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    In memory of the victims of de-institutionalization.  And for all the people who do the unglamorous work of taking care of others.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Nothing ends.  The problem for the living is that things go on."
- Geoffrey Trease
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Chapter 1
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Margriete woke in the freezing darkness to hear a sound like rushing water, as if the canal were flooding.  For a moment she thought the rain had started again, and then the sounds resolved themselves into shouts.  The roar got louder, and she could pick out the low shuffle of feet, and the high shouts, and an occasional thud of stone on stone.  Blasted young fools disturbing decent people, Margriete thought, and considered saying aloud.  She lay still for a moment, keeping her eyes closed and her breathing steady, trying to imagine the rush of the river in sunshine, the running feet as the pattern of a dance....Crack.  Someone had fired an arquebus.

Margriete sat up, swung her legs over the side of the bed, and felt her way to the window, aware that she was doing something foolish but too angry to care.  She had always liked having a room that looked out on the street instead of one of the inner ones facing the garden.  It made her feel alive.  But noise was one of the drawbacks.  "Shut up!" she yelled.  "People are trying to sleep!"

Her voice echoed around the stuffy room, but there was no way that it could reach the street.  She began to struggle with the shutters.  The wooden bar, damp with November rains, stuck fast.  Margriete threw her entire weight against it, heedless of injury, and felt it give.  The shutters swung back, just as Beatrix reached the top of the stairs, panting.  "What are you doing?"

The indignant inquiry of Margriete's downstairs neighbor was lost in the swelling uproar as the shutters swung back.  Moonlight and torches filtered into the little room, and the two old women, their eyes accustomed to darkness, had a suddenly vivid view of the mob in the street below.  "Sons of pigs!" Margriete screamed, hanging out the window.  "Be quiet, why can't you?"

"Margriete!" Beatrix was sobbing, dragging at her arm.  "How can you make a noise like that?"

"How can I make noise?" Margriete demanded, impatient with her neighbor's frequent tears.  "What about them?"

"The tercios are back." Beatrix moaned.  "They'll burn us in our beds.  Holy Mary, Mother of God, protect us!"  She sank to her knees babbling prayers, and Margriete, unencumbered and unsympathetic leaned out the window again, making use of her limited Spanish in case Beatrix turned out to be right.  "Malditos desgraciados!  Take your - " Thwack.

A stone clattered against the windowframe, inches from Margriete's head.  She drew back, still more startled than afraid, as it was followed by a mouldy cabbage.  She realized that most of the mob was heading along the canal to the Vrijdag Markt, coming from the shadowy outline of the castle.  But they seemed to slow and bunch around her window instead of merely pouring by.  For a moment she wondered why, and then she heard the crash of breaking glass, and saw the dark shadows of stones flung against the wall to her right.  "Long live the True Faith!"  She finally made out words in the cacophony of shouts.

"The chapel," Beatrix moaned.  "They're smashing the statues again."

For the first time Margriete felt a little shiver of apprehension.  "We have toleration," she said.  "The Prince of Orange and His Grace said so."  Her tone was not as convinced as it might have been, but Beatrix (so Margriete told herself hopefully) had never been sensitive to tone of voice.  After all, Margriete added silently.  It's been ten years since they destroyed the Cathedral.  More than ten years.  And the tercios are gone now.  There's no reason for it.  Not much reason anyhow.

A pebble bounced against the window ledge, and then rolled onto Beatrix's wimple.  The old woman snivelled.  Margriete seized the missile, flung it downwards into the crowd, and slammed the shutters closed, fear giving her strength.  "Damned heretics!  Picking on defenseless women!" she spat.  "Why don't they go after the fat priests?"

"Margriete!" Beatrix crossed herself, and sniffled.  "How can you s-say such a thing about m-men of G-God."

Fifteen years ago, Margriete would have answered, "because they deserve it" but time had made her prudent.  The Holy Office had been vicious in the last years of Spanish rule, and a woman who was neither young nor wealthy could be taken up as a witch all too easily.  And even without the threat of the inquisition, she owed her home, such as it was, to her good behavior.  If Master Pieter or the governors of Sint Lucas House heard any whisper that she was impious they might well expel her from the godshuis.  Like all the godshuizen, the "houses of God" for poor citizens, Sint Lucas had its rules and regulations, and foremost among them was the piety and devotion of its residents.  While its rules were sometimes irksome, the Sint Lucas godshuis was the only home she had.  She hoped anger had not made her too vehement with Beatrix.  "It's better to attack poor widows?" she demanded, hoping to turn Beatrix's thoughts.

The gambit worked.  Beatrix adored being a poor widow, and took every opportunity to feel sorry for herself.  "They'll murder us all," she moaned.  "Their God tells them that the weak should be trampled underfoot."

