits as you are in your overlabored drawings,” said Margarethe. "Y ou
make the world to seem agtory, asif anything could happen. Like most men, you are blind to our fate."

"Don't go, Margarethe," said the Master.
"Pay usasdary to stay and well say," said Margarethe, her chin high.

The Master looked at her asif she were offering to deep with him for afee. It wasalook of disgust, but
love and need crowded in too. Margarethe met his eyesjust asintently, and continued, " Girls, bring your
gprons from the hook, and your shoes from the doorsill. If | understand correctly, Luykas, what with
your new commission, you'll bearegular visitor to the van den Meer household. Well enjoy your
friendship there, should we want it."

So, with Caspar to chaperone them, they had crossed the Streets of Haarlem at dusk. Their settling in at
the van den Meer household was less noisy but no less swift. And Iris had dept that night at the
hearthstones, uneasily, fegling the building lifting above her in capable bones of brick. She remembered
the face a an upstairs window, disgppearing. Thisis ahouse of magic, she thought as she drifted to
deegp, and she thinks the same on waking up therefor thefirst time.

Thefamily issmdl. Cornelius van den Meer isawarm but distant fatherhead, and he leavesto hiswife,
Henrika, the business of managing the household. From a public house beyond the Stathuis, van den
Meer and his partners
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conduct abusiness of investments and merchant marinery. When he returns, reeking of pipe smoke,
blusteringly good-natured because of ae and the flattering company of his peers, he deegps. Iris peeks at
him, Sitting in the sunny garden, his head back againgt the wal and his mouth open. He's older than his
wife. His beard is as much silver as brown, and histemples and thinning pate have gone entirely gray. His
wifewon't let him St on the bench in the front of the house. In full view of the pious on their way to
sarvices, or the hungry buying their evening med? She thinksit looks common, and says so.

Henrika believesin good manners. Her cheekbones are high and knobby, her wriststhin, her scent
flowery and bewitching. But mostly it's her coloring that Iris admires, coppery pink blushes and white
flushes playing under flawless skin. When Henrika comes to the door of aroom, it'son silent fegt, asif to
make afloorboard creak would be to command more attention than she deserves.

Yetthisisjust alittle drama, amasquerade, for though Henrikas step isslent, it is nonethel ess heavy.
Margarethe, in the privacy of the hearth, is quick to point out to Iristhat Henrikas portrait, not her



husband's, takes pride of place in the reception room. The lady in yelow and black silk, abumblebee
humming to hersdf. The queen of the family hive. And doesn't she know it! Henrikais happy to tell the
provenance of each piece of furniture, each item of decoration. The house, whole and entire, was part of
Henrika's dowry. "If the marriage should dissolve, she hastheright to gpped to the law to reclam al her
assets" says Margarethe

increduloudy. "The wedlth of this marriage rests on what she inherited from her father. Her husband
brought to the holy union only business sense and good humor.”

Iris, yawning, says, "What you learn in three or four daysl How can you know about this? She's far too
private to be confiding in you."

"Schoonmaker haslived in Haarlem dl hislife; he knows everything, though he pretends to be bored
about it," says Margarethe. "Hetells me that Henrika holds the purse strings.” She twists her lower lip, an
expression of reluctant approva at Henrikas power. "Do you see how Corndius and Henrika disagree
about their daughter, Clara? The henpecked man must leap to respond to every complaint that Henrika
makes."

"Oh, Clara," sayslris. "Clara" she saysagain, biting her lip, for it's Iriswho has the main worry now. It's
Iriss job to befriend the distant, suspicious child, to gain her trust, to teach her English, to vary her days.
And she hasn't made such agood start of it.

If Claraisindeed a changeling, there's no word spoken about it by her parents. She's considered a
stroppy child—sullen, secretive, and ordinary. Her carrying the tulipsinto the parlor to show the visiting
bear-investors must have been taxing on her, for she doesn't show up to meet the new household
members. Infact, Iris seesvery few signs of Claras existencein the house at firgt, though she hears some:
asoft footfall, the sound of adropped or athrown plate crashing on the floor, acry of darm such asa
smal child might utter when in the throes of abad dream. Still the obscure child even when Irisisliving
under the same roof.
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After severa days of Clarasmply refusing to appear at al, Henrika brings Iristo the door of Claras
room and callsin to her daughter, "Please, my dear, | want you to meet your new friend."

"No." The sound comes out like alittle smothered yelp, asif evenin the middle of the day Clarais
huddled beneath bedclothes. She won't come out of her room.

The next day, Irissaysloudly, "I am very londly.” She draws a deep breath in the gloom of the upstairs
hall, and she leans her breast againgt Clara's door. She tries to make her voice wedge itsaf through a
crack between the planks. ™Y ou were kind to my sister once. Y ou let her take your littletoy. So | want
totak toyou."

"Go away."

Henrikassmilea Irisisbrief but forgiving. " She's an unusud child, and I'm patient with her strange
ways," she confides. "Y ou have to be patient too."

"But how can | teach her Englishif | can't even see her?!

" She comes around. Go and help your mother, then. If | can coax her out with the promise of something



specid, I'll come and find you."
"What does she want more than anything?'
Henrika purses her lips. " She wants to be alone and to play by herself.”

Well, thinksris, I'm not going to be the most welcome thing ever to enter her life, then. But theré's not
much that Iris can do about it, so she wanders downstairs. Margarethe says, "If you can't pry Claraout
of her room, then take Ruth out for some exercise. Y our Sister the ox is banging into things again, which
means she's not stretching her limbs as she ought.”

They wander up and down the streets. Haarlem is becoming an easy placein which to fed at home. In
the street next to Saint Bavo's, women hustle baskets of cloth on their backs. Men trundle wheelbarrows
with kegs of de. The window shutters, which drop down during the day, serve asledgesfor the display
of wares. Iris and Ruth inspect the goods, a pastime that costs nothing and annoys the shopkeepers. But
if the Dutch find Ruth as grotesgue as the English did, they keep it to themsalves. Only afew children run
after her and taunt her.

Thereisaways Saint Bavo'sto dip into if the hubbub of the streets getstoo frantic for Ruth. Iris doesn't
have strong fedlings about churches one way or the other, but she remembers what the Master hastold
her about Saint Bavo's. Built as a Catholic cathedrd, it's now in the hands of the Protestants. In foul
weather it serves asakind of indoor public park, where men and women and dogs go to shake off the
wet. People gtroll for exercise, conversation, and to view the decorations set against whitewashed walls.
Irisligensto everything—she imagines bringing Clarahere one day and saying dl thisin English to her.
Look! The colored-glass window on the church's west wall, and how one pand of it was removed
because it celebrated too glorioudy some Catholic bishop of long ago. The dabsin the floor to remember
the dead. Thelozenges, mounted on pillars, to remember the dead. The dead, the dead, always with us!

There'sno memorid to her father, of course, not here or anywhere; there weren't even prayers mumbled
in hismemory—
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To notice something € se quickly—she can't hel p but notice, having listened to the Magter dl these
weeks—therdsvery littlein theway of rdigious painting. Not acrucifixionin sght. Not aVirgin asfar as
you can see. Not even in the most shadowy corners. No wonder the Master feels so usdless. For a
moment Irisimagines how he must suffer, for she'sfeding usdesstoo, wandering about a church instead
of performing the task for which she and her mother and Sister are being given food and lodging.

Ruth knows nothing of the gospel story, so far asIriscan tell. Her attention, such asit s, is caught by
things seen, rather than by things heard. "Look!" says Iris suddenly. " The Queen of the Hairy-Chinned
Gypsed" It'sthat palsed old woman with the sticks, the spider woman poking along in the shadow of
the apse. But when they draw closer, she's gone. Slipped out aside door? Or scurried in spider form up
apillar of Saint Bavo's, where she crouches, drinking in the news of people's murmured secrets?

Irisisn't accustomed to befriending children her own age. Having Ruth in the family has dways meant that
other children kept their distance. But maybe Iris can entice Clarawith the gppedl of the
supernatura—especidly if Claraisasupernatural child, areplacement creature left behind by thwarties
when they stoletheredl Clara-baby away.

The next day, Iris pitches her voiceto carry up the stairs, and she calls out, "Ruth, do you remember



yesterday when we saw the Queen of the Hairy-Chinned Gypsies? And how she changed hersdlf into a
spider and fled from us?'

It takes only aminute to work. Clara appears at the head of the sairs.

Iris glancesinto the upper hall, which initswanut paneling seems, even at noon, nearly dusky. She's
amazed and alittle frightened. Claraisdmost like aghogt, alambent thing with one hand out against the
wal, ashimmeringnessin the gloom, like acandlein amidnight forest. Sheis stunning to look &t, with her
immaculate skin and her dried-whest hair. She comes forward, her eyes are hooded and sulky, and her
lower lip protrudesin away that can only mean trouble.

"Come down, some milk and bread, and alittle honeyed fruit. It'stimeto meet thisIris," says Henrika
camly through the open door of her private office. At her table, in grey mid-morning light, she hunches
working over aledger book, an inky quill in one hand, rapid counting on the fingertips of the other.

"Ruth, the old Queen had legs like aspider's, but they were as huge as the hoop of awagon whesdl,
werent they? sayslris.

Claraventures down the airs, close to the wall, but even behaving skittishly, she moveswith poise.

"Have your breskfast, we're going out when you're dressed,” Iris saysto Clarawith anonchaant
bossiness she doesn't quite fed. Claradipsinto achair and grabs some bread. Her father smilesand
nods at her.

"Oh, Iris, but youwon't go out,” cals Henrikafrom her worktable. Her fingers are stained with ink, and
she cursesin amanner acceptable for well-bred goodwives.
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"I want to take her to Saint Bavo's,” sayslris. "We might be able to find the Queen of the Hairy-Chinned
Gypsies, or the dwarf with the arms of an gpe.”

"Claradoesn't go out,” says Henrika. "Well, in the walled garden, for some air, of course.” Now she
appears at the doorway, fixing Iriswith astern look. " She hasn't been away from home for three years.
Not since a housemaid once shared some gossip: A changeling child had been born to a glass-blower's
daughter. Clara so pestered meto go look at it! | wasworn down at last and, covering her with hood
and cloak, | agreed to take her there and back again.”

"A changding?' sayslris. How can Henrika say such athing so openly?
"By the time we got there, the thing had died, and crows had borne its body away."

"Oh," says|Iris. Maybe Henrika doesn't know the gossip about her daughter Clara. "What did the crows
do with the changdling's body?"

"Dropped it in the Haarlemsmeer, where al children without souls swim until the Judgment Day.”
"But | hear they would like to drain the Haarlemsmeer," says Margarethe, bringing cheese from the

kitchen and placing it where Claracan reach it. "What will happen to al the drowned soulless babies
then?'



"I suspect they will be channded out to sea," says Henrikacamly. "I don't redly know. | have my mind
onmy figures"

"We could go look for achangdling, | suppose,” sayslriscraftily, peering at Clarato seeif any interest is
piqued. Claralooks curious but wary.

But Henrikaholds out her quill like afinger, wagging it at Iris. "Thisis entirely forbidden. Y ou may go out
into the garden, or into any room of the houseif you knock at the door first. But you may not bring Clara
out the front door or out the side gate. Nor may you climb like an urchin over any wall or drop out of any
window. Y ou may not dither up the chim-ney nor burrow through the cellars. Do you understand me?"
"Weare prisoners?' sayslris.

"Claraisn't fit for the world. She trembles so and bregksinto chills. Visit the garden and the sheds
beyond. Claraknows where she's permitted to go.”

Up until now van den Meer has been bathing hisface in the steam from his boerenkoffie, which combines
the smells of the warmed beer, sugar, and nutmeg with the mattressy odor of hisbeard. But hetiltshis
chin pardld to the table and says, asif the next ingtalment in an ongoing argument, " Do you remember
hearing that in Delft the clergy banned gingerbread men at the feast of Sinter Klaas? And the children
rebeled. They ran shrieking through the streets and wouldn't do their tasks. Children will rebel
eventually, my dear" Henrika settles her hands at her sde and lowers her eyes. In an apol ogetic tone,
addressing the tabletop, shereplies, "I am spesking to Iris. | am not speaking to you."

Van den Meer nods affably and says no more. But Iris seesthe truth in Margarethe's observation:
Although Henrikawears a guise of pretty deference, she acquiescesto no one, least of al her husband.

When Clara, who has gppeared to pay little attention to this, finishes nibbling, Irissays, "I'll get my sster
and well
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go outside into the garden. Well wait for you there. Come out when you have dressed.”

Irisfinds Ruth. Iris hates using her ster like this, but huge Ruth may be amore likely atraction than Iris.
After dl, it was Margarethe's tussde with Ruth that caused Clarato lean out the window and scrutinize the
ox girl. Perhaps, being disappointed in never seeing achangeling baby, Clara had seen the howling older
Fisher girl asthe next best thing: agrotesgue.

The back of the house opens out onto a sizable lot, bricked and gated and those iron gates locked. To
one side, akitchen yard for washing and food preparation, for the growth of herbs and vegetables. To
the other Sde, opening off the salon, asmal garden, Itdianate in design, with pebbled paths and orderly
plantings, and pilasters a regular intervas surmounted by granite bals. Behind both kitchen yard and
formal garden stands a huge shed, and beyond that is afarmyard, where the chickens and acow are
kept, and maybe other animals aswell. The shed door, opening off the kitchen yard, has been locked so
far.

Irissinks onto the grassin the garden. Ivy crawls up two walls, making agreen rustle when the wind
pushes through. Ruth collapses next to her and moansin gentle hunger, for she adores gingerbread and
the mention of it has likely made her mouth water. "No gingerbread,” saysIrisfirmly.

When Claraemerges, she looks dy, but lesstruculent. Probably she's remembered that, after all, thisis



her home. It's her world. She pads acrossthe grassto where the Fisher sistersare waiting. A cat, nearly
lemon-colored, follows.

Iris decides that the problem of teaching English to Clara can wait. Shelieswith her head in the grassand
doesn't look at Clara, but says, "Why did you want to see the changeling so much?”

"Tell me about the Queen of the Gypsies," says Clara. "'Is she the Queen of Changdingstoo?!
"What isyour interest in changelings?"
"Can't youtdl?| amachangding,” saysClara

"I've heard that said. But of course you're not," sayslris. "Changelings can't oeak and run and think as
people can.”

"Maybe changelingsin England cant,” says Claracamly. "Changelings here can.”

Iristhinks of the face at the upmost window that first day—wasit Clarain shadows, or Henrikain vells,
or van den Meer himself, bearded and browed—or someone el se?

Or something else?
"Thedevil himsaf will send out awhiskery hound to snuff usout!"—

Iris rushes on, to keep away from that notion. Animp here, knowing al things, lodged since before their
arivd, awaiting them?"Did you ever see achangeling? | mean, other than yoursdf?' she says.

Clarashrugs. Her eyes dide over to Ruth and then dide away.
"Ruthisabig girl, abit supid, that'sdl," sayslris. "She's not achangding.”
"How do you know for sure?' says Clara. "lsn't she older than you?”'
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"es"

"Well, she would have been changed before you were born.”

"Nonsense”

"Ask your mother."

"l wont. It'sfoolishness.”

"AsK your father."

Thewind blowstheivy for momentswhile Iriswatchesit. Eyes narrowed, Clarathen says, "What?'

Iris doesn't answer.



Claracrawlsalittle closer. She studies|ris, asasmall child will study abug before smashing it with a
stone. "Whereisyour father? Ishe achangeling? Did hefly away?' There's no caress of tendernessin
her words, but some unrefined brutaity. But when Iriswon't speak, Clarasighs, moves on, bored. "Well,
then, tell me something else. Tell me about yoursdf. Y ou aren't achangdling, just achild. | hardly ever
meet children. Why areyou called I1is?'

"It means akind of flower," snaps|ris, angry at hersdlf for thetears.

"Oh," says Clarain asuperior voice. "Flowers. | know flowers. All we ever hear about is tulip flowers.
We have alot of plants growing under aglassroof behind the sheds, and somewhere to the south of
town, awell-guarded plantation in the polderlands. Shall welook in the sheds?’

"Later," sayslris. "I'vetold you about my name. Now you tell mewhy you think you're achangeling.”

"Becausethisisal theworld | have. The greater world is poison to achangdling; | would die. So | am
kept, for my own

hedlth and good, merely here: in the pretty prison house, with this smal room of outsde adjacent to it."
Suddenly Clara hoists her skirts to her knees and races back and forth across the sheltered space. She
touches each of the three walls of the garden that cage them. "What is mine? These are mine: the song of
birds, though you can't ways see them. Pouncer the cat, when he wantsto stay with me. Sometimes he
doesn't. Look, theflat sky that Sits on the garden wallslike aleaden roof. Some snails. The same old
bushes. Soon there will be enough dead |eaves to have afire, and then smoke will be arope up into the
sky. That'smine. It'sdl | have.

"Therésalindentree" sayslris.

"Where?'

"Y ou can just catch sight of the crown of it. It must be growing on the other side of your garden wall."

"A birdinit. A greenfinch. That'smine. And that'sdl." Clarasmacks her lipsangrily. "At least it'snot a
crow."

"A greenfinchinalindentree” sayslris. "Isit amagic finch?'

Claralooks suspicioudy at Iris, asif afraid of being thought gullible. Claras next question is partly
taunting and partly hopeful. "Did you redly meet a Queen of the Gypsies?'

Irisfedsabit guilty. Any old hobbled dameisn't an ancient angdl; old women arejust old women. Iris
shrugs, noncommittal.

Clararesponds with sass, asif to prove she doesn't care. "Let's go look at the tulips. We own many of
them, to grow, to show, to sall. Since I'm not allowed to go outside

THE IMP-RIDDLED HOUSE
of thesewadlls, | can go to the shed and ook, and the gardeners don't mind."

"My mother may mind."



Claragivesashrug. "But my mother doesn't care, and it's her house, not your mother's. It doesn't matter
if your mother minds. Come, Iris. Come, you too, Ruth." Ruth prefersto stay where sheis.

The tulip shed is beyond the herb garden, reached through the kitchen door. Sided to shoulder height
with rough-milled boards, it's open to the eements for afoot or two above. The boards of the roof aren't
al fixed with nails. Some boards can be shifted so that in warm wesather sun can comein, while the shed's
walls protect the plants from the worst of the wind.

The plants are arranged in terra-cotta trays with porous bottoms. The trays stand on rough tables, and
the soil of the nursery floor is dank. The plants gppear in ranks, the bulbs apparently having been sunk at
intervals of two or three weeks apart. Here are the newest trays of plantings, where nothing shows yet
through the reddish-brown soil. Beyond, traysin which plants send up their shoots, trays where the plants
grow taler, and then develop ahead and some leaves. Findly, near where Irisand Clarastand, the
flowers begin to show some color and to open up their petals.

Iris doesn't know how much Clara comprehends the world, but she does take part in her family's
concern for the flowers. There are many different varieties of tulip, shetdlsIrisin ateacherly voice, and
new fashions are being imported from the East on amonthly basis. The family's plantation

beyond town isimmense, but even within thissmdl nursery there are eight varietiesin full or near flower,
not counting afew ranksthat have passed their prime. Perhaps a hundred and twenty blossoms now?
Somearedl red and pink and orange, astudy in burning colors, many are striped with red and white. Iris
doesnt likethe tulip'sinelegant stem, which seemsthick and lacking in grace, but the flowers have heavy
heads, something like roses, and maybe those stems need to be strong as cane stalks.

A gardener comes through a door at the back and makes aremark that Iris can't hear, but she
understands the tone. Gardeners don't want girlsto be playing in the shed. Iris beginsto back away,
saying, "Come, come, Clara, let's go back to our small garden, where we can run without risk of
damaging thesethings."

Claradoesn't speak at firdt. Iris doesn't know what ison her mind. Then Clarasays, "Aren't these the
finest of tred sures? Each one springs up, and becomes more red than rubies, more fine than diamonds
and more valuable, so we are told; and before you can run back here again to look, the petals have
begun to drop and the leavesto yellow. Look, they sag, they fall. Are they the more wonderful because
they live such ashort time?'

"Like changding babies?' says ris, regretting the words dmost the moment they're out of her mouth.
Moreforcefully she says, "L et'stak about it away from here.”

"Semper Augustus, Viceroy, the yellow-red of Leiden, | know these better than | know my Scripture
verses" says Clarain asngsong manner. "The white crowns, the Admird
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de Maans, the General Bols. The Pope's Head! They bloom and wither in amonth'stime. Here Papa
triesto force the bulbs, for purposes of exciting investors, but out in the pold-erfields, they grow only
once ayear, and bloom in the early spring, never to return.”

Claragghs. She stands, a young thing with a heavy adult thought in her mind, as Iris backs away. It's
amost adark thought, though Iris can't quite nameit. A sudden dide of light comes through ashifting of
clouds, danting between two roof boards that have been pulled aside. Claras hair blazes, whitefire;



suddenly Iriscan't see her, just aglare of light, achild in an insde garden. For aningtant Iris believes
Clararedly isachangding.

Smal Gils

Canvases, blocks of wood, varnished planks. Mounds of white powder, and blue, and red, and ochre.
Stands of brushesin chipped clay pots. The smdll, both intoxicating and vile, of oils and turps, and of
mineralsin therr little hegps. Caspar, for the Master and for himself, sortsthe ingredients, grinds, Sifts,
dampens, and sealsthem in smal bowlswith wax lids. Painting has come to the gtrict brick house on the
western edge of the Grotemarkt.

Iriswatches. It takes along time for the Master to compose his painting. He moves Clara here, he moves
her there. He Sits her, he stands her. A hand on her waist, ahand at her bonnet strings, a hand on the
table, ahand on her chin. Should she wear an gpron and a cap, or her mother's rare jewels? This pose
too dainty? Thistoo coy, thistoo womanly? "No single position catches dl of her grace," saysthe Magter
defensively when, after aweek of hanging back, van den Meer [ooksin.

"Thismust be your masterpiece," saysvan den Meer. "But if you wait ayear to decide on astancefor
your modd,
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the market for tulips may have softened and | won't have the money to pay you."
That day the Master decides.

It'saconventiond pose, the Magter tellslris. Clarastands afew feet in from awindow on the left. A
spray of tulipslies cradled in her left hand, which fallsin asoft curve onto awell-appointed tabletop. She
holdsatulip bulb in her right hand and studiesit asif entranced at the mystery that such imperid blooms
can be generated from so humble abulb. The sunlight, see, will sink a anoontime angle, and it will drop
only on the edge of Clarasface, and on onetulip falen out of the bouquet. Therest of Clarasform will
be done in softer colors, set off by the shadow of the room, its costly dark-framed mirror, its chest of
drawers, itstiles arranged around the corner of the mantelpiece.

But the color of the tulips? Van den Meer fusses about this. He wants the Master to use the exact color
and pattern of the tulip that will be shipped in bulk the following month, and not available for growing and
subsequent blossoming till the spring, if that. What color and pattern isthat?"It'sred,” saysvan den Meer
vagudly, "with awhite stripe, a sort of pantaloon-ish look.”

"Red," saysthe Master witheringly, "red? And how does the stripe go, exactly? I'll paint from nature or
notatdl.

Van den Meer scowls and scolds, while Iris huddles with her arms clapped around herself. She hears
about how hard it isto fund such acommercia venture, and the financia risksthat are run, especialy by
the weavers of Haarlem, who are very involved thisyear. The Magter payslittle mind. Camly

he continues to sketch the form of Clarain the eegant room, swiping the canvas with arag reeking with
linseed ail, correcting amistake.

"Of course," saysvan den Meer, looking out the window and stroking his beard, dmost asif talking to
himsdlf, "I could dways, at thislate dete, decide to solicit the help of your riva, Bollongier.”



"Damn you, damn damn damn,” saysthe Master. "If | go back to painting my catalogue of God's errors,
| paint you next, you brute. The worst flaw in God's plan: the henpecked husband. The unnaturd in
nature—"

At van den Meer's glance, the Master stops. He sighs. He agreesto paint whatever wretched variety of
striped tulip van den Meer requires, aslong as multiple plants are forced into bloom for the Master to
examine during the preliminary studies and the final painting. Van den Meer accedesto this.

After aweek, Clararefusesto St for the sketches anymore. And Henrika seems ready to permit this
drastic change of plans. But—maybe shamed by the Master's coarse remark about him—van den Meer
puts his foot down and takes Henrika aside into her small office. There are loud words from both sides,
and even with the door closed, everyone on the ground floor can hear about guilders and florins, risks
and rewards.

Irisligensto al this. When Clarais pouting upgtairs that evening, Iris murmursto Henrika, "Why doesn't
Clarawant to St for sketches?'

Henrikalooks annoyed at thisremark. Van den Meer
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says, "Clarainggtsthat the Magter is rude and doesn't want to talk to her, only to look at her."

"Itistediousto St so ill,” sayslris. "If youlike, | can comein and engage her with talestold in English.
She can lislen while she poses.”

Van den Meer says, "A charitable offer. So you're growing fond of our precious Clara?"

Iriswouldn't put it like that. She thinks: | am growing fond of these good meals. But the truth isthat
though Claraiswillful and timid at once, grander-than-thou while still sucking her thumb, Irisfedsat least
agrudging regret for the girl. Never to go out beyond the house or garden walls!

Claralikestales, so she agreesto return. Iris spins out fanciful episodes of her own design, peopled by
talking animals, thwarties and household imps, fairies and saints, and the occasiond magic comb, cooking
pot, or horsehoe. Iris often weaves her tales around a poor benighted girl who is afraid to stray from
home, but who is congtantly tricked into leaving, or expelled, or jettisoned by force of earthquake, or
blown out awindow by ahugewind. Clarais madeto smile, at lesst.

Henrikais quiet and pretends to be busy, but Iris notices that when Caspar or the Master arein the
house, Henrikais never more than one room away from Clara. Henrika hoverslike abee over aflower,
thinks Iris; then she remembersthe painting of Henrikain her black-and-yellow bumblebee silks.

When heis not assisting the Master, Caspar does quick studies of hisown. They are sketchesin oils
rather than completed paintings. Caspar has a gift for line but no strong eye

for color, so for the time being he roughs out domestic scenes on boards. Using reddish outlines, helays
in washes of ochre, highlighted with white when the underpainting is dry. He studies scenes of domestic
labor with acertain mad joy.

Though Irisis bewitched by Caspar's smal oils, shewon't dllow hersdlf to be drawn—not after Ugly Girl



with Wildflowers. Never again. But Ruth has no pride. Ruth doesn't compose her featuresto close him
out.

A small cartoon of Ruth. The big girl issitting amost eegantly, on astoal in the kitchen. She dlenchesthe
black kettle between her knees. She holds a spoon with two hands, in the true way Ruth does, stirring
with the whole strength of her upper body. Her bowed hump of soft shouldersis rendered honestly but
not with scorn.

Margarethe, looking over Iriss shoulder at this sketch, observes sharply, ™Y ou'd think the kettleisfilled
with limestone cement, the way Ruth seemsto be gpplying such force to that spoon!”

"But that's how shelooks,” saysIris, marveling.

"| believe | was having her stir arespectable pottage,” says Margarethe. "This painting impliesan
incompetence in the kitchen. Throw it out.” But she'sonly teasing. Iriswonders. Is Margarethe pleased
that Caspar had the charity to paint Ruth without correction of her festures? Does Margarethe fedl for
her older daughter in some way that she rarely shows? Well, of course she must, or why endure such
troubles of taking her children acrossthe sea?

Ruth herself crows and claps to see Caspar's cartoons. She doesn't seem confused about the nature of
theimage on
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the board, and grinsin her splay-toothed way at herself stirring dinner. She smiles at Caspar and lurches
off to the kitchen to find him a strip of salted fish as a present, which he accepts with abow.

Caspar's portrait of Margarethe is equally benign. Here sheisin the herb garden, in the act of rising: one
knee till to the ground, one foot planted in its muddy wooden shoe. She has a basket of smples across
oneforearm, articulated, Iris sees, by broken scratchy lines, parald at one end for the stems, and fretted
at the other to suggest all manner of seeds, leaves, and dried flowers. The ddight, though, isin
Mar-garethe's expression. It dmost makes tears stand in Iris's eyes. Her mother as alaborer, at peace
for once, for there's nothing lovely or unlovely about herbs, and they behave and they don't bother her.

Iris examinesthis sudy with delight. The well-regulated house looms up, brick and ivy and shutters and
copings. Only on the third viewing does she notice that Caspar has painted a head of Henrika, looking
down with ascowl out of an upper window. Henrikais never seen with any such scowl, and yet itis
demongtrably she.

