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Praise for
Wings Over Delft
:

 


‘A remarkably engaging story, in which themes of love, art and history are powerfully combined. The unfolding narrative is dramatic, passionate and brilliantly set. The quality of the writing throughout is superb and the ending unforgettably moving.’

 


Robert Dunbar, critic and broadcaster

 


‘The gentle love story takes the reader through dark intrigue, religious unrest and the palpable, cultural atmosphere of life in a Dutch city, to an unexpected conclusion. A well-tailored and absorbing read for adults as well as for age 12-plus.’

The Sunday Tribune

 


‘Flegg gives us an exquisitely crafted novel which will stay in the reader’s memory long after the closing pages are read. The ending is unexpected and dramatic and leaves the reader eagerly awaiting the subsequent books in the
Louise
trilogy.’

 


Valerie Coghlan,
Inis

 


Praise for
The Rainbow Bridge:

 


‘An original, interestingly-imagined and challenging book. Its finely-textured writing with historical flavour and a strong plot make this a rare achievement.’

The Irish Times

 


‘Flegg is one of the finest writers of children’s literature in Ireland today. Many passages in this novel are a pure pleasure to read.’
Inis








The
Louise
trilogy is dedicated
to Bill Darlison




Stop this day and night with me and you shall possess the origin of all poems,

You shall possess the good of the earth and sun, (there are millions of suns left,)

You shall no longer take things at second or third hand, nor look through the eyes of the dead, nor feed on the spectres in books,

You shall not look through my eyes either, nor take things from me,

You shall listen to all sides and filter them from your self.

From: ‘Song of Myself’, Walt Whitman.



Wings Over Delft
is dedicated to my father Bruce Flegg (1900–1984) who would have heard the beggar sing.
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Mistress Kathenka

Chapter 1
Delft, April 1654
‘Annie – please! I don’t need a chaperone, not while I am having my portrait painted!’ Louise Eeden gazed at her old nurse, torn between love and exasperation. ‘I have run wild in this town since I was ten years old, and now you’ve gone all broody on me.’

The door to master painter Jacob Haitink’s house stood open. A diminutive maid had gone to find her mistress. Annie was poking her head inside like a chicken, her nose wrinkling disapprovingly at the lingering smell of stale beer that emerged from the bar that occupied the ground floor below the artist’s studio.

‘Mistress Kathenka will be here any moment; she can conduct me upstairs. There’s no need for you to stay.’ Louise thought for a moment, ‘Why don’t you call in at the Oude Kerk on the way home?’ But Annie, like most of the strictly Protestant population of Delft, had her own ideas about ‘calling into’ a church.

‘I’m not a Catholic that I have to use God’s house as if it was the baker’s or the butcher’s.’ The old lady shook her head, scattering dark disapproval about her. ‘I’ll stay here.
Things are … different for you now, Louise. And with your poor mother being ill, I have extra responsibilities …’

‘No, Annie! Nothing is different. It’s all in your funny old head. Mother is looking so much better these days, and please,’ she pleaded, ‘don’t shake your wattles at me.’

Footsteps sounded on the stairs. Louise put her hand on Annie’s arm. ‘Here is Mistress Kathenka. I will tell you all about it when I get home.’ She took the house-shoes that Annie had been holding for her, slipped off her clogs, arranged them neatly just inside the door, and bent and kissed what she could see of the wrinkled face in the severe bonnet. Then she skipped over to where Mistress Kathenka was standing at the foot of the stairs. She was surprised to find that the Master, who she knew to be an old man, had a wife so young; she could hardly be thirty.

‘Louise, isn’t it? I’m Kathenka,’ the woman introduced herself. Louise began a curtsy, but the other woman just laughed and put an arm around her waist. ‘Save that for the Master. Come on up the stairs; they’re quite steep.’ They mounted steadily. ‘Don’t worry about your old friend, I’ll look after her – your chaperone,’ she added.

‘Oh don’t!’ panted Louise.

‘Don’t look after her?’ the mistress queried, puzzled. They had arrived at the second floor landing and paused to get their breath.

‘No, it’s just the word “chaperone”, it implies …’ Louise tried a smile, but it faded, and she turned to look down over the Markt. The view through the rough glass was like an oil painting, but an animated one. People, free people,
foreshortened
to her view, could be seen laying out their stalls below. The silence drew out.

‘Implies?’ Kathenka asked quietly. It was an invitation, not an intrusion. It caught Louise unaware, she felt a constriction in her throat, and pressed her face against the glass so that her linen head-cloth hid her face.