Under other circumstances Margriete would have smiled at this, remembering the Lutheran Wilfred whom Miguel had called "Fredo el filósofo" expounding on the similarities of Christian doctrine in front of a camp fire in the strange mixture of Spanish and German that the two men used for private communication.  But given the increasing frequency of crashes and cries outside the closed shutters, the situation was not funny.  "We're in brick buildings," she said, shortly because Beatrix's fear was infectious no matter how ridiculous it might be.  "They can't burn us.  And the gates are closed."

"B-but they'll s-smash the s-statues of Our Lady," Beatrix whimpered.

"It's already quieting down," Margriete snapped.  "Stop snivelling and go back to sleep."

Although she had spoken more to calm her hysterical neighbor than from conviction, Margriete was right.  By the time she succeeded in persuading Beatrix that the most sensible thing to do was go downstairs and go back to sleep, the only sounds audible were faint snatches of song.

Once more alone in the dark, Margriete worked her way under the blanket again and started to shiver.  The cold got into her bones nowadays, and the wool was more threadbare than it had been ten years ago when she had entered Sint Lucas.  She knew that sleep would not come now.  In their early days together Miguel had teased her that a regiment could march by without waking her, but now she seemed to sleep more and more lightly, as well as less and less.  She wondered what the mob had been so happy about.  They were happy, she was sure, in spite of the thrown stones.  They had yelled slogans, not obscenities.  And their roars were not accompanied by the screams of pain of their victims.  We'll find out in the morning, she told herself, rubbing her hands together and blowing on them.  But the morning would be a long time in coming, during the short days of autumn, and Margriete could not help trying to guess.  Optimistic guesses helped to keep her warm.  Perhaps news had come from Madrid.  Perhaps His Majesty had finally confirmed religious freedom for all.  Perhaps there would be real peace now, and the Protestant merchants would come back, and bring wealth back to the city.  Perhaps there would be no more war in the north.  Perhaps....

"Margriete!"  It was Beatrix, standing over her disapproving, the terrors of the night forgotten.  "Get up!  You'll be late for morning prayers."

Margriete sat up, hissing as the cold air invaded the blanket and made her back twinge.  She dressed as quickly as her protesting muscles would allow, and followed Beatrix down the narrow staircase to the room below.  Beatrix's home was the twin of Margriete's, except that the bed was made, the hearth was scrubbed, and the floor swept.  Like the upstairs room, it had a window on the street.  Opposite the window, a door lead into the cloistered courtyard of Sint Lucas House.  The two women left the little building, and hurried through the gray dawn drizzle along the path skirting the courtyard's garden to the chapel.  

The chapel was already full when they arrived, even though the bell summoning the residents of the Sint Lucas House to Matins had barely rung when they reached the doors.  Attendance at morning mass was compulsory, but usually the priest gave an unofficial grace period of a few minutes for the elderly residents, especially as the weather got colder.  This morning he needed to make no allowances for latecomers, but he did have to wait for anything resembling quiet.  The chapel was a handsome brick building, nearly new, and an ugly hole in the window facing the street had set Margriete's fellow pensioners gabbling excitedly, like a flock of geese in hunting season, Margriete thought with disgust.  

"...heard the noise in the night and said to myself 'it will be something like this...'"

"....young people today have no respect for what's right...."

"....no better themselves, for all they talk about the Spanish in Antwerp..."

"It would never have happened in the Emperor's day.  I remember the year he came...."

"I thought my hour had come!"  Beatrix had wormed her way into a circle of women, and stood quivering, not so much listening as waiting for a chance to speak.  When old Jenijn began to reminisce yet again about the tournament in which she had seen the old Emperor himself she interrupted without pity, knowing that the rest of her audience would be grateful.  "My window faces the street, and I could hear every movement of those hooligans!"

Liesbet, Anna and Lieve, who all had rooms at the back of the godshuis that faced onto the courtyard, fell silent with due respect for an eyewitness.  Even Jenijn was quiet, although in her case it might have been simply a feeling that she had lost her audience.  Beatrix continued with her drama.  "I went upstairs to warn Margriete.  She hadn't even realized the danger, and she had her window open, and a stone actually came through it."

The other women gasped in horror.  "But couldn't you close your window?" Lieve asked Margriete, her voice shocked.  "Was it so dangerous to even go near?"

"Of course I closed it.  Who do you think opened it?" Margriete snapped more than she intended to, partly because she was still sleepy, partly because she disliked being a prop in one of Beatrix's stories, and partly because she was both ashamed and angry to think that Beatrix had been right about the danger.  "I wanted to find out what was going on.  Does anyone know?"

There was an embarrassed pause.  No one wanted to admit that she too wanted to know what had happened.  Still less did anyone want to confess that she still did not know.  The lull in their conversation happened at the same moment as a break in several others, and Pastoor Joos, hearing his opportunity, cleared his throat loudly and launched into the mass.  No more talk was possible.