"Her head istoo big for thewindow frame," saysIrishdpfully.
"Yes," says Casgpar.

She's embarrassed. She'stried to critique the sketch, and he's refused her stupid opinion. She rushes on,
more generoudy. " Caspar, what you can do! A portrait of Mamaand Henrikal™

"Not at dl," hesays, "I'm merdly illugtrating the old adage: Two dogs and one bone will rarely agree.”

Irisbowsto look again. Isthiswhat she had seen on the day she'd arrived at this house? Had it been
Henrika peering from the window that day?



Or isthisclot of dark in Caspar's sketch, in awindow even higher up, the last square of glass under the
roof beam, actually a squinting, hunched creature of some sort?Isit just scrawled darkness, scribbled in,
or can she make out tiny, leering features?

"Have you drawn animp in thishouse?' sayslris, looking up.
"I didn't know you could seeit too," he says, but then

will say no more.

TKe Masterpiece

The painting of Claragrows more and more like her— thus more and more beautiful. Though Irisstill has
never trespassed in the gallery of God's blunders, the Master's locked studio on the other side of town,
she's sure that no painting in the Master's house can be anywhere near as compelling asthisone. True,
saints areinevitably good-looking. All the Master's portraits of the holy populace have been wreathed in
light, their eyes crazy with vision. And the Master's brutes must be as wretched as the saints are sacred.
The extreme edges of human possbility.

But Clarais merdly splendid. Splendid as ahuman being. Not only a heartbreaking concoction of blonds,
cherry blushes, and blue-ochre shadows, but ared girl, with an airy hesitation that seems as much about

her good looks as anything e se. The tulipsthat languish in the bow of her left arm look up toward her as

ababy one day might.

Iris studies the painting in the late afternoon when the Master has denounced the light for being fickle, as
he does

CONFESSIONS OF AN UGLY STEPSISTER

daily, and stalked away. Caspar, who still makes his home with the Master but eats better in the van den
Meer kitchen yard, brings Irisin to see. "He would have preferred acommission to do the civic guards.
But he has always wanted to paint thislegendary perfect child. Can you tell what he has done?" says
Caspar. "Do you see how he'sintensified the orangein thisfold of carpet, so now the blues of her eyes
blink three different ways at you instead of two?"

"l don't,” sayslris. "But | seethat it ismorewonderful.” And she thinksthe Master has painted akinder
expresson in Claras eyesthan is strictly warranted.

"Do you see the composition, a series of boxes, ook, nine of them of different szes—here, and here, and
here—" Caspar points them out. "And broken in two places only, by thislarge curve that, Snceit is
shadowed, only hintsat asurprise, and then thistulip in full light, here? See how it seems about to fal off
thefloor?'

"l want to catchit," sayslris, laughing. "l want to saveit.”

"He teases, and pleases, and makes you stare, and dowly you cometo redize that thisisn't just any child,
but abloom as perfect asatulip.”

"Sheislooking at the bulb," says|ris. "She doesn't notice that the tulip is about to fal. Doesn't it make
you unessy?'



"Sheis noticing one thing and not noticing another, al happening at once," says Caspar. He chuckles; he's
just redizing the cleverness of the Master's compostion. "L ook, and dso this: It isabout beginningsand
endings, for here in the one hand is the hideous bulb, just aswell lit asthe tulip on the table. He has
thought of how to catch us again and again!

THE IMP-RIDDLED HOUSE

There are so many thingsto see! And not only his brush techniques, which bewilder me and make me
think I will never learn.”

"Youlearnalot and you seealot,” sayslris. "Remember that sketch you did of my mother in the herb
garden, and Henrikain the house behind her. Y ou caught as much there as the Master hashere.” She
continues, "Only what you caught isn't as pretty to se?." '

Cagpar dides her asideways glance. "Y ou're observant as a painter yourself, then, if you perceive that,”
he saysin aconfiding voice. Iris shivers with the compliment asif with asudden chill.

Another thing that Iris notices about the Master's painting of Claraand the tulipsisthat itsincreasing
perfection doesn't seem to make him elated but rather despondent. He won't talk to Iris about this—in
fact, he haslittle usefor her at dl now that he has earned the commission. But he muttersto himsdif. Iris
knows this. When she and Clara have tired of English, and fall into adeepy state, Irislikesto hear the
Master fret even as he adores his own work. Soon the day comes when he no longer needs Clara except
oncein awhile, to assess skin tones relative to fabric or background. Still he muttersall the more.

Hisworry seemsto revolve around how well the painting is going. He knows that it's sublime. He doesn't
know if it will do the job that Corndlius van den Meer and cronies require of it— to work the viewing
public into an even more hearty appetite for the very strain of tulip bulbsthey are importing from Vienna
and points east—but he no longer cares about that. He sings, not to Clara but to the painting of Clara, to
the blue-brown

shadows behind the open window, to the highlightsin the silver salver on the mantd, to thefoldsin the
apron, the bonnet, and the linen cloth on the table. He fusses over the glintsin the diamond pendants, the
mirrored gleams of the three ropes of pearl. He sings, and then he hissesin between histeeth asif in pain.

He touches the canvas with strokes more and more gentle and hesitant. "I am going to ruin you yet," he
saysonce, and Iris, ligtening, thinks: Ruin who? Ruin you, exquisite painting? Ruin yoursdlf, Master
Luykas Schoonmaker? Ruin you, Claravan den Meer, red girl a the edge of childhood?

So heworks more and more dowly, asif thetiniest touch of abrush might suddenly turn his masterpiece
into alaughingstock. He stands back farther and farther fromit, sudying it for long stretches. He
approaches the painting as afarmboy approaches a bull—gently, wishing it does not need to be done.
He takes the troublesome jewdl s back to his studio, to do further studies, and get the rich highlightsright.

Iris picks up another side to his unhappinesstoo. It seemsthat the more wonderful this painting becomes,
theless chance thereis of the Magter's ever surpassing it. The more perfect every succulent detall, the
more devastating. He weeps over his painting. Helooks an old man, or, thinks Iris, like the old man he
will soon become. Isthat merely the contrast with Clara, so fresh, so young, so beautiful on the canvas?
No. The painting itsdf ismaking him old, for heis struggling, asif helll never have courage againtotry to
lovetheworldin oil and varnish, canvas and light.

Rue, Sage,



Thyme, and Temper

"1 *he day comes when the painting is done but for the 1 caresses of varnish needed to protect against
the ravages of centuries. All varnishes can't go on a once; some can be applied only after the painting has
dried for months. It amazes Iristhat the Master can think about the painting surviving for longer than his
lifetime, but when she makes ajoke about it he snaps at her. "And what makes you think beauty should
go inand out of fashion like—like arage of eating with forks, or an obsess on with the music of the
virgind—or amadness to adore tulips, for that matter? Will future generations ook at this child and not
be stunned by her perfection?’

"They'll be stunned by Schoonmaker's capturing of her perfection,” intones Caspar, and thistimeit'snot a
poke but acompliment.

"And why not?' saysthe Master, unable to be humble now. He has no energy.

"l suspect,” says Margarethe, passing through with a clutch of humble rootsin her hands, "that they'll
think you've flattered the child. They won't believe shelooked so angdlic.” She saysthiswith ameasure
of—what? Something that Iris can't name.

Henrikaand Corndius van den Meer plan afeast for their friendsin Haarlem and Amsterdam, for those
who have staked sums of capital on the tulip cargoes, and aso for those whose tongues are waggish and
whose wallets are heavy. It takes a number of daysto arrange, to borrow benches from neighbors, to
clean the strict house from front to back, from attic to cellars. Margarethe beginsto sulk at Henrikaand,
from timeto time, to disagree pointedly, even noisily, over methods of housewifery.

Iris helps, and turns out drawers and pokes in attic corners, looking for something magica here, a
dragon's claw, the skeleton of a dead boggart, afragment of the True Cross with which to work
miracles. Shefinds nothing of the sort. She can't shuck off the feding that the house is hiding something
from her, though. The high, narrow place is haunted somehow, possessed by something fierce and
potent, something gifted at disguise. She whirls about, trying to catch sight of it in the edges of the house's
many looking glasses. Whatever it is—imp or e se-thing—it's deft. It dudes her.

When the day of the party arrives at last, so too does autumn'sfirst redly biting cold wesather. Latein the
afternoon Iris and Ruth sweep fdlen linden leaves off the pathsin
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the garden. That is, Ruth pretends to sweep them first, and Irisfollows up doing the actua job. Theidea
of abanquet makesthe ssters giddy. Van den Meer has said they might sit in the kitchen and peer in
from the doorway, as long asthey make no noise, and remove themsdvesto ther palletsin the cranny if
Henrikatdlsthemto go.

"1t1l be night, and taperswill belit, and therell be music,” saysris, as much to hersdlf asto Ruth. "And
well look clean and smart, even though no one will see us." Margarethe has laundered their best gprons,
and attempted some clumsy stitchwork upon the pockets. She pricked her finger and cursed and kept
on, no matter how tired she became or how low the light guttered, and Iris and Ruth are thrilled with the



idea of wearing clothes made pretty for afeadt.

Clara, however, iscross. Van den Meer hastold her that she may not sit in the kitchen with Irisand
Ruth. Clarahasto dresslike an adult and dine with the rest of the guests. Clara appliesto Henrika,
expecting her to intervene as usual. But Henrika's face goes strangdly aggrieved, and she won't even
discussthe subject.

So Clarasulksin the kitchen while the Fisher ssters perform their chores.

"Itisn't fair," saysClara. "I don't want to be snapped at and stared over like a new statue from France or
abrassvase from Persa | want to bein the kitchen with you."

"The perils of being the child of rich parents” says Margarethe smugly. " Suffer.”

"What?' says Clara. Irisswivels her head at the edgein Clarastone, but Margarethe istoo busy to
notice the danger.

"The changding hasto change hersdf again, thistimeinto an adult,”" says Margarethe, asroughly asif
Clarawere her own daughter. "Live with what life brings you, young one, or you stay young and stupid
forever—"

Claragtarts up like a cat whose tail has been trod upon. It isonething to play at being a changeling,
thinks Iris, quite another to be teased about it! By an adult, no less.

Holding her fistsan inch or two on either side of her ears, Clara beginsto scream. Margarethe looks up
guiltily. Claraydlsthat she won't dressto please her mother or her father, she won't speak nicely to the
guests, and she won't come out of the kitchen. And besides that, she hopes the painting of Y oung
Woman with Tulipswill explodeinto flames. And she hates her mother and her father.

Irisand Ruth are frozen, not knowing what to do.

Margarethe takes to churning asaway of blocking out the noise. Irisis guilty: Too many stories about
poor, timid girlswho learn to have brave hearts?"Hush, Clara," sayslris, "youll waketheimp!"

With her soft step, Henrika arrives. She inssts that there's no more to discuss about it and that Clarais
being wicked. Clara apparently intends to stay being wicked, for she won't stop screaming. Not until
Ruth burgtsinto tears and sinksto her knees at Claras hems, and wraps her awvkward arms around the
girl'ships. "Go away, you ugly ogre," says Clara—in passable English, Iris hasto note. But Ruth has no
faculty for shame and she doesn't budge, and eventually Clara collgpsesinto her arms, mewing.

"No child of mine ever screamed like ahellcat," observes
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Margarethe to the butter churn.

"That'll do, Clara," says Henrika, but it's clear she's speaking to Margarethe.

Clarasprints out to the walled garden, and Ruth lumbers after her. They leave the door open. Claraflings

gravd a birds. Ruth runs her handsthrough theivy. Theair in the kitchen grows dank, though nothing has
changed in the weather. Thewind is still brisk, the seaair bracing. Beyond, rooks still caw and squabble



over thetulip sheds. The light still seepsitsthin yelow through the open door onto the gray flagstones.
Henrikaturns her back to Margarethe. By habit Iris glances into the mirror, hoping to snatch aview of
some peppery household spirit, but instead she sees the corner of Henrikas face. Henrikais vexed: both
angry and anxious. The beautiful brow isfurrowed, and Henrika pinches her lower lip between her teeth,
thinking.

"A good dose of chamomile will settle her down,” says Margarethe nonchalantly.

"Don't lecture me on the management of my own child," says Henrikain acold voice, and she sweeps
from the room.

"l wastryingto assist" says Margarethe after her, with exaggerated politeness.
"Mama," sayslris, "you're not minding your tongue.”
"Who areyou to tell meto mind my tongue?' says Margarethe, languoroudly.

"What's gotten into you? Y ou dways say that we might be tossed out of here if were not well behaved.
There are others who can do the work we do!™

Margarethe puts aside the butter churn. She folds over acloth to reveal apair of dead hares roped at the
ears. "There arefew certaintiesin our lives, to be sure, but we won't be turned out for amoment's honest
remark," saysMargarethe. "Thisisn't likeyou,” sayslris. "Y ou're the one who worriesin August if the
spring will come soon enough next March.”

Margarethe beckons Iris near and whispers, "Haven't you noticed that queen-bee Henrikais with child?!
Though Iristhinks hersdlf clever, she hasn't noticed this. "Oh, it's early yet, but at the moment Henrika
can't abide the look of food staring up from the kettle or spit. She can't afford to turn me out now. I'm
too well trained in the ways of her household, and thisfeast is very important.”

Iris doesn't answer. She doesn't like her mother to be fawning, but for her mother to be impertinent is
equdly upsetting. "She's our hostess and our protector,” sayslrisat last. "Can't you like her?”

"Like her? And what isthere of her to like? That her father did handsomely in business? That she has
pretensions toward awell-shaped mind? That she coddles her daughter and swaddles her into an unusua
infancy? That she doesthe girl no good? The girl isrotten, or can't you seeit?'

"So you notice Clara's unhappiness, at least,” sayslris. "Put it likethis" says Margarethe. "If Ruthis
trapped by her afflictions, to hobble and bawl through al her days, Claraistrapped aswell. She's
expected to be endlesdy docile. Who knows why—because she's so attractive? Weredl in our own
prisons, | suppose, but Claras is made worse for her by
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the fears and strengths of her mother. And maybe by her father's weakness.”

"And what isthe shape of your prison?’ sayslris.

Margarethe rubs her nose and says, "There was always awindow. Y ou can endure any sort of prison if



you can gpprehend awindow in the dark. Y our father was that window for me. When he died, the
window was shut. Oh, | know, you ache at the mention of Jack Fisher, but even s0."

"Y ou're going to go the rest of your life without another window somewhere in the dark?"

"Youlook for it," says Margarethe, suddenly impatient with such prattle. "I'm busy now. | haveto skin
this brace of hares.”

Irisgtsat her mother's Side and watches. "Tell me what to do, | should know about this" she says.

"So you may find yourself a home in some burgher's kitchen when you are my age, preparing food for
guests who won't see your face or ask your name," says Margarethe. "Why should | teach you awhit of
it?"

"Because I'm ugly," sayslris, "and | have to know these things, so | can take care of myself someday."

Margarethe runs her hands over the hares asif sheistrying to keep from tearing them gpart with her
fingers. She breathes heavily. Then she says, "Wadll, then, my dear, look carefully.”

Mother and daughter labor over the carcass, removing unwanted extremities, bones, organs. Margarethe
shows Iris how to ped back the skin of the skull, how to handle the flesh so it doesn't pull away from the
bone too soon, how to rub scatterings of sage, thyme, and tarragon, to turn a dead

animd into a sumptuous med. After awhile Henrika pads back into the kitchen. They al work sde by
sde without speaking, selecting the most perfect fruits, withdrawing the bread from the side oven,
hurrying with the newly purchased quails, for the hour is gpproaching when Y oung Woman with Tulips
will be unveiled for the ravenous merchants.

Reception

The candles are lit, the tables spread with linen, and Hen-rika has seated hersdf at thevirgind. "What a
pretty picture,”" says Margarethe to van den Meer, but he doesn't hear the sournessin her voice, and he
merely answers, "Oh, yes, isnt she?'

Two maidens from a household down the street have cometo assist in the serving, so Margarethe can
stand at the door and supervise both kitchen and dining salon at once. Caspar has been engaged to
collect cloaks and staffs and hats. Iris and Ruth bring stools to the doorway and St there, wondering
about Clara, until at last there's aknock on the door and thefirst of the burghers arrives.

Almost a once a second guest knocks, and hiswife behind him, so Caspar is kept busy, and Irishasto
help. Henrika pauses at the virgina asif surprised by vistors. She plays the same melody each time until
sheis stopped by the new arrivals.

The Master appears. His new coat with its bit of braid can't disguise his fretfulness. He makes around
about the hall,

greeting those he knows, mumbling shy hellosto strangers. Almost a once he escapes to the kitchen,
where he shucks off the new coat and sits on the stoal that Iris has vacated. He holds Ruth's hand for a
bit.

"They'reaworthy lot," saysthe Master to Margarethe, who, though in the midst of last-minute



preparations, takes amoment to sneer.
"Stuffed pheasants and perfumed peacocks, full of airs. They're only merchants, not nobility," saysshe.

"They admire the talented and they count themselves aslearned. Do you know that some of them have
invested in the settlement of the New Netherlands across the tremendous Atlantic?"

"They have an uncommon passon for paintings, these Dutch,” says Margarethe, asif in thisinstance she
understands hersdlf to be entirely and safely English.

"And why shouldn't they?" asksthe Master. "The marvel ous Reformation has torn away icon and
ornament from the churches. What's left for the hungry eye to admire? My fdlow Dutchmen make do
with tedious scenes of the merry company. Scenes of meadow, woodland, the lot of the common
husbandryman. Views of the city from this aspect or that. Or views of the comic |ot of the desperately

poor."

"If your painting is met with gpprovad,” says Margarethe, "just watch: You'll paint dl of that. Y ou'll spend
your time gazing on the thick jowls and the double chins of everyone with guilders enough to pay you for
thelr likeness!'

"Don't remind me," says he. "My possible patrons are out there in the reception room right now."
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"Ther€'s no shortage of subjects, Luykas, nor of coin to pay you for painting them.”

"There's no shortage of paintersin this part of Holland ether.”

Shelaysapair of poached salmon on asaver and works them with her fingers to move the flesh back
into correct form. " So you have amixed mind? Like most of us. Y ou want the work and the reputation,
and you aso want to despise your patronsfor refusing to pay for religious subjects. Thisway you can be
unhappy, whatever happens next. Here, girl, thisisready; don' let the fish dide off onto the floor. Ruth,

moveyour fegt."

"Y ou're aclever woman, Margarethe," saysthe Master. "'If I'm honored and noticed tonight, as van den
Meer suggests| will be, would you think of returning to my household and doing for me?”

"I think many things, silly and profound, each night as| put my head down between my daughtersto take
my res.”

"Widll, add this proposd to your lig."

Van den Meer is at the door. " Schoonmaker, were going into the next room to show them your work,"
he says, "and you here gabbling in the vegetables like a soup boy? Get out here and prepare, at your
advanced age, to make your career, and to make mine aswell.”

Van den Meer callsfor Clara. When she doesn't come, he saysto Margarethe, "Fetch her, please; she's



upstairs and has to come down at once."

"I'm the princess of the pots and the hearth today, I'm not the nursery maid,” says Margarethe. "Do it
yoursdf."

"Though I'm distracted by the occasion,” he repliesformaly, "I'm not insensible to insult, Margarethe
Fisher."

Margarethe blushes; she'sgonetoo far. She saysin alow voice, "Iris, you do what's required now, in my
stead.”

Iris hurtles up the back stairs of the house. She goesto Clara's smal chamber. The curtains of the bed
nook are drawn. No candleislit here, and shadows blunt the hard edges of the furniture.

"Clara?' sgyslris. "Areyou within?'

A rudtle of bedclothes. Something isthere.

"Clara?" Irissvoiceis softer, frightened. "Come, open the curtains. Don't scare me s0."

The twitch of the drape. The heave of labored breathing. Iris sSweeps aside the cloth.

"Oh, come, what'sthe harm?" says|ris. Shelooksin and triesto smile.

The figure draws back, deeper into the shadows. "I hate them," says Clara.

"But why do you hate them? What have they doneto you?'

"They walk about the world with such big steps,” she says at last. Iriswondersif she meansthat they can
sak theworld to their hearts content without the supervision that every child chafes under, Claramore
than mogt. But thisisthe way with grown people. It hardly seems areason to hate them.

"If you go, and smile," says|ris, "and answer when you're spoken to, you can amuse them, and gratify
your parents. Then when their attention isturned, for adults never think about one thing for long, you can
wak away. They'll never notice.
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"They dready have meonce," saysthegirl.

Irissays, "In the Magter's painting. | know. | know. But you're beautiful enough to be seen in the flesh.
Can't you be happy for that?"

"My father will sdl hisflowers,” says Clara. "Well become much wedthier than we are. I'm caught on
that canvasto sdl flowers™

"And so what doesthat matter?' saysIris. She has meant to be kind, but she'slosing her patience.
"When | was caught on acanvas by the Master, peoplelaughed! There are worse thingsin the world
than being ajoy to behold and a use to your mother and your father.”

"What would you know," says Clara, beginning to look wild, "your father isdead.”



"Noneof that," saysIris, who islearning, "none of that!"
"Dead father, wormsin his mouth, maggotsin his eyes—"

"Come out of your bed,” says ris, "you little limb of Satan, come out; for if you don't, my mother and my
sster and | will be thrown from your house for being unhelpful. And yes, my father is dead, and we can't
afford to lose our position here. So if you won't descend the stairs for your own parents, for the sake of
your future, then do it for me. Am | to be sent back to England, there to starve?’

It'saclumsy gambit, but it works. Clarathrows her asams around Iris. "Don't go back to England,” she
says. "Learning English with you isthe only joy | have." But the hug she givesIrisishard and strong. The
girl hasarmslikeiron bars.

Irisgoes on, trying not to flinch in Claras embrace. ™Y ou would understand the joy of afull larder if you
hed ever had

to live without one, and the joy of aliving father if your father were dead. Let's not talk about this now.
Come. Bebravelikeagirl in one of my stories”

So Iris pulls Claradown the back stepsto the kitchen. Margarethe straightens Claras clothes and
pinches her cheeks. Van den Meer smiles vacantly, murmuring, "Follow me, duckling. We arejust going
into view our future." Claraturnsand looks onelast time at Iris. Her eyes are nearly hollow. Her pretty
upper lip twitches, twice.

Virgind

ly thetimethelast guest hasleft, Clarais dead to therarld, and Irisis barely awake hersdlf. Ruth has
crawled under the kitchen table and snores therein her ungainly way, her windmill falen from her grasp.
"It'sthelatest I've ever been up ... theworld isso sill," says Iris, peering from the doorway. "L ook, the
sars almost clatter againgt each other, there are so many."

The Master callsfor his coat. He's drunk and depressed over being so well celebrated. His apprentice,
though, isgiddy with relief. "Has it been agood evening, then, Caspar?' saysris as Caspar supportsthe
Master and dides an arm through his.

"The portrait of Claraexcited everyone. It'sthe start of his career dl over again,” says Caspar. "If he
doesn't choke in his deep tonight, he's amade man. Y our mother should consider his suggestion that she
return to his household. Hell be ableto afford it."

Iris doesn't know what she thinks. She'storn: the pleasure of being near the act of painting, or the benefit
of amore

assured schedule of mealsin Henrikas well-run househol d? She answers Caspar merely with ahappy
dhrug.

Heleans down and puts his hand fondly on her brow. "Y ou're agood child," he says. Then he and the
Master depart, noisly, in streets that are dippery with afine spray blown in from the midnight sea.

The door shuts, and Iris movesinto the hal. Corndlius, Henrika, and Margarethe stand at various places
in the room, their backs to each other: Henrika at the virgind, Cornelius before the painting, and



Margarethe near the table littered with the pips and stems of the fruit and therind of the cheese that
finished themedl.

Though the adults are standing and facing in three directions, they're attending to each other too, in some
way that Iris can't fathom—oh, sheisdeepy! But she notices that Margarethe's hands at the table are
dalying, not from exhaustion but from an effort to linger.

"Weve had our triumph tonight, dl of us," saysvan den
Meer.
Henrika bows her head to the virgina. Margarethe nods her own head but doesn't answer.

"It's the beginning of our success, do you know what this means?’ saysvan den Meer. "Wewereright to
move dowly and to be sure that he was up to the job, that Schoonmaker. Our caution goaded him on.
He surpassed every effort to date. He will not be known as the Master of the Dordrecht Altarpiece. He
will be Schoonmaker, and Y oung Woman with Tulipswill be admired and visited from afar. Soon well
find the right venue in which to show it. People from asfar away
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as FHorence and Rome will admireit, and admire our Clara— and we will have no shortage of future
investorsether.”

"I hate the thought of it being shown," says Henrika. VVan den Meer doesn't reply, and his wife continues
inaquieter tone. " She's never going to be more beautiful than she wastonight.”

At thisvan den Meer turns and drains aglass of port. "What do you mean? Are you sad over the child's

growing?'

She shakes her head. Van den Meer says, "There's the new baby to make you happy, as Claraemerges
into her adult gation. It'stimefor that.”

"It'sjust that now," says Henrika, "Claras beauty is announced. The reputation of it will precede her,
eveninthissred.”

"Y ou couldn't wrap her in shawlsforever," he says. "It'sbeen dl these yearstill you would agreeto
another child, and if you'd done it sooner, Henrika, you might have found away to release your loving
claws off Clarabefore this. Let's hope she can straighten out and thrive."

Henrikalooksfurioudy sad. Van den Meer continuesin akinder voice, "Shell bea homein any sdonin
theland; shell bewelcomein France and England. Shelll be a credit to your family and to mine. She
won't beableto helpit.”

Henrikaturns her face. In the last of the candlelight, Iris can seethat tears are glistening. "Have we done
well, hushand?' she asks.

"Wife, we have triumphed, each one of us," saysvan den Meer. "Nothing islost tonight, and everything
gained. Schoonmaker walks away with gppointments for five studio

vigts from merchants wedlthy enough to pay him hand' somely for hiswork. We've evated our status



here—"

"Y ou've eevated your status,” she says softly, reminding him that her bloodlines are too pure to be further
purified.

Herolls over her remark, continuing, "—and we've impressed our colleagues with our ability to draw
attention to our own stock of tulips. Weve secured the rest of our invest’ ment. Weve introduced our
daughter and launched her repu-tation as afigure of renown. We've worked hard for this, and there's
nothing to be dismayed about. The conversation was brisk, the wine swest, the food plentiful and
ddicious—" "—Thank you," says Margarethe.

Van den Meer and hiswife both look over at her. "Y ou are indeed responsible,” says Henrika, with no
derision in her voice; sheistoo tired to squabble. "We're beholden to you for your skills.™

"And to your daughter for befriending Claraand encouraging her to come forward,” saysvan den Meer.
"Then would this be the right time to approach you for amodest stipend?’ says Margarethe.

"It'slate, and | don't discuss such matters when I've been eating and drinking in such afull manner,” says
van den

Meser.

"Besides," says Henrika, "this fine evening aone cost the household more than we could afford. And the
new baby ison itsway, and you know the fuss of that. Isn't it enough that you have aplace to degp and
food to eat?'

"Itis... gratifying,” says Margarethe. "But my daughters are alittle older than your Clara, and they don't
have your
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Claras advantages. Put badly, with their sorry looks, they are millstones around my neck. | have to think
of them."

Iris shrinks back within the shadows. She doesn't like to hear such words.

"In any event," saysvan den Meer, "let's not mar this pleasant evening by such adiscussion. Another
time, Margarethe, tomorrow or the next day, find mein my hall and well consider the matter. | make no
comment oneway or another.”

"But tonight I've received an offer of employment dsewhere”" says Margarethe.

"Not from one of our guests!” says Henrika.

"Tomorrow istime enough, Henrika," saysvan den Meer.

"It'snot to be endured,” says Henrika. She Sits up straight and holds her belly.

"It was from one of your guests,” says Margarethe.



"Who?" saysHenrika, in apasson.
"Henrika," saysvan den Meer warningly.

"It was from the Master. He believesthat after tonight helll be in abetter position to afford to hireme as
help. He's requested my return.”

"Gothen, go, if youmust," says Henrikadismissively. "The ungratefulness!™

"Well take this matter up inthe morning,” saysvan den Meer. "Margarethe, you're not doing the best for
yoursdlf."

