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Abstract

The Garden of Earthly Delights is a historical novel set in late 15" century Spain.
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Prologue
The Kingdom of Spain
1492

The sound of screams echoed down the stark gray stone corridors of the dungeon. A
heavy wooden door studded with iron nails slammed shut. The cries of some fortunate
heretic whose torture would be continued tomorrow dwindled into mere sobs. The
Church forbade more than one session of torture, but in Christ’s holy name suspended
and resumed the process indefinitely, until the necessary confession was obtained.
Inquisitor General Fray Tomas de Torquemada sanctioned the practice in dutiful
obedience to the Lord.

Torches flamed with a dark oily smoke. An open fire against one wall added
smoke to the gloom; the feet of heretics were held above its flames. A pot of fat sat
nearby that the victim’s limbs might be greased to prolong the agony. Two hooded and
robed public executioners were dragging a prisoner tied up with rope towards the fire as

the Inquisitor General watched.



Torquemada had another prisoner, the heretic painter called variously Jeroen van
Aken, El Bosco, or Heironymous Bosch, brought in to witness the tortures that might
shortly be his own. This artist was a painter of monsters and chimeras, a purveyor of
wild shocking images that branded him as an outcast, and worse, a lover of alchemy.

Torquemada devoutly prayed that the painter would shortly be brought to
confession. The artist had been denounced by a Jew and condemned by his own works.
With a few carefully wrought tortures, God’s work and the priest’s own would be done.
It was Torquemada’s selfless, industrious aim to bring all of the Jews and heretics back to
a love of Jesus Christ and to further the aims of the Holy Church in Spain.

The Pope himself had commanded Fray Tomas de Torquemada to lay aside all
fear and accept the office of Inquisitor “in remission of his sins and in the love of God”
and “in a spirit of fortitude and in hope of eternal reward.” This charge Torquemada
embraced in the same industrious spirit as he met all the requirements of his Dominican
priesthood.

The monk had prayed, kneeling in his bare cell at Segovia, and meditated on the
idea that although Christ the Redeemer was merciful in all things, he also foretold in
words of fire that the Jews would be punished for rejecting him, and spoke of Hell and a
day of Judgement. Torquemada had looked beyond his monastery walls at the city of
Segovia, where Don Juan Arias de Avila had seventeen Jews killed for the murder of a
Christian boy on Good Friday, and where Jews and Conversos rejected the Crucified
Christ with mockery and blasphemy, and he had seen that a strong hand was needed to
prevent the complete destruction of the Christian Church in Spain.

In Fray Tomas de Torquemada’s time, Isabel was crowned Queen of Castile and
unified Spain with her marriage to King Fernando of Aragon. The Queen was a stalwart

soldier, a warrior for Christ, well able to use her authority to rule with justice and



wisdom. During her reign, the Moors met the final defeat of their 800 year crusade, the
Spanish Inquisition was founded, and the Jews were ejected from Spain. She had taken
Fray Tomas as her confessor, and together they fought against heretics and Jews.

For the painter Jeroen van Aken’s edification, an accused was submitted to
garrucha. The victim’s wrists and arms were tied by a tight cord before he was pulled
aloft. His legs kicked and flailed and his mouth hung open in one long scream. It took
three men to hoist him but dropping him was simple: they let go the rope.

Another accused was tied prone to a wooden board, his hands and feet bound by
cords twisted with iron bars to tighten them. An iron vise clamped his head. The
agonized eyes of the prisoner bulged. His jaws had been forced open with a metal prong.
His nostrils were plugged with cork, and water dripped onto a linen square that covered
his mouth. Some prisoners confessed before they drowned.

Jeroen van Aken watched with gaping mouth and blinking eyes. He looked pallid
in the wavering light of the torches. Torquemada watched as the man fumbled in his
sleeve and brought forth ... nothing. What had he been seeking? A knife? A packet of
poison? Had the accused been slipped a private means to suicide? Torquemada had his
acolyte Fray José search the shabby paint-spattered tunic and jerkin. The Inquisitor
General was pleased when nothing was found, because it would be an offense if a

prisoner in his care was permitted the occasion of sin.



The Garden of Earthly Delights

Chapter One

“I am not a rational man!”

