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			Hoorn — 1628

			“They were most happy while they were out of their wits.”

			In Praise of Folly by Desiderius Erasmus (Classics Club edition)
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			CHAPTER 1—MAAGDA

			A grueling day of charcoal stubs, smudged work and soiled hands, of redrawing lines here, angles there. Cramps splayed my fingers into odd shapes when I tried to knead the kinks in my shoulders after hours over the drafting board. I wanted to rest, let my mind wander. My eyes caught tiny motes of dust drifting idly in the still air, their slow moves calming my jumbled thoughts, until a sudden draft from the door stirred their fragile dance. I looked up, and grabbed for the corners of my drafting table. Willie van Pelt! What brought that odious creature to our boat yard, and him walking directly to Papa.

			“Good morning, Maagda,” he grinned, the crevices in his teeth caked with the cheese he sold on Hoorn’s main road. Crumbs of yellow Edam trembled on the edge of his chin hairs. He reached to stroke my face, but I pushed back beyond his hand. The mere thought of his touch iced my blood. I’d cringed at the sight of him since childhood, our days in primary when he sneezed and snorted through numbers and history. He was a man now, but that suspect shine still glistened on his sleeve. And didn’t I still have the odd apron or two spotted with the ink he would flick at me from his dripping nib.

			Papa’s chair scuffed the wide oak floorboards as he rose to greet Willie. 

			“Ah, Boscher.” Willie walked toward Papa’s desk. Calling Papa by his last name. No Lars. No Mr. Boscher. What gall, elevating himself to Papa’s level. Willie extended his hand and nodded in my direction. “I see our little girl is here to tidy up for you.”

			Our little girl! At 24 and working in this Yard since my thirteenth birthday. I was about to protest, when Papa took Willie’s hand and said, “No tidying up for Maagda. She pens our design drafts, knows the business as well as I do.” He pointed to the detailed plan of our new fluytship on the wall behind my table. “That’s her work. And she can tame a decent bargain out of any supplier whether for the best timber or a delivery date.”

			Willie smirked and seated himself in the wobbly cane-back chair beside Papa’s desk where he had a broad view of two hulls under construction in the Yard, and to the East, the sun shot waters of the Zuider Zee. 

			Willie might know his cheeses, but he wouldn’t know a spar from a spanner, so what brought him here this day. I didn’t like it. The thought gnawed, ate at me.

			“Maagda, might you take these papers out to Freddie. He’s working with the oakum crew on the hull in the north cradle. He reached for the iron bar on the floor near his chair. “And this rave hook as well. Ask the blacksmith to sharpen the angle.”

			I frowned at Papa, but he turned his eyes away. He rarely sent me on such errands in the Yard, especially where the crews pounded oakum and hemp into the hull seams. Dirty work and staring eyes. 

			So. I was not to hear his conversation with Willie.

			“And, Maagda. Go on home. You’ve had a full day.”

			My head snapped back. A full day? Papa’s treasured lantern clock had just struck three. We never left before six, except in the deepest winter. I caught Willie’s smug glance, his lips tight, no doubt to hold back his laughter. What were these two about? The question shot a tremor down from my neck along my arms. Clutching the rave hook and the sheaf of papers, I quickened to the door and the safety of the steps before anger-fed watery eyes betrayed me.

			Freddie, Papa’s Yard manager, stood on a crate, calling names of workers for the two oakum crews. He waved when he saw me skirting round the stacks of wood and pots of tar and oakum that blocked my passage.

			“My nephew, Pier, visited yesterday. He asked after you.”

			A swell raced to my throat. Pier, the dashing ginger-haired diamond man from Amsterdam. After but a single meeting at our home, my thoughts buzzed with plans to meet him again. When our hands touched at the table that day my whole body answered with a heat so searing, I feared I brushed a burning candle. In these weeks since, that warmth sweeps over me at the mere mention of his name. 

			“Was that young van Pelt I saw climbing up to the nest?” Freddie tilted his head in the direction of the office.

			I nodded. All the men called Papa’s office the crow’s nest. It was built on stilts, offering a view of the entire Yard, and sheltered storage for our lumber supplies.

			Freddie laughed. “Maybe he wants to peddle his cheeses to the men at mealtime.”

			I couldn’t return Freddie’s banter, my thoughts and heartbeats still frozen in the mystery of Willie’s visit. Even his mention of Pier failed to budge my anxiety. 

			My walk home through the salt grass on the dunes was a weary trudge, urging each heavy foot forward, wondering what news Papa would bring to the supper table.

			A trade issue perhaps, but surely, the van Pelt cheese exports were not so big they needed their own ship. Or maybe Willie bargained for better shipping rates now that the competition from the expanding boatyard in Amsterdam promised a cut in price. The Boscher Boatyard was primarily a shipbuilding business, but Papa did accept trade shipments from local merchants on our finished vessels when they were to be delivered to nearby ports. But such trips were months apart, surely not something of importance to Willie.

			Sweet figs. Oh, sweet figs. How blind of me. The thought assailed me with such force, I crumbled onto the damp dune. Did Willie come to Papa to barter his mother, to arrange a union between my widowed father and his widowed parent? The thought, repulsive in every hue, hit me as hard and brittle as the oyster shells biting through my skirt.

			Dear, dear god. Was there any thought more disgusting, more repulsive. Bile lodged in my throat. Madam van Pelt, a woman so tart of tongue, so, so… I couldn’t allow myself to finish the wicked words that begged to trip from my lips. Willie was his mother’s son.

			The evening ahead loomed a stormy shadow even though the sun had yet to spray its final colors over the waters beyond me.
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			Papa unlocked the mystery the moment he swept in from his day at the Yard. He took his seat in the reading chair by the canal window and bade me take mother’s old floral padded chair facing him.

			“Close the door, Maagda. No need for your sister or Sophie in the scullery to listen in.”

			Beads of moisture ran in rivulets beneath my collar. “Miekke shouldn’t be here?”

			“No. This discussion concerns you and me, not your sister.”