"I don't ask to do the best for mysdlf, only alittle better than nothing,” says Margarethe. "Y ou've had a
great successtonight, and you think you'll have morein the monthsto

come. You'l be better prepared to reward asmall staff. Y ou've seen how | can serve, and serve | will."
"| protest this, Corndius," says Henrika

"You'retoo tired to protest, and you are with child," says her husband. "I will make the decision that
needs to be made, and | will not makeit tonight. How often have | to tell you this? Come, dl, thelights
areto be put out, the shutters barred and the food covered against the mice, and then to deep. Our life
beginsagaininthe morning, asit dways mug.”

"Who makes the decision that needs to be made?* asks Henrika as she blows the candle out. Irissinks
back in the darkness, ashamed of her mother's gall, but aso proud of it.

Smpl
€s

faceislengthening," says Margarethe. "If you till harbor some fancy that sheis achangeling, Iris, notice
that Clarais growing up. Changdings die young."

"Some changdlings live to be old and broken,” says ris. "l saw an ancient madman with no teeth and
cheeks as smooth asameon. He laughed high and foolishly like any changding.”

"Y ou beware your flighty mind!" says Margarethe. "It leads you adtray into distracted moments, and then
the devil will take you yet. Clarais no more achangdling than Ruth is"

Iris doesn't reply to this. She knows that though Ruth is huge, stupid, and inarticulate, sheis hersdf and
aways has been. Iris can never know this of Clara, so the suspicion of amagica transformation will
awayslinger, and can't be proven wrong.

The winter months grind dong at their glacid rate. Mar-garethe and her daughters haven't returned to the
Master's house on the poor side of town. Henrika's pregnancy isjust too difficult. She doesn't carry
hersdlf easily. She complains of mysterious allments, over which the midwives cluck their
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tongues with confusion. Is Henrika carrying twins perhaps? Has there been achange in her diet? Isthe



business worry suffered by Cornelius van den Meer proving to be contagious? Gossip hasit thet a fisca
crigsin the van den Meer household would be devastating. Much of Henrika's dowry has been
advanced as collaterd against businessloansand

would belost.

Gossip dso hasit that thereis ahousehold demon living

in the rafters of the attics, coming down only at dark, to
gnaw at Henrikasinnards and ruin her hedlth.

Henrikatakes to her bed more and more often. Van den
Meer attends her with loving affection when hiswork alows.
Thereisworry—it can't be kept hidden—about amissing
ship that hasn't arrived in port with its expected cargo. Van

den Meer and his colleagues disagree about whether to send out an investigator to trace the route and
hunt for news. News, good or bad, will come eventudly, but isit smarter to know of adisaster earlier,
and thus prepare for it? The longer the wait, the stronger the storms of winter will become.

Margarethe is aboon to the household. True, Henrika complains about the English look of the food that
Mar-garethe brings and sometimes even spoonsinto Henrika's mouth. Too sdty, too savory, too foreign!
"Alwaysaremark,” saysMargarethe camly. "Eat up, for your hedlth." She knows that the queen bee of
the household haslittle choice but to be grateful to the salaried chief of domestic affairs.

In the early part of winter Margarethe hangs the last of the herbs on strings about the kitchen and week
by week, by

Henrikas specid request, keeps a pot-au-feu on the hearth. The van den Meer household is much larger
than any other Margarethe has lived in, and she takes to overseeing the cold room, the wine cdllar, and
whatever distant matters of barnyard life that the hired men in the outbuildings will sullenly cedeto her.

So, Margarethe being kept busy with household affairs, it'satime of liberation for the girls. Margarethe
has no interest in sending the girls to school—well, Ruth can't learn, and Irisis needed to govern
Ruth!—and van den Megr is accustomed to leaving the supervision of Clarato hiswife. Every morning,
once the fast has been broken, and ablutions compl eted, and afew household tasks done, Iris and Ruth
st out in their klompen to roam Haarlem and see what isto be seen.

Dally Irisand Ruth maketheir first stop at the Master's studio, where Caspar pausesin histask of
gessoing panels and sretching canvases, grinding pigments and applying varnishes. Daily he heats milk in
apan and addsto it flecks of bitter cocoa bean, drippings of honey, and small scoops of butter. Daily the
Madter roars at them for disturbing his peace and ruining his chance at areputation. How isheto finish dl
the commissions heis getting, how, how, how?— but now the girlsonly giggle a him.

Ruth haslittle interest in painting. She'd rather Sit in the kitchen and keep Caspar company. He
sometimes carves faces out of potatoes to make her laugh. But Iriswandersinto the sudio and standsa
safe distance away, since often her clothes are dripping with rain. She watches the inevitable brown



beginnings of marks on canvasturn into the forms of
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human beings. She watches flesh tones consolidate. She watches heft emerge out of flatness. She hears
the Master curse at his own mistakes with such language that Caspar rolls his eyes and sometimes puts
his hands over IriSs ears.

The Magter moans with grateful distress. Every little domestic anima wantsto be memoridized in paint!
The very Holy Family itself isbeing displaced by sinful saf-regard: portraits of how wedthy everyone has
become! "But | haveto edt, | can't live by the word of God aone, no matter what Scripture says; | need
bread too," he says. "Damn the human stomach, thisfat betrayer of my idedls. Caspar! Another Portrait
of Madame Unlucky-in-Looks, done up to appear as Madame Most'Marvelous-tO'Behold. I'm no
longer telling the truth with my art, I'm lying. But | have to. How ese can | afford that sumptuous cocoa
you girlsdrink every morning of my life? And are you going to leave me any a dl, or will | Sp this
thinning fluid by accident and kedl over to aninsensble end?’

Heworks quickly, with mounting confidence. Caspar islearning faster too and becoming agenuine
apprentice. When the Master takes off at great speed to the outhousein the dley, Irisand Caspar relish a
amdl privecy.

One day Caspar reaches out asif to stroke Iriss hair, and stops himsalf.
"Don't you want to pick up achalk and try for yourself?' he says.

"Of course | do, but I'm never going to be an gpprentice, so why fool mysalf?’
"When | am the Master, you can be my apprentice,” says Caspar.

Shelaughs boldly at that. She hearsthe unfamiliar roll of her own chortling syllables—it sopsher by its
strangeness. And then she hasto laugh dl the more.

If Claraisgrowing older, then sotooisris.

When the girls leave the studio, sometimes they wander through the Amsterdamse Poort to the meadow
where Ruth gathered wildflowers. In the mornings the meadow is often till bleached with rimefrogt, and
Ruth seems puzzled that the flowers she was used to gathering are now no more than brittle brown stems.
Still, the meadow is something of ahaven for them. One day soon the cold may freeze al the cands over,
and then, what aholiday! Better than kermis, Caspar promises, though they have no ideawhat kermisis.
Carnival, he explains, before the hard season of Lent. Oh, Irisasks, isthere a harder season than
this?—but she can say such athing now because she is not as unhappy as she once was.

With Henrika so often closed behind the bed drapes, Claraislistless and irksome. She's glad when the
girls come home. Before the fire one day, munching small bits of ham flavored with clove, Iristells Clara,
"If you came with us, you wouldn't be so bored here.”

"I can't go beyond the house, you know that," says Clara. "Mamawon't dlow it."

"Sheld never know! She's not pacing the floorboards upgtairs, peering out the windows!" sayslris. "She's
flat on her back!"



"l understand,” says Clara, "but al the same. It might get me."

"Who?" saysris, thinking of theimp.

"Dark wings a the top." But Clara changes the subject hersaf now, adding briskly, "Before you were
here, there was awoman from Flanders to teach me lace making. Before her, awoman from Pariswho
spoketo mein French. | had aman to teach me fingering on the keys of thevirgind, and amanto train
me in Scripture verses. Mamabringstheworld into me. That'sdl | can know."

"It's not your mamawho keepsyou here, not redly,” sayslris. "l seeit onyour face. It'syourself.”

"What do you say thisfor?' says Clara, lifting her chin with apretense at bravery.

"Y ou stand at the window and look up and down the street, but you can't bring yoursdlf to step afoot
away from the door,” sayslris. She'staunting Clara, but she doesn't care thistime. ™Y ou're acoward.”

"l am not acoward.”

"Then comedo it right now."

uti”

1wont.

Iris doesn't want to be mean, but she hates the sameness of everything. "I know what we can do,” she
says suddenly. "Ruth and | can put you in the wheelbarrow. We can whedl you out the back gate. We
won't go into the marketplace, but away toward the banks of the cand. Y ou can keep your eyes closed
and not worry about athing, and then you can open them up and you'll have been carried by magic
across the prison walls of your world. It won't be jour walking out. Y ou won't even see. Well bethe
oneswho walk you out."

"It soundsfoolish,” saysClara
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"Let'stry it. Why not?' sayslris.

"Y ou won't dump mein the cand?'

"l promise,” sayslris. "That is, | promiseto try not to."

Claragapes. But she has come to know how Iristeases, and suddenly she says, "All right. I'd like to see
the cand. | can hardly even remember it."

Thewhedbarrow isin acorner of the kitchen yard. At the bottom are some old brown sacks. Claraand
Iris snap the clots of soil and the bug carcasses off them. Irislooks up, somewhat guiltily, to seeif their
venturing out will be observed. Thereisno dark clot at the top window —just the sky rushing over the
steeply pitched roof, agiddy early winter blue with stripes of innocent thin cloud. Nothing untoward.

Claradtsinthe barrow likeaprincessin apalanquin. "No," sayslris, "lie down, like you're dead.”



"I don't want to be dead," says Clara.
"Youwont redly be" sayslris. "Pretend.”
Clarabeginsto be reluctant, but she doesas|ristdlsher.

"I'm going to cover you with these sacks," sayslris. "Then even if your mother or anything should be
looking out the window, she won't seeyou.”

Claragtsup again. "Anything? What do you mean by that?"

But she dlows hersdlf to be urged back down. "It'sdl right,” sayslris. "Thisll befun.”

"Fun?' says Clara. Her voiceis muffled.

"You know it will," sayslrisbossly.

"Don't bump me," says Clara. "Don't put mein aplace.

"Wewon't put you anywhere." Iris shows Ruth how to pick up one handle of the whedlbarrow. Ruth is
strong and picks up both. Iristhen goes around and says, "1 might aswell ride on top of you. Am |
quashing you?'

"You're squashing mel”

"Forgiveme, but | can't hear you," sayslris, "dl those

bags over your face—"

"Youre squashing mel”

"Let'sgo, Ruth—"

They don't even get the whedlbarrow through the gate when Clarais sitting up, face red and purple.
"Don't squash me! I'm not going!™ She pushes Iriswith astrength born of an outsized anger. Ruth stands
and gapes, her arms dropped

at her sde.

"Iris," calls Margarethe from an upstairs window. "What are you doing?' Her voiceis cam but low,
insggtent. "Comein at once and wait for me at the bottom of the stairs.” It is not a voice to be disobeyed.

Expecting punishment, they leave the wheelbarrow halfway through the gate and trudge insde.
Margarethe's unrushed tread is heard upstairs. The footsteps cross the hall—theresamoan, then a
louder moaning—and now the sound of footsteps on the back stairs, and now Margarethe turnsinto the
kitchen. "Thereyou are,” she saysin an evenvoice. "lris, | need you to run and fetch the midwife. I'm
afraid that Henrika has taken agreat pain, and at far too early a stage in the proceedings.”

"But | don't know where the midwife lives!" sayslris. "Use your brain and ask someone. | can't leavethe
strug-
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gling mother done.” Margarethe is standing with rare calm, not rushing back to attend to Henrika. "And |
suppose you should run out to the Grotemarkt and ask who has seen Heer van den Meer.”

But Irisis reaching out to touch Clara on the shoulder, for it hasjust dawned on them that Margarethe is
carrying bedding in her arms. Dried blood, streaked brick brown, and raw blood, redder than any tulips
that Cornelius van den Meer has brought to flower in his nurseries.

"Go, Iris, don't make metdl you again,”" says Margarethe, dumping the bedding in a corner and turning to
head back up the stairs.

The house, with its brickedin lives, ssems suddenly hushed and severe asachapd. Iriscan fed the
whole build' ing crouching around and above her, dmost breathing, waiting, poised, paused. What dseis
locked in here besides the van den Meer family? What thing has crept out of awatery mirror world, as
grictly ruled asthe origind it reflects, to gnaw at Henrika so terribly that she bleeds redder than any

pant?

Iris governs her wild thoughts, with effort, and then she turns and does as sheistold.
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Flowersfor the Dead

Within the week Henrikaworsens. Nothing helps, neither anything Margarethe can do with herbs, or the
minister with psams, or the surgeon with bleeding. By the Sabbath the only thing | eft to pray for isthat
cutting through the abdomen might save the baby inside. But this provesto be afase hope.

Mother and child arelaid in asingle casket, on aday after anice ssorm. The sun glares off aworld of
glassy edges. The churchyard's features are mounded with snow. The teary men stand close to the grave
that has proved hard to dig in such frozen soil. The predikant intones; in the wind hiswords are logt.

Clarahas had to be threatened with a beating to make her join the mourners and come away from the
house. At the churchyard she stands far back from the grave, with the other women. The
goodwives—dry-eyed to the last of them— murmur that it's a decent enough crowd given the westher.
Let's get the old grandmothers back to their hearths before

their lungsgive out! Iris doesn't recognize many of these people. But she sees the Queen of the
Hairy-Chinned Gypsies, wrapped in dun-colored shawls, standing beyond the churchyard. Iris could
swear the stick-limbed crone is watching, though the wrinkled lids are closed. Iris ducks her heed,
pretending to pray. When shelooks again, the Queen is gone.

After the last somber Amen, Iristurnstoward Clara. The girl's head is covered, her face wreathed in
black fur, and the wind whips strands of her pale gold-white hair about her forehead. Sheisfrightened to
be out of the house, frightened by everything, but who wouldn't be in her Stuation?

A thick-set man approaches. He walkswith gravity to Claraand lifts her chinin hishand. "What alegacy
of beauty your mother leaves behind," he murmurs courteoudy. Claras eydids tighten and she pulls back;
her hands swing behind her, grappling for Iris, who obliges by leaping forward and taking hold. But then
Claraiscdled to her father's sde, and she goes.



Irismeanders at the edge of the small crowd that ushers van den Meer back to his home. She pondersa
new thought, powerful as aforeign country, powerful as magic itsadf—

It gartswith this. Henrikais dead. Her hands are tucked into an ermine muff asif she can be protected
from the cold down there in the black earth. Her blonde hair is clean, her eyes pressed closed, and an
odor worse than rotting flowers has attended her remova to the bosom of the soil. Henrikawas kind to
Irisand Ruth, after afashion. Henrika fought with Margarethe but didn't throw her out of the house. And
Henrikaisdead . . .
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...andIrisis alive.. That's how the thought goes, and it's atroublesome and guilty one, but Iris feds
alive: Shefedsher skintingle. As Margarethe smartens her daughter up to receive mourners at the door,
Irisfeds everything. How the hairs pull her scalp when Margarethe drags a brush across her head. Iris
fedsher wrigtsin the deeves of her jerkin, feds her right wrist go back and forth within its cloth tunnel
like aclapper in abdl! Shefeds her whole body within her clothes. It occursto her that she can sense
the cloth skin of her underskirt brush against the skin of her buttocks, and this makes her blush so mightily
that Margarethe asks, "What nonsense are you hatching in your ugly head on thismogt terrible of days?"

She stands and doesn't answer.

All during the afternoon after the burid, neighbors cometo cdl. Irisstswith her handsin her lap, as il
as stone, and she can fed the blood climbing the column of her neck, in spirals. She can fed her breasts
pooling in her shift. She can fed her nipples stiffen in the cold and relax in the warmth. She can fed her
thoughts collect themsalves. Shetriesto sense the household imp, that unseen menace, but it must be
scared by the commotion of guests. It seemsdissolved. The houseisjust ahouse, generating nothing
more eerie than chill and dust. Even the mice who usually scrabble

/
inthe walls have gone silent, out of respect for the dead.

Digtant family members arrive from their distance. Everything is strange and new. Everything fedsricher,
weirder. It'sasif Iriswas granted Henrikaslife of feding snce Henrika clearly needed it no longer. Was
| dways here, thinks|ris, or

have | just been born? Why have | misplaced al my early memories, of childhood in the fens, of Papa?
Why don't | attend?

But | must pay attention now, she thinks, because what other choiceisthere? Maybe when | die my soul
will fly to meet God, but when that time comes| won't have the use of clever hands, nor the burden of an
ugly face: hands and face will be planted like bulbsin the soil, while only the bloom of the spirit emerges
elsawhere. So let my hands and my face make their way in thisworld, let my hungry eyes see, my tongue
taste. It tastes the wet that seeps on either side of my nose. Theworld is sdt. All theworld is sdt, and
every field is sown in sat, and nothing can grow but | must fed every-thing, notice everything—

—why, why, she asks herself, but the urge to fed and notice is more urgent than the urge to answer
questions. The commotion within her risesto a clamor, and she can barely keep hersalf on the bench at
the side of the hall. Notice, notice; let noticing take the place of screaming. Notice Margarethe, doing the
act of charity for bewildered van den Meer. Notice how sheismodest in her helpfulness, her cap
respectfully drawn forward to hide her face. Y et notice how sheisherewith atray at van den Meer's left



hand, urging him to take golden sherry she hastrapped in smal glasses like the ghosts of fish. Notice how
van den Meer blinks up from the depths of his mourning and accepts Margarethe's consolation, though
he doesn't seem to see her. Notice Ruth, and how she's left out of this. How can Iris not have considered
before that Ruth's being dow of tongue might not necessarily mean sheisdow of feding? Ruthon a
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low stool, even farther in the shadows, her roaming eye tracking up and down abit of unadorned
plastered wall. Notice Ruth, with her hands twisting on her knees, asif by dint of force she might fix her
legs properly at last and make them work like legs. Ruth with her brown hair that no one has bothered to
trim, and a pucker between the browslike adimplein a potato. What does Ruth know of degth, thinks
Iris, and for that matter, what do 1?

Notice Clara, the girl of the moment, caught in al this attention and hating it. The shock of grief can only
partly obliterate Clara's lopsided temper. When she can escape from ableary rdative, shetrailsaway.
Iris sees Claralower her glance and prepare to give adozing great-aunt akick in the ankle. But Clara
fedsIrisseye upon her and keegps both feet on the floor.

Notice the Master and Caspar, and how bothered they both are, despite their masculine strength. The
Magter trembling with some kind of panic. Henrika's deeth brings up in him the need for verities, for the
classctdesof the scriptures. Her death isthe memento mori that time must dso catch him at his crime:
Painting interiors with beautiful merchants daughters or wives, nothing worthy about them except
exactitude—he's abandoned both sacred inspiration and cautionary fable. Look how he scratches his
brow with apasied hand not entirely wiped clean of paint! A few flecks of skin drift off. Heisn't lisening
to that chattering neighbor. HeE's too deep within himsdif.

Notice Caspar.

Caspar, ablessng of ahuman being, with his expression as open as aconvex mirror. How he followsthe
Master, see-

ing to hisleft bow, muttering someone's namein hisright ear, smoothing the way through the sociad
currentsfor histeacher and his employer. Caspar the good apprentice, Caspar the reliable friend, and
also Caspar the handsome man. Oh, Caspar, thinks Iris. Oh, uudl.

She watches him when she can bear to look at him again. He is so—what isthe word?—so right. So
rightly formed. The good-sized shoulders, the capable chest. And then the tapering walst, the
comfortable bottom, the well-turned calves, the thighs, the energetic feet. And the face, nested in al that
glossy hair. The blunt who-cares nose, the wind-raw lips, eyebrows always askew, unmatched. A face
with charity and mockery displayed in equal measure. Look at him, now tending to Clara, with al the
affection of acourtier! What other man his age would care about the well-being of agirl? Heis brushing
her cheek with his hand, heisfiddling with her hair. Clarawon't smile a him—how could she on this, the
burid day of her mother2—but she doeslook at him and speak softly, and no one else, not even Iris, has
gotten her to utter aword today.

Iris stands. She hasto hold onto the edge of the chair. She must make Caspar speak to her or shelll die.
They'll be opening up Henrikas grave and tossing Iriss own dead bod right in with her unless shetalksto
Caspar at once, and makes Caspar look at her, and notice her somehow. If sheisn't to be noticed shelll
disappear from the room and perhaps never return. Shelll evaporate like morning mist. Shelll be as gone
asthe household imp seemsto be.
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She floats across the room. Sheislike asoulless spirit abroad from the depths of the Haarlemsmeer.
"Y ou have the power to charm our poor Clara," says Iristo Caspar.

Heglancesat her. "Charm isn't theword, | think," he says, but hewincesat Iris, the most of asmile he
can manage given theterms of the day. A smile nonetheless. So that'sdl right, then.

"Iris," says Margarethe. "Y ou're needed in the kitchen now."

"I'm talking to Caspar,” sayslris.

"Iris," says Margarethe, atone that can't beignored. So Iristurns away from Caspar, but not before
catching his hand for amoment in her own. "lrid" says Margarethe.

In the kitchen, alot to be done. Irisisn't familiar with funera customs of Haarlem, but today the
abstemiousness of Calvinism, never fully embraced by the van den Meers, isbeing ignored entirely. There
are bowls of oysters soaking in vinegar, and a brace of hares to unfasten from the spit, and a spill of
produce from the cold cdllar to be used in various ways. Margarethe, having made her sillent procession
about the salon, returns with rapid feet down the step to the kitchen, and there she sets a couple of hired
girlsand her own daughtersto tasks. Caspar shows up in the doorway looking for afirkin of water. He's
assigned to scrubbing potatoes before he knows what's happened.

"Thisisasumptuous feast to prepare at the last minute,”" he says, observing Margarethe at the center of
thewhirlwind.

"Peopleonly die a the last minute," says Margarethe tartly, but Iris—clever Iris—knows that her mother
means more than this. And so does Caspar.

"These are potatoes that could have been scrubbed last night,” says Caspar. "Y ou aren't dack in the
matter of household duties, Margarethe. Why this unseemly haste?!

"They are potatoes newly ordered in," says Margarethe, "thismorning, if you must know. And likewise

the bread that's about to burn if | do not—just this minute—Ruth, move your clumsy carcass from that
stool, can't you see | need accessto the oven—"

"What isthis about?"' says Caspar.

"At the last minute," says Margarethe, "van den Meer let it be known that he expected his colleaguesto
escort potential investorsto his home to mourn theloss of his dear wife. Haven't you seen that the
portrait of Y oung Woman with Tulips has been given pride of placein the hal?'

"He'sremoved the portrait of Henrika?' says Caspar.

"I had thought a painter would be more observant," says Margarethe wryly. "The beetroots, Iris, don't
forget those."

With the house full of guests, Iris hasn't noticed the switch ether. "But—surely they'll expect to see
Henrika above the sdeboard!” saysris. "Thisis her house and that painting is the best token of her



memory! It'snot atimeto trawl for investments!™

"Y ou have no idea about this, and why should you, silly girl," says Margarethe, and rdentsabit and
adds, "asno moredo I. But | should think that the best token of a parent'smemory is her beautiful child.
Besdes, Corndliustells me that there's even more money to be made in the tulip market this year, dueto
astrong season in the Exchange in Amsterdam. Cornélius and his partners must be protected
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againg the potentia loss of their shipment of bulbs. They hadn't yet been able to place the portraitina
venue that would guarantee discussion and snare investors. Timid Henrika had become unesasy about the
painting of Y oung Girl with Tulips, and she had changed her mind about alowing its use for acommercid
gain. Soit'sonly sensible to take advantage of this sad but necessary gathering . . ."

"Thisisvileand corrupt,”" says Caspar.

"A father must take care of his daughter,” says Margarethe. "Y ou're asilly boy and don't know the ways
of theworld. Henrikawould have expected no less of Corndlius.”

"And amother must take care of her own too, | suppose,” says Caspar, but darkly, pitching a potato into
thefireplace.

"Areyou referring to me? | should say so. Thereis plaguein Utrecht, I'm told,” says Margarethe, "again.
Again, mind you. Thisisa prosperous country and afinetimeto bedivefor al whowill liveto tel the
tale, Caspar. | won't be thrown out on the street to watch my daughters starve, or waste away with the
pox, or dribble their insgdes out with bloody flux. And who are you to talk? Y ou take care of yoursdf,
I've noticed, in any way that comes to hand, thanksto the Master."

"I am paid for servicesrendered,” says Caspar sniffily. "l have atrade.”

"Hah, isthat what they cal it, atrade," says Margarethe. "1 believe that you are good at your ‘trade.
"Mama," sayslris. She doesn't catch the drift of meaning, but she's offended at the tone.

"Let her accuse me of low moras," says Caspar bitterly.

"It'sonly from guilt that she finds the strength to make such clams of others.”

"There'stoo much work to be done to waste time in talk. If you can't help, then be off," says Margarethe.

Iris glances. Caspar refusesto move. "I'm concerned for the well-being of your daughters, though not of
you," hesays. "l stay to assist them.”

"Then let the girls St on their stools and do their chores without the wagging of tongues,” says
Margarethe, but with awave of her spoon she includes Caspar among the girls. Iriswaitsto see him leap
up in anger, but he holds his tongue and merely worksthe harder.

All afternoon thereis coming and going, and little chatting among the kitchen hel p except to learn what
task isnext. Thelamps are lit as evening draws near, and platter after platter of delicacy goes out to the
guests, and empty platters are returned.



Mid-evening, Clarastumblesinto the kitchen and settles hersaf near thefire.

"If you're going to bein the way, you might aswell help,” says Margarethe.

"I'mtired,” says Clara. "I've been standing at attention all day, silent unless spoken to by some hideous
old man who wantsto tell me | am more beautiful than the painting of me." She peersinto the flamesand
scowls,

"Oh, I'll wager that makes the Master swell with pride," says Caspar, snickering.

"The Madter left hoursago,” says Clara. "Didn't you notice?!
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"He must be offended that his painting is newly hung for such an occasion,” says Caspar.

Clarasays, "I don't know what you mean,” but before Caspar can explain, Margarethe says, "Clara, stir
the pot while you gt there, save me the extra steps.”

"I don't know how," says Clara, "and I'm too tired.”

"Thereisno lesson needed in the stirring of the pot,” says Margarethe. "Pick up the spoon and dtir it."
"I'm not akitchen girl," saysClara. "I haven't stirred pots before.”

"Do not anger me," says Margarethe. "I am working my fingersto the bone to help your poor bereaved
father, and while you are in the kitchen you arein my domain. If | tell you to stir the pot, child, then stir

the pot you will, if | have to beat you over the head to make it happen.”

Caspar and Irisexchange glances. Clarasitsup straight. "Thisismy home," she says. "'l will not stir the
pot for you or anyone ese.”

"Margarethe," says Caspar in avoice that betrays nothing of his earlier antagonism, "Margarethe, the
girl'smother has been interred this morning. Charity, Margarethe.”

"Charity works both ways," says Margarethe. She picks up a smoothed dowel she has been using to roll
out pastry. "Clara? Will you stir the pot?”

"l will not," saysClara.
Plague and Quarantine

The cold snap continues. The days are bleached into sameness by acloud cover that never varies. Iris,
when out on tasks for the household, watches the stolid Dutch at their business, maneuvering over the
dreetsthat freeze up into icy ruts every night. The Dutch are buttoned and swaddled againgt the winter,
as stoic and skeptica asther cows. If they believe in imps and demons, within the household walls or
outside the city proper, they betray no such faith.

Fedling both older and newer these days, Iristhinks of hersef at last as both English and Dutch—English
in her hope of catching aglimpse of the magica world living cheek by jowl with thisone, Dutchin her
impatience with Claras fecklessness. Irisadmitsit: Claraisbeginning to ssem maudlin. At any rate, her



crying morning, noon, and night doesn't make her father pay more attention to her, and it ssemsonly to
irritate Margarethe.

"On the gtreets of Amsterdam, Clara, the carcasses are laid out to be taken to the churchyard,” says
Margarethe one day.
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"The plague comes and goes like afoul beast in the night, and Haarlem itself has known its ravages. Must
| take you on awaking tour of the devil's handiwork in order to make you stop your sniffling? My own
husband was dispatched with ablow to the skull, and even slly old Ruth didn't sob the way that you do.
And Irisdid as shewastold, she dried her eyes and got on with it. Why can't you do the same?"

"Because | don't have amother to tell meto do s0," says Clara, wiping her eyes and her nose. "Sheisn't
hereto tell meto do asI'mtold!"

"Well, I'm here," says Margarethe, "and I'll haveto do.”

Claralooks darmed and angry at such anotion. But, so Iris observes, the anger at any rate has the effect
of dilling Clarastears.