It was at moments like these that Margriete hated living in a godshuis.  She had always thought that the elderly inhabitants of Ghent's many homes for the poor were very fortunate.  After all, how many poor widows were given a home and a monthly food and fuel allowance, in return for nothing more than praying for the souls of the dead?  "A stroke of luck, if you can manage it," she had joked as a young woman, and even when she had entered Sint Lucas house it had seemed like luck, at least as far as anything could seem lucky in the hellish months after Miguel and Blanca had died.  She still knew that many were far worse off than she was, but there were times when she hated the soul-crushing monotony of life behind the protective walls.  No chance to go to the market and have a good gossip to find out what was happening.  No chance of making up for morning prayers by attending in the evening or vice versa.  Never any change from Beatrix's showy piety and Jenijn's quavering stories, and Lieve's unending quarrel with Susana.  No escape from the watchful eyes of Maria, Master Pieter's spy, and never any occupation to make the daily round of prayers and gardening and gossip more bearable.

She sat and listened to the mass, and wondered what was happening in the Vrijdag Markt.  Had the Spanish come back?  Or were they gone from the Low Countries for good?  Margriete felt a tightness in her chest.  There were whispers in the marketplaces that the Spanish army had done unforgivable things in Antwerp a year ago.  And some of Alba's mercenaries had been no better than highwaymen.  Still, for the Spanish to disappear the way some of the market women seemed to wish....This is my home now, Margarita, Miguel's voice echoed in her memory, over the chanting of Pastoor Joos.  Here, with you.

The hum of the familiar ritual was a monotonous drone like the cries of the market women as Margriete sat and thought.  She needed to get out to the Vrijdag Markt.  The women of Sint Lucas House were not allowed to go gadding about the city without reason.  Begging was as strictly forbidden as working, for all their needs were met.  She had no money to buy bread, and would have none until Sunday.  If the sky cleared later in the day she might plausibly do laundry, but though she had been a laundress in her youth, scrubbing sheets was hard work at her age, and no one would credit her being mad enough to do it in the rain.  That left her with only one option.  She had nothing to bring him, and she hated to go to Johan empty handed, since his master might think it a request for charity, but waiting for the city's gossip to filter through the gates of the godshuis was unthinkable.  Besides, Margriete thought.  I have to see that he's safe, after all the noise last night.

She took the trouble to make her bed, and tidy her room before leaving, unwilling to risk Maria denying her permission, but she did not bother to breakfast.  The rain had stopped, although the sky was still gray as she slipped out into the courtyard a second time that day.  Beatrix was working in her little garden plot, conscientiously mulching the soil.  (Beatrix loved her garden, and spent as much time as she could in it.  Margriete forgave her for endless stories about the delights of weeding and pruning in exchange for the extra endives that Beatrix was always able to coax from her tiny patch.)  But the rest of the godshuis gardens were deserted, although Margriete's was not the only plot that could have used more attention.  No smoke rose from the chimneys of the little white houses, although that was only to be expected.  It was All Saints Day, and Master Pieter, the representative of the Sint Lucas House governors, did not begin distributing cords of wood until the following Sunday.  The complex looked eerily deserted.

"Going out?"  To Margriete's surprise, the voice that greeted her at the archway leading to the street was not Maria's self-important bluster, but Old Jenijn's quavering tones.

Margriete nodded.  "That's right.  To visit my grandson, Johan," she spoke loudly, so that Jenijn would be sure to hear her.

Jenijn nodded.  "Nearly everyone's gone to see what the fuss was about.  Maria told me to wait here and watch the door."

"She's gone as well?"

"She told me it was to see Master Pieter about firewood.  I was to watch the door."  Jenijn sounded sad.

Margriete felt a sudden pang.  Jenijn was the oldest resident of Sint Lucas House.  She had lived there for fifteen years, longer even than Margriete.  She was too feeble to leave the grounds anymore, and she never had visitors.  Her children were dead, and her surviving grandchildren had moved away or forgotten her.  She claimed to remember the celebrations at the birth of the old Emperor, and would describe them at the drop of a hat to anyone who would listen.  Margriete knew she would be the last to find out what had happened because no one liked to talk to her.  She never seemed to listen, although Margriete had never been sure if that was because she was a little deaf, or simply not very interested in what other people had to say.  "I'll tell you all the news when I come back," she promised, regretting the words even as they came out of her mouth.

Jenijn thanked her without enthusiasm, but Margriete knew her words had been noted, and that she was committed to more time in the old woman's company.  She escaped into the street along the canal annoyed with herself for being trapped into talking with Jenijn, and ashamed of her own annoyance.  That's how they'll talk about me, when I get feeble, she thought, avoiding the horrifying idea that perhaps she was already talked about that way.  She would have a thousand times preferred to be hated for her sharp tongue and scandalous past than despised for her dullness and pitied for her decrepitude.