			If Papa thought of remarriage all these years after Mama’s passing, it most certainly would involve Miekke. I was about to protest when he reached for my hands.

			My palms dampened and a frightening dread prickled my skin.

			He looked into my eyes, then away through the window and out across the canal waters. “You’ve known that it is your lot to marry and produce an heir for the Hoorn Trust, the legacy that keeps our Yard and our town alive.”

			My fingers went limp in his hands. I lowered my head, unable to look at him, trying not to hear his voice.

			“And Maagda, you’ve entered your marriageable years. Early, yes, but I think you ready nonetheless.” He cleared his throat. “The Widow van Pelt has proposed an alliance and her son, Willie, agrees. It would be a fine match. Good local people.”

			Papa’s words knocked the breath out of me. A betrayal, and from the man I most loved in this life. 

			For twenty-four years I’d been the dutiful daughter, but this, this, sparked a rebellion in me so foreign, I shuddered at my own thoughts. A demon seized my speech. Never had I said no to Papa, harangued him, no less. But I did and my words, flung hard and biting, left me quaking in spirit. How could I not have thought of this, instead, conjuring a wedding for Papa? 

			“No, no, no, a fleet of no’s,” I cried, shaken that my own father should countenance so base a proposal. Me marry the loathsome Willie van Pelt? I jumped from the chair and paced the room, fifteen steps corner to corner, my limbs shivering, but still I managed to unearth every affront about Willie I might give tongue to. 

			“Maagda, you shake loose my moorings. I can’t fathom why you object.”

			“He’s callow. Loathsome.”

			“But you’ve known him for years. He’s bred a Hoorn man, and from a decent merchant family.”

			“He reeks of overripe Gouda.” I wasn’t to be silenced, spewing word upon word to cover the fear creeping over me, the very space around me tasting strange to my shattered senses. “I could not allow myself near him to create an heir.”

			“Speech from the docks, not from a daughter, not from my daughter.” Papa dug the heel of his boot into the curved edge of the hooked rug, shoving it left, then right. “I can’t believe you so suddenly shallow, you my child of keen mind. The man has good qualities and he’s been reared to understand trade.” He inhaled a sweep of air. “There are other issues here, and well you know them.” 

			I firmed my quivering lips and pulled my skirts tight around my legs to still the trembling in my knees. I couldn’t fathom which the more bitter dose, Willie or the thought that Papa would give me so easily. And to add to my misery, a squeak of the floorboards told me my sister, Miekke, savored every word in her hiding place near the door.

			“I will not,” I said, mustering some newly found strength and mouthing every word in a slow cadence, “marry him. You think only of the Hoorn Trust.” 

			Papa’s head reared back, nostrils wide as a lashed colt. I’d stabbed the sore spot and with purpose. Yes, I know well my duty to mother an heir for the Hoorn legacy. Hadn’t I heard it on every birthday since my tenth year? “My glory in life,” Mother had called it. Did she die trying, I wondered, only to birth two girls and a third that went to the ground with her?

			“You will not defy me.” Papa balled his hands into fists and pounded them against his thighs, flinging motes of dust and wood shavings from his breeches. “This is a father’s decision, and I will make that decision before this very week counts its last day.”

			“You? You decide?” I collapsed onto the cushioned window seat, my head against the cool pane, breathing hard, my fingers crushing the jonquils I had rescued moments earlier, a small cluster barely sheltered from the frost in the rear garden. At this moment the same cold frosted my blood, and without the shelter I’d always expected in my life, my father’s protection and love. 

			“Why, Papa. Why?”

			“Why?” His lower lip quivered. “Because you know nothing of men.”

			“You are the one who knows nothing.” I pressed my palm against the cold glass, a vain effort to cool my anger and my fear.

			Papa moved to grab my wrist. He was a patient man, not without a streak of temper, but he controlled himself and looked at me, eyes mere slits.

			“Take hold of yourself. You shout like a cod hawker on the wharf.” He shook his head, sighed and slumped again into his reading chair by the window, his favorite view overlooking a canal still rimmed with thin bits of ice. I saw how the veins in his neck throbbed, and I choked a wisp of regret for my anger.

			“I’ve been too soft,” his tone spoke a volume of self-doubt, “giving you higher learning and work at the boat yard. But now, Maagda Boscher, you go too far. Where is my daughter of yesterday, my temperate daughter?”

			The room stilled, quiet enough to catch the faint echo of Miekke’s snicker and the pecking of sparrows on the window ledge where I’d scattered crumbs of bread. I stepped forward to face him, wanting him to see my pain. 

			Papa reached for me. His calloused palm closed around my free hand, my fingers still grimy with streaks of charcoal. He hesitated, turning my hand over in his. “My years race to a finish. I crave the promise of a grandson, and your sister is too frail for the task. Willie would be a good caretaker at your side until a son is readied. Haven’t I trained you for just that day, teaching you every step, every move at the Yard?”

			“I know. I know my duty. But please, not with him, not Willie.”

			How to tell him I wanted the stranger, Pier Veerbeck. Images of his ginger crowned face taunted many waking thoughts since that Sunday six weeks ago when his uncle brought Pier to our Sunday table. 

			To argue more was useless. I ran toward my bedroom, hobbled by long skirt and petticoats, and paused on the landing in the light of the transom. Papa stood below, his hand gripping the newel knob, me above, my back wedged against the ridged paneling, a brace for my ire.

			“You no longer love me, Papa, to give me so easily.” I hurled the words with all the bravado my halting breaths would allow, and heard them bounce and echo from wall to steps. 

			He shook his head, waves of white hair tumbling across his brow. “It’s because I love you that I think of your future, our future.” He stomped toward the scullery, but turned back to look up to where I held my rigid pose.

			“I could have taken you to the Weight House where a broker matched you with an eligible burgher, though with that damned war between the French and German princes there are few worthy men around.”

			“Am I but a piece of scale and bone to be bartered on the quay for a handful of stuivers?”