Margarethe's remarks about the plague aren't idle. Those who work in the tulip sheds linger about the
doorway to the kitchen, waiting for Margarethe to pass out cheese, bread, and pickled herrings. In return
Margarethe collects news about the latest sufferers of the plague. "We shouldn't seem ungrateful for our
room and board here," she saysto her daughters. "Were we tossed onto the streets again, there to find
lodging and food in some more despicable spot, weld undoubtedly put ourselvesin the path of contagion.
God has seen fit to secure us here, and we must praise God for His providence.”

"God took away Henrikaand her baby so that we might be safe?’ sayslris.

"Hush your voice," says Margarethe. "God might be listening to such doubt and punish usal.”

"But I'm not clear on thispoint,” says|ris. "God spoils other good livesto save our sorry ones?"

"I'll whip you into understanding if | must,” saysMar-gar ethe.

Irisbows her head asif suddenly full of enlightenment. The prospect of Margarethe becoming pious
damsher.

Thewinter days crawl on. Comesthefeast of Saint Nicolas. At Clarasingtruction, thegirlsall set out
their wooden shoes on the hearth. Margarethe sniffs. ™Y ou think that Sinter Klaas and his sooty hel per,
Zwarte Piet, will know that two ugly, hulking English girlslive here? | wouldn't dream of

treatsif | wereyou.”

"Mamain heaven will havetold the good saint about Iris

and Ruth," says Clara confidently.

"Sowell learn," says Margarethe.



And in the morning asmall selection of swests, nuts, and toysisfound lodged in each wooden shoe. "But
| received nothing more than you did," says Clarato Iris petulantly.

"Nor | morethanyou,” sayslris. "Sinter Klaasshasafair
"But | am the daughter of the household, and you are servants," says Clara

"Oh," sayslris, brought up short. What to say?"Wdll, sncewe're dl friends under this roof, whoever
received agreater portion would have been bound by friendship to shareit. Soit's hepful that the favors
aresmartly divided

dready.”
Claralooks disgruntled at this but holds her tongue.
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* % %

Christmas arrives, and then Epiphany. "Now we get to salect aking,” says Clara "Whoever discoversa
bean baked into the morning cake." She'sthe lucky one, but her face fals when Ruth finds abean in her
portion too, and so does ris.

"It isthefeast of Driekoningen," observes Margarethe. "All three kings are honored here." Ruth sitsup,
proud to be aking. Irisand Clarafight over which onewill have her face blackened as Melchior. But it
scarcely matters, as Clara dtill won't leave the house, so Irisand Ruth trot off to join other childreninthe
Grotemarkt at their strange songs about Herod and the Magi. Clarais apouting Mechior from the front
window.

The weeks of midwinter are endless. The mornings are locked in frost and fog, sometimes even curtained
insnow. Too many daysin arow the girls are kept insde. Though Clarateases and taunts the Fisher
girls, she's pleased to have the company. But Iris and Ruth become impatient. When the weether lifts,
they spend long days at the studio, leaving Clara behind.

Without Henrika's vigilance about education, Clara grows bored.

Margarethe scrupuloudly ignores her, and makes a practice of sending the girls out to do small tasks
more and more often.

Oneday Irisisshucking her cloak in the halway when she hears Margarethe remarking to Clara, "It isn't
my job to keep you amused. And housawork isnot amusing, I'll grant

you that, but it whiles the hours away. But you will set yourself above housework, won't you? And for
the moment | let it go." Iristiptoes forward and peers to see Margarethe pushing a broom ostentatioudy
around Clara's feet and saying, "What delicate tender feet you have, too wonderful to stand upon to do
some work and help uslaboring folk."

The day arriveswhen Claramuittersto the pawter mug on the breakfast table, "I'll come with you
tomorrow on your tasksif you like."



If thereredly had been ahousehold imp—of any origin, Dutch or English—it must be long gone, for now
isthetimeit should rattle its bones, chomp itsteeth, flare its nogtrils, scream with surprise. None of that.
Iris notices nothing but cold, thick silence. She holds her breath. Ruth turnsto look at Clara. Van den
Meer pausesin his breskfast, holding a piece of bread aoft. His eyebrowslift.

"Comewith usif you like. It makes no differenceto me, none at dl," says Margarethe. "It wasn't | who
imposed this quarantine on you." But Iris senses ashudder of satisfaction running across her mother's
shoulders.

Thefollowing morning, as soon as she can ped hersalf away from the warm hearth, Margarethe wraps
hersdf in acloak. Clara, nibbling her nails, sandsready. The last time she was away from the house was
her mother'sburia, when she was voiceesswith grief. And beforethat it wasyears. . .

They st out toward the center of town, a quartet, Clara gripping Ruth's hand and looking thisway and
that. Margarethe's intentions are modest ones—afew onions here, abit of lace there, anew candle mold
fromthe smithy. "We
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traipse after you like ducklings" saysris happily. "Even though Ruth has a hard time keeping up. Come
on, Ruth, use your big, strong legs. Clara, look &t that dog going after the goose!”

"No," says Clara, entranced, "the goose is going after the dog.”

"A woman may wak abroad in Haarlem and conduct her business,” says Margarethe with satisfaction.
"In England awoman israrely allowed such liberty. Sheis quarantined for fear of the society outside her
door or her farmstead. Clara, don't fiddle with your collar."” Margarethe has spoken loudly. Three dames
of Haarlem turn and watch Clara attend. "That's an obedient child," says Margarethe.

Iris pulls back a step and thinks about this. Is Margarethe parading herself as Clara's mother-in-stead? Is
sheis making ashow, all about town, of her care for the motherless child?

She studies Margarethe asthey wait at the door of the tobacconist, where her mother wantsto buy a
pleasing blend for van den Meer's pipe. If Iriswere to paint Margarethe, what would she notice?

Thereisthe heavy brow, dightly protruding, like alump of bread dough that has falen forward from up
top. Firmly marshaed eyebrows, knitted together in the act of watching the merchant cut the tobacco to
the correct specifications. Margarethe's hand is soldered to her hip, a gesture of patience and
intractability both. Her lipsare pursed. Thelower lipisnipped in, to be pinched by the upper teethin
moments of mild distress. And, Irisredizes, such moments are frequent. Margarethe lives alife of
compromise. She takes nothing for granted and barters every sentence to her advantage.

How dear sheis, evenin her strictness, her chill.

There's another side of Margarethe to be seen later thisday, for the route they take home from the shops
brings them by an dmshouse for old men. Maids and manservants are carrying several corpses out the
door to await the gravedigger's cart. "Plague darm,” says the regent crosdy when he sees Margarethe
stop and stare. " Save yoursdlf, and give the suffer-ers a chance to rest in peace from your scrutiny!™

"The dead are dead," says Margarethe bravely.



"Some here are corpses, some not yet," the regent replies. "We are carrying afew to the Leprozenhuis
outside of town. Y ou want to join them and the other lepers, jump in the

n

cart.

"God save their souls, and yours," cals Margarethe, and she mutters afew lines of thefirst psalm that
comes to mind, mutters them without conviction or accuracy.

"Thisiswhat staksyou," says Margarethe asthe girls hurry after her. "Thisisthe devil'swork. There's
nothing to anticipate but the broad scythe of the regper that will cut you down. Only jump when it passes,
and perhaps you may save yourself until the next sweep. If you don't jump, you don't save yoursdlf.”

Ruth jumps out of anxiety, asif she imaginesthe scythe to be passing exactly then.
"Changdings,”" says Claraominoudy, about the invalids and the corpses.
"How high do you jump?' saysIristo her mother.

"Just you watch me," says Margarethe. "'I've jJumped from the fens of England to the threshold of the
poorhouse of
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Haarlem, and then jumped again. Just you watch me, and you'll learn what thereisto learn. Give me
room to cast my edl spear, and let follow what may.”

Iriswatches. Day after day she watches. She watches the ice form on the duck pond down the lane. She
watches Margarethe sing as she prepares the hearty stew of root vegetables and prunes. She watches
Claradternately sulk and cozy up to Margarethe. She watches van den Meer's face grow longer as, with
every passing week, the shipment of bulbs doesn't arrive.

Then shewatches as Margarethe waits, and waits, and chooses the right moment to jump again.
Tke
Nowkere Windmill

The three days before the beginning of Lent, Claratellsthem, are called Vastenavond. It hardly seems
right to feast like gluttons when Henrikais so newly buried. Besides, the practice of Lenten atonement
has never been popular in the Fisher household before. But Margarethe throws hersdlf into the
preparations with energy, concocting astew with mutton, citron, greens, and ginger. "We will take our
religious obligations serioudy," she says, ladling up to van den Meer and the three girls.

"I suppose we should,” says van den Meer. Heis brooding, perhaps out of mourning, or maybe—Iris
hates to admit—out of fear of financid ruin. "Thisisagood hutse-pot, Margarethe. As good as Henrika
ever made.”

"l don't think it's that good,” says Clara stoutly, dropping her spoon.
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"Now, if you're going to do thingsright," saysvan den Meer, "preparing for Lent, Margarethe, you might
want to take yoursalf over to the House of Correction. Careful with astuiver asyou are, you'll appreciate
that at kermistime, admissonisfree”

Margarethe stiffens. "I am correct enough,” she says.

"Oh, | suppose!" He hasn't meant to be rude, Iristhinks. Has he? " There you can see the whores and the
inmates learning their Bible lessons, being reshaped into Christian worthiness at the expense of the town.
It's quite an amusement.”

"I havefar too much work in managing your household to amuse myself by visiting prisons,” she says
sharply. "Or aehouses, for that matter.”

"Y ou do good work," he says, chagtised a bit. ™Y ou perform many kindnesses for me and my daughter.”
"I should think so. And don't spesk about whoresin this house."

"It ismy house, Margarethe," he reminds her.

"Soitis" shegivesback to him. "Y ou inherited it from your wife, didn't you?'

"Yourefesty for carniva time." Histoneishblack.

Sherdents. "l should have said, please don't speak about whoresin front of my daughters.”

"I won't," he says, still stung. "But who knowswhat othersin the Street say about this arrangement?”

Her anger is so intense that I risimagines the roof might explode. Margarethe hurtles out the door. They
watch her diding on theicein the streets, wind whipping her black cloaksinto huge, crowlike wings. But
asthegirlscontinue

munching therest of their bread, Margarethe stalks back in. Her faceis pink and even beautiful because
of theintense cold. "Oh, come see," she cries, dl fury forgotten. "The canas and the river have frozen
over a last, and the whole town is out on the greet ice road!™

It'sthe happiest day so far. Even Clarais caught up in the excitement, and van den Meer remembers
there are shoes with runners, probably to be found somewhere in the sheds. After atime, two pair of
skates are located. The leather isrotted from one skate, and of the second pair arunner snaps off. But
Ruth'sfeet are far too big to squeeze into them anyway, so Iris and Clara each take a single skate, and
the girlsand Margarethe hurry out to the Spaarne.

Theworldistransformed. The ski esare hugely gray asusud, and low, but thisintensfiesthe feding of
magic and otherness. Some small boats St frozen in the water, and children get running starts and glide up
to the boats and crash into the Sides. Dogs are yapping in every direction. The whole of Haarlem is out
on theice. Margarethe can't help but poke Irisand say, "L ook, and see how it is: Therich have skates
and warm cloaks, and there's a carriage converted to an ice boat! They can enjoy this oddness and take
new pleasurein it. And the poor suffer even harder. Warmth is scarce, and food is absent. You can't live
long onice and snow."



"So arewerich or poor?' askslris.

"One skate to your name? Y ou tell me," says Margarethe. "Baance very carefully, my dear. Very
carefully indeed.”

Enough of object lessons, when the carnival atmosphere pills over onto the city'sicy balroom floor! Iris
hurries avay,
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letting Margarethe try to balance Ruth, for whom the ground itsdlf is usudly trouble enough, andiceis
more treachery than treat. Irislinks armswith timid Claraand off they go. Frost crinklesthe moisturein
their nogtrils and the corners of their eyes.

"Look, agame," sayslris, "those boys and men, with sticks and a ball—"
"Kolf," saysClara

Horsesontheice. Treesat the margins of the Spaarne, sticking up like spindly pillars. Toddlers on their
bottoms, wailing. Granddames spinning about on skates as fredly as any of the young men. Therea
predikant, looking sour, asif he's merely taking this route to reach his place of prayer the quickest way.
Grizzled men from the fidlds punching holesin theice and dropping in lines, hoping for fish. Goodwives at
their gossip, toddlersin tow. A fat old man falls on his backsidein front of them and farts explosively. Off
to one side, someone hasrigged up aboat with sails, and istrying to makeit glide, but thewind isn't
strong enough and there are too many giddy young maidensweighing it down. A teacher recites Bible
versesto hisstudents asthey dl lurch dong, no skates at al, but smoothly enough on wooden shoes. As
far asthe eye can see dong the curve of theriver, tiny pegs of people, in black and gray and red.
Someone has made the mistake of urging a cow onto theice, and she collgpses and sprawlsthere
wailing. A pig has escaped and trots aong with digpatch, minding its own business and occasionally
hooting with pleasure or hunger.

Then, out from the shadow of a beech tree, wobbles the Queen of the Hairy-Chinned Gypsies. "L ook!"
sayslris, and

before Clara can protest, they are dithering up to her. "Y ou never did turn Master Schoonmaker into a
dug!" crieslrisgaily.

"Eh? What'sthat?' The old thing is deaf from amultitude of scarves, and cursing her canes. "L et him turn
himsdlf into adug. Mot folks do.”

"Y ou were going to magic him!"

"Why bother. It'syour own job to change yourself. These daysit's hard enough for acrooked old girl
like mejust to stay upright.” But she peersabit and grins, enjoying the fun as much asanyone. "'l don't
know you chicks, do 17"

"Where are the hairy-chinned gypsiestoday?'

"You'reagiddy soul! Why, where they belong, of course, likedl of us. Your pretty friend'saquiet one.
Her tongue got frozen?"



"She'sshy of society.”

The crone makes amocking face. "Then I'll push myself off and save you the bother. Beauty has
conseguence, but I'm ugly assin, so | don't care. Good-bye!" With surprising speed she makes headway
acrosstheriver. Thetwo canesareleggy asusud, and thetrailing ends of severd scarves, brushing the
ice, look like even more legs.

"A real queen should be glorious,” says Clara, disappointed. " She's hardly a queen!”

"She'shardly dive" agressiris, which makesthem both laugh. They fall against each other, turning
themselvesinto a two-headed, wobble-legged Queen of the Hairy-Chinned Spiders. And now hereis
Caspar, speeding up to them, hisface amost purple.

"Wherésthe Magter, then? Y ou've left him far behind?' cries|ris, ddlighted to see him.
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"He haswork to do; what does he careif the river isfrozen or turned into honey or dried out from
drought?' answers Caspar. "He's painting, cursing the cold, painting, munching on hisbread, painting.
Y ou need to ask? Race you to the other sde!™

"Wait! We only have two skates between usl" sayslris, but they areal off, laughing too hard to get up
any momen' turn. Claraasjubilant as Iris, and both of them free of Mar-garethe and Ruth. Too ashamed
to admit how wonderful it is not to have to bother with Ruth, for once, but today isn't aday for shame.
Therés enough of Lent ahead in life for that.

They tag each other and sprint dong. Everything is changed. Ice has trapped every twig and reed, every
broken hoop of bramble and each spike of fence. The crowds are mostly behind them now, but the
friends can il hear the unanimous rush of "Ohh!™ as the sun bresks through for amoment, diamonding
the landscape.

Too much splendor. The sun burrows back benegth its blankets of cloud. It is early afternoon, but cold
asdusk. "Shouldn't we turn back?' says Caspar. "We spend so much energy on the way out, well be
tired returning.”

"Just asfar asthe next bend,” says|ris. "Who knows when well be ableto ride theice like thisagain?'
It'sniceto be out of the house too, and if Margarethe isbeing holy, Lent may be amore grim affair than
usud.

They've passed beyond the place where the cana meets up with the Spaarne, and they're moving silently
between open fields. Here and there a distant farmhouse, with the usua mess of old stork's nest on roof
beams, and thin ropes

of smoke issuing from chimneys. Some cattle lowing, out of Sght. The birds are with them for awhile, but
then they disappear, asif they can fed aharder cold approaching, and are making for home.

"Thisisthe bend," says Caspar. "Come now, let'sgo back.” "No, that bend,” sayslris.

"That bend isadifferent bend; it'sjust come up into view as we passed thisone," he says. "l can't say
out longer; the Master will need meto stoke up thefire.”



"He needs you to keep him warm? He needs you alot," sayslris, affecting the ironic tone with which her
mother dis cusses Caspar's gpprenticeship. She has stung him; he whips his head and scowls.

"He doesindeed, and I'm taking advantage of him in skating so far with you," he says. "'I'm going to turn
around even if you're not."

Iris hasn't meant to provoke a disagreement, but she's so glad to be away from Ruth and Margarethe,
shemerely says, "Well, go if you must; were not bound by your obligations.” "Maybe we should turn
back," says Clara. Out in the world she'sless certain of herself, and aso less mean-spirited, Iris has seen.
For once, Iris can't help taking the one advantage she has over Clara—that is, the privilege of courage.

"I'm going to the next bend in theriver,” sayslris, "and I'll find my own way back if | mugt." She doesn't
say farewel|l to Caspar, but pushes ahead. Proud as ahawk! Her |eft foot launches and her right foot
glides, and she's mastered the art of balance. In afew minutes she hears Clara's voice calling after her.
Sheturnsand waits,
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They go to the next bend, and the next after it. "WEell bein Amsterdam before nightfal,” sayslris
goprovingly.

"I haveto stop and rest," says Clara, "and | need to lift my skirtsand pee.”

The landscapeis so flat asto be dmost vacant. It reminds Iris suddenly of the way she felt when she
arrived in Haarlem—what, four, five months ago? Asif there were nothing of the padt, just awhite shest.
In the distance, maybe because awind iswhipping up some blurring edge of snow, thefields merge with
the sky. The only solid thing in the landscape besides themsdlvesisawindmill in anearby fidd, not al that
far from theriver'sedge. "Come, well go there" sayslris, "and if we can open adoor, you can squat
down in some corner. It'stoo cold to do it outside.”

Claraisn't up for arguing; she's shivering with the effort to hold her bladder. They climb the low bank of
the river and dash-clump their way across the field without bothering to remove their skates. The
windmill isan old one, abandoned. Only two of the four arms are left, and one of them hangs broken like
the limp limb of ahanged man. Icicles make the other arm look asif draped with white fringe. "Icicleswill
diceyouright in haf," sayslris. "Mind them. Doesn't thiswhole place look like abig, ferocious cresture,
with ablunt head, or maybe headless, and those reaching arms?* A giant in the fields, growing larger as
they near—no surprise that, but ominousin thiswhite nothingness. . .

Shetriesthe door. It'slocked, but the wood has rotted and with alittle protesting shriek, the weight of
two hedlthy girls applied againgt it, the door springs open and they turn-

blein. Claramakesfor acorner and relieves hersaf. The piss steams on the dusty floor, pooling over
ancient encrugtations of bird shit.

Ancient, and not so ancient. A few flapping wingsin the dark over their head. "Bats," says|ris. "Or
maybe owls." "Spirits," says Clara.

"Spirits, hah," says|ris. "Goblins maybe, but not spirits. Aren't dl thelocd spiritstrappedintheicein
Haarlemsmeer today? They can't get out.”



"Spirits. I've been here before, | know. The crow at the top of the story.”

"What crow, what story?'Y ou mean sometae| told, or thetop story of your high house? Y ou haven't
been here before; you haven't been anywhere before. Y ou don't go to the cathedrd, you don't go to
school. How could you be out here in the nowhere windmill?!

"l was," says Clara. "I remember now. | remember the shape.”

"All windmills are the same shape.” "No, they're not. | remember these beams going up like an angle,
see? And thismachinery. These gears! | remember the noise they make. So loud! So loud that when the
wind drives the arms, nobody outside can hear anyoneinside.”

"All windmills must have the same kind of machinery,” sayslris patiently. "It'scold in here, shdl we go
now?'

"Theresatrapdoor in the floor just below thisbeam,” saysClara. "l remember.”

"There's no trapdoor. Thefloor isstone." Iriskicks at the muck. " See?"
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Claraison her knees. "No. Look." She clawswith her fingers, and old straw and debriscomesupin
moldy patches. "I'm telling you what | know, and you're not listening. There's a space down here. They
put me there and they fed me. See the hook?" She points at the beam above, from which arusting hook
protrudes. "So | wouldn't get hurt, they put me in abasket and put the rope through that hook, and
lowered me down softly." She's cleared away enough rubbish to prove her point. The floor iswooden,
and there, there, isthe edge of atrapdoor.

"Who put you down there?' sayslris. "When?"'

"They did," saysClara

"But who? Y our father and mother?*

"No, no," says Claraangrily. "The others. The spirits. The crow man, the others.”

"l don't know what you're talking about."

"When | became achangdling,” she says. "Don't you know anything?"

"When did you become a changeling? What happened to you?' says|ris. She peersat Clardsfacein the
gloom and comes closer. The whole place suddenly smells strongly of bird shit, new, powerful stuff. Iris
isentranced by asort of terror, aimost a pleasurable sensation—but sheis scared of Clara's monotonic
recitation of theseimpossible facts. Iris says, "Clara, what happened to you?'

"A longtime ago.” Claralooksin astrange, pointed way at Iris, asif not surethat Irisisn't aspirit, hasn't
squirreled her away here to drop her in atrapdoor again. " A long time ago happened to me, and | wasa
changeling. The crow man changed me. That'sdl.”

1



Her expressionisfamiliar. Sheis badly scared, and something more. "Come," sayslris, "away fromthis
place, whether you're having abad dream or not, let's get out of this place.” But Clarais dow to move,
and Iris hasto tug her. Once outside, they find the wind more bitter, the clouds lower, and the
temperature dropping still further. "No talking, let's push on, and cocoa and butter at home to warm us
up!" sayslrisasgaily as she can. Caspar, damn him, has proven to beright. It'stoo far back. Iriseven
worriesthat they've turned in the wrong direction. But eventually the huddled spires of Haarlem appear,
and what's | eft of the crowds gill cavorting on theice—mostly children and the poor. Everyone dse has
had enough.

They make the last few stepsto the house in a stupor of exhaustion. Clarasface is changed now; it's
vacant and far away. It doesn't have the piercing look that it had in the clammy husk of the windmill. She
doesn't take any cocoa, she just climbs the stairs to bed, and though Iriswould be glad to hear even the
sound of weeping, there's only silence from above. Later, as she'sfdling adeep, Iris remembers when she
saw that ook on Clarasface before. It was the look that she had in her eyes when she stared out the
window a Ruth and told her, "Get away from here." It wasthat look of being stabbed from inside.

Invitations

66Tt'sthefina day of kermis," says Margarethe, "and poor A egting begins tomorrow. So today we
feast." Irisglances at Clarato seeif she's pleased, but after the windmill afternoon Clara has seemed
pleased by little. On a chest, she hunchesin asdump-shouldered way, avoiding everyone's eyes. Irisfeds
sad for Clara, in away she hasn't before, because Iris seesthat Clara's fears are genuine, not thegtrical,
even though the reasons for the fears are more mysterious than ever. "Pancakes, Clara," saysIrisbrightly.
Claradoesn't reply.

Margarethe sits over athree-legged pot, stirring batter that she will dribbleinto aflat panwith along
handle. Some apples are brought from the storehouse. Ruth is supposed to be peeling them, but she
keeps forgetting and nibbling at them instead. Van den Meer isin the salon, recovering from along day at
the dehouse. Herestsin the half-light, considering the portrait of his daughter with tulips.

"Iris, someone's at the door," says Margarethe, "and my hands are wet. Seewho it is." Iris admits one of
van den

Meer's colleagues, who looks grim. Isit van Stolk or Hande-laers or Maes? She can't keep al these
brooding, scowl-faced men straight. And this one more grim-looking than most. Iris hurriesto find more
candlesto brighten the room. She fearsthe worst.

But by the time she's returned, the colleague has lifted his eyebrows and brightened his eyes, and with his
fist heisbuffeting van den Meer on the shoulder. The colleague has only been pretending to gloom. The
newsisredly fine: A vessd, recently arrived from aport in France, has passed on the gossip that the
long-expected tulip-carrying ship isn't lost at dl. It has merely suffered asplit mast, and has put in to port
in the south of France, where more misfortunes conspired to keep the ship unseaworthy for many weeks
inarow. Such crisesare normal onesin the life of asea captain, and soon heis expected to announce
departure, bound for Holland. The tulip bulbs have been well stored; with luck they'll suffer no hardship
for their longer voyage. All isin order, and since Lent has yet to begin—by a matter of
hours—celebration is alowed.

Iris brings the news into the kitchen, and Margarethe takes stock of the Situation at once. She removes
her gpron and she hangsit on apeg in the larder. She pinches her cheeks and fixes afew wisps of hair
firmly benegth her bonnet. "Iris," she says, " see to the pancakes. Hold the dog away from the sausagein
that pot. Don't let Ruth Sit near with her backside to thefire for long or shelll get hives. Keep Clarahere



for fifteen minutes and then send her in with three glasses of gin. Afterward, put yourself and the girlsto
bed.
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Do you undersand me?"

"What areyou doing?' sayslris.
"Jumping," says Margarethe.

Irisdoes as she'stold. Asshelieson her pdlet, she hears the guest leave. For along time she hears
nothing more, only, once, the sound of alow giggle from the front room. At least shethinksit'sagiggle.
She can't remember having heard her mother giggle before.

Inthe morning, Margaretheis a her post preparing the modest Lenten breakfast. She's become engaged
to van den Meer the night before, she tdlsthem. "HEll have to be your stepfather,” she says, "sinceI'm
needed to be Claras stepmother.”

Ruth shrugs. It isn't clear if she understands the notion. But Iris does. She waits until Claraand Ruth have
wandered off to their morning toilet. Irisfaces her mother squardly across the kitchen floor. ™Y ou could
have married the Master,” she saysto her mother.

"He hadn't the correct prospects,” says Margarethe.

"Hehastdent," sayslris.

"Taent doesn't buy bread,” says Margarethe.

"Of courseit does!” sayslris. "Look! He lives and breathes and works! He eats!™

"Not another word from you," says Margarethe. "Y ou're afoolish child, and you don't know what
sacrifices | make to protect you and your sister. What if | should drop dead of the plague next week?
Where would you turn? Answer me that, you smart child.”

"I'd go directly to the onewho caresfor us," says|ris. "The Master, and for that matter, Caspar aswell.

"The Magter caresfor hisart, nothing more, and asfor Caspar, his caring moves in another direction
entirdy,” says Margarethe. "Do | haveto spell out the nature of that particular Sn? 1 can't; today isthe
beginning of Lent, and it doesn't suit my spiritual needs. Y ou'll see it soon enough. The both of them are
fools. They'd give you ahome for one night as a Christian must, and feed you bread and porridge. Then
before the week is out they'd ship you off to the poorhouse, or find an excuse to send you back to
England. No, my girl, you know nothing of how wewomen areimprisoned in our lives, but there are
ways to determine the sentence we must serve. Y ou'll live to thank me.”

"It's cold-blooded,” saysris.

"To be dead is more cold-blooded," says Margarethe. "Now, tell me when you're done venting your
spleen. | have to work quickly to arrange the details, the better to secure his commitment to this notion.
Y oull have to do the scrubbing of the stoop this morning, and then polish the hasps and the handles on
the front door. We must show right away that there isanew cleanliness pertinent to this change of



Stuation. I'm not asmpleton, | know that small gestures carry big meanings. Neighbors on this street are
ferocious ear-blowers, dways whispering about me. I'll give them respectability. They can't bear that I'm
herein this handsome house. They can't bear to see the sun shining in the water; they'd begrudge a hen
her corn.”

* * %
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The wedding is more quickly arranged than Iris has thought possible. Caspar suspectsthat the period of
mourning iscoming to an end, and that neighbors tongues might start wagging. Van den Meer isrdlying
on locdl trade for the purchase of histulip bulbs. He can't afford to scandalize his neighbors or those he
meets at the Grotekerk of Saint Bavo's by living in flagrante delicto with an unattached housekeeper,
even if she'sawidow and gshrew and plam as a pumpkin besides.