‘It’s all my fault,’ she whispered. She felt the woman come closer. She stiffened, but there was no touch. ‘You see, I’ve let everybody, even poor Mother, believe that we – Reynier and me – well … got on. Now, suddenly, it seems that we are engaged.’

‘And you’re not sure about him…perhaps there is someone else?’

‘No, nobody.’ She shook her head against the glass. ‘I’m perfectly content in my father’s company. We are so close, Father and I. I thought he’d know that Reynier meant
nothing
to me.’ She smiled sadly. ‘I thought he’d know
instinctively
… absorb it somehow through his skin. But how could he?’ She turned and put her back to the window and took a deep breath.

‘When we were children, Reynier and I were neighbours. The pottery families stuck together in those days, even if they were at each other’s throats in matters of business. First we were toddlers together, then we played together. Then, because having Reynier around meant that other boys left me alone, I was happy to be seen with him. Anyway, we were old friends. He was a way around the problem of elegant young men at the door, clutching their caps and looking for Miss Eeden. There were more interesting things to
do than be played court to.’

‘And he fell in love with you?’

‘Oh no! Look at me!’ Louise laughed ruefully. ‘Perhaps he thinks he did, but I’m not attractive enough for that. He’s handsome; he could have the prettiest girl in town. He’s putting a brave face on it. I’m the devil he knows, or thinks he knows. It isn’t he who has started the rumours. It is … I don’t know … busybodies. You see, I’m a good match.’ What had got her telling all this to a total stranger? Perhaps it was because she reminded her of her mother, years ago, when she had been strong and healthy. Perhaps also it was because the woman was taking it all quite matter of factly.

‘And who is this Reynier? What is his surname?’

‘DeVries.’ Louise heard a small intake of breath, quickly suppressed. ‘So, you understand?’ she said.

‘Oh yes,’ Mistress Kathenka nodded. ‘The perfect alliance: Eeden’s pottery – the best, allied to DeVries’s – the largest. What a union! But you don’t have to, not if you don’t want it!’

‘Yes, Mistress, I do. It’s my fault, you see. I’ve never said no to him. I’ve sheltered behind Reynier all my life.
Somehow
I’ve fooled Father, and occasionally even myself, into thinking that Reynier would do. He has been proposing to me since we were children. It came to be a game. I would say, “Not now!” in a jokey sort of way. I just wanted things to stay the same – just Father and me. Now, suddenly, it seems that the town has got tired of waiting and decided for us. Everyone is talking of us as the perfect match. Reynier is as embarrassed about it as I am. He is charming, as always; he says that he wants me, but that I mustn’t be forced into it.
He’s even taking himself away travelling for a month.’

‘And what about the big prize for him: Eeden’s pottery?’

‘That’s another reason for his going away. He says such rumours are disgraceful.’ Louise hesitated, then added
ruefully
. ‘He’s so honourable it hurts.’

She made to move but the older woman stood in her way. ‘And you don’t want him?’ Louise shook her head dumbly. ‘Did you ever say “yes” to this young man?’

‘Why no, Mistress, not in so many words …’

‘I’m not talking of many words, just one word, child … the word “yes!”’

‘I know you are trying to be helpful, Mistress,’ Louise said bitterly. ‘But you see, the pot is fired now; it can’t be turned back into clay. All that remains is to cover it with a pretty glaze – marriage is what they call it.’ She lifted her
shoulders
. ‘It is just how things will be. Reynier will get a plain wife, but will inherit Eeden’s pottery when Father dies. I will get velvet and silk and …’ she smiled wryly, ‘a handsome pot for a husband!’ She felt her face beginning to crumple. She wanted to throw herself into this woman’s arms and cry her heart out, but Mistress Kathenka was having none of that. She held Louise with a level gaze.

‘Don’t cry, child. It will make your eyes red. I’ll take you up to the Master now; he’s
my
particular trouble. But if there’s not something to be put right here I’m not Kathenka Haitink.’ She turned and walked firmly up the stairs ahead of Louise. Louise looked after her.

‘Mistress, you won’t tell anyone what I have said?’ No matter what the Master’s wife thought, there was nothing
that could be put right; nobody had committed any wrong or sin against her. Yet, as she climbed the creaking stairs, she felt her heart give an involuntary lift.

The mistress was waiting for her at the board door that closed off the top of the stairs; her hand was raised. ‘I won’t tell anyone, but I think you should. All right?’ Louise nodded. The woman looked at her critically, then smiled. ‘That’s better. And don’t stand any nonsense from the Master. He can be as obstinate as a mule, but his heart is in the right place.’ 
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