			“A few stuivers? Ha! You carry a handsome dowry.” His voice burned with an edge that told me argue more at your own peril. 

			Sweet figs, to be a woman with both a duty and a price. I said as much.

			“By god, you’ve become a defiant one on this day, miss. No man wants that in a wife.”

			I slammed the door to my room. The quality of a wife indeed. How had our poet Father Cats phrased it in his writings? “A true woman, she has the spirit of Sarah, the virtue of Ruth and the humility of Abigail.” 

			Perhaps that’s the way a poet fancied women. But I’d yet to meet a Dutch wife with an aura, and I foresaw none in my future. I thought myself an honest woman, a good woman, but certainly not one of biblical virtue, nor did I aspire to such virtue.

			I locked my bedroom door, knowing my sister, having heard everything, would stop to torment me. And no sooner had the thought escaped me when Miekke came by to pound on the thick oak. Her voice seeped through the solid barrier. Wil... lie, Wil... lie, she chanted. 

			“Go away. Go a…way.” 

			I skipped dinner so they’d know how badly I suffered, and awoke after midnight, realizing as I rubbed my eyes that my earlier tears of frustration and anger had sealed them shut. The house was quiet except for the occasional moan and creak of a cold night settling in its joints, and my room black, not a flicker of light. But no need for a candle. My nightdress hung at hand on the bedpost, and I welcomed the dark, wrapping it round me like a cloak to hem my fear close. Angry though I was, my fear was far more potent, binding me in a quivering chill, my arms and legs no life of their own. I lay awake, sifting thoughts, plans, and far-fetched ramblings, but a saving grace was as distant as the dawn. 

			I sought to soothe my spinning head with thoughts of the man I wanted to know more of. Where did Pier Veerbeck rest his head this night? As a boarder in some burgher’s home, at an inn, perhaps rooms of his own? I knew so little of him--who could resist a bit of mystery-- yet he filled my head with rich imaginings. How, I wondered, could a man so foreign to my safe little world of Hoorn come to fill it like no other man, save Papa. And I felt in my innermost heart that a man of business experience in a thriving city like Amsterdam would welcome a woman like me, a woman with her own vision, a woman who ached to seize the helm of an enterprise she’s known her entire life.

			My head rumbled while I dug back into the evening, the words flung between Papa and me. And there in the pitch of night, it stole upon me that I liked, even savored, the bittersweet taste of speaking my mind about the heart of me. Papa insisted I parry and thrust my thoughts when he read Erasmus to me, or sought my view of local feuds, or one vendor over another at the Yard. He urged me to speak my mind then, but never, never, about what lay inside me. Now this threat of so distasteful a marriage reached a core I’d not realized dwelled within me. So tight, so confined my world, I’d never considered, save in my dreams, there might be more to my being than the quotidian Maagda, the daughter of duty and drafting table. Might there be a Maagda who explored, tested? Clutching that thought, I drifted into a troubled slumber and turbulent dreams.
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			When a streak of morning sunlight forced my eyes open, my first thought was Papa and how I might face him this day. My nerves stretched taut. I lay, vexed still, and yet, awed that I’d refused him. The stones of apprehension, the knowledge that my future would not be of my making, crushed the air from me.

			I dressed slowly, measuring words, sentences that I might use to bring Papa around. I slipped two fresh sticks of charcoal and emery into my apron pocket. Papa’s agitation after last night would surely make him fuss over my drawings today. My lines must be sharp, clear, though I feared the tremor of my mood would reach my fingertips. I never transferred the sketches to ink and nib until Papa approved. Still I couldn’t bring myself to face him. 

			I slumped onto the green cushion on mother’s chestnut rocker. Father had placed it by my window after she died, calling it the proper chair for lullabies when I gave the Hoorn Trust its heir. I ran my fingers along the smooth knobs worn to a shine by her hands, a reminder of the touch I missed so. Did Mama spend her brief life waiting, existing only to produce a son? How disappointing I must have been when a boy was sorely needed. But I could not accept the accident of my birth as reason to tie my life to a man with all the redeeming qualities of rotting cod. 

			Papa’s old readings came back to me. Am I, I wondered, to be no more than a Petrarch, my passions awakened, my dreams hopeless? I shook loose from such thinking and roused myself to walk down the stairs one practiced step at a time, lightly, making little sound, prolonging the short trip to the kitchen, my kitten Folly tripping round my feet, jumping at the hem of my skirt. 

			Papa was there, ready for the Yard in a leather apron and an old frayed tunic well past any known color, perhaps blue before its hundredth soak in the tub. He warmed his hands over the peat fire. I watched his back, ready to mention Willie without meeting his eyes, but Papa, alert to my footfall, turned and walked toward the oak trestle table set with pewter mugs and plates. My plate had a fading M scratched in the center. I’d dug it there when I was eight, incensed that Mother had me scrub the dishes to “learn a woman’s way.”

			Papa chafed to begin his day. “Sophie, can you hurry please,” he called toward the scullery, puffing his cheeks impatiently. The yeasty invitation of warm bread laced the air. He sat preoccupied, as if yesterday never happened, a page missing from the book of our days on Oosten Kanaal steeg. My plight lay in some distant reach of his mind, his thoughts, it seemed, on the day’s work only. He wasn’t a vain man, but I know he harbored a fathom of pride that our Hoorn boat yard still outranked Amsterdam. How I wanted to change his channel of thought, how to mention Pier.

			“You’ll finish the draft for the deck storage corner by nightfall? That Cologne merchant sails in Tuesday next to inspect our work. You know he’ll look every peg, every line ten times over.”

			Before I could answer, Sophie walked in carrying a tray with buttermilk and honey for me, ale for Papa and a wedge of hard, nutty Gouda and dark bread. Yesterday’s anger curbed my usual morning hunger even though I’d had no meal last night. I took nothing but a small nibble of cheese. Papa on the other hand ate with relish. He slathered a heavy slice of Gouda onto the bread, squashed the pulp of a ripe fig over the cheese, and devoured almost half the serving in one bite. Our row hadn’t dulled his appetite. Did our quarrel even cross his mind?

