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			The King’s Anatomist

			“We are not privy to the stories behind people’s actions, so we should be patient with others and suspend judgment of them, recognizing the limits of our understanding.”

			—Epictetus
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							University of Leuven (Louvain), undergraduate degree.
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							Creates Tabulae anatomicae sex—six anatomical drawings, three by Vesalius and three by the Flemish artist Stephen van Calcar, a student of Titian.
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							Embarks on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land with wife and daughter; they leave him in France and go back to Brussels. Vesalius continues on to the Holy Land.
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							On his return, dies on the Greek island of Zante (now called Zakynthos).
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							1514-1564

						
							
							Flemish physician and anatomist. With publication of De humani corporis fabrica in 1543, he ultimately becomes known as the “father of modern anatomy.”

							Second edition published in 1555.

						
					

					
							
							Antoine Perrenot de Granvelle

						
							
							1517-1586
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							Anne van Hamme Vesalius

						
							
							Died c.1600

						
							
							Daughter of Brussels municipal official. Wife of Andreas Vesalius.

						
					

					
							
							Anna Vesalius
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							Daughter of Andreas Vesalius.

						
					

					
							
							Philip II of Spain

						
							
							1527-1598
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							Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor

						
							
							1500-1558
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							Gemma Frisius
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							1505-1574

						
							
							Physician and famed Galen scholar. Teacher of Vesalius at University of Paris medical school. 
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							1489-1555

						
							
							Teacher of Vesalius at University of Paris; fervent adherent of Galen; launched vicious attacks on Vesalius after Fabrica appeared.

						
					

					
							
							Ambroise Paré

						
							
							1510-1590

						
							
							French barber surgeon who became a pioneer in battlefield surgery and wound care.

						
					

					
							
							Johannes Oporinus

						
							
							1507-1568

						
							
							Basel-based publisher of the Fabrica, 1st and 2nd editions. Was secretary to Paracelsus for several years.

						
					

					
							
							Paracelsus

						
							
							1493-1541

						
							
							Swiss physician, religious mystic, and alchemist.

						
					

					
							
							Stephan van Calcar

						
							
							1499-1546

						
							
							Netherlander artist from studio of Titian; artist for Tabulae anatomicae, and likely artist for the Fabrica.

						
					

					
							
							Girolamo Cardano

						
							
							1501-1576

						
							
							Italian physician, mathematician, and astrologer; cast horoscope of Andreas Vesalius.

						
					

					
							
							Leonardo da Vinci

						
							
							1442-1519

						
							
							Italian artist, sculptor, engineer, anatomist.

						
					

					
							
							Francesco Melzi

						
							
							1491-1570

						
							
							Disciple of da Vinci; inherited all of his notebooks and drawings, including anatomic drawings.

						
					

					
							
							Gabriele Fallopio

						
							
							1523-1562

						
							
							Assumed anatomy chair Vesalius vacated at University of Padua. Renowned anatomist in his own right, and a supporter of Vesalian anatomy. The two never met.

						
					

					
							
							Girolamo Fabrizio

						
							
							1537-1619

						
							
							Assumed Padua anatomy chair upon death of Fallopio.

						
					

					
							
							Vitus Tritonius Athesinus

						
							
							 unknown

						
							
							Student and friend of Vesalius at University of Padua.

						
					

					
							
							Hendrik van der Meeren
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							Son of a minor nobleman from the Netherlands town of Zavanthem. 
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			Preface

			Europe entered the sixteenth century pulled by powerful crosscurrents. The continent was in a state of almost constant warfare, largely over one kingdom’s claim on the land of another. Peace agreements and alliances were fragile at best. Enter the Protestant Reformation in 1517: Martin Luther and others challenged the Catholic Church over its structure, practices, and theological principles, provoking decades of religious division and violence. At the same time, the population was recovering from the decimation of the Black Death in the mid-1300s—even as plague outbreaks continued to occur. The feudal system persisted but was in decline; administrative and merchant classes grew in size and influence along with the growth of cities as population and economic centers. Advances in transportation led to increased trade and the rise of a craftsman class to produce goods. 

