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Chapter 1

Museo del Prado, Madrid, España 2019

 


The middle school class from
Centro de Educación Secundaria María Inmaculada followed the
teacher through the sunlit hall of del Prado. Señor Alvarez
read from the guide pamphlet about Goya, Velazquez, and El Greco.
When he led his group through the Dutch/Flemish gallery, he failed
to notice two boys tarried in front of The Garden of Earthly
Delights. The admittedly bizarre tryptic had generated giggles
from the class at large, but Diego and Alejandro couldn’t contain
themselves. The pair convulsed in mostly silent hysterics at the
nude figures and inexplicable monsters.

“Mire,” Diego
said pointing, “hay cuervos volando de su culo.”

Alejandro could not suppress his explosive
laughter for indeed there were crows flying out of the ass of the
man being eaten by the bird with a spittoon on its head. “Eso
pintor estuvo loco.”

The field trip had left the gallery, but a
docent watched the boys’ antics from the doorway. Approaching them
with his hands clasped, he startled the two when he said, “No,
hijos, Hieronymus Bosch was not crazy. Not only was he a great
painter, but he had a vida fantastica.”

Both boys flinched and looked guilty.

“Then he must have been on drugs,” Diego
said.

“Well, that may be closer to the truth than
you would think.”

“Oh, yeah,” Alejandro smirked, “where did he
get acid way back then?”

Diego said, “Not just on dope but a pervert
too.”

“I doubt that, but perhaps you would like to
hear about him?”

“Sure, tell us about him.”

The docent moved between the errant pair and
the painting. The two took a seat on the bench. “He was from the
Brabant—that’s in Holland today, and he was not born Hieronymus
Bosch.” He struck a thoughtful pose and then told a story.

 


☀

 


Brabant, Low Countries 1450

 


The boy child was born in the autumn when there had
already been cat ice on the moat. The midwife presented him to his
father and hurried back to help make Greetje presentable to receive
the well-wishes of her family.

Jan van Aken, grandfather and patriarch,
admired the boy’s red face and dark hair. “Have you settled on a
name?”

Anthonius nodded. “We shall call him
Jeroenimus.”

The old man grunted. “Fine name.”

The father carried his second son into the
bedchamber and laid him in his mother’s arms. “How do you feel,
Greetje?”

“Weak but happy.” She smiled and gave the
baby a breast.

“It was an easy birth,” the midwife said
while bundling bloody rags inside a clean one. She went out of the
room, and the grandfather entered with the family Bible.

“You make us all proud, Greetje,” he said as
he laid the book on the nightstand and dipped a quill in the
inkwell. He spoke as he wrote, “Jeroenimus Anthonissen van Aken,
October thirty, in the year of our Lord 1450. I’m sure you’re tired. I’ll go now and give the
boy’s name to the priest.” He kissed his daughter-in-law’s sweaty
forehead and left.

Anthonius sat on the edge of the bed and held
his wife’s hand. A short while later, he heard the church bell
ring, and he imagined his son ascending to the role of Dutch
Master.
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Den Bosch, 1463

 


The day waned, and the
shadows under the Geerling Bridge hid the pair.

“Why not?” he
asked the girl whose starched white hat was pointed at the crown
and folded upward over her blond braids.

“Because you’re too
young.”

“I’m thirteen.”
Jeroen crossed his arms and stood straighter.

“And I’m fifteen.
Fifteen-year-old girls don’t kiss thirteen-year-old boys.”

“If you won’t, Elsie
will.”

“That’s Elsie’s
problem. Oh, look.” She pointed over his shoulder. Across the
river, the thatched roof of a house was burning and black smoke
roiled from the window.

“We have to
tell the firemasters,” he shouted and scrambled up the riverbank
leaving Betje to fend for
herself.

He had to cross
the bridge. It was jammed with people jostling in both directions.
Jeroen pushed his way toward the fire that was leaping from roof to roof. Men in a line
were already passing buckets from the river to the flames. Once
free of the crowd, he ran toward the alley that he had to navigate
to reach his home.

“You can’t go there,”
a firemaster shouted and grabbed his arm.