			“Papa, about yesterday, about Willie…”

			He frowned. “Stop. Not one more word. I told you to think on it.” He took a swallow of his ale and looked at me over the rim of the tankard. “We’ll speak of marriage when I feel you’ve cooled yourself, given my words a proper stir through your waking hours.” He reached across the table and tapped his fingers on the bare oak mere inches from my plate. “I am a reasonable man, Maagda, and I expect reason from you. Reckon well that I have a duty when it comes to your marriage.”

			I bit my lips, and pushed my plate away. I knew it useless to speak further.

			So unfair. My one swallow of Gouda rose to choke the words in my throat. Papa, I wanted to shout, you remind me that I am to finish the drafts for our new fluytship, yet you do not trust me to name the man I must spend my life with. You deem this reason?

		

	
		
			“Fortune loves those that have least wit and  most confidence.”

			In Praise of Folly by Desiderius Erasmus (Classics Club edition)
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			CHAPTER 2—MAAGDA

			It simmered and sputtered, this warfare between Papa and me. The more I chewed on our embittered words, the more my bile rose and choked my very air. Fear gave way to a throbbing resentment that I was to have no choice in the most important decisions of my life. But I’d learned that cutting words flung at unhealed wounds were fallow. 

			And yet I fretted, and cried alone, locking myself in my room, beating my pillow against the bed post, the steam of frustration and hurt inside me so real I thought it might spring forth in a hot cloud at the slightest word. Even Miekke stopped her teasing, kept her distance. And I ached. Oh, how I ached, a pain, a sadness so deep I could not name the place from which it sprang. 

			But I kept my tears, my bitterness, my fears from Papa’s view or hearing. This beloved man was of sudden a stranger to me, much as I had been a stranger to myself in defying him. The man who had soothed my stubbed toe or blistered thumb of childhood, the man who made me laugh at a churlish word or playmate snub, this man was ready to hand me to the most loathsome husband in my small world. I was atwitch, confused with my anger and hurt, foreign to the very skin that held me. 

			But honoring Papa’s order, I kept my counsel that first week, seven tormented days while I toiled at my drafting table, not a pleasantry between us. When I could hold it no longer, I launched my own campaign of small engagements to woo and win him, first teasing with bits of gossip from the Yard, then reminding him of my skills at the drafting table, and finally, turning sweet, loving, the very image of the proper daughter. I helped Sophie prepare his favorite dishes -- Papa relished his salmon stuffed with Gouda and figs – and engaged him in talk about Erasmus and the cleric’s friendship with the ill-fated Thomas More. Papa relished Erasmus even more than the salmon, a man of hearty appetite whether the food for his palate or his mind. I abided Erasmus well enough, but I harbored mixed feelings about his friend, Thomas More. I always thought him a dog that reproached all for harboring fleas, except himself.

			I kept Pier’s name in my heart and each time temptation bade me mention Willie, I locked my lips and swallowed the vile name, worse than a spring dose of stinging nettles. I soothed myself with fancies of Pier and me walking, my arm in his, through the lanes of Hoorn, warming him, perhaps, to a love of my seaside home and quite possibly, me.

			We were in the office alone, Papa and me, on Thursday of that week. He sat at his desk, nib to ledger. I blew the charcoal dust from the final stroke of my draft, wondering as always what waters this new ship might ply, what timber, ores or grains it might carry. I took a risk and asked him.

			Papa turned toward me, but his eyes found a space just over my head. “Of what consequence is that to you?” He thumped the rave hook he used as a paperweight over a stack of ledgers, and it came to me that, grey hair or no, he was still strong enough to wield that tool on the seams of a ship for its seal of oakum. Still an ijzer mens.

			I hesitated. “Because, Papa, I see our ships as the most important link in the chain of trade, especially from The Indies. Is that not so?” I was about to say more, but he went back to his inkpot and papers without another glance or word. I lowered my eyes to my drawing board, smarting to know my impulses had once again betrayed me. But the stir in my heart told me my interest in trade was somehow right. Last night when I paged back through my diary, I realized my nib frequently scribed notions of trade and less frequently, notions of marriage. A startling revelation. I’d not been antiquity’s Penelope waiting for the man who never came, each night unraveling the day’s weaving. Until Pier.

			Papa thawed gradually, and finally, finally, gave way, seeking my company and conversation for more than Yard business. He admitted that perhaps he had rushed me, that I was just at the start of my marriageable years. It was the widow, he said, who pushed for nuptials and that he, Papa, had not yet considered a specific marriage for me, though given his advancing years, sooner was better than not. And, of course, in a town as small as Hoorn, even households beyond Grote Noord heard of the widow’s quest from her own wagging tongue. I knew curtains parted each day when I walked Oosten Kanaal, meal kettle in hand, toward the beach path and the Yard. A small town hungers for the tiniest morsel when two of its own are stirred in the gossip pot. I pointedly slowed my usual brisk pace and ambled until beyond prying eyes as if I had not a care.

			On the seventh day after Willie’s visit to the Yard and our war of words at home, Papa went to the widow van Pelt and told her he would not consider betrothal for me before Christmas, some seven months away. My labored breathing of days past eased, even as my knees went weak with relief. I hugged Papa and kissed him just above his beard on his right cheek. He returned my embrace and almost smiled, his lips still a taut, skeptical line. 

			I stopped my custom at the van Pelt cheese shop even though Willie was rarely about. He spent his working hours at the family’s storage house on the wharf where they loaded their cheese for their export trade. I sent Sophie to the shop in my stead. Cowardly, I admit, but I had no desire to face the widow, or to fan the faintest ember of matchmaking on her part. 

			I was to learn that the van Pelt woman did more for my cause than my own objections. She had asked, “Maagda has so many suitors?” Papa didn’t tell me. Miekke did, adding her own tart imitation of the widow’s rasping voice. Waiting near the shop door, she said she watched color race up Papa’s face, fearing apoplexy might drop him on the spot. He had to grip the edge of an Edam wheel to steady himself, or as I liked to imagine, to keep from putting his hands to the woman’s throat.