			The invention of the printing press by the German Johannes Gutenberg in the mid-fifteenth century revolutionized the spread of information, ideas, and culture. Art and architecture reached new heights. Scholars were caught up in the Renaissance obsession with the rediscovery of the lost writings of ancient Greeks and Romans, and held up those ancients as paragons of knowledge and wisdom. 

			In this Renaissance environment, Andreas Vesalius completed his medical training in 1536. The final authority in medicine was the Greek physician Galen, whose writings went virtually unquestioned in the thirteen centuries since his death; the Renaissance medical student was expected to gain a comprehensive understanding of medical practice as Galen originally set it down. 

			Galen likewise set the standard in human anatomy, though he did few human dissections, basing most of his work on animal dissections. Vesalius found himself grappling with Galenic dogma, his own anatomic observations, and how best to teach anatomy. 
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			Astral Twins 

		

	
		
			Brussels

			16 January 1565

			The glimmering of first light seeping through the curtains of my bedchamber was enough to pry my eyelids open. I was loathe to give up the warmth of my quilt, but the pain between my shoulder blades would not ease until I did. I forced myself up and perched on the edge of my bed, waiting for my mind to clear. I had passed through another restless night, and my first thoughts of the day landed once more on an anguish that had been building for months.

			Andreas, you are despicable. Where in hell’s name are you? Had you no inclination in the past year to jot something down to me, if not to your wife and daughter? Anne, Anna, and I are forced to live with daily worry about you. When you get back from your inane pilgrimage I will embrace you and then l will thrash you bloody.

			I pulled a robe over my bedclothes and made my way downstairs, greeted by the familiar stiffness in my knees. The house was cold, but in the study Marcus had already seen to the stove and lighted candles. I would snuff them out when there was enough sunlight, the clouds over Brussels permitting.

			I closed the door behind me to trap the heat and sat at my desk, strewn with diagrams and calculations from the day before, none of which had advanced my thinking. I pushed them aside and opened the drawer where I kept all the letters I had ever received from Andreas. I reached for the last few from the top of the pile, but then withdrew my hand and shoved the drawer closed. I knew them by heart anyway. 

			Just then Marcus brought breakfast and set it down on a small table by the window, away from my books and papers; they had suffered enough from errant drips of butter or morsels of fish. I looked forward to my cup of chocolate—a smoky, bittersweet brew made with milk and ground cacao seeds from the New World that I acquired at considerable expense, and which I now find hard to do without. I brought the cup to my nose and drew in its vapors as I peered through the window at my small garden in its desolate winter sleep. A few sparrows poked at the bare ground. My eyes landed on the young oak tree in the center of the space, a gift from Andreas when I bought this house. 

			How we would laugh about being astral twins! In truth, we were born in the early morning hours of December 31, 1514, just a few blocks apart—the sun, moon, stars, and planets all tugging equally from the heavens at our squirming bodies as we escaped our mothers’ wombs.

			But astrologers might not want to hold us up as examples of the phenomenon. Out of a hundred men you would be among the shortest, I among the tallest; you are as stocky as a barrel, I thin as a fence post; your hair curly and dark, mine straight and the color of straw; your eyes dark brown, mine pale blue.

			I took a sip of chocolate and watched a jay land in the tree and depart.

			You charged ahead into the world, Andreas; I peeked at it from a safe corner. Your great textbook of anatomy brought you fame along with a good measure of infamy. You have served as physician to an emperor and a king. I toil with mathematics in obscurity. And yet we are as brothers to each other—or are we still? Your silence shakes my belief.

			A pounding on the front door shook me from my daydream, and I heard Marcus rush from the kitchen to answer. I sighed and waited to see who would come calling at this hour. 

			The door opened to a booming voice. 

			“By the grace of the Holy See, I bear an urgent post from His Eminence Cardinal Antoine de Granvelle for Jan van den Bossche of Brussels.”