“This is not news,” Dofia Teresa said. Jeroen’s landlady sat in front of the stone
hearth of her mud-brick house where he lodged in Seville. Her deft fingers braided stems
of flowering lavender into wands wrapped with a bit of wool. Perhaps it was the scent of
the lavender that made him think of peace. For just a moment Jeroen forgot his
grievances. Then he shook his head and blew out his breath in a snort. He didn’t want
ease or forgetfulness or peace. He had to show mankind the folly of sin.

Teresa was a squat dark woman, all skirts and shawls, with her hair hidden by a
black mantilla. She called herself an herbalist. “I pray to God that he deliver you from

Satan,” she said.



“The devil be damned. All I want to do is paint my pictures. It’s not my fault I
can’t draw sweet little cherubs or delicate and devout virgins.”

Jeroen’s craft of painting was part of the family tradition. He had left his family’s
studio in the Netherlands to work in Spain to get some peace. His art didn’t match the
pallid copies his father and uncles turned out. Babies with wings! They complained
about his studies for monsters. The Brotherhood of Our Lady, his religious society, had
rejected a painting they had commissioned. Did they even look to see the results of his
careful under-painting, or did they admire his amazing sense of design? No. The
extraordinary imagination he had put into the artwork was completely disregarded.

Those hoary old men had muttered into their matted beards. Heresy, they had said.
Witchceraft, devilry. They must have been jealous of his skill. He was the most skilled
painter in the entire town of ‘s-Hertogenbosch.

He had heard his father say it. “I love how you paint, Jeroen.” Then his father’s
face had contorted in fury. “I just can’t understand why you paint such utter putrefaction.
You’ll be damned to the seven hells.”

Jeroen’s paint pots spewed carnation and terra verte as he thumped his fist on the
landlady’s rough-hewn table at the memory. A wooden bench received a splotch of lead-
tin yellow atop the yellow ochre of a previous temper, a pleasing effect. The painter
dipped a horsehair brush into a potbellied ceramic jar that survived his ire and pulled up a
mellow brown. He touched the brush thoughtfully to the large wooden panel propped on
an upturned three-legged stool. The gross and lumpish body of a water-rat with the
wings of a jay took on solid form; quickly Jeroen armed the figure with a long knife he

scratched through the paint with a quill.



Now the painter chuckled with good humor. The rat had a stupid, drunken
expression of pugnacity. The joke was that ratteken was Dutch slang for vulva. It was
just as well Teresa didn’t know that.

“You don’t know anything about it. I’m painting the divine,” he said to her. He
made his voice as cheerful as the first light of day in the treetops. He gave himself credit
for being as ready with a hearty spirit as he was quick to flare in anger.

“You don’t think rationality would better serve?” Dofa Teresa asked. “I’ve heard
scholars say that men far gone in irrationality are prey to base passions.” She laid two
more lavender wands onto the tidy pile in her willow basket.

Maybe she did know about the rat. Jeroen thought uneasily that when women
talked about base passions they meant sex. He had a strong sense it would be dangerous
to try to talk about sex with Teresa. The landlady had a ripe figure under her fringed
wool shawl. Her skirts swayed suggestively when she passed through the room. Neat
ears held wire hoops threaded with the kind of molded beads made of rose petals, still
faintly sweet-smelling near the warmth of the fire. When he had first come to Seville,
sitting in front of the hearth of an evening, Jeroen had draped an arm suggestively close
to her shoulder. Teresa had turned her head and pierced the offending limb with a look
that could have nailed it to the church door like the severed hand of a thief. Jeroen had
hastily put his hands in his lap and sat like a fat burgher the rest of the evening.

Where could Teresa have been listening to scholars talk about irrational men?
Why would she be interested in philosophers? Maybe she had been lurking near the
cathedral. Teresa had a strong sense of presence in her home, but Jeroen had seen her
practically disappear going down the street in town or through the market. He wondered
how women did that, displayed such changing aspects to the world. Seductress, mother,

witch — he sensed that Teresa could be all three at once.