In the weeks leading up to the wedding, Irisis kept at home more often than usua. So much to do! She
has to manage kitchen chores so her mother can negotiate with the church authorities, with the suppliers
of mesats and wine, with van Antum the clothier for anew dressfor the ceremony. Iriswould rather throw
down the cleaning cloths and run out into the Street, heading in the direction of the Master's sudio. She
growstired of Ruth's growled complaints, which she can seldom interpret, and of Clara's occasiona
mews for attention. "Why don't you go out with Margaretheif you're bored?' snapsIris one day.

"I've seen the world again, and once isenough,” says Clara. Asif she knowsthisisslly, she sumbleson.
"Besdes, my skirt drags. It wantsfixing, Iris.”

"So your hem is ripped? Goodness, aren't you handy with a needle and thread? What did your mother
teach you?'

"She taught meto turn for help when | needed it. She taught me that people would be kind and come to
my ad."

"People admire you for your good looks, but sooner or later they'll know it if you've never met aneedle
and thread,” sayslris. "Even apretty flower hasto learn to work, you know."

CONFESSIONS OF AN UGLY STEPSISTER
"Y ou chatter and my hem staystorn,” says Clara.
"l amonly alittle older than you are!" says|ris. "Why do you plague me?"

"You're my elder by experience," says Clara, abit sadly. "I didn't ask for you to become my stepsister
any more than you did, remember.”

Irisredizesthat sheisbeing unkind. Sisters—bethey sepsisters, haf sgers, or full Ssters—asters must
do for each other. 1an't this how her mother raised her? Ruth can never do for hersalf, so Irismust do for
her; and now Irismust do for Claraaswdll.

But Iriswon't mend the hem unless Clara promisesto try threading the needle hersdlf, and then practicing
the dtitch that Iris shows her. Clara protests, pouts, makes fun of Iriss bossiness, triesto stick her with a
needle—but in the end learns how to mend a hem, and seems abit happier for it.



The day before the wedding arrives, and Margarethe is having afind fitting of her marriage vestments.
Iris begsto be dlowed afew momentsto hersdf, and Margarethe refuses. There'stoo much to do. But
van den Meer has picked up from Margarethe that she hasn't invited Luykas Schoon-maker to the party.
"Isit fear of what people will say?' he asks. "Because you were a housekeeper there before here? That
can't be helped. That'sfilling the pothole after the calf has drowned. Everyone already knows abot it.
Schoon-maker isthe painter of Y oung Woman with Tulips, and people will seethat painting again. He
should be here. Send Iris out to ask him to come.”
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"What about Caspar aswdll?" sayslris.

Van den Meer looks at her asif he has never seen her before. "Of course not," he says. "What useis
thet?"

"Thereis plague aoroad,” says Margarethe. "I hesitate to permit Iris—"

"Margaretbe," saysvan den Meer. So shegivesin, afecting wifely submisson, aslong aslrispromises
not to go near the almshouse or the cand, or any other place where the plague is suspected of lingering.

Iris promises. She dips away without derting Ruth of her intentions. At first Iriswalkswith dignity, head
down, hands tucked into the waistband of her frock to keep them warm. But when she hasturned a
corner and isout of sight of the tall van den Meer house, she frees her handsto make running eagier. It's
heaven to thump her feet on the cobbles, to crack panes of ice that have formed in depressionsin the
road, to scatter the cold water collected below. It's heaven to know that it's ftill possible to run, though
she doesn't know what she's running from, or why.

The Master hardly seems surprised to see her. "So the big day arrivestomorrow,” he says. "I shouldve
liked to attend.”

"Andyou shal," sayslris. "I cometo bid you welcome."
"And Caspar?' saysthe Magter.
"He hasn't been invited. Heisan apprentice, they say it isn't fitting,” sayslris. "Whereis he?'

"Out for supplies. Don't mind that, helll be back. | know you love him best and you must put up with me,
and pretend you redly cameto talk with me. It's sad for you." But the

Master issmiling as he saysthis, and Iris doesn't even bother to pretend to be shocked. Sheisgrowing
up, sheredizes.

Perhaps the Master knows what she'sfedling, for he continuesin amore serioustone. "Will you have
some improvement in your lot by this handsome marriage your mother has arranged for hersdf?" he says.
"I know shelll be more secure than ever | could make her, but how will it be for you? Will shelet you go
to sudy?'

"I don't know how to improve my lot, unlessit'sto take a heavy Spanish veil and hide my ugly facefrom
the good citizens of Haarlem," saysris.

"Self-mockery isan uglier thing than any human face, Iris. No one can pretend you are a pretty wench,



but you are smart and you are kind. Don't betray those impulsesin yoursalf. Don't belabor the lack of
physica beauty, which in any case eventudly flees those who haveit, and makes them sad. I'm talking
about how you'll spend your days now that your mother has married into a better situation. Will you be
freed of being a housemaid? Will you be able to be amaiden of leisure?"

"l don't want to rest that much,” says|ris. "It ssemsto me the Dutch aren't overly fond of resting, and in
this| fed very Dutch."

"So | have seen. Now, Sit down for aminute and listen to what I'm saying. | want to know if you would
care to come and be an apprenticein this studio.”

Iris has been examining the underdrawing on agessoed surface. She feels the blood rush to her face, and
her gaze falsto the floor for amoment. "Y ou wouldn't do such an ungodly thing!" she says, hardly daring
to hope.
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"Many talented housewives of Haarlem put their nimble fingersto the creation of needlework or of
etching on glass," saysthe Magter. "It isn't such abold step to move from needle to paintbrush.”

"You haveno ideaof my abilities"

"I know that you can see. | know that you know how to look."

She willshersdf then to turn and look a him. He has set down his brush on the edge of aboard. A
smear of earthy green is stroked aong one cheek. He looks patient, tired, and charitable. He smiles at
her.

"I've never drawn alineinmy life" sayslrisinasmal voice.

"There was amoment in my life when the same was true of me," repliesthe Madter.

"What would people say?"

"That dong with your clever mother, you wererising in the world. Some would scoff and some would
salute you. To consider what other people might say is hardly agood reason to take action or to defer it.
Y ou have your own lifeto live, Iris, and at its end, the only opinion that amounts to anything isthat which
God bestows."

"But awomean painting!”

"Haarlem haslearned to tolerate Judith Leyster, who worked in the sudio of Franz Hals until recently.
Now she has her own apprentices. Maybe you'd rather go learn with her?' He isn't teasing; he'stalking

to her asagood friend.

"But"—(itisLent, after dl, and she can't help asking the question)—"do you redly think that God smiles
on amaiden who is bold enough to paint?"

"Canyou deny it? If so, by whose authority?!

Irisbeginsto grin at the ridiculousness of it. Y ou're playing with me, Magter! And not thefirst time. You



borrowed my face to prove your worth to van den Meer, and you made amockery of how | looked.
Now you're mocking some secret desire | have."

"A painting isin the eye of abeholder,” saysthe Master. "Y ou could look at the painting of Iriswith
wildflowers, and you could ask yoursdlf this: Did the Master see me with repugnance, or did he see me

with my own beeuty?'

But theideaof Irishaving any beauty of her own istoo much, and shefdlsto laughing, laughing until tears
spring into her eyes, and she hasto hide her face with her apron.

"Therésno hurry," saysthe Master, turning back to hiswork. "I don't need an answer soon. But I've
been waiting for you to ask me the question yoursdlf, and you're being obtuse and dow about it.

"And," headds, "I'm not being entirdly selfless. Y ou could be abig help to me. Especidly if it turns out
that, as | suspect, you haveasmal talent for thiskind of work. The painting of Y oung Woman with
Tulips has done for my reputation what my attempts at holy and unholy subjects haven't done. Haarlem
now remembersthat | exist, and my commissions have been mounting. I'll soon have more work than |
can manage, unless| have an assstant to help me and to help Caspar.”

At that, asif on cue, Caspar returns from his expedition, hisarmsfull of lengths of cloth, vegetables, ajug
of ale, and afreshly bled chicken for the pot. "Well, Irisl Y ou got back
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safely from the frozen fidds, did you skate asfar as Muscovy?' He grins at her and shakes his hair out of
hiseyes. "l understand that by tomorrow you and | will have to be rein-troduced. Irisvan den Meer, |
haven't had the pleasurel™

"How do you do," says|ris."Y ou'll need help plucking that chicken, good sir."

"If you can stay until it's stewed, you're welcome to nibble from its carcass. Come, let's leave the old man
to hisfussng,” says Caspar, "and you can tdl medl that isin your heart about thiswedding tomorrow. |
suspect your van den Meer isredly going to hang out the broom. If he puts some money out for a party,
hell collect some more goodwill and some moreinvestors. Come whisper some gossp to me.”

The Master reassembles a dignified expression on hisface, and Iris follows Caspar down the stepsinto
the kitchen. Now that Margarethe is no longer in residence, the place isamess—oyster shellson the
floor, scraps of old squashes, aspill of dried beansin the corner, and mouse droppings everywhere. "The
Master wants me to come apprentice,” says|ris, "but | think he and you both need more help in the
household department.”

"He'stold you about that, then?' says Caspar. "Oh, Iris, do come! Say you will. Y ou can't lodge here, of
course; it wouldn't befitting. But you can come during the day, as often asyou like, and begin to pick up
alittle of thework for him. Wewon't ask for you to bring the kitchen to rights—in fact, we won't dlow it.
You'll never be alowed to set foot insde the kitchen. That isn't the point. | could keep this place clean
myself if it wereimportant to do so."

"There's not ahousehold in Haarlem that would approve of this proposd,” sayslris.

"Approvad isoverrated," says Caspar, parroting histeacher. "Approva and disgpprova dike satisfy
those who deliver it more than those who receiveit. | don't care for approval, and | don't mind doing



without."

He throws the chicken down on the table and turns, with sudden éation, and grabs Irisswristsin his
hands. "Do say you'll come," he says. "It would be fun. Y ou would be like asister to me here. He can be
old and miserable when work is going badly, or old and sententious when it'sgoing well, but anyway he's
awaysold, and older every minute. He needs you for help, but | need you for company. Try it anyway.
Try it, Iris. Say you will."

She's caught, then, caught in his hands, like abird who has aighted on awindowsill, looking for a crumb.
Though he only holds her wrigts, they seem—just now—to be the sole part of her that istruly dive. She
isthrobbing through her forearms, and her hands are numb. Her wrists ache with intensity. The skinon
his pamsis soft and warm, the warmest thing she has ever fdt; hispamsare smal cushions, hisfingers
arefretted knobs of intention. If he snaps his hands, her wristswill both break and her life fly out of her
heart through her unstopped veins.

"l can't,”" she sayssuddenly, "I can't possibly, I can't ever, no."
"Of courseyou can!" he says.

"l can't, | can't, don't you see?’ she says, and she turns and flees. She leaves the studio behind, and runs
on toward her smal future and toward her mother's wedding. She can't
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spend years, months, weeksin there with Caspar; she can't spend aday, an hour. She can't bear another
minute. He doesn't see how she burnsfor him. She runsto leave him behind. She doesn't turn back at the
sound of hisvoice from the doorway. She listensinstead to the thump of her wooden shoes on the
cobbles, aloud punctuation, her only answer to the lovely, impossible suggestion: No no, no no, no no.

A Fair Light onaFull Table

So the marriage. The predikant is abit pompous and bothered by a cold. His noisy sneezes distract
attention from the bride and the bridegroom. But then, thinksIris, for that matter, even in her marriage
finery, isMargarethe redly much to look at herself? Her jaw isdightly receded and her upper teeth lean
out in an overbite. Her skinis scrubbed, to be sure, but even if she never walks past a sunny doorway
againin her life, sheisgill hopelesdy brown asan egg. Hersisahard face, even a acelebration, evenin
amoment of triumph.

Asfor van den Meer—or Papa Cornelius, as Irisis now expected to call him—he seems more
depressed than anything. Perhaps Caspar isright, and van den Meer's marrying his housekeeper isa
terrible mistake? Even though Mar-garethe's stock, two generations back, is solidly burgher, and the
memory of her grandfather is ill cherished in Haarlem? There stands van den Meer the entrepreneur at
the door of hishome, greeting the guests who have come to feast, and his chin is down upon hischest as
if he hasnt dept well in
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days. Ishe merely obliging propriety by this marriage? Or isthere some genuine feding for Margarethe?
It'shard totell.

As goes the wedding feast, so begin the weeks of their marriage: a celebration in the coldest of times,



with spring only adim hope.

Margarethe takes to her marriage bed without so much as aremark to her daughters. It leaves more
room for Ruth and Iris by the hearth; they can keep warmer. But in more ways than this are they
distanced from Margarethe. Their mother has decided that she can supervise the work of the household,
and perform many tasks hersdlf, but that a cook is needed to prepare the meals and to keep the kitchen
in order. Before long she has hired adull girl from Friedand whose only virtues, so far as Iris can make
out, are atireless gpplication to any task assgned her, and ashynessthat kegps her from objecting. Her
name is Rebekka, and she doesn't wash enough. She smélls of old potatoes.

Irisis assigned to be Rebekka's hel pmeet from time to time, a Situation she abhors. Rebekkais so listless
of expression! Besides, she has no opinion about the imps and dragons and giants of theworld. It'strue,
she'skind to Ruth, in an oblivious way, but she treats Claraand Iris as regrettable appliancesin her
arsend of kitchen tools. She doesn't look at paintings or think about them. If she has memories of her
home in Friedand, she doesn't bother to share them. "She'svery private" sayslris.

"Admit it: She'sasthick asablack pot,” says Clarabitterly. "She'safool, and she stinks.”

"Stinging words! You're critica of everyone," observesiris.

"Oh, not everyone,”" says Clarain an offhand manner. "Only everybody who's alive aswell as most
peoplewho are dead. | fed quite neutral about anybody not yet born.”

"l don't likethiskind of talk. Ever since the day we went into the windmill, you've been cross. Y ou're
unpleasant to be with."

"Y ou shouldn't have brought me there. It wastoo far to skate," says Clara.

"I didn't know you were going to be moody and queer about it. Wheré's Mama?"
"Y ou mean Margarethe?'

"Y ou know who | mean. Mama."

" She and Rebekka have gone to the market for fish and onions. She'snot my mama." Clara plants her
hands on her hips.

"She's near enough to it, and none other qualifies better," says|ris. "Don't you be sharp to her or youll
find she knows how to be sharp to you."

"Yourein lovewith Caspar,” says Claraidly. She takes an apple and inspectsit for the brown softness.
"You think I'm anidiot because I'm younger than you are. But I'm not as stupid as Ruth. | can tell.”

"Y ou have alot more nonsensein your head than | redized!" sayslris. "Changelings and spiritsand
theories about romance!" Her heart sompsin her chest. It makes her jump to her feet like agrown
woman, brushing her apron down with her hands asif she can't abide the waste of timein idle gossip.
"Have you redly nothing better to do?"

"I have nothing better to do,” says Clara. Her voice beginsto rise. "When have | had anything to do? |
am too pretty to do anything but be looked at! Mama kept me from
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dirt and grime; Mamakept from the common people on the street, though we are hardy merchant stock,
not royalty of any sort. Now Margarethe protects me from the plague. | would relish the plague for a
change of routing!™

"Hush, that's afilthy sn!" sayslris. "And the corpses weve seen on the street, do they enjoy their change
of routine? Claral If you're so starved for activity, shove the ashesfrom the hearth.”

"I'm fanned and petted like aflower, I'm going to be planted in some rich man's garden so he can admire
me!" shouts Clara. " Papa cherishes mefor stupid reasons! Everything done in this household leanson
me! Why do you think my father even married your mother? Just so thered be no blemish on my
reputation by his having an old, widowed harpy in the house!"

"You areevil," gagpslris. "Can you say such thingd"
"l cansay alot,” saysClara
"So it seems," says Margarethe at the doorway. Rebekka lurks behind her.

Clara has been dtting on astool. At Margarethe's words she stands up dowly and faces her. Claraholds
her hands at her sdein aforma gesture. She doesn't apologize. She doesn't blink.

"I don't know whether to be offended or amused,” says Margarethe. "Rebekka, set the fishin abasin of
water for the time being, and then see to the floors and the bedding upstairs. Y ou aren't beating the
bedding well enough; the bedbugs thrive." Rebekka, who seems uninterested in the tension in the kitchen,
does as sheistold with the fish and

then disappears up the back staircase. All the while Clara stands at attention, and Iris, with asinking
dread, discovers she feelsresponsible for the impasse between her mother and her new stepsister.

"Iris" says Margarethe, "go seeto Ruth. She needs help washing again, | think; she's suffering the
women's allment and she'sworried about it.”

"Mama," sayslrisin acareful voice, "don't take Clara'swords serioudy. She's fill suffering hersdlf, and
learning how to be adaughter in anew family."

"I know Clarawell," says Margarethe. "1 know her type and | know how she deviates from her type.
Y ou have nothing to fear from me, Iris, and nor does Clara.” She smilesin aclenched way. "All that
dandsin theway of harmony at homeis an insufficient attention to the Fourth Commandment.”

"But | honor my father and my mother," says Clara. "'l honor my mother's memory and what she gaveto
me. And you're not my mother.”

"The commandment requiresthat you yield to me asyou did to her," says Margarethe. "'l can't lay aclam
to your heart, Clara, and | don't want to. But your behavior must reflect your understanding of my place
inthishouse. | won't tolerate your abuse. Isthat understood?”

"l understand,” says Clara, "that you will not tolerateit.”

"And you'll govern your behavior consequent to your understanding?”



"l understand,” saysthe girl, "that you won't tolerate abuse. My behavior is achanging thing from hour to
hour and day to day. We'll have to see, won't we? For there are
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thingsthat | won't tolerate either.” She beginsto move away from the chair.

Margarethe neither strikes Clarafor her insolence nor consoles her with an embrace. She merely saysin
an even tone, "Rebekkaisfeding poorly today, and I've just learned we're to have guests at dinner. Y our
father hasinvited Master Schoonmaker and his apprentice. Well need to make the room ready for
guests. | will requireyour help.”

"Requirewhat you like," says Clara, and leaves the room.

Margarethe breathes a bit heavily, but only for amoment. Then, ignoring Iris, she beginsto arrange the
implements for an afternoon of cooking.

"Mama," sayslris, "you must see how unhappy Claradtill is, what with her mother's desth.”

"I see how distraught you were with your father's death, you good daughter,” says Margarethe. "Y ou're
my standard by which to judge Claras behavior, Iris.”

"I'm older," sayslris.
"Hardly," says Margarethe. "And you had no oneto learn from. Was Ruth going to set you an example?"

"Well," sayslris, surprisng hersdf somewhat, "in fact, Ruth did. Ruth was very brave when Papadied.
Andwedl left—like that—Ilike dark birdsflying at night—"

"Ruth doesn't know how to be brave or cowardly any more than aloaf of bread does," says Margarethe
sharply. "Didn't | tell you to go seeto her? Let me be.”

In the shed, under atable of potting implements, Ruth islying with her hands between her legs. "Oh,
come," sayslris, "it isn't thet terrible, Ruth! Come with me and I'll help you

wash, and bind you with aclean garment.” And to hersdlf shethinks, isthere no end to what we must
endure, even wewhose lives arefairly safe?

When she'sfinished assisting her sister, she sneaks up the back stairsto find Claraand to console her.
The girl isgtting in astraight-backed chair, looking out the window at the street below. " She may be my
father'swife," says Clarawith acold clarity in her voice, "but sheis not the mistress of thisfamily. Not the
family that | belong to. | am sorry that Papa has not made this clear to her. Itisamistake.”

"Y ou aren't old enough to be the mistress of your father's house!" says Irisbluntly. "And think of dl the
work that would fall on your shouldersif you werel™

"I'm beginning to think | would appreciate the respongbility of agood day'swork,” says Clara. "What
elsedo | have? | don't want to go outside again, ever. But | don't want to die of boredom either.”

"Beware what you request of life," sayslris. "If what you want isto work, then come downstairs and help



meto arrange the table for guests.”
"Doit yoursdf," saysClara. "I'm busy sulking."

"A pretty sulk you manage," sayslris, somewhat meanly. Sheleavesthe girl done. Iristhinks: Isit my lot
inlifeto arrange peace among al parties? And why should that be?

The commotion in the kitchen is mercifully distiracting. There are bread loaves to remove from the oven,
and fruit to select, and cheeseto liberate from itsrind, and the glasses to collect from the cupboard. It
isn't until thereisaknock on the door that she redlizes that she's been avoiding the most
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obviousfact: Caspar iscoming to dine aswell asthe Magter.

"| can't get the door, my hair isdipping from its bonnet,” she says.

"Go, and forget your hair; who cares about your hair?' says Margarethe.

"Rebekka, you go," says ris, but Rebekkais sitting before the fire with more than her usua listlessness,
and she pays no atention to Iris.

"Do asyouretold," says Margarethe to her daughter, sharply, when the knock is repeated.

So Iris does, and she escorts Caspar and the Master into the main room, where van den Meer sits
inhaling his unlit tobacco in thewell of his pipe. "Citron, mace, and rosemary, to the best of my
knowledge," van den Meer saysto the Master. "'l don't hold that it cures you of worms, but it does
delight the nodtrils. Have some."

"I've cometo work," saysthe Madter, "if you remember. An hour of sketching while your family eats.”

Caspar saysinan asideto Iris, "Y ou're about to disappear into the kitchen, but don't. Y ou don't need to
now. Thisisyour home, you live here. Can't you St and talk with me awhile?’

"Our cook isfeding poorly,” saysIris, watching the floor asif it were anicy pond about to crack benegth
her feet. "I haveto hedp Mamawith her preparations. Time enough to talk when thework isdone.”

"Then| will indulge in some tobacco, sir," says Caspar to van den Meer.

"| didn't offer it to you, boy," saysthe host, and Iris

notices Caspar's face faling as she leaves the room to go back to her work at her mother's side.
"Arethey here as guests of Papa Corndliusor as artists?" sayslris.

"The Master has asked for afavor," says Margarethe. "He's at work on acommission for afamily in
Amsterdam, | understand, to paint them in agrouping at home. He wants to show them some cartoons of
afamily at table, and he has come to study us and draw uswhile we egt our medl. It'smy belief that
Schoonmaker should be required to buy the suppliesfor thismedl if he'sto benefit from watching us eat

it. Papa Corndius disagrees. Pgpa Cornelius will be ruined if he doesn't watch every penny." Margarethe
deposits the gleaming fish on avarnished plank and indicates that Iris should carry it into the table.



"Now," her mother continues, "we must play the role of the merry family, to honor the request Papa
Cornelius makes. Clara," she cdlls, "Ruth, cometo the table, that we may utter our grace and prove our
worthinessto God to receive these blessings.”

Ruth joinsthe others a the table. Clarawontt.

"Iris," says Margarethe in asomewhat public voice, "please go tell your new stepsigter that sheisto come
to thetable at once."

"Mama," says Iriswhen she hasreturned, "she says sheisn't hungry and shelll not come.”

"Iris," says Margarethe, smiling as she serves the guests, "please be so good asto tell your new stepsister
that if she does not come at once, she won't eat tonight and she won't eat tomorrow either.”

THE GIRL OF ASHES
"Margarethe," saysvan den Meer, "must you?' But Margarethe shoots him alook.

"I will behave as | seefit. Y ou've asked meto do so, and you've entrusted me with the authority,” says
Margarethe. "Iris, do as| say."

Irisreturnswith asullen and flushed Clara

"Sit at my left, where | can reach you if | need to correct you," says Margarethe.
"My placeisby my father," saysClara.

"Your placeiswhere| say itis," says Margarethe.

"Let thegirl put her bottom where she wants,” saysthe Master, quaffing aglass of porter, but Margarethe
giveshimalook edgedinice, and hefdlsslent.

"Papa," says Clara. "Papa.”

Cornelius van den Meer raises his eyesto the celling. He studies the candelabraas he says, "My business
empire requires meto deal with squabbling investors, rats and squirrels who gnaw on flower bulbs, the
fickleness of the buying public, the threat of accelerated hodtilities with Spain. The squabbles around a
dining table aren't my concern, and thanks be to God for that. | married awife to manage the affairs
within these walls, and, Clara, you will obey her or— you will obey her; that'sdl | haveto say.”

Clarasitsdown at the seat to the left of Margarethe. Her sweet face looks blank and tight. Margarethe
rises and moves around the table, curang mildly that Rebekka seemstoo under the weather to perform
her duties. With ill-disguised pride Margarethe serves onto the best Ming china. She carries portions of
food to the guests and then to her

husband. Then she putstwo full plates down before Ruth and Iris.

"But | don't want to et this," saysthe Master, taking one bite and standing up again. "I'm here merely to
sketch with ared chak. Passthison.”

"I haven't aplateyet,” saysClara "I'll takeit."



"You'll 9t where you're ordered, and eat when | give you permisson,” says Margarethe. Sheturnsthe
sweetest smileto the Magter. "L eave your plate whereit is. Surdly you see how the candldight falsnicely
onit; you'll beableto draw it morefathfully in thet fair light."

"It needs lessto be rendered than to be eaten,” saysthe Master with forced jovidity. "Passit to Clara,
that'sfinewith me."

"Here, isthere not enough?—I needn't eat,” says Caspar, lifting his plate and holding it ouit.

"Areyou al determined to undermine me?' says Mar' garethe. She stands and pounds the table with the
bowl of asilver ladle. "I am the mother here! Are none of you willing to acknowledge my position?

In the silence Iris sees even Papa Cornelius looks faintly darmed, an darm that he managesto cloak
when hiseyes briefly meet Iriss.

"We do what you say," says van den Meer inasmall but steady voice, "or we do not eet at thistable."
"Well, gpparently I'm not eating at this table anyway, so what meansthat to me?' says Clara

/

" won't draw here if my presence causes anyoneto go hungry,” beginsthe Master.
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It's unclear what will happen next; the room is struck silent. Iris glances from one person to another, and
Ruth hides her face in her apron. Clarasts up straight, and sheis suddenly no longer achild but a
gripling adult, with that creaturesfeisty disregard for authority. Her lower lip stops trembling and her
eyebrows draw closer together. She seems about to rise from the table and fling something at
Mar-garethe.

But before she can, a sound from the kitchen causes all headsto turn. Margarethe won't move, and Irisis
too much intrigued by the dynamics of the argument to budge from her bench. So it's Ruth who makes
her cautious trundling step to the doorway of the kitchen to see what has caused the ruckus.

Pausing, Ruth turns back to the table. A white panic has come up in her face. Shetremblesand, to
everyone's astonishment, makes aface that they can al read. She grasps her own neck and bulges her
eyesout. The gargle of her unedu’ cated throat compl etes the message. Rebekkais sick, sick or
bludgeoned, or fainted, or dead.

Wind and Tide

66« *heimp again!" saysIris—she can't help hersdf. But A in the commotion no one hears her, and she
bites back the urge to repest it, in case a stoat-toothed devilkin is crouching beneath the hutch or
worming through the embers, listening. Thefury in Margarethesfaceisinterior sorm, and over the roof
and againgt the windows, the wind has come up. "The house is besieged.

Margarethe rocks Ruth aside and takes a closer look at Rebekka. "Go for the doctor, Caspar,” she
barks. "And you girls, back, out of here. All of you."



Caspar isa the door, winding his cloak up againgt his chin, when thereisasharp rap. He starts, and so
do Irisand Ruth, who stand with him in the shadows of the halway, gossiping and worrying about
Rebekka. Caspar moves to open the door slowly, to peer around it and see who might be approaching
at this hour. But the wind strikes ablow as he unlatches the hasp, and the door is thrown to with a crash.

"Highwind, it'sal," gagps Caspar to Ruth, who cowers againgt thewal asif more spiritsare abroad in
the dark and
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galloping their spectra steedsin the noisy air. Branches crack, and out in the nursery it sounds asif a
table suddenly turnson itsface, or isthat more mischief afoot?—and there, at the door, astocky manin
aheavy green cape, one hand raised to pound again.

"Do you bring thiswind with you, Sir?" cries Caspar in what even Iris can seeisavoice of false courage.
But it'sakindly gesture meant to console Ruth, whose eyes are by now leaking down aong her chin,
which she holdsin her clenched fists.

"Don't make small words with me," growlsthe stranger. Hisvoiceisrough and cracked, asif he'sbeen
shouting himsdlf hoarsein the wind. "L et the scoundrel van den Meer cometo hear the news himself, |
want to see hisface."

"Thisisnot the hour," says Caspar, drawing himsdf up, offended at the stranger'stone. "Heistaken up
with ahousehold criss.”

"Get theman or I'll push you over and cal him mysdlf," saysthe stranger. Without thinking, Iris puts her
hand on Caspar's shoulder, aquiet gpology for the man's rudeness, and she fedl's the gpprentice shudder.