			Antoine never used a papal courier to post letters to me; what could it be that required such fanfare? Over Marcus’ protests, the courier insisted upon delivering the letter to my hand. I went to the door to spare Marcus any further conflict with this fellow, annoyed that my chocolate would be cold when I got back to it. At the door, a gust of wind caused me to gather my robe tightly, but my bare legs felt the chill. 

			The courier and I examined each other eye to eye. His outline nearly filled the doorway, his uniform and red beard muted by dust. Despite the cold, his horse was lathered; it was the last of many relay mounts in a week of hard riding from Ornans in eastern France. For his part, the courier faced an unshaven man of advancing years with naked legs emerging from his nightclothes—not the image of a gentleman with whom a Prince of the Church would associate. 

			He repeated his message: “I bear an urgent letter from His Eminence Cardinal de Granvelle for Jan van den Bossche at this address.”

			“You have found him, Sir.”

			He broke his unblinking stare and produced the letter from his shoulder bag. He touched his cap and without another word mounted his horse and trotted off. What an odd fellow.

			Marcus nudged me inside and closed the door against the cold. Standing in the hallway, I broke Antoine’s seal with no small amount of curiosity. Enclosed in this letter was another, with its seal—a royal seal—already broken. Puzzlement turned to dread as I read Antoine’s letter:

			8 January 1565

			Dearest Jan,

			I weep as I write this letter. I can relay this news no more clearly than His Majesty himself has relayed it to me, nor do I have the courage to repeat it. 

			It is my duty to inform Anne Vesalius. She will receive a letter on the same day you read this.

			Your devoted friend,

			Antoine

			My hands trembled as I opened the king’s letter.

			16 December 1564

			Madrid

			To His Eminence Cardinal de Granvelle,

			With deepest regret, we inform you of the death this 15 October past of Andreas Vesalius of Brussels, on the Greek island of Zante under the jurisdiction of the Republic of Venice, during his return from the Holy Land. The sad news of your friend and our distinguished Physician reached us yesterday from His Excellency the Ambassador of Venice. 

			We are informed that Doctor Vesalius contracted an illness at sea, and succumbed shortly after being brought ashore. He was laid to rest with Catholic rites at the church of Santa Maria della Grazie on that island. Our prayers include his wife and daughter, who, as you have previously reported to us, left him in France on the outbound journey to the Holy Land and returned to Brussels.

			We are consoled in knowing that his pilgrimage will speed him to his rightful place in Heaven, having already secured his earthly legacy in his profession and in his service to the royal families of the Holy Roman Empire and Spain. 

			With our profound condolences,

			Philip II

			King of Spain

			Lord of the Netherlands

			King of Castile

			Duke of Milan

			My mind fled wildly from these words, but the king’s letter left me no escape. Antoine, as a university schoolmate, and even as Cardinal, was fond of pranks, but he would never devise one as cruel as this. 

			I could not keep hold of the letters; they spiraled to the floor. I grabbed for the doorway to steady myself.

			“Andreas is dead, Marcus.” 

			“My God.” Marcus gasped and crossed himself. “Upstairs with you, Master Jan.”

			I staggered upstairs on Marcus’ arm and fell into bed. I clutched my pillow tightly to my chest and wept, squeezing my eyes shut until they hurt. I sought refuge in the darkness, but instead a vision came—I was suspended above the red-bearded courier at Anne’s door and watched as he handed her the letter that would make her a widow. As she broke the seal on the letter I turned away. 
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			I was a coddled, sniveling child born into a family of great wealth. My father, Rudolf van den Bossche, the second-generation proprietor of a lucrative trading business, possessed all the status and influence that such wealth conferred. Father saw little hope for me as a businessman, and left me to my mother while he groomed my older brother Frans as his successor. My mother, handsome even in advancing years, was the eldest daughter of a family of minor nobility fallen on hard times. The recompense for her marriage to my untitled father was a lifetime of luxury and status, albeit mercantile in nature. After the birth of Frans, the loss of two daughters in infancy before I came along made my survival a miracle to my mother, and she dedicated her life to assuring that God’s grace in granting her another child would not be in vain. 