			“So, Maags, you remain a maiden,” Miekke said, taking my hand in hers and swinging it to and fro. We were snipping spent jonquils from the pots that lined our front steps, blooms I had nurtured to early growth in a sheltered shed. Beyond Miekke’s shoulder I could see the curtains move in the Eltood house across the lane. She missed nothing, that old woman. I imagined her the courier who took news from each house to other gossiping neighbors.

			“Merely a delayed sentence, little sister. But I will make the most of it.” I still hadn’t told Miekke about Pier and she had never mentioned him after meeting him when he shared a meal at our table in February.

			I’d tortured myself through that initial seven-day wait at Papa’s behest, but now I had seven months—seven times thirty-plus days. I would sow opportunity everywhere, beginning with Freddy at the Yard. He was, after all, Pier’s uncle. A more direct path could not be hoped for. Papa would be the trickier task. It required more than a stiff wind to shift his course. I planned my moves a step at a time, how I’d stage settings of my own design, and plot encounters and less than subtle suggestion if required. I knew Freddy’s routine, like the nap he took in a hammock he kept behind the lumber stacks, always after his noon meal. It was a simple matter to connive chance meetings and ask after his nephew. Did Pier keep good health? I hear Amsterdam considers a diamond guild; does Pier still work in the trade? Might he visit Hoorn soon again? 

			Freddy saw through my ruse. He’d known me since I wore a child’s ribboned bonnet. But, he and fortune responded. Two Mondays after Papa’s trip to the widow, Freddy hailed me descending the stairs to the lumber stores. He’d just risen from his noon slumber and stood rubbing his whiskered jaw, his head barely clearing the low deck that held our office above.

			“Pier comes Saturday.” He yawned and stretched, suspending me on the news. “Might you show him a young person’s Hoorn?” A grin puffed his cheeks.

			I shot with warmth from crown to toe at this unexpected change in fortune. Freddy was perhaps only ten years older than Pier, and certainly aware of what little there might be of a young person’s Hoorn, other than the annual May festivals where many a courtship was born. “You’ll find my nephew a quiet man,” Freddy said. “He’s had a solitary life. An afternoon in the company of a handsome woman with a lively mind might be the tonic he needs to flood him with the warmth of spring.” He hesitated, looked at me. “Pier’s had a hard start in life, grown to manhood believing every corner hides an evil hand ready to slam him down.”

			Freddy’s concern for Pier touched me. Early on he had taken it upon himself to be my knight protector, a buffer between me and some of the Yard laborers who were not beyond the unsavory word within my hearing. Shielded me a bit much, I thought, though all in kindness. I had an insatiable curiosity and always wanted to know what was about among the men, but Freddy was worse than my father in maintaining a guard lest I hear a blasphemous word or earthy jest. I’d heard many and my ears had yet to shrivel.

			I took Freddy’s arm. “I must ask Papa about Saturday, but I’m sure he’ll want you and Pier to come to our supper table.”

			He laughed. “Nice how the flush on your cheeks brings out those golden curls you hide with your cap.”

			Self-conscious now, I reached up to push stray locks back into the discipline of my plain workaday cap, pulling it snug over my ears.

			“I’ll arrange it with your father. Let him know Pier’s not a bounder nor a dyed-in-the-wool Papist, though he was baptized.” He grinned. 

			Freddy knew Papa had little time for Papists, other than Erasmus. For myself, I cared little what sect Pier claimed. Like Papa I was not one for religious ritual. At the moment, I didn’t care. The wonders of Saturday claimed all my thoughts.

			My drawings for the remainder of the day were spotted with heavy smudges from daydreams of the ginger-bearded Pier leading my charcoal astray. I was much too excited to concentrate on space and lines, instead doodling images of me in my best dress, linked arm in arm with Mr. Veerbeck of Amsterdam. Would his touch be warm? Might he recite a verse as we strolled? Did he ever relate jovial tales of life in his larger town, his work,his neighbors? Might he have a pet, a friend for my Folly. Nor was my work any the richer when each time Freddy stomped up to the office from the Yard, he’d whisper Saturday, and tug the ribbons on my cap.

			That evening, with my door locked against an intruding Miekke, I wandered around my bedroom, touching little pieces – Mama’s crocheted scarf, my baby teething bone—one keepsake after another, letting my mind go where it may, all the while, tying each piece of my life to Pier. I turned his name around on my tongue sweet as the juice from an August plum. At last in our little Hoorn, a new man, a mystery to be unraveled. Back in February, Pier spoke little of himself, made no boasts, but I sensed an energy there ‘neath the quiet guise he wore.

			Had Pier sensed some daring in me? I made certain to brush his hand when I passed the platter of carvings from a spring lamb joint, but I kept my eyes lowered, allowing him to accept the gesture, or not. Might I soon know?

		

	
		
			“For suppose a man were eating rotten fish, the very smell of it which would choke another, and yet believed it a dish for the Gods, what difference is there to his happiness?

			In Praise of Folly by Desiderius Erasmus (Classics Club edition)

			[image: ]

			CHAPTER 3—MAAGDA

			On the appointed day, I stationed myself in Papa’s reading chair in the front room, feigning interest in one of his books, a political tract of some stripe. When a double rap echoed on the polished oak door, I moved to answer, but hesitated to smooth my hair and my skirts, and in that brief instant, Miekke appeared from nowhere, all giggles, rushing to open the door to a glare of sunlight and Pier’s six-foot silhouette. He doffed his hat, reminded her of his name and asked for me. I grabbed her waist and tugged her aside.

			He smiled. “Maagda, you are good to take me in hand. I’ve visited Hoorn often, but my Uncle’s had little time to squire me about.” He cocked his head and broadened his grin, a schoolboy caught in the cookie jar. “We spend our hours in front of the grate with many a tall ale in hand.” 