Margriete had intended to go first to the Vrijdag Markt to ask for news, but the spectre of being abandoned like Jenijn made her skirt the huge square and slip down one of the side streets to check on her grandson's wellbeing first.  Even away from the main square the town had a holiday air.  The streets were crowded, and the people talked and laughed loudly.  Some of the shops were even closed.  Margriete wondered for a moment what she would do if Johan's master had declared a holiday as well, but when she reached Willem Claus's narrow fronted bakery smoke was rising from the chimney, and the smell of fresh bread beckoned the strolling crowds as always.

Elisabeth, one of the master baker's daughters, was in the shop front attending a customer.  She recognized Margriete, and nodded to her when the other woman left.  "Good morning, Mrs. Daviles.  Johan's tending the oven, in back, if you'd like to see him."

"If he's not busy."  Margriete watched the young woman capably make a tally of the loaves her recently departed customer had purchased, and thought (not for the first time) how pleasant it was to see a healthy, prosperous, contented young thing like Elisabeth.  "I was afraid he'd be out.  It seems to be some sort of celebration today."

"You haven't heard the news?" Elisabeth was pleased to tell someone.  "It was decided by the aldermen and the Lord of Ryhove last night.  We're a Republic now.  Free and independent."

"A Republic," Margriete repeated slowly, unwilling to admit that Elisabeth was using a word whose meaning she did not know.  "Then the noise last night...?"

"News came late to the crews pulling down the Spaniards' castle," Elisabeth spoke easily.  "And they got a bit excited.  My father and Johan were at the Vrijdag Markt until late, I know that.  They say the predikants there were wonderful."  She sighed, eyes glowing.  "My father says it will be like in the old days, when guildsmen had a say in the running of the city, not like now, where it's all priests and foreigners.  And it will be a good thing for honest workmen to have someone to speak up for them.  'The laborer is worthy of his hire,' you know."

Margriete nodded, relieved.  Elisabeth's father, Willem, had been a friend of Johan's father, and was sponsoring his apprentice for full guild membership.  Margriete had been both proud and touched by Master Claus's agreement to take Johan as an apprentice when he was orphaned.  But Willem himself had cautioned her.  "Don't think guild membership means what it used to.  Since the Emperor destroyed the privileges in '40, we don't have a say in anything.  Lucky if we can set our own wages."  Margriete smiled, remembering the airs of the guild members' daughters in her youth.  "God and our Lady willing," she said.

For a moment Elisabeth looked annoyed.  Then she seemed to remember who Margriete was.  "I wouldn't know about that," she said, in the tone of voice people used to Jenijn and Beatrix, and that always infuriated Margriete.  "We don't hold with the old religion here, you know."

"It's just something my husband used to say," Margriete apologized.  She had not meant to embarrass the girl.

"Johan's in the back," Elisabeth was still courteous, but faintly offended.

Margriete nodded, and went to find her grandson, before the conversation became more awkward.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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Johan was pounding dough when his grandmother slipped into the warm kitchen.  He looked up from his work as she entered, and came to greet her wiping his hands on his apron, and leaning over to kiss her on the cheek.  She accepted the kiss with pleasure, thinking with comfortable satisfaction how tall and strong he had become.  Taller than his father, she thought.  As tall as Miguel.  He had Miguel's chestnut hair too, although his sharp, fair features were pure Flemish.  He fussed over her, and lead her to a bench along one wall with a friendly attention that made her brief fear of being like Jenijn seem very distant.  The giant ovens gave off a pleasant heat, and the air was perfumed with the smell of warm baking.  A little boy of about nine, who was clearly supposed to be watching the ovens, was playing with a tabby cat in one corner.  Margriete recognized him from previous visits as a new apprentice, like Johan the orphan of a friend of Master Willem's.  The baker had a thriving business, a fondness for children, and no sons.

"So you're here in quest of news?" the young man grinned, and returned to kneading as he spoke.

"I can't visit my only grandson just because I'm fond of him?" Margriete laughed, knowing he would not believe her if she pretended otherwise.

"Of course not," Johan retorted.  "Have you breakfasted?"  Without waiting for a reply he turned to the boy with the cat and added.  "Here, Lieven, stop playing with that filthy beast and see if there're any of yesterday's apple tarts left.  Tell Karlijne I said you could take two - and eat one."

The boy scampered off, looking notably cheered by the end of Johan's speech.  When he was gone, Johan turned back to his grandmother, his face serious.  "What have you heard so far?"

"That the guilds are going to finally take a hand in running the city again," Margriete replied, and summarized her conversation with Elisabeth.