			As were all children of my station, I was entrusted to a governess and then a tutor, but Mother was often within earshot and would rush to my side at any disturbance. Until I started school, Mother took me to mass by carriage once or twice during the week and on Sundays with the family. She would put her arm around me when we knelt. ‘Close your eyes and press your hands together like this, Jan. You must pray for God’s protection, for He will not forgive me if anything happens to you.’ 

			Other than going to church, I was taken beyond our gates only infrequently. Mother’s teachings of the outside world were stark and forbidding. ‘You must always hold my hand when we walk, because you can get trampled by a horse. Don’t play with those boys, just sit by me, see how their hands and clothes are dirty, their games are too rough. Don’t pick up anything from the ground, Jan! Don’t pet the dog, Jan. He may very well bite you. Remember that all animals, especially farm animals, are covered in filth.’ 

			It was no wonder that I came to prefer the solitary refuge of my home to an outside world full of danger and revulsion.

			One day I created Jorgen, a pocket-sized boy of princely bearing in a red cap. Jorgen would sit with me as I played in my room, and listen to me talk for as long as I wished. I knew my parents would disapprove of Jorgen, so I kept him hidden and never spoke to him in their presence.

			My one steady human contact outside the household was my tutor Holst, who taught me to read, write, and cipher. He treated me with kindness and praised me for taking so quickly to my lessons. One day I decided to tell Holst about Jorgen, and asked if he could sit with us. 

			“Of course,” he said. “Is he as clever as you?”

			“Oh, yes, even more. But you must keep him a secret.”

			“Very well. Jorgen will be our secret.”

			When I was five, at the end of a lesson, Holst asked me if I had heard of a game called chess. I had not, and neither had Jorgen. He took a small chess set from his bag, set out the pieces, and showed me how they moved. As a reward for a good lesson he said we would play a game.

			At first I was happy just to move the pieces around the board, but after Holst showed me a few elements of strategy, I started to see the different futures that could unfold with every move. Before long I was defeating Holst more often than not. Laying down his king to concede a match to me, he would laugh and say, “How old are you, really?”

			In the fall before my sixth birthday, my father announced that I would be going to school. My mother pleaded with him to let me continue with Holst, but he stood firm. A week before my first day of school Holst shook my hand, tousled my hair, and gently loosened my grip around his leg. He made a present of his little chess set and promised to visit me, but I never saw him again. 

			Having survived my childhood, the wealth of the van den Bossche family has permitted me to live unencumbered by profession or enterprise. My father never stopped voicing his dismay at my indifference to commerce and compared me unfavorably to Andreas, who was avidly pursuing the career of his predecessors. But in the end, my father provided me with more than enough means to follow my own path in life. 

			Shortly after I completed university, he developed a wasting illness with a distressing cough, bloody phlegm, and terrible bone pain. Shrunken, bedridden, and short of breath, he urged me to accept the chair in mathematics I was offered at Leuven, thinking this would at least establish me in a respectable career. 

			“But Father,” I said, leaning closer to him, “mathematics is like the New World to me, with so much to explore and discover. You have made it possible for me to pursue my studies without the obligations of academic life, and for this I am grateful.” 

			To my relief, he received my decision calmly, and even managed to offer faint praise. 

			“If you choose to spend your life with your nose in mathematics texts, so be it,” he said. “You have your mother’s good looks, but you can thank me for your wits . . .” He laughed, bringing on a fit of coughing. He wiped blood from his lips. “It would please me if something useful falls out of your head, and you find yourself a wife.” 

			If something useful ever does fall out of my head, I will be happy that my father’s wish came true, but I let my studies take me where they would, and they have been their own reward. 

			As for taking a wife, that is a complicated story.
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			Against my family’s standards, my material needs are quite modest, so I am free of any need to further augment my own very sufficient income. Growing up, I was surrounded by servants—cooks, handmaidens, governesses, man-servants, laundresses, gardeners, and carriage-men, but I live without ostentation in a comfortable little house managed by my assistant Marcus. 