			I laughed at his small confession, but noted his quaint word squire, a term I thought only the talk of courting couples. He waved his soft felt hat in front of him as if the March afternoon had melted into August heat, though in truth it was unseasonably warm for Hoorn. So, not for him the tall, stiff topper of our burghers. Here was a man with his own mind. I meant to note that bit of independence in my diary. Oh, I was sure I’d have much to pen between those calfskin covers when light faded from this day. And I’d note, too, that more than one curtain along our steeg fluttered as Pier stood there. Even that infirm Madam Eltood across the lane swept the same spot on the same step with her eyes riveted on the back of Pier’s head until she caught my eye.

			Before I might utter another word, Miekke smirked, “Pier, you’re early. Papa says I’m to walk with you and Maagda this afternoon.” She rolled her eyes.

			Pier looked startled, his smile thin. Might I blame him? The word sassy tripped on my tongue, but I was not ready to lock horns with Papa again and made no complaint about Miekke’s company. I stored each little victory. Apparently, Papa had accepted Freddy’s account of his nephew, but knowing Papa, he’d mete out his own precautions.

			I’d pondered all week where I might walk with Pier. Instinct told me the sea held men in thrall, but this man worked in a diamond shop in a city, so what might Hoorn offer? Our town was small. Even I could walk it end to end from quay to the tip of Grote Noord in minutes. Not that I’d ever been so quick. I preferred the longer route where I might dally by the Zuider Zee, always something new to discover on the beach. I kept a jar of shells and beach pebbles on my drafting table, a link to pleasant afternoons that relieved the tedium of tiny, precise pen strokes.

			I asked Pier what might take his eye. 

			“I seek little in shops, and I see enough of them in the city,” he said. “I’m a countryman at heart. Had a dairy farm before I moved to Amsterdam.”

			Immediately my mind spun a route to the Weight House. Carts lined up for a mile or more each day bringing edams and goudas to stamp before sale to the market stalls. Not my idea of a courting stroll, but I’d be by Pier’s side and little else mattered. I found it rather promising. After all, wasn’t one of my favorite afternoons, a stroll through our lanes and along the beach. Already I found common ground with him.

			I drew a light shawl of crimson and peach around my shoulders and reached to take Pier’s arm. Miekke was there before me. She managed to squeeze between us before we turned the corner to Rode Steen Square, then right to the quay where the curved stone walls of the Weight House glowed in the peaking sun, not more than a hundred yards from a line of berthed ships, many guided to port at the sight of its tall spire. No doubt some of the cheese would find its way aboard more than one vessel bound for Baltic or Mediterranean ports.

			The Weigh House swarmed with farmers from the countryside west of Hoorn. Drivers jostled for position, snapping whips or mouthing soothing nonsense to skittish animals. Rumbling baritone voices shouted bids for the lots, their buzz of numbers flitting through the air. Dray horses snorted and pawed the ground in the stalled queue of wagons, their tails swishing flies drawn by the steaming piles in their line.

			Pier’s eyes darted from dray to hand cart, absorbing the chaos, a smile creasing his cheeks. “The Weigh House wasn’t finished when we still worked our plot. My father would drive all the way to Edam. He’d harness up after supper and not get back ‘til noon the next day. I saw little of him.” His hands stroked the velvet nose of a sorrel, its liquid eyes luminous in gratitude.

			“A lonely life for you.”

			“Much of the time. My father bade me stay behind for schooling and when I was home, we worked different parts of the place, him in the barn with the animals and me in the fields.” He straightened up. “Builds a man, strapped to a plow and a good horse.”

			When he spoke, I noticed how his upper sleeve pulled tight across the muscled arm beneath. A fiery heat rippled down my chest. I wanted to be close, feel that muscled arm. A voice in head echoed what I feared might slip from my lips: please like me, Pier. Please, please just like me...for now.

			Pier walked to a wagon and sniffed at the rounds of cheese under the sacking.

			“Rich. Fit for the Orange’s table.” 

			How might he tell something was of a quality for our prince? The air rolled in waves of strong scent… the nutty, sometimes tangy bite of the cheeses, the effluence from the horses, the sea salt and fish oil from the wharf. His nose was more discerning than mine.

			“Really.” Miekke tsked and frowned. I knew our stroll among the cheese wagons a blow to her sensibilities. She’d rather browse at the cloth merchant, or linger near Rode Steen Square to watch the young men lolling there. But if she were to be Papa’s presence here, today it was cheese or home.

			“You don’t care for the dairyman’s work, Miekke?” Pier moved to the next wagon in line, an open back, canvas tossed loosely over its load. “Too bad. It’s said to make young ladies fair of face.” He winked at me. “Not that you need to be more fair than you are. Nor you, Maagda.”

			Miekke reddened, and I sensed a touch of warmth on my own cheeks. We left the dock to start home for our meal. Pier took my hand and slipped my arm through his. I thought him the most engaging of men, his teasing and compliment to Miekke and to me so unexpected. Made a bit of gold glow through his quiet demeanor. Such depths to plumb. I shivered ever so slightly at the feel of the taut muscle ‘neath my hand. My cheeks held their flame, but better a blush than a glass to my thoughts.

			We crossed Rode Steen, almost home, and I could silence myself no longer. “Might you visit Hoorn again?” I blurted, sure the earlier blush had fired deep scarlet on my cheeks, my voice not without tremor.

			He squeezed my arm close to his chest. “The first coach from Amsterdam next Saturday…if I am welcome.”

			His quick response sealed my lips, no words left in me. 

			It would be done. Not for Maagda Boscher the old courting rituals of wreaths on the window ledge, notes at the door, or the sudden knock in the night to know a suitor paced near my home. 

			My days would be endless, heavy with anticipation and on edge for Papa’s approval, until Saturday dawned and the coach from Amsterdam rounded the Square. 