That she can make ayoung man tremble!

But the young man—her young man—Caspar—is no match for the visitor, who uses his broad chest to
heave Caspar to the sde asabull will tumble apesky hound. "Van den Meer," cawsthe visitor, "there's
news from the dunes, and on the street; come and hear it from me before you hear it e sewherel™

It's Clarawho appears firs—not to meet a stranger—she has been hurrying up the stairs away from the
kitchen. At the sound of the stranger's voi ce she pauses a the doorway.

The man looks a her with interest. Suddenly Iris recognizes him: the kind stranger at the churchyard who
chucked Clara's chinin his hand.

Hedrops his head and calls again, "Van den Meer!" Claradoesn't mount the stepsinto the hall. Sheturns
and goes back into the kitchen, and out the back door into the wind and the night, heading for the
nursery, probably.

Van den Meer drops abloody rag in the doorway of the kitchen. "Haven't you gone for the doctor yet,
areyoumad?' heyellsat Caspar. "What are you waiting for, you smpleton?' Ruth flinches, asdways,
when such aword is used. Iris says, in avoice she hasn't previoudy used to Pgpa Corndlius, "Heis
answering the knock on your door. Don't criticize him for showing courtesy—"

"Iris," groans Caspar, "please!™ With that, he throws himsdlf into the dark and disappears from view.



"What fresh discontent isthis, then, Nicolaes van Stolk?" saysvan den Meer.

"Caollect your cloak and draw on stout shoes, if you would watch your fortune grow or collapse before
your eyes," saysvan Stolk sourly, "for at the same time that a storm wind crosses the sea, tossing whales
before it and scattering shoals of herring like flecks of sand from the dunes—indeed, tossing the very
dunesthemsdvesin theair, and shaping again that insubstantial margin that keeps Noah'sflood from
punishing the speculators—"

"God has promised not to punish us again with the flood—remember your Scriptures,” saysvan den
Meer harshly. "Pity when He was about the business of drowning
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useless species, He didn't include the flowery-tongued gossip among them. Tell me what you have to say,
you who love the darkest news. Then take your leave."

"You arent listening to me," says van Stolk. "The seas are high and the winds are of gale strength, and
most of Haarlem is out on the sands to watch for whales—"

"What do | care about whales," says van den Meer heavily. "I have ahousegirl with abloody stomach,
and it may be the plague—"

"Theplague," sayslris, "no!—"

"—your fellow citizenswatch," saysvan Stolk, "and they see at last the ship bearing your cargo, making
smdl progressin the sorm. The ship, van den Meer. Haf of them haveinvested in your stock as primary
investors, or e sethey have sold their shares for an impressive gain to more grasping souls. Many of your
friends and neighbors are among them, who have more to lose by a sunken cargo even than you do. Y ou
who gorge on the fat of someone elsg's fortune. The least you can do, profiteer, isto join the anxious and
keep watch over your wares in the water, and see how the hand of God treats one who prospers on the
greed of others..."

"Stop your preaching,” saysvan den Meer. "I'll come, because | mugt, but if you stand near me and
prettle, I'll drown you mysdf in thefirst hel pful wave."

The Master appears at the door from the kitchen to see what the fussis. "Surely,” he says, "you aren't
going to leave when your kitchen girl is heaving blood—"

"She'sanew girl," saysvan den Meer, "and as Mar-garethe married me to get a household to manage,

thisispart

of thetask. | will not," he says, and repeetsin astronger voice, "l will not be lectured by two guests, one
a either sde of my own hal!"

Van den Meer and van Stolk stumble out into the stormy evening, where, despite the clouds and the
risngwinds, alittlelatelight isstill dragging acrossthe sky. The Magter returnsto the kitchen, where
Margarethe can be heard heating a cauldron of water and calling for the dicing of lemons. Caspar islong
gone, and Claratoo. But Clarawon't have ventured far. Thereis no place very far she can go.

Irisand Ruth look at each other. Ruth doesn't like it when two kitchen cats claw at each other. Shelikes
it lesswhen her family squabbles. She sits on her haunches, her petticoats and skirts every which way,



her face mucky with fretting. Iris catches her breath, one hand out to steady herself againgt the dark oak
chest. "Ruth," says|ris, "you mustn't fuss yourself. Everything will turn out dl right. The weather isthe
hand of God, and so is the course of sickness—"

"Areyou gaggling in there like goose ssters, when | need your help?' cals Margarethe, sothegirlsgoin
to help their mother.

Rebekkaislaid on acloth near the warmth of thefire. Iris can't help herself: She studiesthe scenefor
color. The bright red of the newest coughed blood, the brick brown of older, dryer spatterings, the
goldfish scales of the copper kettle, the brown shadows in which the Master works at assembling a
poultice of garlic and lemons. The smell isferocious, and even the cat ooks offended and keeps his
distance. "Isit the plague, as Papa Cornelius says?' askslris.
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"I'm no student of the physic. I'm merely trying to help the woman breathe," says Margarethe. "Lord
preserve us, the plague at last in our own house, to bring us down just when we have survived our trids. |
should cart this girl out into the storm and let God take her there, if take her He will!" But she makesno
move to follow her own advice, and Irisis sent to hunt for extra blanketsin the cupboard upgtairs, as
Rebekka seems unaccountably chilled, even near the fireplace.

Thekitchenistoo frightening for Ruth, and Clarais till missing, so after awhilelris settles Ruth in Clards
bed and stays by Ruth's side until she driftsinto afitful deep. Irisngpstoo. It'slate in the evening when
the doctor islocated at |ast—on the dunes, with other witnesses of the disaster that isinevitable. . . that
might beaverted . . . Just wait. . .

The doctor's arrival wakes Iris. Though she crouchesin the stairwell to overhear, she can't make out his
hushed report to Margarethe. But after the doctor leaves, Iris venturesinto the kitchen, rubbing her eyes,
pretending to be just awakened.

"Papa Corndlius il frets at the shore, where the storm takes on a greater fury, so the doctor says," says
Margarethe. "I didn't know how the citizens of thistown have taken to these investments. Tulips, yes, the
mad passion for strong flowers, but the passion to invest, and to make money on speculation? If this
cagoislogt, my girl, we arein another stew; so if the plague takes hold in this household, we might find
ourselveswd| out of thissorry dilemma.”

"Mama," sayslris. Sheyawns. "These are adult things, and | anachild.”

"You'relessachild than your older sster, and | need some comfort tonight,” says Margarethe. "The
Master has gone back to his studio, since there's nothing else he could do. Prepare me some week tea,
while | keep at this messy work, and Rebekka more or lessdiesin my lap.”

"Clarawent out to the nursery—has she come back in?" sayslris.

"That's her business, or so | antold,” says Margarethe.

"Mama," sayslris. "Please. Sheisonly achild—"

"Find her and mind her yoursdlf," says Margarethe, "after | have my bowl of tea, to soothe me and keep

me dert. Papa Corndiuswill not be lectured by his guests, and | will not be lectured by my daughter. |
don't careif Claracatchesthe plague hersd f—"



"Mama" sayslris.

"If theré'safortune to inherit, should the cargo go through,” says Margarethe, "you'd benefit moreif Clara
had gone to her grave.”

"Oh, you aren't thinking rightly!" saysIris. She has no shame but she worries, for her mother hasawild
look in her eye. "Y ou rest, Mama, and let me sponge down poor Rebekka. Thisisn't like you, you
mustn't say such athing.”

"You find Clara, then, and you do the deed of charity," says Margarethe, "but not until after my tea." She
closes her eyesfor amoment and saysin awhisper, "Of course | don't mean such dreadful things, Iris.
Of course| don't."

Iris makes the tea as quickly as possible and flees the kitchen sickroom.

The shed isdark and cold, yet even asit creaks beneath
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the lashings of wind and rain, thereisasmell of spring, of soil and the wet wooden handles of tools.

Claraislying beneath atable of tulip bulbs near to flowering. Her eyesarerolled up in her head, and for
an ingtant Irisbelievesthat Clarahas succumbed to the plague too. But it's merely adreary half deep,
from which Claragtarts as she redlizes that Irisis approaching. "Who'sthere?" cries Clara

"It'sonly me" sayslris. "Why are you out here when commotion plagues your family so insgde?'

Claradlows hersdlf to be embraced, and she weepsin Irissarms. She doesn't answer the question. She
merdy says, inadull voice, asif to hersalf and without expectation of an answer from her sepsigter, "Oh,
whatever isto become of me?

Tke Girl of Askes

The death of Rebekkaisastudy in contrasts with the desth, just six weeks earlier, of Henrika. Rebekka
isbundled up and carted away within the hour, and if theré's a service for the poor thing, or if anyone
makes any attempt to inform whatever scrag ends of family she might have back in Friedand, Iris never
learns about it. Rebekka leaves the household as quietly and anonymoudy as she has come. Perhapsthe
household imp istrapped in Rebekka's corpse and has been evacuated that way?

Perhaps. The storm has lifted, and, against al expectations, the ship bearing the precious cargo of tulip
bulbs has straggled up the ice-choked but navigable Saarne to the tie-up. The ship didn't founder, there
were no L eviathans washed up on the beach: The next day folks complain that they lost deep over
preciouslittlein theway of disaster. But, Irisisredizing, thisistheir way of dighting their own anxiety. If
the cargo had been ruined, anumber of Haarlem investors would have suffered serious losses.
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Van den Meer boasts of how he greeted the captain and escorted him to an inn for ahot rum and a

bonus of asmall sack of gold coins. A triumphant return! Van den Meer spends more time away from his
home than he has before. He lingers at the public house where the college of tulip traders meets. He



crows about lining up new investors for another shipment. He appears not to notice that Margaretheis
being more strict and proprietary about the household— or, Iriswonders, isthat part of what causes him
to spend so many hours away?

AsMargarethe spends lesstime in the kitchen, so she can be parading about the streets of Haarlemin
new clothes, Claratakes up the dack by the hearth. She has put off the very young way of clothing
hersdf that Henrika preferred. Claradressesin plain garb, suitable for amaid. She has decided that she
doesn't mind the chores, shetellsIrisand Ruth. In fact, she'd rather learn small tricks of cooking instead
of turns of Itaian grammar or difficult passagesin keyboard exercises. "It isaprivate place, the kitchen,”
she sayssmply, and by that Iris suspects she means, Now that Margarethe is no longer here.

Then the Easter season is upon them! At last! The brightening skies, the return of warm westher, the
hilarity of children let out of doors, with less binding clothing, with longer legs than they possessed the
Season before. Iriswants to run with them, to ramblein the fields and meadows, but if Clarais growing
into ayoung woman, soislris. The day comeswhen it's Irissturn to seep and be sore as women do.

Ruth lieswith her and puts her hands on her somach for comfort, and Clara stands in the doorway
looking queasy. "Could aworsetrid be devised?' says Clara, tregting Irislike ahorrible specimen a a
medical demondtration. "1 hope such atrouble never comesto me.”

"Go away," says|ris, who can't be kind while her lower regions clutch and ache.

Things settle down. Caspar arrives with word that the Master expectsto seelrisin his studio, ready to
learn to draw at the least, and to help out when the learning has made her ready. Iriswon't even ask
Margarethe for permission, for she knows what the answer would be. Besides, she's cometo redlize that
what she fedlsfor Caspar islove, pure and smple— well, now, isn't she old enough to know what love
is2—and shewon't be able to bear being so close to him every day with' out declaring hersdlf. And she
has no courage for that.

Ruth doesn't display much interest when she hears her sster and stepsister talking. Ruth has begun to pay
more attention to the animals in the househol d—the cat, the chickens, the mice that can be rescued from
the cat and kept in asmall wire cage until they die. Isit merely that the family is getting older, and there
are more diversons? Or does Ruth actually seem to be thriving, perhaps due to Margarethe's increased
absences? Margarethe refuses to hire another girl from off the street to do housework, for fear the plague
will come back and gain the foothold that it hasn't managed to get so far. So Claradoes more of the
housework, and Iris supervises and mopes and dreams of Caspar, and Ruth keepsto her

THE GIRL OF ASHES

small animals, and stands straighter and |ooks with amore secure gaze on the world than she's been
known to do before.

It's Clarawho, with asomewhat devious expression, findly saysto Iris, Y ou alone are unhappy now.
What are you waiting for?"

"l don't know what you mean," says|ris, folding some laundry that's been airing in the strengthening April
light.

"There's no reason you shouldn't go to Master Schoon-maker's studio and learn afew things about
drawing if youlike"



"What? And leave you to manage the entire household by yoursdf?' sayslris. "I may not like supervisng
you in the housework, but | could hardly think of abandoning you here."

"Don' fret," says Clara. "It brings me nearer to my mother, to do the thingsthat shedid. I don't mind
Margarethe out being the pride of Haarlem, making friends and spending money. The houseis quieter
when she'sgone. | have something of what | want. So why shouldn't you? Don't you want to paint?*

"I do not know if it's proper for women to paint,” sayslris.

"It may not be common,” says Clara, "but surely it's neither impossible nor illegd. Wouldn't the Master
tell you if it were? And why do you worry about propriety, anyway?'

Iristook adeep breath. "The Master dready has a student, Caspar,” she says.

"What doesthat matter? Besides, don't you care for him?' says Clara. Her frankness surpriseslris. "All
the more reason to go spend time with him. A chance to get to know him better!"

"Don't beridiculous," snapslris. ™Y ou don't want to be caged in the shell of some stupid marriage, Clara,
but don't be caged by your own limited experience either. Y ou must be able to see my plight. I'm not as
pretty asyou; | don't stimulate interest asyou do.”

"Caspar isvery friendly to you," says Clarain an even voice, taking no offense. Y ou aren't adull person,
Iris, and for al your plainnessyou'reinteresting to look at. Why lock yoursdlf in your own cage when

someone is handing you akey? Why not learn a skill while spending time with people you care about?
Just say what Margarethe would say: Give me room to cast my edl spear, and let everything elsefollow

asitmay."
Irisisn't fond of this sentiment. Sheretorts, "I can't leave you to manage the kitchen by yoursdf, Clara”

"Ruth can lend ahand when | need help,” says Clara. "If you don't ask your mother for permission, Iris,
I'll doit for you."

Irisdowly puts her facein her hands. Isthere sensein what Clarais suggesting?

"Y ou ought at least to know," says Clara. "What if you're wrong and Caspar could find himself inlove
with you? What if you lost this chanceto learn?”

Thereisagrunt. Irislooks up through wet eyes. Ruth has come to the doorway, and perhaps she's
listened to the conversation. Sheisnodding at Irisand grinning in an encouraging way.

"Ruth will hep mewhen | need help, won't you, Ruth?' says Clara.
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Ruth nods, puts the cat on the floor, and rolls her deeves asif to begin scrubbing afloor.

"All right, then," sayslris. "I'll seeif | can summon the courageto ask Mama.”

"You do that," says Clara. She puts down the small hearth broom and suddenly, with a chuckle, dips her

hands in the ashes. She smudges her cheeks and her forehead. "1 am no beauty anymore, I'masimple
kitchen girl, acinder-lass, a& homein my ashesand char."



"Don't do that," sayslris, "it makes me shudder. In England we had a child's game about flowers and
ashes—Ring around of roses, apocket full of posies; Ashes, ashes, ashes, and downwefdl. Itisa
smpleditty for toddlersto play, to wak and tumble and shriek with, but someone told me onceit'sa
gamethat derived from fear of the plague, and the ashes are those that we crumple into if the plague
should overtake our lives. So don't be the girl of ashes, not even in play; you're too good.”

Iristhinks about Claras offer and amends her remark: "Y ou are far too good.”

Clarapursesher lips. "No,you are good, but what asimpleton! Y ou don't even seethat I'm merely
looking after mysdlf, asusua.” Irisdoesn't know if thisis drictly true. Clarahas been sad, bitterly severed
from the possibilities of her life, but is she incgpable of kindness? That would make her a sort of beautiful
monger.

Clarashrugs asif she can see these thoughts on Iriss face. She continues, 'l don't careif you're happy or
not, not redlly. But if you're gone from the house, I'm the more secure

in my kitchen. The more needed, the more private. Call me Cinderling," says Clara, sanding up straighter
behind her mask of ashes. "Cal me Ashgirl, Cinderdla, | don't care. | am safein the kitchen.”

=

mery

*Qrudean onion as| can be madeto look likearose," ys Margarethe with pleasure. "What do you think
of menow?'

She parades up and down the black and whitetilesin her new garb. Iris holds her hands together to keep
from wringing them. Her mother lookslesslike arose than like a heap of unsold flowers at the end of
market day, thrown together with no regard for effect. Iris has dways thought that Margaretheis
possessed of a sober good taste. Now sheredlizes, with agtart, it is poverty that kept Margarethein
appealing browns, blacks, and whites. Left to her own devices and granted a decent purse, Margarethe
would rather look like a strumpet.

But Margarethe doesn't notice Iriss disgpprova. And Ruth is clapping her hands in appreciation and
chuckling at the transformation. Clara, who has come from the kitchen with a basket of turnipsin her
ams, says merely, "Thisfillsmewith astrangejoy," and turnsaround again.

"l should imagineit did," says Margarethe, missing theirony in Clarastone.

"The colors," says ris, because she can't think of another remark.

"And the finishing touch—I daren't wear them through the streets,” says Margarethe. She unfolds alength
of cloth and takes out apair of dainty white shoes, in leather pounded so smooth asto fit likeaskin. The

leather shineswith an oil soit'slike looking at shoes of porcelain or cloudy glass.

"Hardly useful in the streets of Haarlem,” says ris, despite hersdf. "No matter how well the Dutch clean
up after themsalves and their horses.”

"To bewornwhen | go forth in acarriage, door to door. Do | hear some disapprova in your voice?"
says Margarethe. "Why shouldn't | be wdll turned out?'



"Mease," sayslris, "'l don't mean to berude. They are soft as gloves, aren't they? Where will you wear
them?'

"These shoeswill open doorsfor us, asyet still closed,” says Margarethe.
"That would be asight,” says|ris. ™Y ou mean, they can kick doors open?”

"Oh, the comic airs of theyoung,” says Margarethe, but without rancor. "Put these away in the wardrobe,
and wrap them carefully again so asto protect against marks and dirt. Y ou still don't know what your
mother is capable of on your behdf."

"And on your own," sayslrisin an even voice.
"In afamily, the good of one member advances the good of al members.”

"Well," sayslris, "then may | propose the good of this member by asking for your permission to take up
apos-
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tion—for afew weeks only perhaps—as an associate in the Master's sudio? He thinks | can learn some
rudiments of drawing, while | hep him with the preparation of colors and varnishes and the stretching of
canvases and linens—"

"| should think not," says Margarethe, admiring hersdlf in the mirror at the end of the room. "He's been
filling your head with notions, and | disapprove.”

"It doesagirl no harmto learn askill—" beginslris.

"I won't have you being an assistant to anyone,” says Margarethe. "Not when we can afford for you to
learn the things that wedlthier girlslearn. A little French perhaps, some Itdian—you're just asbright as
Clara, though you didn't start so young, and now theréstime for you to advance. Claracan mind our
Ruth."

"l want to go to the studio,” says|ris, "not just to assst him, but for what | can learn there. | am being
sfish, Mama | want to learn something | care about. | don't want to prattle in French.”

Claracalsfrom the kitchen, in a pleasant voice, along declarative sentence—in French. Perhgps she
knows what sheis doing, for Margarethe blushes—unable to understand—and she stands there for a
moment, a aloss. Findly, inreply, and equdly loudly, "If Clararedly iswilling to do the household
chores that you might have done together, perhaps| can spare you."

"Merci," says Clara, and they dl understand that. And Iris seesthat she isthe beneficiary of Claras
desireto stay home, whether Clarameansto be helpful or not.

* % %

The next day Iriswraps a cloak around herself and takes a basket of bread and a pot of conserves, and
makes her way through wet, sun-scrubbed streets. Haarlem is seeing to itself with itsusud pride.
DoorsilIs are swept, brasses polished, windows washed, gardens tended, loaves of bread cooling on silis.



Irisredlizesthat there's a purposein her step, and it has something to do with her heart, but, aswell, it
has something to do with her hands—they're eager and ready to grapple with alittlered chalk, totry a
few early lines on paper.

The Master and Caspar are busy arranging paintingsin adoping pile, smdler paintings nearer thewall,
larger ones propped carefully at an angle over them, each one afew inches out from the last so that
there's a protective edge of air between them. Caspar's face brightens at the sight of Irisin the doorway,
but the Master isfrowning and seems hardly to notice.

"If it'sbread as a present, put it in the kitchen,”" he says. "Caspar, |et's get the Annunciation next, the one
ingolds”

"I've cometo the studio, not the kitchen," sayslris.

"Then you and Caspar shift these larger paintings, and let me get back to the portrait of Burgher
Stoutbelly before | fully wake up from last night'sae. It turns my stomach to think of thetime | spend on
glorifying insgnificant people, and | can only bear to do it when | am partly adeep or partly drunk, and at
the moment I'm both. And don't talk to me. I'm in no mood for slly gossip.”

"One piece of gossip aday isenough, eh?' says Caspar, winking at Iris.
She redizes the wink, though directed at her and meant
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to draw her in, isan observation about the Master. "What piece of gossp isthis?' she says, dropping her
cloak and her basket and following Caspar into aside room, where more paintings are danting in the
gloom.

"Gossp for paintersand socid climbersalike," says Caspar.

"Fortunately I'm neither one, so | can hear the news without overexciting my heart,”" sayslris, whose
heart iswell excited asit is, to bein adark, narrow space with Caspar leaning conspiratorially to whisper
to her.

"At aparty last night the word was bruited about that Marie de Medici isto spend afortnight in Haarlem.
Sheisthewidow of Henry IV, and she's the Dowager Queen of France. She recently set up ahousein
Amgterdam, where she shocks the local shopkeepers by going right in and arguing their prices down.
She'sanold bull.”

"| suppose even the very roya must travel sometimes,” says|ris. "Thishardly seemsworth a sour mood.”

"She's reported to have two aims,” says Caspar. " She's called for an exhibition of thefinest of living
Dutch painters so that she can choose someone to do what she deems her last portrait—she's sixty-five
years of age and faces the grim specter of death. So the painters are in a stew to select their best two or
three works and submit them to the Haarlem governors. Everyone hopesto get invited to exhibit and
maybe even to meet the Queen. She'sholding asimilar exercisein Amsterdam, and perhagps againin
Rotterdam or Utrecht, though Rotterdam doesn't boast the native ability in painting that Haarlem does.”

"Thus—Annunciations?' guessesiris.



"She's from Forence, which is quite Catholic,” says Caspar, heaving at the edge of ahuge panel and
motioning Iristo do likewise. "She won't have the aversion to devotiond subjectsthat we friendly
Cdvinigsdo. But isthe Magter ruining his chances of being included in the exhibit by submitting work
that's so out of fashion? After al, he hasto gain the approval of the Haarlem fathersfirs.”

"Surely they have in mind the Queen'staste too,” says ris. "Ashogtsthey'll hope to make her happy.”
"To the contrary, as hosts the Haarlem patriarchs are proud of thriving mightily without much of aroya
family," says Casgpar. "We Dutch al merely nod to our Frederick Henry, Prince of Orange. Still, sncethe

word isthat the French she-eephant is coming, the Master iswilling to gamble. Let the Haarlem judges
decide. The best commission of hislife may hinge on this"

"I didn't think the Master wasasocid climber,” sayslris.

"The painters don't necessarily thrill and puff up at that aspect of it," says Caspar. "Anyway, word also
hasit that the Queen has asecondary aim. She will preside at abal, or perhaps a series of them, to
introduce one of her relatives or godchildren to Dutch society. He may even belooking for abride
among the assembled ranks of young women."

"Surely not!" sayslris. "Members of roya families don't salect spouses from the crowds who assembleto
gape a them!™

"| should have thought the same," says Caspar. "But those who pay attention to the fortunes of nations
remind usthat there isn't any digible young woman in the House of Orange-Nassau. Suppose Holland is
to have along, fruitful
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existence as arepublic? For aforeign nobleman on the rise, a bride from the class of men who govern
Holland through these prosperous years might be awise course of action.”

"And what about this nobleman's affections?' sayslris. "Isn't he to have some say in a choice of bride?'

"Y ou ask me how these thingswork?" says Caspar, winking a her again. "What do | know of young
men and their affections?’

They don't spesk for awhile. They heave eight of the Master's Annunciations out of storage. Once the
paintings are set up around the room, afamily resemblance can be seen among them—not only in the
subject matter, but aso in the choice of colorsthat the Magter favors. When hefindly throws his brushes
down in disgust, cursing at thelikes of Burgher Stoutbelly, he turnsto study the Annunciations.

"Tripe" he announces a the first two. "The colors thud. They are painted with dung and piss. Takethem
away."

"They are heavy to carry,” says Caspar, till breathing heavily.
"They muddy thelight and stink up the room. Take them away."
Irisand Caspar carry them back to the side room.

Of the other six the Master says, "In this one the Virgin appears aready pregnant. Not appropriate for



the Annunciation. Takeit avay."

"Sheisn't pregnant,” says Caspar. "She's merdly well fed. SoisMarie de Medici, they say.”

"Takeit away, but watch the frame on the doorway. Thisis one of the larger ones.”

"Thisishard work," sayslrisinawhisper. "Am | going to get to draw at al today?"

"Stop whispering! Y ou annoy me and cloud my thoughts," shoutsthe Magter. "Asifl'm not annoyed
enough by my own obvious lack of taent. If you can find aknifein there, comein and dice my eyesout,
as| clearly don't use them much in the production of paintings anyway. What was| thinking of 7'

There are, in the end, only two pieces deemed worth con’ Sdering. Irisadmitsthat they arefine paintings,
and as much good could be said about one as about the other. "No decision needs to be made
immediately,” saysthe Magter. "But if you had to choose one on my behalf, Caspar, Iris, because | had
just tumbled into aditch and brained myself, which one would you choose, and why?'

"I wouldn't send an Annunciation,” says Caspar, which enrages the Master so much that Caspar isforced
to go out' sde and occupy himsalf well beyond the reach of the Mas-ter'sfigts.

"Wadl, you tell me, then, Iris," saysthe Master. "For one reason adone, | prefer the squarer panel to the
higher one" saysris, thinking hard, but requiring hersdlf to be astruthful assheiskind. "Inthisthe Virgin
has darker hair, and more tightly curled, the way | imagine the hair of Florentine women might be.
Perhapsit would make Marie de Medici think of hersalf—"

"—Ildolatrousideal" saysthe Magter. "Likethe Virgin, the Dowager Queen of Franceis also named
Marie, remember,” sayslris.

"—»hut fascinating and pertinent, to be sure," he contin-
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ued. "Wdl, well see how that thought sitswith usfor awhile. I'm not sure—"

"| assume you don't want to think about one of your portraits of the maimed, the evil, the falen?—"
He doesn't even answer that.

"Then therés another possibility,” says|riscautioudy. ™Y our best painting is Y oung Woman with Tulips.
Why aren't you thinking about that?"

"The subject isacoarse one, however beautiful the modd," saysthe Master.

"Theway you painted it is superior, and you know it," saysIris. "Even |, who know nothing about
painting, can seeit.”

"It will offend the Dowager Queen to see such a splendid young woman in her prime, and celebrated for
just that. It will make her redize how much time has passed in her life—"

"Doent sheredizethat aready, and isn't that why she'scommissioning afind portrait?



The Master strokes hisbeard and idly fingers afew breskfast crumbs from it onto the floor. "Well, Il
take the advice and ponder it in good time. It would mean asking van den Meer to borrow it. On the
other hand, think of the people who would seeit! Always hunting for investors as he does, he may redize
thisisthe most public reception the painting can ever have. And even if Marie de Medici didn't give me
the commission, many wedthy guestswould dso seeit there. Thingsto think about. Hmmmm."

He pondersfor awhile, curses, and then remembersris. "Now that irritating Caspar has removed
himsdlf for afew moments, tell me why you've cometo cal.”

"Y ou asked me to be your assistant, don't you remember?’ sayslris.

At thisthe Master turnsand looks at her asif for the first time that day. " There are many itemsof gossip
today, then," he saystenderly. "Thisis asimportant an announcement as the prattle that aforeign queen
comes to dance her ancient feet on our republican floors. Firgt things to be done first! Why didn't you tell
me when you arrived? And you've been doing nothing but carting paintings back and forth!"

"What is an assistant expected to do?' she asks eagerly.