			I met Marcus Schoop on a walk through the markets. Wiry, tousle-haired, and not yet twenty, he was raised in a fisherman’s family from Ostend, and came to Brussels to sell his family’s catch. I would have a snack of herring at his stall and stay for a conversation; his calm demeanor and thoughtful manner of speech set him apart from other young men of his class. The seagoing trades batter the bodies of men and coarsen their behavior, but Marcus was spared those outcomes. He was a sickly child, and his mother did not allow him many chances to go to sea. Instead, he attended a public school for several years and learned to read, write, and do basic ciphering. Under the wing of his mother, he learned how to cook and run a household. 

			My housekeeper, a sweet but dimwitted girl, left my employ to marry a chandler in Ghent. On impulse I offered Marcus the position, and he accepted. The lessons he learned at his mother’s side fit well in my house; I prefer his simple, hearty meals to the pretentious ordeals of my family’s dining room, and he proved himself capable of managing the upkeep of my house within a budget we plan together. He has proven his loyalty to me, and provides for his kin to the extent of his abilities. 

			I am grateful for my life as I am living it, and unapologetic about my circumstances. 

			When I am not keeping Andreas company in his travels around Europe, or joining with him to smooth over one problem or another he’s having, I enjoy the solitude of my studies and time spent with a few good friends. I leave the family tradition of business and profit to my brother—a responsibility that he shoulders with enthusiasm—and also the duty of legacy; he has produced three sons and two daughters by two wives. I join my aging mother most Sundays for dinner, on occasion joined by my brother Frans and his family. 

			It fell to me to balance Mother’s accounts and resolve household problems. 

			“After all,” Frans said, “the family business is all-consuming. As you have no job or profession you can see her at your leisure.” 

			Ever since our dear cook Greta dropped a platter of capons and fell dead on the kitchen floor, my mother had hired and fired a succession of replacements. She would regularly dismiss one of her aging staff, but by the next day would have no recollection of it. My arrangement with them was that when she fired someone, they were to stay out of sight until the next day and go about their business as if nothing had happened. It was only their dogged loyalty and generous Christmas bonuses that kept them on.

			I attend church less and less. I make my excuses to Mother, but I have long dismissed the value of religious observance. In the wrong hands it is a dangerous stance, and only my closest friends know.

		

	
		
			20 January 1565

			Marcus snapped open my bedroom curtains and bustled about noisily. Were it not for Marcus’ cajoling (“Does Master Jan wish to piss himself?” or “You will shrivel like a raisin if you don’t eat something.”), I would have stayed in bed, showing no greater sign of life than a clam. I had little taste for food, nor the energy to read or write. As the news of Andreas spread, some friends came to call. I kept these visits brief; I wished only to be alone.

			But this day began differently. I sat up in bed while Marcus, with his back to me, tied back the curtains while singing one of his seafaring chanties. 

			. . . Up jumps the herring, the king of the sea,

			Saying “all other fishes, now you follow me . . .”

			“Marcus, spare me.” 

			He spun around. Seeing me upright, his eyes lit up. 

			“You don’t wish to hear a tribute to the noble herring?”

			“No, I don’t. Your time would be much better spent making me some breakfast. Go on, I will be downstairs shortly.”

			Marcus smiled. “I’ll help you into some clothes and then ready some breakfast. I’ll be back to help you down the stairs.”

			“Get going, Marcus. I’ll need no help. I would like bread and butter with a few of your noble herring, preferably dead and smoked. And don’t forget the chocolate.”

			“As you wish,” he said, and sped off. 

			I got out of bed and paced around the room. My legs were heavy, my breath came in sighs, and I was still consumed with melancholy. But I arose as well with the need to find a way forward. How unprepared I was for such a loss! I had been living as if our friendship transcended time and mortality. 

			The Stoics, I read once, believed in mental preparation for loss by imagining it in advance, and that, given the natural place of death in the order of things, better to cherish the memory of a friend than lament his loss—an admirable but daunting practice, and at any rate too late to employ. 