		

	
		
			“Or what should I say of them that hug themselves with their counterfeit Pardons…”

			In Praise of Folly by Desiderius Erasmus (Classics Club edition)
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			CHAPTER 4—MAAGDA

			In the ensuing weeks I walked out each Saturday with my diamond man, Pier Veerbeck from Amsterdam. In the full glory of lime and gold afternoons, we’d pick our way among the barrels and ropes on the wharf and watch the traders unload their ships, or stroll along the shore to watch the sea birds. I’d gather stalks of sea grass for the jug in my room at home, or we’d make a game of pitching seashells to lines in the sand, like the teams of Hoorn men who pitched horseshoes in a pit west of the shore road, and always with a good supply of ale at hand to sharpen their aim. 

			There was little else to see in our tiny seaside cluster of homes and shops, but we were a close community, at ease in each other’s knowing. I felt comfortable, safe, among Hoorn folks, though I knew curiosity about Pier crossed stoops from the wharf to the shops and in the homes along many lanes. Why I’d even heard one of the men at the Yard tell his mate, Maagda’s got herself a young man! You might suppose me a maiden preserved under glass!

			Only on market days did the stalls on Grote Noord bustle with matrons and their scullery girls, girls younger than Miekke in their plain white caps and aprons, girls toting tub-bottomed baskets for the day’s larder. And after looking at cheeses or brooms or knotted rugs at the few shops off Rode Steen Square and an occasional artisan’s display, Hoorn had scarce material wares to tempt your eye. I craved nothing more with the harbor and the sea so close, our gateway to the larger world, but I worried my simple pleasures common fare for a man from a bigger town.

			I thought to take Pier to the Yard, to show him our newest fluyt, its frame now rising from a cradle of cedar arcs. I wanted him to know my thrall with our burgeoning commerce, and my fancies about the ports our ships would travel, my excitement at being some small part of it all. Might he share it? But I feared the workers would stare and smirk, and come Monday, sly taunts would follow me. Hadn’t I already heard one comment? Our knowing was too new, too tender, not yet with a callous of time to ward off the men’s mocking. And no need for heckling to reach Papa’s ears. I’d heard him more than once question Freddy about Pier’s work, whether he might be in debt, and what of his health, and that strange I thought, since Pier is robust, the finest figure of a man.

			With all of this, Papa still insisted Miekke tag along on each of Pier’s visits, although in daylight and in public view, neighbors would give little thought to our strolling the lanes alone, except perhaps to speculate on when we might take the next step. Not so the van Pelts, of course. I purposely avoided the lane where their cheese shop opened to foot traffic. But I knew other eyes watched us, all of Hoorn hungry for a glimpse of Maagda’s young man, a diamond merchant from Amsterdam. With Pier at my side women who never more than nodded or smiled when I passed by stopped to visit, to ask after Papa, or had I heard from dear old Hannah of late. The solicitations kept a smile on my lips.

			On one such afternoon, Anna Pellter who had been a childhood school mate and now a young mother whom I rarely saw, grabbed me by the arm in front of the chemist’s shop, exclaiming over the colors in my shawl and telling me I must come meet her two little girls. All the time her eyes roved over Pier who had politely removed his hat. When I introduced her, she let go of me and swallowed his hand in both of hers with such force I thought she might drag him away. Pier disengaged himself and stooped to retrieve an herb packet she had dropped to the cobbles. We bid her a hasty goodday, Miekke laughing aloud, he grinning and remarking how friendly the folks of Hoorn, hardly what he’d expect on the lanes of Amsterdam. He tucked my hand in his where Anna’s had gone uninvited. I glowed and yearned for even more of his touch.

			Pier said nothing of Miekke’s presence on our walks together. She chattered endlessly while he quietly nodded or smiled at her nonsense about Hoorn boys or bolts of the newest fabric she fancied. And like me, she was sure to wear a different frock on each occasion. Both of us tired of the grays and blacks of everyday dresses. I chose plums and mauves, and I’d promised myself that when the time came, I’d marry in a gown of glowing peach that I would fashion and stitch myself. 

			My friend Ria, whose front steps adjoined ours, inspected me before each of Pier’s visits, sharing motherly wisdom, while she fussed with bows, streamers or the tilt of my cap. “Don’t be too forward, or too sharp,” she cautioned, knowing my penchant for quick retorts. “Draw him out. Urge him to speak of his own doings. That’s what men enjoy, the chance to boost.” She laughed. I listened. Her marriage seemed pleasant enough, though I know she missed children. Well one day she could find joy in my brood. 

			After Pier’s fifth visit, Miekke chided me. “Maags, I fail to understand what you see in him.” We were in my bedroom removing our street dresses and donning aprons for dinner. “Why a cricket’s chirp on a hot night is more entertaining. If my Jan were so dull, I’d feed him to the gulls quickly enough.”

			“Miekke, how could you?” I pursed my lips. “Don’t you sense that bite of vitality about him, and how might you expect him to speak when you talk so? He couldn’t utter a syllable no matter his wit.”

			“Vitality? He must whisper it in your ear alone for he doesn’t amuse me at all,” she pouted and moved to the stairs. “I’d rather walk out with my friends.”

			“I’d rather you did as well. You’re too young to appreciate Pier. Why he bristles when you listen close enough.” I told her she might learn his fine points if she paid heed to his eyes, his changes of expression as I did. “Didn’t he give you a handsome compliment about your very own glow of face? And I notice you dress for his eye.”

			“That remark was weeks ago, and you, my sister, see only what you want to see. You may work around men every day, but I think you see them as lifeless as your sticks of charcoal. And now with this man, you draw pictures in your head. He’s a diamond grinder, not a grand duke who wears fine jewels. Besides, he’s not the only man on Hoorn’s lanes that might find a nicely fitted dress worthy of a second glance.”