He
kneed the man in the groin and jerked
his arm free, then sprinted. The man held his crotch and didn’t
follow. Smoke stung Jeroen’s eyes. He felt the heat on his cheeks.
In seconds, he was in the market square and joined the mob fleeing
the burning street. He crossed another bridge and was home. Jan,
his younger brother, was standing on the rain barrel gesturing
excitedly at the plume of smoke.

His
father was coming out of the door as
Jeroen tried to go through it. Anthonius said, “Boys, get your
sister and bring her to the guild house. I’m going to watch the
fire from the roof. Where’s Goessen?”

“I don’t know,”
Jeroen said and brushed past him to find Katharina. His six-year-old sister was sitting on the
dirt behind the house talking to her doll. “Come with
me.”

“Why?”

“Because Father
said so. There’s a fire, and we have to go to the
guildhall.”

“Why?”

If
Momma hadn’t died when you were born, I wouldn’t have to be your nursemaid,
he thought feeling churlish. He took
her hand, pulled her to her feet, and out of the house. Jan had
jumped from the rain barrel, and the siblings ran over the cobbles
toward the two-story building belonging to the Painters’ Guild.
There were already several heads visible above the parapet.
Anthonius stood by the door as his children approached. He shooed
them inside and up the stairs. From the second floor, they climbed
the ladder that gave access to the roof, and the rotund guild
master helped pull them through the open hatch.

Jeroen stood on
his toes to see over the parapet. A column of smoke rose from
the direction of the river
Dieze. It was blowing away from the Hinthamereinde quarter toward
Rosmalen. So many houses were ablaze that swarms of sparks twisted
on the rising current of fire-generated wind. The excited voices of
the men crowding the roof fell garbled on his ears as he stared
stunned by the tragedy racing across the city.

After a time,
the night air grew cool, and
Jan hugged himself to keep warm. “Can we go now,
Father?”

“If the wind
switches, we could be in trouble. I have to stay here to watch it.
Jeroen, take your brother and sister home. Put Katharina to bed. If
there is any danger, I’ll come get you.”

Katharina was asleep
against the parapet. He shook her and pulled her to her feet. She
stood groggily and rubbed her eyes. Squatting, he said, “Get on my
back. Put your arms around my neck and hang on tight.” After Jan,
he climbed down the ladder with his sister on his back choking
him.

At home, they
found Goessen, the oldest.
“Did you see the fire?”

“Of course I saw the
fire. You can see it from anywhere in Hertogenbosch. Where is
Father?”

“He’s at the
guildhall watching it from the roof.”

“Then I’m going there
too.”

Jeroen said,
“I’ll go back after I put Katharina to bed. Jan, you stay here with
her.”

“I will. I’m
hungry.”

“Me too, so don’t eat
all the bread.”

He put his
little sister in her bed and gave her the doll, then he tore a hunk
from a loaf of bread on the counter and stabbed the block of hard
cheese to break off a corner. Swallowing it without chewing, he
washed it down with a mouthful
of wine. Before he left the house, he donned a cape over his
doublet.

From the roof
of the guildhall, the three van Akens watched Hertogenbosch, more
commonly known as Den Bosch, being incinerated. By morning, a third
of the city was ashes. In the calm air of dawn, the firemasters and
desperate townsfolk managed to stop its spread, but pockets of
flame were still visible in the ruins. In the days that followed,
the burghers determined that more than four thousand houses and two
windmills were lost, and then it started raining. Later, those same
burghers would announce that it was the wettest spring in
memory.
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Jeroen spent
that dreary season studying
Latin, logic, rhetoric, geometry, and arithmetic. When he failed to
correctly conjugate esse, Brother Ignaas
raised a welt on his back with his cane. The next morning, he put a
live rat in the monk’s desk. After school, he spent his time trying
to lure neighborhood girls into secluded places to little result.
Even his prediction about Elsie proved to be wishful
thinking.

While
many of the townsfolk suffered
from the fire and the weather, Anthonius kept his family fed and
clothed by the benevolence of his patron, the Duke of Gelders,
whose latest commission was a tryptic to be used as an altarpiece
in the family’s chapel. Cheese and herring were plentiful, but the
flooded fields were driving the bakers out of business for want of
grain to grind to flour.