Johan was nodding by the time she finished.  "They say the aldermen will be all elected by guildmembers," he said, voice solemn and eyes shining.  "And Ghent's old privileges will be restored.  We'll be the capital of Europe; the center of trade, of learning, of culture, just like in the old days."

For some reason, Margriete was discomfited by his enthusiasm.  "The guilds ran the city when I was a girl," she said dryly.  "It wasn't quite a paradise on earth then."

"But that was because the Church took everything," Johan argued.  "And the Emperor for his foreign wars.  But now we'll be the center of the new faith as well."

"That would be why some malcontents broke the chapel window of Sint Lucas House last night?" Margriete demanded, irritated.  "All this 'new faith' of yours seems to be good for is smashing things."

Johan had the grace to look abashed.  "You know I don't have anything against the old religion," he mumbled.  "But Master Willem and Mistress Ermentrude are Calvinists.  And Karlijne too.  And if Karlijne's parents thought..." he trailed off, looking pleading.

Margriete sighed.  Johan had no memory of his own father, a journeyman baker who had died when he was only three.  His mother, Blanca, had succumbed to fever five years later, only a few months after her own father's death.  Margriete, newly widowed, grieving for her daughter, and with little standing between her and starvation, had been grateful to Willem Claus, who had offered to take her grandson as an apprentice.  The master baker had been as good as his word to raise Johan as family, and the boy had converted to Master Willem's religion shortly after his sixteenth birthday.  Margriete, who had even then suspected that Johan's new Calvinist convictions had something to do with Willem's youngest daughter Karlijne, had said nothing.  Neither had Karlijne's parents, beyond letting it be known, in a general way, that although Karlijne was of course still far too young, they would have no objection to her eventually marrying a steady young man, of Calvinist faith, who was a full guild member in his own right and had saved a little money.  Since Johan was still only nineteen, and earning decent wages from the bakery as a journeyman, he had good grounds for hope.  "Those thugs scared Beatrix into fits," Margriete said, more moderately.

"It's an ill wind that blows no one good," said her irreverent grandson.

"We're supposed to have toleration," Margriete reminded him.  "And glass is expensive."

The boy's face twisted for a moment.  "It's all very well for Orange to talk about 'toleration'" he scoffed.  "He slunk away to hiding and left us when the damned Spaniards burned Nicolaas and the rest."

"You're half-Spanish yourself!" Margriete was angry, because she remembered the scent of burning flesh lingering over the Vrijdag Markt, and her own shame and fear.

"I'm not!"

"Well, your mother was."

Johan stopped, still looking angry, and Margriete felt a little tremor as she realized that he was ashamed of Blanca.  Ashamed of me, she thought.  By a trick of memory she remembered his mother as a young child, returning from the well in the public square with her bucket spilled and her face streaked with tears.  "They said I was dark and ugly like the devil because my mother was a bad woman.  Why am I dark and ugly, mama?  Will my hair be yellow when I grow up?"  Miguel had taken Blanca on his knee that evening when he came home and told her that she was named for a beautiful princess, with hair as black as ebony and skin as white as snow, and sung stories to her until she had fallen asleep.  They had married soon afterwards, after Michiel had survived the infant fever, in gratitude for his survival, and because they had wanted the boy to have the opportunities only open to legitimate children.  But Miguel had never abandoned her, not after the convulsions that had killed little Michiel, not after the little boy who had been born dead, or even after her miscarriage.  She had been a respectable wife and widow for so long now that she had almost forgotten the old slurs.  It hurt her to see them again in Johan's eyes.

Margriete wondered, not for the first time, what, if anything, Johan's mother had told him about her own girlhood, and what he had understood and remembered.  She knew that she owed her current home at Sint Lucas House purely to the temporary sympathy caused by the manner of Miguel's death.  She vividly remembered her interview with Master Karel (Master Pieter's predecessor).  He had hemmed and hawed and shuffled papers and finally announced that some of the governors disapproved of admitting a Magdalen to what was (according to the founder's explicit will) intended to be a refuge for pious widows of good character.  However, in light of her years of chaste conduct, and the tragic nature of her late husband's death, they were willing to make an exception, provided that she behaved with exemplary piety in the future.  Margriete had accurately translated his circumlocutions; they thought she was a whore, but at least she was a Catholic and they would pay for her maintenance because they felt guilty about what the mob had done to Miguel.  When she had enough emotional scar tissue to think of Miguel and Blanca without weeping, and even accept that there was a kind of grim humor in the fact that people labelled the year of their deaths "the Miracle Year," Margriete was able to appreciate the fine timing that had allowed her to slip into Sint Lucas.  Six months later, after the arrival of the Duke of Alba, and the reprisals against the church-smashing mobs turned the most devoutly Catholic Gentenaars into patriots, the meekest and most virtuous widow of a Spanish soldier would have been left to starve to death in the street for betraying her people.  The thought had occurred to her with particular force during a homily by Father Joos based on the text "the Lord will provide."  He provides, Margriete thought.  But that doesn't mean His provisions are always kind.  Oddly, the thought had comforted her.  An unfailingly benevolent and compassionate God seemed too good to be true.