			I shook my head at her. Frail, but flirty. I wished I had a bit of that in me. Papa and I tolerated more than a normal dash of vinegar from Miekke, fearing the day when she might decline like Mama whom she so resembled in all but her dark eyes and dark hair. I often wondered had somewhere in years past a conquering Spaniard planted his swarthy seed in our family. Yet her comments left me piqued. I sensed Pier’s worth. What could Miekke know? After all, at sixteen she was still a child, though I had to admit, her comment about the men at the Yard had some truth to it. They were fixtures along with the wood and the hemp, no more. I’d never reckoned them as men with wives, or a brood of babies at their hearth. But unless you’re a common woman of the taverns how might you know any man save kin?

			And what might I say of Pier? I found his quiet demeanor soothing given the usual fray of conversation at home, but Papa, like my sister, thought it worth marking. “What is the substance of his mind?” Papa would ask. “The fellow rarely speaks. Though I do fathom he’s an able business man from what Freddy tells me.” From Papa such a comment was akin to accolade.

			I noted each of Pier’s visits, including this fifth along with Miekke’s unsolicited censure in my diary. Little vixen. I knew future pages, a growing list of entries, would prove her wrong.

			I wrote how we, the three of us, had strolled the dew fresh lanes of Hoorn, a particularly warm day, with buds breaking on the Lindens around the square, and buttery jonquils peaking from tubs beside many doorsteps. I had abandoned my usual shawl, but I noticed that Pier still wore a heavy winter tunic, the same he had worn on his previous visits. I decided that I would stitch him a new tunic, a gift, something in a dark, but brisk shade to bring out the ginger in his hair and the ruddy tone of his cheeks. I could picture him in a cloth of dark green, a tone with depth like robust oaks in a dense forest. Yes, a fine handmade gift. I’d buy cloth next market day, and I’d present it from the Boschers. Much too soon for a personal gift. I underscored that last entry. 

			My diary pages, brief and prosaic so long, now bloomed with page after page of Pier, how a smile creased just the left side of his lip, how the sun flamed the ginger in his hair along the edge of his favorite soft hat, how he turned his head just so to look at me as if no one else peopled our world. Yes, the calfskin cover creased with signs of use. I was particularly fond of returning to the page where I noted the day he placed his arm round my shoulders to steer me away from a shop sign about to whip free in the wind. His touches were few but becoming more frequent and tender, and they left a mark of warmth that I fanned to high heat in my musings.

			Thoughts of Pier, I admit it, tuned my body to a vibrant hum. His quiet, his reserve, so different from the raucous Hoorn boys I’d known. The best of them had rushed off to fight the German war. But Pier was here in this moment, and he had a way of stealing a glance at me that raised my spirits as if I were one of his rare diamonds. Might a woman need more?

			On the very next weekend, his sixth visit in as many weeks, we dallied on the quay, another day of blue sky and a southern breeze chasing up the coast from Edam-way to blow the chill from the air. We idled, watching barrels of haddock off-loaded from a fishing vessel at the far end of the dock, laughing at the seamen who slipped about on the oily boards. We’d been speculating on which ports the fish might be shipped off to when Pier asked Miekke to skip over to the coach depot two lanes north to check the evening schedule. He might, he said, return later than usual.

			I caught my breath. He meant to stay on. A bubble of pleasure rose in my throat.

			When Miekke walked to a turn at the lane, he took my hand and led me to a stack of boxes that shielded us from the bustle of the seamen. I sat. He stood facing me, his legs firmly planted shoulder width apart, his arms crossed. After clearing his throat a first, then a second time, he said, “I wanted to speak. Alone.” His eyes followed Miekke’s path. I turned, too, to catch the last glimpse of her rose floral skirt turning the corner.

			“You’re very fond of her, yes?”

			“Fond? Oh, much more. I love her like my other self. I raised her after our Mama died.”

			“Like me,” Pier said. “My mother died when I was born.” He leaned forward to take my right hand in both of his, his fingers stained black in little crevices from the stones he ground in his shop, not unlike my own that I scrubbed free of charcoal every evening. 

			“I don’t know fancy words like your father,” he began, “and with my mother gone, I’ve not had much gentling from a woman.” Again, jaw pulled tight, his eyes strayed over my shoulder in the direction Miekke had walked. “But I’ve grown easy with you.” He hesitated, pressed his lips tight before he spoke again. “What I mean… I like our time together, like this, you and me.” He reached up and softly touched my cheek. I placed my hand over his, hoped to keep it there, but he let go.

			I was tempted to laugh and say, you mean you, me and Miekke. But his tone cautioned me that now was not a moment for humor. Pier seldom spoke personal words, but a new tightness in his voice trilled a beat in me. I sank back into the shadows to shield my throbbing head from the sun’s heat, afraid to guess what words might tumble next from his tongue. 

			He released my fingers and pressed his full palm against mine. He parted his lips to speak, but halted, then coughed, a flush rising in his cheeks. “I think… I’ve arrived at that time in my life when I should,” more throat clearing, “when I should acquire a wife.”

			I stiffened from bonnet to boots. I’d not an inkling, not so much as a sniff, that he might speak so this day. All these weeks of strolling our lanes, quiet times of idle talk, family dinners, but so few personal words between us.

			The muscles in his cheeks jumped and tightened, his eyes roving somewhere over my head. “Might you think to marry me?”

			My breath caught. I grabbed the edge of the box under me fearing some gust of wind would blow me and the moment into the scoops of clouds above. A proper young woman would have feigned shock, and I was shocked, but without hesitation, my heart whirling like a windsock, “Yes, Pier, oh yes.” I returned the squeeze to his hand and leaned forward to kiss his cheek, feeling fire creep across my lips.

			He smiled and patted my hand. “I am satisfied.”

			Satisfied? I soared, my spirits up among the gulls and terns, wheeling and swooping in a mellow late spring sky. Pier Veerbeck drove right to the heart of his desires. I admired such spirit. And Miekke thought him dull. 

			In my head I stitched that green tunic, but now a wedding gift, each stitch a small act of devotion.

			He stepped away from where I sat. “I must speak to your father.”

			“Papa? Yes, Papa.” My joy plummeted, and I was suddenly aware how hard the boxes on which I sat, how noisy the seamen mere yards away. Papa.
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