			I made my way down to the kitchen and took breakfast while Marcus kept a watchful distance. I ate what there was to eat and went to my desk in the study. I hesitated, then pulled open the top drawer and took out the familiar stack of letters. I set aside Antoine’s letter and the king’s and reread the ones beneath, now a year old.

			31 December 1563

			Monzón, Spain

			Dear Scarecrow,

			Happy birthday to us, Astral Twin! It was good to have your visit. There was talk of storms in the Pyrenées. Did you get over the mountains tolerably, or were you buried up to your shriveled balls in snow? Poor Marcus, who must endure his employer’s whining. I cannot imagine why he hasn’t poisoned your food.

			You can thank King Philip for bringing me north to Monzón for the Aragon Court, saving you two more weeks’ journey to Madrid. I wrote Anne that you were coming to Monzón; I’m sure she and Anna would have wanted to see you, but the journey from Madrid is anything but easy.

			I will be returning to Madrid soon. It has its charms, but hardly a day goes by without the Inquisition inflicting torture and punishment in the name of God. The Spanish take particular pleasure in human suffering, and in this their creativity is second to none. A dread hangs over the city; a bad word from a neighbor can mark you as an agent of Satan. Anna has been a joy to Anne and me, but our daughter is too pretty for her own good; Spanish boys have been sniffing around like stray dogs. 

			I rarely tend to King Philip here, but rather to various diplomats shitting themselves from the oily Spanish food. I was happy to see Antoine not long ago when he came for meetings with the king. He puts on an excellent show at court, but if only His Majesty knew how foul-mouthed his Cardinal gets after a few tankards of beer!

			I have been scribbling in the margins of my 1555 Fabrica with the aim of a third edition, but without research the task is hard. It’s a good thing I didn’t get to Spain until after I finished the second edition. The Spanish physicians still think that Galen has taught them all they need to know and see no merit in putting their clumsy hooves inside a corpse. Just as well—they are revolted even more than you by the idea of dissection, and the king has forbidden the practice. At least you’d tag along to collect bones or steal a corpse from time to time, and peek inside a body cavity with a frilly kerchief over your tender nose. 

			I learned of late that Fallopio, the good man who held my chair at Padua, had died, and I received confidential assurances that the chair was mine to reclaim. But King Philip made it clear that he would not release me—I was “too valuable.” And that was the end of it. I know Anne would prefer Padua to Madrid, but we are happy and prosperous here.

			Happy birthday and happy New Year. Too bad you are losing your hair. I may have a few strands of gray at the temples, but you must admit it suits me well.

			And.

			Count Palatine 

			Medicus Princeps, Diarrhoea et Vomitus

			I could still smile at his teasing and at the scorn he harbored for his Spanish counterparts. He would never let me forget that years ago, when he was in service to the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V—Philip’s father—he was made Count Palatine. It did not matter to Andreas that the title was a minor honorific and that there were more Counts Palatine than stable boys. Were it not that he sent this letter privately with a Flemish merchant returning to Brussels, it would have been dangerous to post it; the king’s snoops were known to intercept letters to and from his court. The merchant sought care from Andreas for a catarrh, and mentioned to me in passing that Andreas was recovering from the same illness. 

			There was an edge to you during this visit, Andreas, and you insisted on brushing off the lost chance to return to Padua and the academic life you missed.

			I was torn about not going on to Madrid to see Anne, but I could not face a month’s further travel, and I feared being trapped in Spain by Pyrenées snows.

			The letter that followed from Andreas just two weeks later was posted via the usual Hapsburg courier system:

			18 January 1564

			Monzón

			Dearest Jan,

			King Philip has granted me leave for a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, which I will undertake in thanks for my recent recovery from a serious illness. Anne and Anna will join me. I will be returning shortly to Madrid to tell Anne the good news and make preparations for departure.