"Cart paintings," he says. "Get Caspar from outside and take these paintings out of my sight before |
succumb to the temptation to coat them with amuddy oil wash and erase al my hopes of immortdity.
Work comesfirst, and drawing later. But drawing will come, my Iris. Before you leave today, you will
draw."

Spine and Chamber

And draw she does. She assumesthat skill will guide her fingertips, that shapdly lineswill uncoil out of the
pencil the moment she starts. Surely talent isathing curled deeply inside, just wait' ing to be exercised,
and at thedightest invitation it will stretch, shakeitsdlf, makeitsdf known?

Tdent, it seams, isnot so insstent.

She pecks at the paper with smal lines. She smudges them and begins again. She holds back, waiting for
the paper to instruct her. She beats it with her hand. It won't deliver up its expectations. Perhapsit has
none. The Master has said, "Observe the smplest thing and render it." She hoped for an gpple, a
chestnut, an egg. Instead he found her a porcelain seashell from some Afric strand.

It isquirky, both glazed and porous, a surface complicated by reflections, depths, stains. The shell stands
at an anglelike amace. She hatesit. She can't figure out its humblest tip, much less how it crowdsiits

space with spikes, ribs,

volutes, astem or spinethat curlslike paper, acirclet of tiny points more ornate than any tiarathat the
she-dephant, Marie de Medici, might wear at aball.

The Master pays her no attention, but moves to the other side of the room, where he shinglesa canvas
with broad strokes of charcoa green. She weeps alittle to see hisvigor and her own fear. When she
gpies Caspar moving about the back room, hanging a pot over the coals to boil some water and bruise
some roots into a soup, she wipes her cheeks with the back of her hand.

"Look," says Caspar, coming in after awhile. "Look how prettily you've smudged your cheekboneswith
that red chak. Y ou have afine bone here and here—"



He touches her face. She casts her eyesto the floor. The paper isawilderness of indecisive strokes,
looking nothing like aseashdl. Looking only likefailure.

"And they give your face color too," says Caspar, lifting her chin.

"I'm not hereto paint myself,” she says, morefiercely than she has meant to. "I am to sketch aniirritating
accident of nature. Look how it brandishesitstipsat me! | want to kill it."

"It'snot dive," says Cagpar. "Draw it, and you makeit live."

"Let her be," saysthe Master in agood'humored, abstracted tone.

"Y ou haveto look before you can lift acrayon," says Caspar. "lsn't he saying so to you?”
"She knows how to look," says the Master.

Cagpar pays him no attention. He pulls up athree-legged stool and percheson it. His shoulder isafew
inches beow
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Iriss, and it rollsin toward her. Any moment it might touch her. She's afraid that if it does, she might
recoil, not out of horror but just physica shock, the way an invisible bright bug sometimes legps out of
bundles of clean, sunny laundry and crackles on the tips of her fingers. She wills hersdf to attend to his
words and not to the achingly sweet turn of his shoulder, how it swellsjust so into the cords of hisdender
neck.

"It'sabrutish thing to draw, to be sure," Caspar issaying. "Think what the shdll islike."
"It'slikenothing | ever saw before,” sayslris.

"Isit like nothing in nature or in the house or barn of

VI
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"It'snot like acat, aflower, atable, or acloud,” sayslris.

"lantit likeabig flower blossom," says Caspar, "snagpped off athick stem and laid onits Sde?"

"I never saw blossom so huge and garish,” saysris, and then, with asinking heart, remembers what her
mother looked like in the new finery that morning.

"lsnt it like awhedbarrow, then?' says Caspar. "It balances on one point at thisend, and itsbulk rests
50, and if you could imagine two stemsinstead of one to be the rafters of the shaft...”

"I never saw aseashell with whedls attached, and thisisn't one ether,” sayslris.

i



Hetriesagain. "Don't look &t it, then, for what it reminds you of. | take that ideaback. Look at it for its
own set of proportions. Here. Squeeze your eyes closed, or nearly closed. So you can merely make out
ablur of seashell. Can you do that?'

She closes her eyes entirely and thinks of Caspar, more boy than blur, skin more porcelain than a
seashell, hair more spiky, voice more soothing, rhapsodic . . .

"Attend," he says, abit impatiently. She obeys.

"Don't think of particulars," he says. "Think of generd shapes. If you can make two motions of your hand
across the paper, and you need to spend those motions on the most significant lines of this blurred shape,
what motionswill they be?’

She shrugs, but isablefirst to ball her fist, then to sweep it out, to represent the bulk of the seashell
chamber on one end and the tapering stem on the other.

"And there you have your first lesson,” he says. "Now make those two marks, without fear of how they
relate to each other or to the seashell before you. Just sweep those marks on the page asif you're
drawing in the flour on the bread’baking table."

"Don't forget to tell her to breathe, and blink, and swalow from timeto time," saysthe Master, somewhat
jesringly.

"You taught me al this," says Caspar to the Master, though his eyes don't leave Iriss hands or the paper.
"You just didn't know you wereteaching it."

"I should have taught you to drown yoursdlf in the ditch,” saysthe Master.

"Keep at your work and we'll keep at ours,” says Caspar. Iriswaitsfor an irate response, but the Master
only chuckles and, she sees, behaves.

She has adoppy knob and the tentative stroke of a spine on the page. "Not bad. They speak to each
other. A natura gift for the appropriate weight in the mark," Caspar muses.
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"Now it'ssmply amatter of looking at the details and seeing what you see.”
"I don't know how to draw the other side of the seashell,” she says.

"It can't be seen from whereyou sit," he says, "so never mind it."

"Y ou can seeit, though,” she says, "you can tell me."

"Drawing isthe only honesty," he ventures. "Don't interpret. Merely observe. Don't think about what you
see. Merdy seeit”

She draws the spine, she draws the chamber. She curses the paper, the chalk, her fingers, herself, the
seashdll. She can't curse Caspar. But, momentarily, oncein awhile, she can forget him. Slowly the
seashell comesforward. It isajoke of a seashell, an abomination of aseashell, acurse of aseashel. Itis
dill aseashel.



She walks home in the dusk. Many more hours have passed than she intended to spend. Thelightsare
up in the house a home. Thereisthe sound of caterwauling from the kitchens. Not more mischief, not a
return of—

She stops hersdlf. She hastried to put aside her tendency to be fanciful. Shetriesto think interms sheis
sure of.

Not more plague, thinksris, hurrying.

Butit isn't the plague.

Callap
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't carry on S0, just tell me!™ sayslris, throwing her oak aside.

Papa Corndius sits dumped on abench. One shoulder lifts higher than the other; at first Iristhinksheisin
tears. But hisfaceis sdlow and his eyes apparently drained of tears, and his expression seems blanker
than anything dse. "We areruined," he says, "the curse of our greed has been our undoing.”

"Don' st there and moan," screams Margarethe. " There are avenuesto explore, surely; there are gullible
fools beyond the reach of the information you have! Go sdll your shareswhile you can instead of
shivering likeaninny!"

"| can't take advantage of my neighbors and fellow citizenslike that—"

"Of course you can, what else had you meant to do?' says Margarethe. "Y our scruples didn't keep you
from importing anew stock of tulipsto tease the marketplace with! Why this sudden attack of
conscience now?"!

"Any moment we can be struck down, by plagueif not by
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insolvency," saysvan den Meer. "1 won't put my immortal soul in peril—"

"So you'l put the mortal bodies of your daughter and your new wife and your adopted family at risk
instead? When we have nothing | eft to eat, welll thank you for saving our sou/s?”

"Don't blagpheme, Margarethe," he says, "it doesn't beautify you to do s0."
"What's happened?' sayslris. "For thelove of God, tell me!”

"Itisher greed," saysvan den Meer. He hashad hisde. "Sheisthe fisherman'swife: dwayswanting
something more, and more than that besides, and then till more.”

"Who taught me greed?' says Margarethe. "Who is my tempter and my tutor?’

"Stop," heroars, "l taught you nothing!"



"W, | teach you courage in adversity, and you are to march out there—"

But heis not taking lessons from hiswife. Heisin no mood to march. He puts his head in his hands and
mumbles sometae of investments. "'l can't understand this," says ris, turning to her mother, looking
quickly at Ruth and Clara, who are huddled, arms locked around each other's waists, in the doorway to
the front room. "Don't spare me! I'm not as young and ignorant as | once was."

"The soring is here, the notion of avisiting monarch has spread,” says Margarethe, with agleam in her
eye that shows the courage that comes from desperation. "For the last severa yearsthe value of the
newest variety of tulip hasrisen, and risen, and on the Street and in the halls the same lots of bulbs were
being sold again and again, for ever higher prices,

wave after wave of profit. Everyone knowsthis; everyone hasinvested. | aonedidn't seeit, for what do
| know of money beyond the single coin a sharp woman can hide in her shoe? But thisisthe game that
Papa Cornelius has been playing with Henrika's dowry, investing in astock that others can speculate
upon.”

"That's not the misfortune! That's merely commerce, supplying what'sin demand!" saysvan den Mesr.

Margarethe continues. "One man could pay afortune for the future value of the bulb crop, and turn
around and sdll his share for two fortunes an hour later. Men were buying not to own the tulips but to sl
them again to the most aggressive purchaser. And the value of the lot of tulips, over which we al worried
these months, has risen eghtfold since arriving in port! A man who never invested in them, never saw
them, never sweated over their possible lossin the ssorms at sea, never trod the dunes watching and
praying, could make eight timesin an hour what husband made in sx months! Why should we have been
denied income like that?1sit our low birth that keeps usindigible?!

"Born high or low, we arelow now," he groans.

"So | told him to do the same as his neighbors," says Margarethe grimly, "not just to import the bulbs and
sl them, but to hazard a guess that there would be buyers to spend even more on the lot than he could!
So | told him to buy back his share and el it again in awhile, and build up our coffers, and make us
worthy gueststo the ball! So | told him to do better in my time than he had ever done in Hen-rikas, lowly

though | am!"

THE GIRL OF ASHES

"And what has happened to the tulips? Did they burn? Are they infested with worms?* sayslris,
beginning to understand.

"Thetulips are the sametulips as ever they were," says Margarethe, "not more beautiful or less beautiful.
Simply lessdesirable. Who knowswhy. Just as he stood, having paid the highest amount yet offered, and
as he began to negotiate to sall for an even higher amount, news about sickness on the far side of town
began to filter in. One of the purchasers who has afarm out that way excused himsdlf from the bidding
and went to check on relatives. Another merchant stroked his chin and said he couldn't afford to bid.
And suddenly the mood had changed, and one by one the burghers and mer' chants began to offer their
own lotsfor sale. The bulbs had, in an instant, become less valuable, though they are still the same bulbs,
gl ready for planting, till offering the same amount of beauty. And of future value—vanished like
smoke. Thetulipsdon't offer the same amount of return, and, like awind suddenly veering from the east
when it has blown from the west, the appetite for investing in tulip bulbs has become, in an afternoon, a



frantic desire to unload them, to sall them for whatever could be gotten. The prices dropped precipitoudy
al day."

"They'll surdly rise again tomorrow?" says|ris, though with doubt.

"I've dready sold them for athirtieth what | paid,” says van den Meer. "I had to. Tomorrow they may be
worth aningtiethwhat | paid.”

"So they're sold," says|ris. "What does that mean to us?'

"It means," saysvan den Meer coldly, "I owein cash and financid insiruments many, many times more
than my holdings are worth. | am bankrupt and have no resources. It means we lurch into poverty.”

"It meanswe must find ourselves a chance to be bold, to reclaim ourselves and our fortune," says
Margarethe.

"We don't have afoothold,” saysvan den Meer.

"We have an invitation to one of the bals" says Marga-rethe. She withdraws from her deeve afold of
creamy paper. " Perhaps you sold with an uncharacteristic lack of shrewdness, Corndlius. But the safe
arriva of your shipment last month must have reached the ear of the household of Marie de Medici.
Grand ladiesin the court of her son, they say, arrange tulipsin their bosoms—the rarer the bloom, the
more exquisite the woman. The old war horse may be estranged from her son, but she's not insensible to
style; she'saqueen mother. Y our notoriety asamajor importer has brought you to the attention of the
Pruyns, or whoever is proposing the guest list. No oneisgoing to retract thisinvitation. We are going to
the great hall and we are going to meet the Dowager Queen of France and her godson. Well smply
apply our wilesto adifferent marketplace. Now, take your salty chin out of your hands and stop your
sniveling. Theré's much to be done, and preciouslittletime in which to do it! Give meroom to cast my edl
Spear, and let follow what may.”

THE GALLERY OF GOD'SMISTAKES
Campaigns

Papa Corndiusisalimp puppet of himself, arag without amanipulating hand insgde. He lies on abench
under ablan-ket. He shows no interest in going back to the tavern where the college that overseesthe
buying and sdlling of tulip futures had met, drunk, and prospered. Margarethe plieshim with reliable
tisanes. Her kill fails her. She cdllsin the doctor.

"A bad case of humors, nothing more," the fellow snaps after a perfunctory examination. "1 abhor
malingerers. They waste my time. Thisisahousethat's had more than its share of bad luck thisyear. One
would amost think it were possessed.”

"And what are you suggesting?' says Margarethe frodtily.

He shakes his head and changes the subject. "The all” ment will last its own course. There's nothing to be
done. At least it isn't the plague.” Nor, the doctor reassures Margarrethe, isit contagious.

Asvan den Meer sinks deeper into |assitude—at times he won't even open his eyes and answer
questionsthat hiswife puts to him—M argarethe grows more determined not to buckle under the
pressure hersdlf. "'l will managethis house,



and | will recover our fortunes,” she saysto Iris. "He blames me, but he's the one who dithered about.
Had he repurchased the lot of tulips aweek earlier, when | proposed, he would've sold them long before
the crash. | take no respongbility for his cowardice. | take responsibility only for the future, not the past.
The past can't hurt you the way the future can.” "Not if you have survived it so far,” saysIrisgrimly.

Margarethe and Iriswalk back from the well in the Grotemarkt with basins of water. "Befair to me, and
listen," says Margarethe. "The collapse of the tulip market ssemsto have happened in many places at
once. If Papa Cornelius had been less steeped in ae, he might have picked up on the news—apparently
thefdl in tulip futures happened in Ams terdam afew daysealier.”

How terrible these times, thinks Iris. She sees that many sober citizens are ruined. Some families
disappear under cover of darkness, leaving their entire houses and much heavy furniture to be
repossessed. Inevitably it'sonly asmall amount of what the unlucky investors are deemed to owe. There
are rumors of suicides. Shame! Scandal! So governors and regents mest to seeif theré'saway to
enforce a schedule of payments, away to stem the swamping tide. Margarethe reports what she hearson
the street to Iris. Though Irisfollowslittle of it, shelistens as closdly as she can.

When Iris has spent only a couple of weeksin the studio, Margarethe calls her into the small room once
used by Hen-rikafor household governance. A ledger isopen. A candle
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gutters. Dead fliesin wiry clumps dot the windowsll. "Thisisno timefor genteel hobbies,” her mother
says. "Y our stepfather isailing, your Sster isabother, and your weary mother isbusy trying to clothe
herself and her daughters suitably for the upcoming bal of Marie de Medici and her digible godson. Y our
stepsister has taken refuge in the kitchen and refuses to answer the door when aknock is heard. Weak
thing. | can do nothing with her. | need you—to speak to creditors when they come to the door, to be
both fawning and dy. Are you up for the task?”’

"No," says Irisbluntly. And she's not. She has been trying, with a pencil, to be honest and unashamed.
Besdes, her time with Caspar is becoming, at least temporarily, lovely. Heisfull of avery household sort
of joy, likethe kind that abounds from ripe grapes, from big-bellied lutes. In the morning, when she
approaches the Master's studio, Caspar will hear her coming to the door and rush, eager as a puppy, and
mest her severd feet out of the building, asif hewantsto say hisfirst hellos beyond the hearing of the
Magter. Caspar isasmple sort—isit true to say that? Simple, yes, and also firm and solid. Simple
doesn't mean shallow.

"| can't leavethe studio,” sayslris. "Mama, how can |? Now?"'

"That | phraseit asaquestion ismerely courtesy,” says Margarethe. "If dl should go well, you'll have
time enough for drawing in daysto come. Y ou must obey me now. | have no timeto argue.”

"Everything isacampaign with you," sayslrisbitterly. "Did you ever love anything without the need to
subdueit?'

"Never," says Margarethe, with ameasure of pride.

"I'll obey you, of course," sayslris, somewhat ashamed. "But | can't imagine, after only these few days,
how | can live without the attempt to draw. And | haven't even lifted a paintbrush yet!"



"You mugt lift awashbrush firgt," says Margarethe. "1 want the front room to shine bright as gold. I'm
having an interview with the dothier this afternoon—uvan Antum, who made my marriage gown. Wevan
den Meers must look proper, stuffed with hidden coin. We must havetulips, even in the house, asif they
don't make usgag." Margarethe points at Henrika's tulip vase, aporcdain pillar that standstwo feet high
and taperslike amode of achurch's steeple. "Every spout must hold a perfect blossom. We are proud,
Iris, and pride will see usthrough this devil's maze. Do you understand?’

So Irisgoesto work. Shefillsthe tulip vase with orange’ headed flowers. Then she pulls abrush across
the floor instead of a charcod stick across acurl of paper. She sweeps soapy water across the brick and
watches how the gray lye driesin patterns. She admires the patterns before she rinsesthem away. It'sthe
best she can hopefor.

But dl at once she can't remake the form of Caspar in her mind; she can't remember what he lookslike.
Strong tearsfall like drops of brewed tea—she's surprised at the heat of them.

Clara sometimes refuses to mount the step from the kitchen. Iris has to change the buckets of water from
timeto time, and to find other supplies. When entering the kitchen,
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Iriswatches Claraturn ashoulder to her. "Surely you haven't forbidden yourself to look at metoo?' says
Iriscrosdy.

"I'm busy with the stew," says Clara, though there's nothing but water being brought ponderoudy to a
boail.

"I'm working hard to help Mamarestore our fortunes,” sayslris.

"She's done enough to ruin them,” says Clara. "Can you redly think her cgpable of anything but ineptitude
50 colossdl it borders on mdice?' Clarastirsabig spoon in the air, miming awitch a work over avicious
brew.

Irisisaghast. "Y ou think shewas maliciousin her adviceto your father?'

"l think," says Clara, "her greed blinds her."

"' She's become your mother,” sayslris, "when you had none."

"Once | had amother," says Clara. "Now | have no mother, not even a stepmother. | have abig

embarrassing crow who spesksin English and Dutch, and who like a crow snatches up every shiny thing,
one after the other, until the accumulation of glitter isfanciful at best and awicked scandd a worst. To

say nothing of ugly.”
"Let'sleavethistopic. You're distraught, and I'm exhausted,” says ris. "The clothier will be here

momentarily and | have to finish cleaning the room. Mamaistrying to borrow dressesfor usto go to the
bdl."

I, says Clara, "am not going to any ball.”

Though Iris doesn't redly know her mother's plans, she says stalidly, "The invitation is addressed to the
family van den Meer. If she saysyou go, you go."



"Nonsense!” says Clara "Look a me! My hair islimp, my back isaching, my knees are raw. My hands
are cracked and unlovely. | have afather to tend to and akitchen to clean. It'sdl | want. Nothing of the
outside, please. Especidly not parading mysdf like a strumpet.”

"You can't bethat perverse” sayslris. "Even | amwilling to shame mysdf, to mortify mysdlf with finery
and take mysdlf off to some hideous event, if it might improve our lot here. |, the monstroudly ugly among
lB—"

"Oh," says Clara, "mercy, thereis nothing monstroudy ugly about you. Ruth may be unpleasing, but you
aremerely plain. If anything, it's my beauty that's monstrous, for it Sweeps away any other aspect of my
character. And why are you so sure that Margarethe wants me to attend? Now listen, aknock on the
door."

"Let himinwhilel finish thelace runner!" breasthes Iris.

Clarabraysin ahaf whisper, "1 will not. I'm not going to the door, I'm not entering the hdl, I'm
displaying mysdf before no one, ever again, not even in the privacy of thisvery house."

Not in the privacy of my own house, Irisnotes, but this -very house.
Asif Claradoesn't even live here anymore.

"Y ou are 0 selfishl—to deny my request for help!" snapsIris, and throws down her work to raceto the
door.

Van Antum the clothier comesin, aman Iris recognizes from the street. As planned, Margaretheis sitting
in ashadowy back room, keeping him waiting. "Please, settle yoursdlf in comfort,” sayslris. "There's
tobacco if you'd like to smoke,
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and | can bring you aglass of something to refresh you.”
"I would like nothing at dl," saysvan Antum. Heis plump and fussy, and smells of limes and spilled beer.

Margarethe struts into the room. She has borrowed a set of clothes from Henrikas wardrobe. She's
stouter than Hen-rika every was, and Iriss careful eye catches the skirt fabric straining at the seams
around the midriff. But Margarethe has devel oped a coquettish flutter that |eads eyes away from such
details. "How very good of you to come," says Mar-garethe in an affected air, dmost asif she hasaduke
instead of amerchant in her parlor. "I shouldn't entertain you alone, for it isn't proper, but my husband
iS'—she pauses, beautifully, theatricaly—"indisposed. Iris, before you leave to see to your sister, will you
please—?"

She makes amotion with her hand. Iris obliges, though it makes her fed foolish. Sheturns about like a
child being ingpected for cleanliness. Then she curtseys at the paunchy old fellow and makes her way out
of the room with as much dignity as she can mugter.

"A standard size for ayoung woman. Perhaps abit more like abeanpole than some,” Margaretheis
saying. "And her Sster the opposite, averitable ox. A lovely ox, but an ox just the same. Can you help
us?' The voice goes up teasingly at the end, almost in aFrench manner. Irishasto grip the edge of the



wall as she turnsthe comer to keep from crying out in disgust. Profanity that she has heard bantered by
the Master and Caspar risesto her lips; it'san effort not to blurt it out. "I'm sure you can see your way to
outfitting two belles. The reward,” her mother is saying, "could, intime, be consderable.”

What reward isthat? Thereisn't enough coin in the household to cover the bottom of a pot.
"Clara?' cals Margarethe. "Can you come for amoment to the door?"

At firg Iristhinks that Margarethe means to have van Antum take the measure, mentally, of Claras|ovely
form— to prepare an outfit for the bl that Clarafirmly isdeclining to attend. But when after Margarethe
makes severd requests Clarafinally appears, sullen and covered in ashes, Iris puts her hand over her
mouth, perceiving such adreadful thought that she's ashamed of it.

"lan't shetruly atreasure?" Margarethe is saying.

Van Antum mouths his approval in wordless baby syllables. He folds his hands one over the other asif
washing them.

"I'm sure | can do something that will flatter you, something to your satisfaction,” he manages, & lagt, to
sy.

"Something grander than what | am wearing now," says Margarethe. " Something very grand iscdled for.”

"Something very grand indeed,” saysthe clothier, eyes clgpped on Clarauntil she dipsaway into the
shadows. His chin beginsto tremble. "I think the very grandest | can muster.”

TKe
Gdlery of God's Mistakes

Every day Margarethe comes back from the market with more stories about the Dowager Queen of
France, Marie de Medici. It seemsthat most of Haarlem relievesitsworry over financid panic through
gossip about the great she-elephant. Irisis addicted to every scrap of opinion and news.

The Dowager Queen is ancient—perhaps as old as sixty-five. Sheis doughy, blowsy, and stupid, aswell
as highly strung and stylish. People whisper that her husband, Henry VI, had adifferent concubine
reserved for every day of the year. "I'd have poisoned him for that," says Margarethe blandly. "But no
wonder she dabblesin affairs of date.”

Thegreat Marie put in years of service as the regent during her son's childhood. Then, when little Louis
X111 grew old enough to embrace his mother with aknifein hishand, Marie raised armies againgt him.
Cardina Richdieu—whom she consdered no more than an devated domcesti quc—spoke

out publicly againgt her. With frustrating regularity he was able to sdestep her nation attempts.
"How annoying for her," says Margarethe. Now Marieisin her dotage, safely exiled to the Spanish
Netherlands, though reputed to be enjoying some sort of sweet reconciliation with her son.

Asif courtly intrigues are as regular to Haarlem tongues as herrings, crones buzz that in her late years
Marie de Medici has becometired of matters of government. She's begun to indulge in the affairs of
courtiers, cousins, and syco-phantsinstead. Degth is staring her in the face, and she intends to meddle
with the world as much as possible before Death gets up its nerve to strangle her. Meddle in the world,



and leave arecord of her meddling. "Why do geese walk barefoot? Because they do; that's why geese
wak barefoot," say the crones of Haarlem sagely. Why does the Dowager Queen of France meddlein
the affairs of her godson? Why, what else are godsons for? What e seisthe good of life?

The proud stoics of Holland find the stories of Marie's exploits silly and entrancing. Though she'slaughed
at asafool, she'still apowerful fool and a captivating one. The Dutch can be sullenlv tolerant of their
own House of

/

Orange in the Hague—but royalty of adifferent stripe, be it Stuarts or Bourbons or Hapsburgs, carriesa
different prestige. Hasn't Rubens aready memoridized Marie de Medici in the Palace of Luxembourg as
afigure of history, someone grand as Charlemagne or Joan of Arc? And still the Queen Mother perssts
on the stage of theworld, shrieking, conniving, orchestrating her entertainments, fussing with the available
materid. " She's no different from your Schoon-
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maker," says Margarethe at one point to Iris, whose eyes open wide at tales of such intrigues. " She paints
with redl livesingtead of with brushesand livid colors. Wewon' live to see her like again.”

"Tell about the Prince," says|Iris. "The one sheis hoping to marry off."

"Heisadistant cousin, or the son of such,” says Margarethe vaguely. "That'sright, agodson. | can't learn
much about him, as heisn't apart of the regular court and little isknown of him. He's called Philippe de
Marsllac. Maybe he's one of the last links that the Dowager Queen has with her son, as Philippeissad
to move fredy back and forth between the court of Louis X111 and the court in exile of the Dowager
Queen. Perhaps she meansto marry her godson off to someone demonstrably not in any roya family of
Europe asaway to break any possible use of him as an agent against her. Who can know how the
crowned heads run their households? But her aimis clear. She's no more and no lessthan amarriage
broker to thisyouth, the same as any conniving aunt or gassy old dame a a hearthside.”

" She sounds heartless," sayslris. "Heartless and monstrous.”

"l like her zed," says Margarethe blandly. "Why shouldn't she arrange the world to suit herself? Wouldn't
wedl, if we could?!

"What wouldn't you do to comfort yoursdf?' sayslris.
"Preciouslittle says Margarethe, lifting her chin.
So | fear, sayslris, but to hersdf.

oke * *

Her fears are borne out one afternoon when Margarethe takes herself off to the Master's sudio. She
inggsthat Irisjoin her; perhaps Margarethe wants to make sure that no impropriety isreported by
canny-eyed neighbors. She intends to gpproach the Master for aloan. "That painting of Y oung Woman
with Tulipsrestored hisfortunes," shereasonsto Iris asthey hurry along. "Corndius and Henrikarevived
Schoonmaker's career for him. He owes them something. He owes me.”



"l owe you nothing," says the Master when asked. "Besides, it would make no differenceif | did. You
aren't the only ones struggling at the moment.”

"Youinvested intulip futures?' criesMargarethe.

"Oh, not 1," he answers. "When do | have timeto leave my studio? Though other paintersdid, and
suffered for it. Cagpar, my spy in dl things, tellsmethat Franz Hals has logt afortune, and the young
Rembrandt in Amsterdam about whom everyone keeps chattering isaso in abad situation.” He chuckles
meanly. "1'd havelost the money if | could have managed to concentrate on doing so. Asit is, sincedl my
patrons are hugely in debt, I'll be lucky to be paid for existing commissions, let alone secure new ones
any time soon. So it'sdl the more important for me to exhibit for the grand Marie.”

"But | had wanted to borrow some money," says Margarethe again, hardly believing.

"I don't have the world spinning on my thumb. Wanting will get you nowhere."

He'slooking for astudy as hetaks, shifting asde old paintings. The place has been amess since
Margarethe left
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for the van den Meers. By hahit Irisgoesto help him, and even Margarethe lends ahand, asif her
kindlinesswill cause him to remember some hidden stash of florins. ™Y ou don't know how we are poised
to suffer,” she says.

"Suffering can make you strong,” saysthe Master. "Look what it'sdone for me."

"Can't you sdll something here you haven't yet sold?' Margarethe purses her lips at three Flightsinto
Egypt, where holy mother Mary isvariousy demure, brave, and deepy, but dwaysamode of the
perfect human form. Margarethe staring at Mary islike astork scowling at aswan, thinks|ris.