In his experience scholars talked more about their own importance and learning
than they ever did about sin and damnation, which would at least be useful. Jeroen had
most of his information about the fight between the Devil and God for men’s souls from
priests preaching sermons. Preaching was sometimes good theatre, all waving arms and
booming voices, but woefully short on important details. Jeroen needed to know all
about the hideous consequences of sin and folly. For this his imagination was his
sharpest tool.

Dofia Teresa rose and came to peer at the panel by the light of the candle stuck to
one of the legs of the stool. The candle was leaning precipitously. Jeroen instantly blew
out the flame. Molten wax splattered, but she failed to draw back. “This is the divine?
That winged rat is holy? That pool of water looks stagnant and foul.”

Teresa cocked her head. “Why does that crane striking at anything within its
reach have three heads? Why are the two cockatrices fighting over a frog?” She pointed
with a slim dark finger, the tattered fringes of her shawl falling back to reveal her sienna-
colored arm. “What is that ant-like thing with wings crawling into the cave?”

“Sin and death entered the world with Eve and all of human depravity and
damnation was set in motion,” he said with a scowl. How dare Teresa question his work?
Women were the very devil. How could any man put up with their constant carping? Of
course Jeroen’s paintings showed the divine. Every object he painted concealed a secret
message. The eyes of the faithful would know. Even Saint Augustine said that it didn’t
matter that animals like three-headed cranes or ants with wings didn’t exist. What
mattered was what they meant.

Teresa sniffed. “Before you blame sin and depravity on Eve remember where she
came from, Jeroen,” she said.

Irritating, literal-minded woman.



“I will paint you in,” he said. Jeroen worked alla prima, a way of painting done
in one session while the paint was still wet. He twirled a small brush in a pot of caput
mortuum and painted a purple owl into the round base of a crab-like fountain that graced
the sketch. Athena’s sacred owl was the bird of magicians and alchemists, suitable for an
herb-woman, who was as close to a witch as Jeroen ever wanted to be. The bright wide
bird eyes he dabbed made the owl stare out unblinking from its nest.

“Fool!” Teresa gasped.

“You don’t like your portrait?” he smirked. “Owls are symbolic of the Jews,
who repulsed Our Savoir when he came to redeem them.”

“You call me a Jew when I eat olla podrida?” Teresa gestured to the pot
simmering on the hearth. A stew of pork, sausage, ham, cabbage, carrots, garlic, pepper,
and bacon sent out tempting smells. In truth there were more cabbage and squash than
meats in Teresa’s pot, but quite enough to prove faith. Dipping a ladle and stirring
briskly, she served herself a bowl.

His stomach rumbled. He had rushed to his painting as soon as he woke up, with
only a hasty piss out the door and a brief morning prayer. Since he was always in a hurry
to get to his work, he had learned to do both at the same time. He trusted the Madonna to
pay attention to the prayer and ignore the other part. But he had no bread to break his fast
and the wine from the previous night had soured in his beaker. The pottage smelled like
heaven.

“I can help you eat that,” he said. It was part of his lodging that the landlady
provide one meal a day; so, did it matter if it was dinner or supper?

“Jeroen, you should avoid foods that stagnate the system,” the herbalist said.

Y our humors will curdle on pork or heavy red meats.”



He caught a glimpse of one cimmerian eye twinkling under the veil. She was
laughing at him.

He threw down the brush, which splashed the whitewashed wall with purple
spots, and pushed the yellow-splattered wooden bench aside. He strode across the room
towards Teresa, who watched calmly. At the last moment, before he could quite decide if
he dared take hold of her or not, she ducked beneath his arms and twirled away.

“I have it now,” he said. “You’ve left the stew on the hearth. I’ll take what I
please.”

Doria Teresa gave a slight curtsey. “You’ll find I’ve seasoned it for you,” she
said. Out the door she went, into the narrow twisting lane. The alley was all sharp flint
cobbles, ditches and dirty places like most of the streets in Seville. He saw her flip her
black cloak at a mule who was adding his filth to the stench, and then she turned the
corner and was gone.

Now here was a problem and a problem indeed. Seasoned it how? Had the
woman added something noxious to the food? Jeroen sniffed suspiciously. Vinegar,
pepper, clove, garlic. He picked up the ladle and was about to touch the tip of his tongue
to the brew when he had a better thought.