			You have so often visited me wherever my duties have taken me—as you did here in Monzón—but it would be far too much to ask of you to join me on this journey, and I will share this rare privilege with my dear wife and daughter.

			I am grateful to Our Lord Jesus Christ for my recovery, and to the king for allowing me to express my gratitude in the Holy Land. 

			Wish us Godspeed.

			Your devoted friend,

			And.

			I tossed the letter onto my desk in disgust. This letter, coming as it did on the heels of the first, seemed not to have been written by Andreas, with its cold formality and with none of the usual banter. But most troubling was the sudden announcement of the pilgrimage. Unlike me, Andreas did not shy from travel, but he never had a glimmer of interest in the Holy Land; he traveled for his career and for little else. In my bones I knew something was amiss—but what? I responded to this letter the day I received it, dispensing with any caution about my letter being intercepted.

			9 February 1564

			Runt,

			I received your 18 January letter today, so soon after your New Year’s letter that I had not yet responded to it. Just as well—this one has sent me to my desk immediately.

			Did something fall on your head? You have always been capable of reckless behavior, but now you have outdone yourself. The Holy Land is far away and dangerous. You said nothing of this pilgrimage while I was in Monzón. The kind merchant who brought me your last letter said you had a catarrh. I’m glad you’re over your cough and snotty nose, but don’t tell me that God expects your thanks for that, and to offer it halfway around the world with your wife and daughter in tow!

			Why not choose a more convenient pilgrimage? The shroud of Jesus at Chambéry is quite popular. Or what of Santiago de Compostela, right there in Spain? The bones of the crusader Saint James were carried there from Jerusalem. You could ask him if he recommends the voyage. 

			As worried as I am about you, I am blind with fury. You cannot be serious about this plan.

			With devotion and concern,

			J.

			I wrote to Antoine on the same day: 

			9 February 1564

			Dear Antoine,

			Something is not right with Andreas. King Philip has granted him leave for a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. He even plans to take Anne and Anna with him. 

			You are well aware of the dangers of this pilgrimage; many go, never to return. Despite what he thinks, he is no longer a young man. As counselor to the king, you must convince him that it would not serve the royal family to let his renowned physician undertake such a dangerous journey. 

			Whatever has possessed Andreas to pursue this lunacy is not clear, but I don’t like this situation at all. I beg you, do what you can.

			With all sincerity,

			Jan

			One’s sense of urgency does not speed the mails. I waited as the weeks passed to hear from Andreas, but the letter was returned with an unbroken seal. The Pyrenées were impassable because of snows. My only hope rested with Antoine, and my heart sank when I finally heard from him:

			3 April 1564

			Château Granvelle

			Ornans

			Dearest Jan,

			Have you heard from Andreas? I wrote to King Philip as soon as I heard from you. He was still in Monzón, and the Pyrenées were once again passable. His letter of 5 March said that Andreas had left Monzón for Madrid in January to prepare for the pilgrimage He even gave him a travel allowance and a letter of passage. During this time I learned that Andreas had been invited to return to his chair at Padua, but the king would not release him. 

			His Majesty did not waver from his decision to grant Andreas leave. He was moved by his request, delivered, as he wrote me, “with great passion.” I beg you to understand that it is a delicate matter for a Cardinal to advise against a holy quest with Philip, who has few equals in the depth of his faith. 

			Andreas will reach Italy by way of southern France, and once in Venice, he will sail to the Holy Land. His royal letter of passage will ensure safe transport on a Venetian naval vessel, and an escort in the Holy Land. 

			Mewling infidel that you are, I suspect that you question the spiritual value of the pilgrimage (I should have had you burned at the stake years ago). But Andreas may well return a better man, and his wife and daughter better women. I will pray for their safe travels (and as always, for your imperiled soul). 

			Keep your spirits up, Jan. I am confident this will end well for our impetuous friend. 

			With devotion,

			Antoine

			Your prediction could not have been more wrong, Antoine. 

			I put the letters away and went to the table by the window and watched the bare branches of my young oak tree quaver in the wind. 

			Marcus came with a steaming cup of chocolate. 