"I'm sorry," she said to Johan, more moderately.  "I suppose I was frightened last night.  It was too much like when your grandfather...."

The young man nodded, grave.  "They're pulling down the Spaniards' castle," he confirmed.  "But everything is being done legally.  It's all orderly.  There's nothing to be afraid of."

It was on the tip of Margriete's tongue to say the Duke of Alba had burned all of his victims "legally" and in an orderly manner as well, but she refrained.  It was sweet of Johan to comfort her, as if the reassurance of a boy his age carried any weight.  She wanted reassurance, and she wanted him to want to give it.  She thanked him, thinking again of Jenijn, and wondering if he would remain so attentive and kind as he grew up, had a wife and family and cares of his own, and as she grew older and more infirm.  The rest of her visit was friendly and trivial.  She stepped upstairs to say hello to Mistress Ermentrude and her younger daughters, who received her kindly, and were as eager as any of the ladies of Sint Lucas to talk over the events of the previous night.  They added nothing new of note, but at least by the time Margriete left she had the satisfaction of feeling that she had thoroughly explored every possible rumor and implication about the new Republic of Ghent.

Sint Lucas House was no longer empty when she returned.  The other residents had sought out friends or relatives, or simply wandered in the marketplace until they too had gleaned information, and the same topic was rehashed again at the noon meal.  Margriete was able to feel annoyed at the repetitive discussion, and resume her usual distance from the other women of Sint Lucas.

It gave Margriete a certain bitter amusement to see how precisely the widows reactions varied according to temperament.  Beatrix was convinced that a frenzied mob was going to smash every church in the city.  Anna (who never tired of boasting of her nephew, the deacon) protested that the return of exiled Protestants would mean the seizure of lands "that His Majesty granted to loyal Catholics, like Bernhard."  Susana worried that the "lower elements" would cause a "decline in standards."  (Susana had been housekeeper to a great lady, and "standards" was her favorite phrase.  She was very much in favor of the godshuis "maintaining high standards."  Margriete disliked her less than Beatrix only because she lived across the compound, and they had less to do with each other.)  Maria was afraid the Spanish would take terrible reprisals once the rebellion was crushed, and Katrine was afraid of pitched battles in the streets.

Margriete listened to their fears with a mixture of annoyance and condescension.  Cackling like hens, she thought.  She remembered her promise to Jenijn and left the gossiping group with a sense of satisfaction.  She crossed the courtyard looking for the oldest inhabitant of the godshuis with a conscious feeling of virtue. She was not babbling alarmist fantasies like a helpless old woman.  She was going to visit an elderly lady and spend time with her, a purely charitable act.  The sort of charitable act performed by young people for old people.

Jenijn was in bed, huddled under the blankets for warmth, but sitting up, when Margriete entered.  She turned her head as the door opened, and smiled when she made out who it was.  "Hello, Margriete.  How good of you to come."  Her voice shook slightly, but her eyes were clear.  "Is your grandson well?"

"Yes," Margriete nodded.

"And the master baker?"

"Well."  Margriete looked around for a stool.  Jenijn's room was bare, far emptier than most of the rooms at Sint Lucas.  The old woman had come with little, and over the long years in the godshuis much had been sold to buy extra fuel and covers.  But there was still one stool in the room, heavily caked with dust.  Jenijn had few visitors, and she was too frail to clean the place properly now.

Margriete sat anyway, listened to Jenijn's mind-numbingly detailed questions about Johan and the Claus family and worked at concealing her boredom.  The old woman made a seamless transition from Johan's prospects as a guild member to her own great-grandson in Eeklo, to Anna's fears for her nephew Bernhard, and the other women's reaction to the day’s news.  She denounced Anna as greedy, Maria as foolish, and Katrine as cowardly.  Margriete gritted her teeth, and said nothing, although she itched to defend the other inhabitants of the godshuis from the old woman's petty viciousness.  It wasn't that Jenijn was wrong in her assessment.  She was just so irritatingly certain that she was right.  Fortunately, Jenijn's nearsightedness meant that Margriete did not have to control her expressions, so she grimaced to her heart's content.  When Jenijn got up to detailing how the other women of the godshuis never paid proper respect to her opinions Margriete took a good long breath of dust and started sneezing.  She hated agreeing with Jenijn.