"Y ou know the market for rdligious painting is soft,” saysthe Magter.

"Canyou sl Ugly Girl with Wildflowers and give us hdf the fee?!

"| painted over that," saysthe Magter, "sinceit made Iris distressed.”

"What about those others?* Margarethe has never showed interest in the Magter's catal ogue of misfits,
but she's desperate. "Moods are grim now! Maybe you'll have arush of offers—"

"Y ou want to seethose?' The Magter's eyebrows lift. " Judge for yourself whether they'll fir the
prospective buyers? I'll show you if you like. But you, Iris? After dl thistime?"

"| saw the plague take our Rebekka," says|ris, "more horrible than that can hardly be imagined.”

But Iriswantsto seeif he has painted the imp of the van den Meers household. She's not sure she
believesin such athing now, but shed recognizeit if she saw it. Wouldn't she?

With astout key the Master unlocks the door to the gallery of God's mistakes. It's another high room,
origindly maybe a storage shed for farm implements. One wall is stone, and three have been daubed with
mud plaster and whitewashed. The Magter pullsthe tattered end of acurtain covering a high window.



Light rushesinto the mildewy space. From paintings high up near the rafters, from paintings racked
wast-height on lengths of raw-milled timber to protect them from the damp floor, faces blink, or seemto.
They comeinto thelight again.

Reluctant, grimacing, pathetic, and beadtly.

"Mercy!" says Margarethe, her hand on her heart.

Iriswinds her fingersinto her gpron strings.

"| think of them asfriends" saysthe Madter, "for aren't we all this bruised?'

The dwarf that Iris had met, there heiis, captured on canvas. The Master had painted him after dl, or had
heinvented him?

"God created these errors,” saysthe Magter, asif reading her thoughts. "I merely took dictation.” For dl
the bravado the dwarf had shown, he seemsleery of being seen. He holds one splayed hand over his
groin, though his other hand lifts asde the tunic to show a mysterious scar painted on historso, ared
bruise the shape of a ship's anchor.

"A dragon!" says Margarethe, looking further.

"A ewewith an extruded womb," saysthe Magter. "Look more carefully. Was aready dead when | saw
her."

"Surely that'sadragon!”
"If youre sure," saysthe Madter.
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A child with the face of aparrot. Another dwarf, and athird—awhole family series of them. Theresthe
Girl-Boy of Rotterdam, painted nude, dl its disgusting punishmentsin view. A dog with agoiter that
lookslike aloaf of bread. A pair of siblingswho St so near that only one skin is needed to cover them
both—an affliction of the sort Iris and Ruth had played a when they were being the Girl-Stag of the
Meadow.

Thejoined shlingslook at Irisand say, Sorry. The Girl-Boy looks at Irisand says, | don't know why I'm
likethis, but forgive me. The parrot-faced child istoo young to speak, but squawks and bawls for pity.

"The Queen of the Hairy-Chinned Gypsies,”" sayslris, finding her.

"Old Dame Goos cdled hersdf that?" saysthe Master, amused. "To you? Sometimes she says sheis so
old, sheisBertha, the mother of Charlemagne. Sheis the Queen of Sheba. She even boasts,
blagphemoudy, that sheis God's own grandmother.”

The Queen of the Hairy-Chinned Gypsies fixes an even gaze on Iris. Her look is neither remorseful nor
angry. She'suglier than Ruth or Irishersdlf could ever be, shriveled and pocked, horny of hand, brown of
tooth. Sheleans on her canes asif she's been walking the same road these thousand years. She saysto
Iris, And what will you make of yourself?



But before Iris can answer, Margarethe isinterrupting her thoughts. Margarethe has had enough. She's
backing away from the frog-footed, the beasties, and the damned. "Y ou are &li'end, Luykas, to study
these Snners s0," she says. "L ook at

your work! In one room, holiness so perfectly portrayed that it borders on idolatry—in the next,
venomous evil, incarnate and walking among us. Y ou paint the beautiful and the ugly, but what of the
in-between?'

She'slooking for hersdf in apainting, asweadl do, thinksIris. Margarethe istrying to locate herself in the
world. She has been badly scared.

"Y oung Girl with Tulipsisin between," saysthe Madter, "the here, the now. Clara, ared girl of Holland,
rendered truthfully.”

"What isthe use of beauty? What is the consequence of this?' says Margarethe.

Iristhinks: For once Margarethe has forgotten her goa. She cameto look at these paintings to remark on
their interest to buyers. But she's gotten caught up in the ideas of them.

Margarethe steams on. "The beauty of flowers, the beauty of girls—even the beauty of painting, that'sthe
subject of your work. What about the beauty of goodness? What about the splendid act? The question
of Parcifd, the gesture of the Samaritan on the road? What about the widow who gives her only penny?"

The Magter says, softly and in chalenge, " And what would you know about that?"

In the courtroom of fiends, the gallery of God's mistakes, Margarethe squares her shoulders and answers
him. "Only he with the hobbled foot fully knows the beauty of running. Only he with the severed ear can
apprehend what the sweetest music must sound like. Our allments complete us. That wein our sinful
souls can even imagine charity—" She can't

THE GALLERY OF GOD'SMISTAKES

go on for amoment. "We may not aways be able to practice charity, but that in thisworld we can even
imagineitat dl! That act of daring requires the greatest talent, greater than any you possess—"

The Magter ishumbled by shrill Margarethe. "Asyou like," he says. "So be it. We all do what we can.
My job isto see, and testify."

The clamminess in the room becomes agpparent. Thereis no imp here, however hard Irislooks.
"What can have brought you to such a perverse obsession asthese!" says Margarethe.

"l look with regret, not prurience,” the Master says hotly. "And I'm not thefirst to do so." He pokes
about in a dope-shouldered wardrobe hunched in a corner, and he takes out a panel about two feet
square. "Thisoneisthe starting point. It'snot mine, | hasten to add. Strange panel of mysteriesand
miseries, isn't it? By one of the Flemish men. | bought it from the studio of Arentsz when | wasan
gpprentice in Amsterdam. One of the Boschs, | think. A study, incomplete on thetop left. Takeit upin
thelight if you want to look &t it."

"I don't think | do," says Margarethe. "Who could?'



"It'sfabulous and unsettling. A portrait of amagic world. | avoid looking at it for years at atime, and then
every now and then | scrutinizeit asif 1've never seenit before.”

"It makes my eyesache," says Margarethe.

But sheand Irisdrag it to atable and set it in the spring sunlight. "I'm not sure that these things are
suitable for you to see," says Margarethe in adull voice, but she's so curious about the busy painting that
sheforgetsto nudge Irisaway,

s0 they both examine the pandl. If thisisthe magic world!— or isit adream, or a prophecy of some
sort? The landscape is pink and blue, and broken out with strange mountai ns shaped like towers. But
each part of the landscape is equally near, and every part ishometo creatures, birds, flowers, and human
beings, in ridiculous and shocking conjunction.

A naked woman with the head of abird istrapped in aglass bubble. Two men without clothes blow
trumpets whose crowns disappear into one another's smooth behinds. A girl looks out over thelip of a
huge sunflower, trapped there. A man shits gold coins onto a hunk of bread that awoman is busy trying
to cram into her mouth. A baby with a bishop's miter pushes aman backward into awell. Demons cavort
carnaly with men, women, bear cubs, and plants. A sweet girl on her hands and knees seemsto havea
vine growing out from between her legs, and from the vine dangles a pear, an apple, and aviolin.

"Thisisapainting by the devil himsdf," says Margarethe.
"Look, Mama," sayslris. "Up inthiscorner.”

Theré'sadead man floating in abroad field of water. HE's naked, gray asthe flesh of old fish. Above him
ablack bird hovers on spread wings. The bird has pecked out the eyes of the corpse. Y ou can see both
eyesin the bird's beak, one next to the other, staring from the insignificant corner of the canvasright out
at the viewer. Out of dl the dozens of creaturesin Situations of distress, or perhapswild ddight—it's hard
to tell—these are the only eyesthat peer at the viewer.

"l can't look at thisany longer, my own eyesache,”" says Margarethe. "They boil with small ghosts. What
inthe world are we doing here, anyway?"
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"Y ou are coming to understand that | have no money to lend,” saysthe Master. "And nothing from this
gallery would interest the householder of Haarlem.” He doesn't sound pleased to turn her down, nor does
he sound sorry. "Put the painting back where you found it.”

"l won't touch that vilething," says Margarethe. "I'm agood Christian woman.”

"Oh, | see)" saysthe Magter. "Well, leave it there; Caspar will replace it whereit belongswhen he
returns”

"Cagpar,” says Margarethe. "'l suppose you've given him al the money you might have given me."

"He's my apprentice, not my banker,” saysthe Master. "Are you going to try to annoy meinto loaning
you money? Theré's none to loan. | have my own problems. Perhaps you should leave.” He beginsto
wave them away, asif he's sorry he haslet down his guard. "1'd thought you might learn some sympathy.
But it'smore of the same: The unfortunates of the world exist only to shore us up in our own high regard



of oursaves"

"Sententious foal, let God's judgment be on you and me both, and see how wefarel” cries Margarethe.
"Iris, come."

On theway home Margarethe rubs her eyes. "Damn! These eyes are bewitched. Caspar, and paintings
likethat in the house! They should be burned. Ruining ayoung man like that. WWho probably deservesto
be ruined. Oh, | see how Caspar haslooked at you. Don't be fooled. His attentions are al to distract us
from hisred tastes. I'm no ninny in the world, you think | don't know?"

Even more than the Master's catalogue of God's errors,

the old, scratched painting of peoplein amagic world has alarmed Margarethe.

Irissays, "Mama, thisisahard timefor you; | don't want to talk about Caspar. Let'sjust worry about the
ball, if indeed were going to go. Isn't there enough on our minds without berating other people?!

"Beauty hasno use a dl," says Margarethe, following her own thoughts. "It has no consequence. It lends
nothing to theworld. Y ou're better off without any, my poor daughter.”

Cinderdlla

Even safein the cozy nook, Claras becoming more and more inward. She twists her head away from the
front rooms as a matter of course, ducks her eyes when Mar-garethe arrives at the door to complain,
demand, or, once in awhile, mutter appreciation. Iriswatches, first with the eye of an artist and then with
the grudging heart of asster. Could abeauty like Clara nonethel ess be one of God's mistakes?

"Clara," she saysone day, "you're becoming anun before my eyes."

Claralooks up from the churn. Her face is white and glazed with the effort, but shewon't hand thejob
over to lristo help. "You can call me Sigter Cinderdlla," she says. "I'd be happy to take vows and live
under apromise of dlence, if | got permission for solitude.”

"We haven't yet begun to starve, thereé's no need of that," says Iriswith a proper horror.

"What choices have we, with Papain his collgpse and amadwoman at the helm of this household?' says
Clara

CONFESSIONS OF
AN UGLY STEPSISTER

"Don't say such things,” says ris, and then, despite hersdlf, isforced to clarify by adding, "I'm sure Papa
Corndlius

will recover.”

"So you don't argue about your mother's madness,” says Clara. Her acid tone contradicts the supplicating
position of her shoulders and bowed head over the churn.

"Don't ask such betrayasof me,” sayslris. "Please!” "Sheismad," says Clara. "Small stepsto the



madhouse ill get usthere at last.”

"Madhouse or poorhouse, what isyour choice?' says Iris, but she can't put her heart into the argument,
and she doesn't know why sheis defending her mother.

Clarajust looks up. "I don't propose that anyone's path in thislifeiseasy,” she says. "Why do we argue,
Iris?'Y ou and Ruth are al that's left to me of my old life, thelife that seemed would be troubled only by
an excess of happiness.”

"Y our father will recover,” sayslris, abit more kindly. Shelooksin the larder for flour so that she might
prepare some dough for bread, but there's only the merest dusting of flour in the earthenware jug. She
comes out to ask Clarawhere the day's flour has gone, has the bread dough been set to rise dready, but
sheforgets her task when she sees Claras shoulders shaking. "Oh, dear Sister,” says Iris, moving across
the room to her, "your father will recover!”

"He hardly knows me!l" says Clara. "Hiswholelifeiswiped away; it isasif hiseyes have been bled of
their memories, and they stare without seeing!”

"I know what that'slike," says Iris. She struggles over what to say next. "Grieving and worry take many
forms. It's
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amply akind of sickness, but unlike the plague or the pox; it's not fatal. Helll recover. Hewill! You'll see!
And you must do what you can to help him."

Clarablinksat her. In her life she hasn't often been asked to help. It's a proposition she doesn't seem to
comprehend. She moves beyond it. Wipes her eyes. "He's there but gone. His body iswarm and smells
of him, but no more than aheap of garments retains the aroma and the heet of the body when you step
from them to bathe. He hasn't given you much mind or much time, so how would you know, but I know:
Heisn't the man he was. He's hardly aman a all—just a collection of bodily habits, eating, breathing,
relieving himsdlf, muttering in his deegp. Don't you see how he's been reduced to nothing?”

"Thisisan indulgence, this pity and horror," says Iriscoldly. ™Y ou do what needsto be done, and hell
return to you. He's agood man and he's broken by worry, but he's not dead, Clara. Not the way my
father is dead.”

Iris pauses, the thought of the floating dead man, hiseyesin abird's besk—

—and goeson. "Givehimtimeto rest and al will bewdl.”

Clarasays, "You'reolder than | am, Iris, and you've seen sadness in your time, but you don't know
everything about the world. Leave meto my grief."

"I'll find the biggest key | can and lock you in your cloigter if you want," sayslris. "While you mope, at
least the madwoman is at work, hard as ever, to fix the dilemmawe are dl in! If you wereless critical
you might be more help!"

Claraloses her patience at last, and cdls out, "Ruth? Are you there, Ruth? Will you come and sing to me
asyou so



prettily can? Ruth? There's an annoying gnat in the kitchen, saying things | can't understand. | need to be
distracted. Ruth, come sing to me."

Ruth appears from some garden chore that has been given her, appropriate to her atention and her
manud skills. She smilesat Iris and she sinks down on her knees before the butter churn. She humsa
string of nonsense syllables, long ocean sounds unfettered by the pops and thuds with which redl words
gart and close. Still, the unfocused noiseis, in some vague way, musica, and Clara beginsto thump the
churnagain, intime.

Iristriesto say, "And what of me, what about what I'm sacrificing, now that I'm ordered to abandon the
sudio?' But the start of her sentenceislost in Ruth's noises, and she can't finish it anyway, for her thought
isjust as self-pitying as any Clarahas expressed, and Irisis ashamed.

Van Stolk and van Antum
W « *ake them! Takethelot! Good riddance to them!"

1 Creditors come and cart away the entire stock of tulip bulbs—sacks and sacks of bulbs, each bulb
rustling asif in its own paper parcel. Creditors a so take those flowers planted in sets of adozen and
twenty to the tub. Margarethe complains of soresin her eyes—"Ever since seeing that devil's painting of
the magic world, dl thoseimmora beasts and flowers!"—and she paws a her eyesin frugtration asif to
clear them of afilm, acrust. Nonetheless, she oversees the proceedings. She watches with agrim mouth,
and she orders Iristo make arecord on paper of every exchange. The language in which the commerce
iscarried out is salty or apologetic, but Margarethe never lowers her chin or her voice. Surely poor Papa
Corndius, dowly calcifying in his stupor on the bed, can hear through the bed curtains how Margaretheis
dismantling his estate. Whether he understands what he's hearing is, of course, another matter. He speaks
littleor not at dll.

But one day he does emerge, half dressed and dovenly-looking, at the sound of the raspy voice of
Nicolaes van Stolk. He's the man who approached Clara at her mother's buria, the barrel-chested citizen
who had cried the bad news on the night that the storm had threatened the ddlivery of the tulip bulbs. Van
Stolk has arrived with four sturdy lads to wander through van den Meer's house and look at the
furnishings. It ssemsthat van Stolk has paid off the brewers |oan to the van den Meers, and now the van
den Meersarein debt to him. He intends to make a proposal to Margarethe about what he might take
away in exchange for what isowed him.

"Y ou would harvest the very bones out of our skin, would you?" hisses Margarethe.

"They would do melittle good, for | couldn't resdll them for aprofit,” saysvan Stolk jovidly. "Good day,
van den Meer. Hard moments cometo usal.” He doesn't look asif hard moments have come to him any
timelady.

"Y ou needn't bother with thistiresome visitor,” says Margarethe to her husband, in what passesfor
charity, but isredly an attempt to hurry up her negotiation without interference. "' Go back to your couch
and I'll have Ruth or Iris bring you something warm to drink.” The girlstry to urge van den Meer away.

"Why you wandering through my house?' says van den Meer to van Stalk.

"| fancy afew of the paintings" saysvan Stolk. "They aren't dl of the highest cdiber, and paintings have
logt their v ue this season since the market is flooded with them. But
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I'll offer you afair pricefor afew lovely items, and deduct that from the amount that you owe me."

"Paintings,”" says Margarethe, interrupting what is bound to be her husband's objections, "they come and
go, asquickly asthe styles of clothes and the taste in predikants. We may aswell make room for
better-quality work, which well soon be able to afford. Why not relieve ourselves of alesser grade of
goods while we can—"

"Silence, you harpy," says her husband. "Get out of my house, van Stolk, before | force you out with my
figd"

"I will look at the painting of Y oung Woman with Tulips," saysvan Stolk camly, ignoring him. "To my
mind it'sthe only good piece here”

"You won't even look at it!" Van den Meer steps forward, and the step becomes arun. Even Margarethe
shrinks from the expected crash of two full-grown mae bodies. But the four youthslock their arms and
hold van den Meer back, and van Stolk crosses the hall and flings the door open asif he ownsthe
building.

"Hereitis, amgor work by aminor artist,” he cries. "Splendid as | remembered it. The subject inspired
the artist to heights of achievement helll never again match. It's hard to distinguish which ismore
magnificent, the beauty of the girl or the sengitive skill of the rendering—but | suppose it doesn't matter.
Thisiswhat art does, confuses the senses so to magnify the appreciation of the heart.” He peersat it
fondly, avaricioudy. "Those jewelsthe girl iswearing, aren't they Henrikas? They would fetch a pretty
price.

"I believe shewas buried in them," says Margarethe. "Don't think | haven't searched the drawers and
cabinets. If you careto dig up her corpse, you're welcome to them, provided our accounts get the proper
credit.”

Van Stolk laughs, amost admirably. "Y ou are afiend. Now, young fellows, scramble up on thistable and
unhook thework from thiswall."

"It'sthe most valuable piecein the house" says Mar-garethe dhrilly, repeeting for the fiftieth time the
phrase with which she's ushered dl recent visitors through the house.

" Since the house has been denuded of most of your husband's fine possessions, you're not saying much
when you say that," saysvan Stolk.

"l won't haveit!" roars van den Meer. Claracomesin from the kitchens at the noise. She claps her hands
on her cheeks. Her first responseisjoy, to hear her father address avisitor, but when she sees who the
vigtor is, and how agitated her father has become, she flings herself a him.

"Let it go from thishouse, Papa,” murmurs Clara. "Let him takeit; he'sonly ascavenger. Besides, | hated
it. It'sapainting of vain hopes, and does me no justice.”

"Y ou're dready changed from the girl in the painting,” cries her father. "L ook at you! A kitchen maid!
Margarethe, what are you doing to my child?"

Margarethe, arguing with van Stolk about the cost of the painting, pays him no mind.



"Comeaway," says Clara, "come away, Papa; you're hardly dressed.”
"My Clara," says her father, but when he reaches out his
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hands, it'stoward the smiling, beautiful child in the painting, not to the paler version of the same daughter
who now holds her arms about him. "Clara, don't leave me as Henrika did!" He beginsto sob.

"| dready have apotentia buyer for thispiece" saysvan Stolk as he organizes the painting to be
maneuvered out the door into the oring sunlight.

But van den Meer hasrdlied. He steps before the work and says, "I'll see about sdlling it to you in afew
weeks time, if | haveto. Y ou criticized me for engaging in speculation, and | see you are one of thefirst
to profit in thisdecline. Don't think me fool enough not to notice. But the painting isn't mineto give you
right now. If you take it from my house without my permission, the law will accuse you of theft. I'm
informing you about thisloudly and in the presence of wit-

NEesses.
"What are you speaking about?' saysvan Stolk.

"Luykas Schoonmaker the painter came to me last week and asked me for permission to borrow the
painting to show in the exhibit for the visiting Queen.”

"Y ou never told methig" says Margarethe.

"Y ou were out on some scheme. He came to the door and Clara showed him into my bedchamber,” says
van den Meer. "It ismy house, Margarethe, and my daughter, and my painting, and | agreed to the terms
of theloan."

"What terms are those? What is he paying?' says Margarethe. "Iris, write thisdown.”

"Heis paying nothing. Those are theterms,” says van den Meer. " Charity requires no less, and when we
giveup

charity, we give up our souls. Do you think | haven't learned anything in this hard year? There, I've said
what | haveto say. Remove the painting forcibly from these premises, van Stolk, and you violate the law.
I'll have the schout and his deputies on you at once.”

Van den Meer doesn't Stop to see what happens, but turns and mounts the staircase. Clarafollows,
holding out a steadying hand. Van Stolk muttersto Margarethe, "1 could ask for the very building if |
chose. Don't provoke me, Dame van den Meer, for thereisn't anything in your manner that calsforth a
warm response, even in the most kindly breast in town, which mine demonstrably isnot.”

Van Stolk hasn't been gone an hour before another knock on the door summons Margarethe. It'sthe
clothier again, Gerard van Antum, with some samples of lace and the first setting of undercoats and skirts
to fit upon Margarethe's bony hips. Iris shows him into the street room. "I could care for some sherry,” he
admits, when he has been bustling about Margarethe with pins and scrutinizing glances, heaving for

bresth. His plumpness doesn't help him in his professon. Heislike ahuge ambulatory



pi ncushion—overpadded.

"l believe we'rejust out of sherry,” says Margarethe. Sheinventsafit of coughing to hide the next
information, that there's nothing in the cupboard to substitute for sherry. Within afew days, at thisrate,
there will be no cupboard elther.

"Givemealook at the pretty young thing, then," says Gerard van Antum.

"Not till I have afinished costume,” says Margarethe.
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"Youforget," saystheclothier, "l dill havethe pinsin my hands.”

"And when you loose them in me, you will have sacrificed your wegpons, and it will be my turn,” says
Margarethe with aforced, gay laugh. "In lieu of sherry | will supply you with acup of cocoa, and laceit
with aflavoring capable of causing you to retch your liver up through your gullet.”

He drops his hands; pins spill onto the floor.

"Learn from me, Iris, I'm awitty conversationalist, no?' says Margarethe. "I'm practicing for when | meet
the Dowager Queen of France."

"Thematerial you chooseisvery becoming,” saysvan Antum in ahumbled voice.

"I'm delighted you gppreciate my taste," says Margarethe. Her eyes stareflintily out the window. "Y ou
catch the gossip that drops from every female tongue in the better streets of town. Why redlly isMarie de
Medici displaying her godson here?"

"He's reputed to have an eyefor the art of painting,” saysvan Antum. "Sherelieson histastein selecting
her last portraitist. And there are other reasons.”

"Pray tell."

But van Antum purses his mouth primly in Iriss direction. Margarethe Sghs and tries another approach.
"Clara?' shecdls.

Ruth lumbersto the door of the kitchen. "'l wanted Clara," says Margarethe.

"Ashgirl," says Ruth. Margarethe sarts at the sound of comprehensible syllables from Ruth's mouth.
"Aghgirl?' she says. She's not so much questioning Ruth's

words as the fact that they can be uttered at al. Her voice goes up the register asif enraged. "Asfogi'rl?

Claraappears then, pushing Ruth behind her into the kitchen to stem the tide of Margarethe's apparent
disapprova. "What isit?' she saystiredly.

"SincewhenisRuth ableto call you Ashgirl ?* says Mar-garethe.

"She'slearned to sing somewords," says Clara. "1 hardly know how."



"Y ou hardly know how, Ashgirl?' says Margarethe. " Charchild, Cinderfeet, you hardly know haw?"

"We spend much time in the kitchen," says Clara, "singing and telling stories. She's growing older, too,
and ligenswell.”

The clothier doesn't care about the improvement in Ruth's speech. His hands have dropped to the hem of
Mar-garethe's skirt, and he clutchesit asif to keep himsalf from rocking on hisknees straight onto the
floor. He has seen Claraonly once before, and that time she disappeared without aword. "Introduce
me," he muttersto Margarethe, and then hits her lightly on the ankle to get her attention. "Introduce me,
will you?'

"Oh, very well," says Margarethe. " Are we settled on the S.ze of the ruff, then, and your finding a set of
pearl dropsto fix in my ears? | can't locate Henrika's diamond pendants. I'll dig up her coffinif I must—"

Van Antum istoo transfixed to reply to this comic boast. "Hello," he murmurs, "hdllo hello.”

"Sowereagreed,” Margarethe continues. "Y es, then, | will tell you: Thisis my stepdaughter, Claravan
den Meer.
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Don't mind her filth; she enjoys nothing more than to pretend to be amaid. We cdl her Cinderdllaasa
game.

"Cinderdla," says Margarethe, asif to prove such, "Cinderdlla, don't stand there looking sullen. Say hello
to our own Gerard van Antum, and then, if you would be so kind, prepare for him anice warm tankard
of hot cocoa. Iris, go help her. Then, dear man, you can tell me more about Philippe de Marsillac and
why he needs help procuring abride.”

f
TKeNight Beforethe Ball

66Tt'sto bethemost stylish affair held in dl of the Protes-Atant Netherlands this year! And such sinful
excess and

expensa”

There are plenty of occasionsfor Haarlem folk to disapprove, Iris notices, but not many people who
receive the preciousinvitations actually turn them down. "Better to observe firghand — dl the family will
want to hear about the excesses' is the attitude most people take. And they keep the shoemakers busy
with new footgear cut from the latest patterns imported from Paris.

For many it'sagood timefor abal. Most of those who have suffered in the collapse of the tulip market
have sold out and fled, or else, like Margarethe, they are trying gamely to proceed asif the best
prospects lie ahead. And who'sto say thisisn't true? In the family of nations, the Netherlandsis gill a
fledglinginthenest . . . Sprung out of alocal gabble of smal farmers and fishermen, ahandful of
provinces has become a nation of international merchants
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who share agrowing sense of destiny. The brave market talk assertsjust this.
"Thosewho havefdlen will arise”

"Doesn't Holland get the freshest air off the ocean each day, and breathe the newest thoughts? Isn't the
ocean itself our own high road to be galloped acrossin steeds of timber and sailcloth?”

Who cares that the crones and the predikants, using separate sets of words, murmur jeremiads that too
much optimism is bad for the soul, and attracts perhaps more attention from God than, strictly speaking,
isdegrable?

But Marie de Medici isblowing into town like agaleon hersdf, with her godson, the profoundly
handsome and well-positioned Philippe de Marsillac. Heis said to have an eyefor painting, and his
godmother trusts his opinion. But how can it be that heisn't equipped to select awife for himsef? An eye
for painting aso suggests an eye for feminine beauty, surdy? Or ishe adow-wit?

Nonetheless, he has been seen, and so has she; Haarlem isn't that large that alarge person can easily hide
hersdlf or her nephew. And sheis gross and unbecoming, and he her oppositein every way.

Asthe great day draws nearer, Iris and Ruth succumb to the variousfittings thet the clothier ingstsare
necessary. Iris can seethat van Antum is smitten with the splendor of Claravan den Meer, and that
Margarethe limitshissight of Clarato afew moments at the end of each session. Even with her eyes
continuing to ache and fail, Margarethe directs such

occasonswith finesse. Shecdls"Cinderdlal™ to the back of the house and then arrests Claraas she
approaches, saying, "Don't move, I've dropped apin and you'll step onit.”

So Clara, backlit by the sunlight splashing in akitchen doorway and reflecting off newly washed tiles,
hoverslike a Catholic angel, her blond hair escaping its cap in animbus, her very arches poised to avoid
fdlen pins, giving her alook of onewho hasjust set down from heaven.

Margarethe plays Claraeven more deviousy when Nico-laes van Stolk comesto cal. It's become clear
that hisinterest in the painting of Y oung Woman with Tulipsissmply amask for hisinterest in the modd.
First Margarethe sends Ruth upstairs to sit with Papa Cornelius and make sure he doesn't get out of bed.
Then Irisiscaled in for the sake of propriety. Margarethe closes the doors to the fron