			“Marcus.”

			“Master Jan?”

			“Begin thinking about a voyage. A long voyage.”

			His expression did not change. “Our travel chests are as moldy as old wheels of cheese, and will not last two days’ travel. The boots you wore back from Spain are not fit for a beggar.”

			“See to them, then, and anything else in need of attention.”

			“Where are we going?” 

			“Greece.”

			Marcus nodded, his face showing no surprise. 

			“Are you feeling ready for another voyage, Marcus? I know we’ve just returned from Spain.”

			“It is you who must feel ready. With respect, Master Jan, at your age travel does not get any easier. Your knees grind like millstones. The voyage to Spain was a hardship, especially the mountains.” 

			“It was a hardship, I admit, but it was the last time I saw Andreas alive. I must make this journey to say farewell, and as for my knees, I will endure them. Don’t be too smug—you’re not getting any younger.” 

			“Aye, but unlike you, I enjoy the road.”

			Marcus left me. Out the window in the garden, a squirrel scampered across the frozen ground, for some reason roused from its warm nest. It stopped below my window and reared up on its hind legs, its tail twitching. There was a naked scar on the top of its head. Were you in a fight, or did you fall? It fixed its gaze in my direction for several moments, then raced up the trunk of the little oak tree and along a low branch, disappearing over the wall. 

			“May your journey be safe and short, squirrel,” I heard myself say.

			I was furious at you for going on your pilgrimage, and now I will go on one of my own, to you. Our last farewell will be at your grave. I am terrified of this voyage, but I will do it. And this time I will come to you unbidden.

			Then I remembered Anne and young Anna, not yet nineteen, just a few streets away reckoning with the same shattering news. I had been remiss in not going to them sooner, but the prospect filled me with apprehension because without Andreas things had become unstuck.

		

	
		
			21 January 1565

			As a cold rain fell on Brussels, I wrote a letter to Antoine:

			Dear Antoine,

			It is only today that I have the strength to hold a pen. I wish we were not separated by such a distance now that you have gone home to Ornans from so nearby at the Archdiocese of Mechelen. I know the Netherlander Protestants were making your life miserable, and you needed to escape to France for a rest.

			I do not overlook your own mourning. He was your friend, too. Please bear no remorse for not changing the king’s mind; I understand the delicacy of the situation for you. In the end it was Andreas who chose to make the journey. 

			I have decided to go to Zante. It is not the most rational of decisions, but I am compelled to see his grave for myself; I cannot live out my days with just a fantasy of where he will be forever. 

			I am not so foolish that I will travel alone; my assistant Marcus will keep me out of trouble. We will by all means pass through Ornans to see you, a visit I anticipate with all my heart. 

			I am summoning the courage to see Anne and her daughter Anna. 

			Your devoted friend,

			Jan 

			I readied a candle to make a seal, but my wax stick was nowhere in sight. I groped under my desk for the box of sealing wax, and then got on my hands and knees to look for it. The box was far under the desk, up against something I had not seen in many years: my leather bag from primary school. I pulled it out and dusted it off with my sleeve. I opened the flap to the smell of old leather and stale air. I felt inside; it was empty except for cobwebs and an old inkwell. I closed the bag and cradled it in my arms. 

			[image: ]

			Our first day at the Brethren School was in the fall of 1520; we were not quite six years old. Mother dressed me in my Sunday doublet, breeches, and hose. She tied a cape around my shoulders, and wiping tears from her face as well as mine, put a black velvet cap on my head. Draping my new leather school bag over my shoulder, she embraced me and watched from the doorway as my father led me to our carriage at the curb. Once I was in the cabin, he leaned in and made sure I understood that my schoolmates would come from the most important families in Brussels, and that I was to represent our family in the best light. 

			“Off you go, then,” he said, signaling to our carriage-man Roderick. I peered through the rear window as we pulled away and watched Mother recede into the distance; when I could no longer see her, I sat trembling, as alone and helpless as I had ever been in my life. In a few minutes we were at
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