"Spanish soldiers and seized church rents!" Jenijn coughed.  "Soldiers and priests can take care of themselves.  But what's going to happen when they close Sint Lucas, that's what I'd like to know?"

"I'm sure there's no danger of that," Margriete said, trying to be reassuring, and wondering how it was that even when Jenijn was worrying about the benefit of all the inhabitants of the godshuis she still managed to sound completely self absorbed.

"They don't believe in charity, the Calvinists," Jenijn said gloomily.  "They'll put us all to work, or leave us to starve.  The Lord knows I'll go quickly, at my age, but you young ones....it will be a hard life for you."

Margriete smiled at being counted as a "young one" and spoke with some good humor.  "Sint Lucas is a private foundation," she reminded Jenijn.  "They couldn't tamper with the founder's will, even if they wanted to.  And why would they want to close the godshuizen anyhow?  It's not costing them anything."

"You wait and see," Jenijn prophesied gloomily.  "Just you wait and see."
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Chapter 3
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"Patience, Ladies!  The Lord will provide!" Pieter Heijndrickxssen, square and ruddy-faced, faced a gaggle of indignant widows in the courtyard of the godshuis.  He thought that he heard scandalous old Mrs. Daviles mutter "provide what?  Shrouds?" under her breath, but he decided to ignore her.  "There is a temporary legal dispute about the assets of Sint Lucas..." he began again.

"It was below freezing last night!" Beatrix Brouwere interrupted.  "And some of us have windows that face onto the river."  There was a murmur of agreement.

"It isn't Christian charity to deny poor widows their firewood," that was Anna van  Leuven.

"We have the right to maintenance under the founders' will..."

"It's simple justice..."

"Jenijn is sick."  Once again, Margriete Daviles's quiet voice made itself heard under the others' more strident complaints.  "She needs hot food, and we can't make it without a fire."

Master Pieter sighed.  "I'll see what I can do about immediate relief today," he said, wondering what his wife would say about his purchasing fuel for all the godhuis residents for the second week in a row.  The children would complain if they ate no meat again this week.  But he certainly was not going to dip into their savings to buy fuel for the widows, now that his future employment with the godshuis was so uncertain.  "It won't be the full amount," he cautioned aloud.  "But I'm sure that you'll all receive your full due as soon as the lawsuit is settled."

He left the courtyard as quickly as possible, their protests ringing in his ears.  When the firewood is delivered they'll complain that it's not enough, he thought.  They always complain that it's not enough.  Master Pieter liked being the director of Sint Lucas.  It was a job that reminded him of his years at university, and the career he might have had if he hadn't met Emilia and decided to get married.  But there were times when he felt as if the job was a snare.  He had received the position not because he was qualified (although he definitely thought that he was) but because he was a distant cousin of Christian van Hoven, the great-grandson of the founder of Sint Lucas Huis, and Christian knew that he had needed the money.  I should have found a post as a secretary, the harassed director thought.  Any number of guilds probably need a man trained to do accounts.  Or a lord with lands in the countryside.  Why didn't I look for something else to do when I had the chance?

Cursing himself for an idiot, Master Pieter reached the Korenlei, the quay where the old guild hall of the free boatmen sat, its stone facade gleaming white in the gloom of the overcast day.  He headed up the stairs and knocked.  A boy of about fifteen, wearing a cap with the new coat of arms of the city, opened the door.  "Can I help you?"

"Pieter Heijndrickxssen.  Here to see Karel Debrug."  The director of the godshuis noted the boy's cap, and volunteered no more information.

"He's at his desk."  The boy waved a hand vaguely into the dim hallway, where there were at least half a dozen men scattered among heavy desks and chests that had the permanent look of pieces of furniture too heavy and in too constant use to be moved.

Pieter threaded his way among the desks and found a gray haired, heavyset man carefully copying something into a ledger at one of them.  The man looked up as he approached.  "Pieter!  Good to see you."

Their greetings were brief, but cordial, the friendly contact of two men who took their jobs seriously and appreciated seriousness in others.  Karel was courteous enough to ask after the director's family before introducing business.  "So, do you have the payment for the last shipment yet?"

Pieter reddened slightly.  "Not just yet.  I'm sure by the end of next week.  But I wondered if we could put in another order for firewood?  On credit?"

"I'd like to help you, Pieter," Karel frowned.  "It's God's work you're doing with those women.  But now, with things so disturbed...."

"We've paid on time and in full, for years," Pieter reminded him quickly.  "All we need is credit for a few weeks, until this business of the van Hovens gets sorted out."

"What is going on, exactly?" Karel demanded.

"It's that Cornelius van Hoven," Pieter did his best to keep his voice neutral, aware of the many ears around him, most belonging to proud guild members and supporters of the Republic.  "He's a Calvinist.  He left the city in '66.  He's been in the north with the Prince of Orange, and he came back on All Saints Day.  They say he's close to Jan van Hembyse.  And to His Grace, the Lord of Ryhove."