Coming home
with the red outline of Beatrix’ palm on his cheek, Jeroen was
stopped by his father. “You’re
late. You’re supposed to be practicing your sketching,
boy.”

“I don’t want to be a
painter.”

Anthonius pointed at him
with the brush he held. “Your grandfather was a painter, and three
of your uncles are painters. You are my only son who shows any gift
for the art. You will be a painter. Now,
go practice your sketching. I want to see what you
draw.”

With a sigh, he
brought his chalk to the table and began sketching his father at his easel.

While Jeroen
drew, Goessen rushed through
the door. “You won’t believe what happened in the market just now.
A madman attacked the fishmonger. Three merchants, all old men,
tried to subdue him. I went to help, but when I grabbed his arm—I
thought his hand was just dirty—but it was black, and it came off
in my hands.” He looked at his palms with disgust on his face.
“Then the sheriff came to take him to St. Anthony’s.”

“There has been
too much of that lately. Go to
the cathedral, and wash your hands in the holy water font,” his
father said mixing colors on his palette.

“They say it’s
witchcraft,” Goessen
said.

“It’s not
witchcraft. It’s St. Anthony’s Fire.”

“Well, that could be
the work of witches.”

“Uffda. It’s a sickness,
so wash your hands.”

Jeroen put down
his chalk with a clunk. “There.” He pushed the panel toward his
father.

Anthonius looked at the
nude depiction of himself and appeared to wrestle with an
appropriate comment. Eventually, he said, “That’s a very good
anatomical study.”


Chapter 2

Brabant, Low Countries 1464

 


 


The people displaced by the fire were a burden on the rest of
the citizens of Den Bosch, but it was of no concern to young
Jeroen. He discovered that the daughter of a pauper family was
flattered by his attention. Gemma, lacking the haughtiness of Betje
and Elsie, responded to his entreaties. She would meet him after
school in the fire-ravaged part of town where there were few
onlookers to put a damper on his amorous intentions.

“Oh, how fine
you look,” she said and hung her head shyly. She gathered a pleat of her full-length dress that
was undyed linen with full sleeves and a deep neckline. “I feel
such a disgrace compared to you.” Jeroen, on the other hand, wore a
crimson knee-length doublet over his gray stockings. It was
low-waisted and belted. On his head perched a felt cap, pointed at
the sides.

“I’m not interested
in your clothes, Gemma. I like what’s inside them.”

Her fair cheeks
blushed deeply pink. She held forth a basket that hung on her arm.
“I brought us some lunch.”

He lifted the
cloth that covered the basket and spied a wedge of Gouda and half a
boule of brown bread. “Bread? Where did you find bread? We haven’t
had a loaf in the house since last winter.”

“Sometimes there is a
little rye flour in the market. Momma sends me to buy it before
school because it never lasts long.”

“Splendid then. I
brought a flagon of wine. Shall we dine?”

“How proper you
sound.”

“I wish you would
tell that to Brother Ignaas,” he muttered.

The pair sat on
the remains of a raised hearth in the shell of the gutted house
with the bread and cheese on the cloth between them. Gemma broke a
piece of bread and laid a chunk of cheese on it, then handed it to
Jeroen. “Your family must only eat fine white bread. This is all we
can afford.”

He took a bite
and a swallow of wine before replying. “When we can find it. I’ve
not seen bread in so long, this tastes wonderful.”

The small repast soon
vanished as did the little bottle of wine, then Jeroen made his
move. Gemma returned his kisses eagerly, but she always halted
their juvenile petting sooner than he liked.

“Why do we have to
stop?” he pleaded.

She was kind
but firm. He could only go so far. When the bell rang five times,
she insisted that she had to help her mother with supper. She gave
Jeroen one last kiss and was gone. Once he had followed her
surreptitiously to the one-room hovel where she lived with her
parents and four siblings. From shadows, he observed the squalid
condition of the place and felt a twinge of regret for her
condition, but there was nothing for it, and he returned to his
fine half-timber home with rugs on the stone floors and glazed
windows.

Jeroen pursued
Gemma into the fine days of summer. Whenever she could, she brought
brown bread and cheese. He never failed to bring the flagon of
wine, and occasionally, a few herrings. One day when he
condescended to walk with her along the river before
skulking into the shadows for
titillation, he ended the amorous session early.