"So?" Karel looked bewildered.  Having a member of the founding family of Sint Lucas friendly with the new rulers of the city should hardly create financial problems for the godshuis.

"He's a bit...rigid in his beliefs," Pieter picked his words carefully.  "The founders’ charter states that the widows are to pray for the souls of all van Hovens in Purgatory.  Cornelius van Hoven says he won't have his family associated with the -er- old religion."  The exact quote Pieter had heard was "associated with the Antichrist of Rome" but he saw no need to make incendiary remarks, especially since he did not know where Karel's allegiance lay.  "He's suing his brother and the governors for control of the godshuis, and he's got a judge to freeze our assets in the meantime.  It's just temporary," Pieter added quickly, seeing Karel's expression.  "I'm sure that Christian and Cornelius will work something out.  They're brothers after all."

"I'd like to help," Karel repeated slowly.  "But this sounds like the sort of thing that could go on for years."

"For the love of God, man, the old ladies will starve if it goes on for even one year!" Pieter allowed some of his desperation to show.  "I'm just trying to prevent them from freezing now.  I'll pledge security personally for this month's fuel, if I have to."

Karel nodded.  "I'll take another order," he said.  "For a month.  But that's all."

Pieter nodded, relieved.  "And delivery tomorrow, of the first installment?" he demanded.

"As you wish."  Karel drew a heavy leather book toward him, opened it to a clean sheet, and began to record the details of the transaction.  To Pieter's secret relief the shipper drew up a contract which read, "in the event that the godshuis of Sint Lucas fails to pay the stipulated amount within six months, Pieter Heijndrickxssen, director of said godshuis, pledges to pay 80% of the total owed, from his personal goods and fortune."  He had been afraid that Karel would insist on making him completely liable for the godshuis.  He wondered if Karel had drawn the contract up that way out of some pity for their long relationship, or because he genuinely believed that the dispute between the van Hoven brothers would be settled within six months.  Even eighty percent would wipe out what he had set aside for Treesje's dowry.  The Lord will provide.

The light gray clouds were already darkening into the charcoal gray of evening when Master Pieter left the guild hall and turned away from the river toward his home.  The wind whistled between the narrow buildings, making his cloak fly out behind him and impeding his progress.  He held it closed with one fist, and kept another frozen hand on his hat, as he hurried along, involuntarily still thinking of the inhabitants of the godshuis.  So Jenijn Demeuse is sick, he thought.  So what?  She must be nearly eighty now.  She'll die soon anyway.  She's better out of it, poor old thing.  He remembered that on his previous week's inspection he had found one of Margriete Daviles's quilts in Mrs. Demeuse's room.  Mrs. Daviles was probably passing some cold evenings.  Unless she has memories to keep her warm, he thought, with a momentary grin, and then reproached himself for thinking uncharitable thoughts about an old woman.  He had no evidence that what Anna van Leuven and the others whispered about her past was true.  But if she had been a fallen woman it couldn't hurt to hope that her memories kept her warm in the absence of firewood.  At least so far he had been able to make sure that all the women received their daily allowance of bread.

The Heijndrickxssen family lived in a narrow three story house close to the old belfry.  The smell of woodsmoke greeted Pieter as he reached home, comforting him and pricking his conscience at the same time.  He could see flickers of candlelight behind the dark window panes.  The full moon of a little face was pressed into a lower window, and he was unsurprised when the oak paneled door swung open before he could fumble for his keys.  "Hi, Pap!"  Pieter's first-born was on hand to greet him.

"Hi, Lucas," the director of the godshuis shut the door against the wind, and rumpled his son's blond head, reflecting as he did so that the boy had been named for the godshuis that had provided good fortune to the family.  "How are you?"

"Hungry," said the boy, holding out his arms to take Pieter's cloak, and hang it up.  When Pieter had gotten rid of his hat and cloak, Lucas pulled him into the Hendrijckxssen's main room with one hand, pushing aside the heavy tapestry that hung in front of the door to screen the room from drafts with the other.  "We've been waiting for you."

"Sorry.  I had to work late."

"Mama gave Piet and Wim their dinner already," Lucas spoke as one who has a grievance.

"They're little," his father pointed out.  "They don't know how to wait yet.  You're almost a man now."

Pieter willingly followed his son into the wider room beyond the draft curtain.  Places were already laid at the table, and a heavy covered bowl was steaming gently in the center of the long table.  Pieter sniffed.  It smelled of stew, thick and rich with leeks.

His wife and daughter were sitting in their usual places, on the bench near the fire.  Little Wim's cradle sat at one end of the table, at a safe distance from sparks, but near enough to Emilia that she could catch up the baby easily if he cried
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