“I’m not well,” he
said. “My hands and feet tingle—no, they burn.”

“Can you walk?”

“I think so. I’d
better go home, perhaps lie down.”

“If I don’t see you
tomorrow, I shall come to your house.”

His first
thought was his father’s reaction to her peasant attire. “That
won’t be necessary. I’ll be fine in the morning, I’m sure.” He
stood unsteadily and left without their kiss goodbye.

On the walk home, his
stomach began to feel queasy, and his thoughts were jumbled. The
late afternoon light seemed oddly intense. Familiar streets looked
unknown to him, and he felt the threat of panic at being lost in
the city he’d known all his life. The burning sensation climbed his
limbs, which made walking painful. His every thought was of
something dire or disturbing. What if he couldn’t find his way
home? What if the pain in his legs and feet became
insupportable?

Then he
remembered Goessen’s tale of the madman’s hand. He held his hands
in front of his face and saw the skin crack and slough from the
bones. “Aye,” he cried, closed his eyes, and shook his head. His
hands looked normal again. Hyperventilating, he tried to run, but
the pain of the impact of the cobbles shooting through his feet
brought him to a halt and felled him to his knees.

A stranger approached
and seized his upper arm. “What is it, lad?”

“I’ve got it,” he
wailed. “I’ve got St. Anthony’s Fire. Help me.”

The man released him
and stepped back. “Where do you live, boy?”

“In Arlenstaat number
four.”

“Stay here. I’ll get
some help.” He dashed away at a trot.

Jeroen
collapsed further. He lay on his side with his head resting on his
arm and studied the dirt between the cobbles. It appeared to be
alive. Squawking in fear lest it crawl over him, he sat upright but
could not stand. He began to shake uncontrollably, and his neck
twisted in a spasm that would not let him face forward.

“What is it,
son?” a familiar voice said. The sound echoed. He looked toward the
source and saw the face of his father glowing obscenely and goat
horns sprouted from his temples.

Jeroen tried to shout
but failed to make intelligible words.

“Take his other
arm. Help me get him up,” Anthonius said to Goessen. “He’s got St.
Anthony’s Fire. We have to get him to the hospital.”

“Is he going to lose
his hands?”

“He was fine
this morning. It has just come on to him. He won’t lose any
limbs—yet. Now, help me lift him.”

They hoisted
him to his feet and supported him with his arms across their
shoulders. He cried in pain at their touch and only managed to walk
a fraction of the time as they dragged him convulsing through the winding streets of Den
Bosch to the red-painted hospital of the order of St.
Anthony.

A tonsured monk
in a black habit with a blue St. Anthony’s cross on the chest met
them at the open door. “Aye, another mad one. Bring him inside and
put him on that pallet.”

They laid him
on the straw mattress. Jeroen’s eyes darted around the room in
fear. Bats fluttered in the open rafters. Lizards slithered up the
walls, and death’s heads glowed around the doorjamb. Rats were
crawling over him.

“What do they
call you?” the monk asked
squatting beside the pallet.

Jeroen saw his fat
face elongate and redden, his chin grew pointed, and horns erupted
from his forehead. “You’re the devil.”

“I’m Brother Joost.
We don’t allow the devil in St. Anthony’s. Now, what be your name,
son?”

“Jeroen.”

“If you can relax,
the monsters will stop attacking you. They aren’t real. They’re
just in your head.”

“I have to get out of
here.”

Brother Joost
rose turning to Anthonius, “The pain usually lasts longer than the
visions. It’s best if you don’t stay. No harm will come to him
here.”

“How long will
the attack last?” Anthonius
asked.

“A day or
two at the most.”

“Should we bring
food?”

“No, we will keep him
properly nourished. When he’s ready to go home, we’ll send for you.
What is your name, sir?”

“Anthonius van
Aken in Arlensaat.”

“We will send a
message when he’s ready. In the meantime, pray for him.” As soon as
Anthonius and Goessen left the hospital, Brother Joost shackled
Jeroen’s feet to the wall. “If you don’t be still, you’ll get
manacles too.”
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