“Felipe!” The timbre of his voice rattled dried plants stuffed between rafters and
roof. A few flakes drifted down and added themselves to the pot. Impatiently he stirred
them in. “Felipe! Bring your tail-napkin!”

His apprentice peered warily around the edge of the door. The boy gave a cry
when he saw the paints tipped about and scuttled in to try and save what remained in the
jars. It would be his job to grind the minerals and add water and oils to replenish the
supply. The apprentice was perhaps eight years of age, with big feet like a puppy. Old

enough that he had received the sacrament of confirmation, but not yet old enough to



make his first confession, or so he had said. Like most picaros, he scrounged and
engaged in petty theft and stole scraps of food. Until he was fourteen years old the
church wouldn’t know his sins. Slight of figure and barefoot, the boy was dressed in
ragged common cloth no doubt filched from some washerwoman’s hedge.

“Leave that,” the painter said. “Eat this!” He ladled a bowl about half full of the
olla podrida and handed it down to him.

Astonished, the boy sat abruptly on the floor. “Oh, Don Jeroen, thank you!” he
cried. “You are exceedingly generous to me. You have never ...”

“Enough!”

Greedily the boy scooped up a portion of the unctuous mass with grubby fingers.
With his foul hand halfway to his mouth, he paused.

“What is it?” Jeroen cried.

“The blessing.”

A short grace later the entire handful was crammed into his mouth. The painter
watched alertly. The apprentice gulped, swallowed, added another fistful to his maw.
All seemed well.

He snatched the bowl from the boy as he ran his tongue over the inner surface for
the last of the sauce.

“You’ll get splinters in your tongue doing that,” he said.

“Yes, Don Jeroen. Thank you, Don Jeroen. Oh, I have never had so much warm
food all at once. You are very good to me, El Bosco.”

The boy called him by the name he signed to his paintings. Jeroen van Aken
called himself Jheronimus Bosch. He took the word bosch, which meant woods, from the
town where he was born and in Spain he became known as El Bosco. Truth said, by

whatever name he was good to the apprentice, and the boy’s small naked midsection
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bulged out of his ragged pants, evidence of unusual keeping. “Yes, yes, that’s all well
and good, but say nothing about it. Get on with the work.” He didn’t want a reputation
for largesse lest every vagabond and beggar in Seville line up outside the door.

He dipped once more into the stewpot and filled the bowl to the brim. He took his
carved wooden spoon from his pouch and plunged it into the stew. As he raised the
spoon to his mouth, a passing fancy took him. Perhaps the food was harmless to the boy
because he gave the blessing before he ate. As he did before he threw the dice in a
brothel, Jeroen breathed a quick prayer. If it was not needed, no harm done. He had
never heard that mankind was allotted only a finite number of blessings, and by the same
token curses seemed to be unlimited in their application.

He settled on the bench before the fire and filled his belly. The only immediate
consequence was that the seat of his pants stuck to the lead-tin yellow and when he made
to rise the bench came with him. He thought he heard a small giggle from Felipe, but
when he snarled back at him, the apprentice was industriously at work grinding the
carnation primuersel.

Something was going on outside. A grand flow of people were making their way
down the alley with their heads all craned leftward toward the great square. They
thickened and bunched up at the end of the lane, all looking the same way. As Jeroen
poked his head out the door, he could hear them saying excitedly, “The Queen. It’s
Queen Isabel!”

Sounds of a large cortege passing in the great square reached him. He could just
see the first horsemen come into view above the heads of the crowd. The horses were
mostly out of sight behind the throng but the riders were plain enough in royal livery.
When the Queen rode forth with her gaudy retinue, music and flying pennants, the royal

guard and the entire Court accompanied her.
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The nobility bought paintings. Jeroen would rather spend his time cataloging
folly and sin, but to survive he had to sell the works. The ones he sent back to his
father’s workshop only brought in a pittance. An educated, literate audience had just as
much faith as the masses and a lot more money. He decided to go and watch the
procession in hopes of identifying wealthy patrons.

He approached through the alley and looked into the plaza. For no good reason
the first person his eye went to was Dofia Teresa, sitting on the steps of the cathedral as
though she had the rights of a noblewoman. Dressed for the street in an enormous
sleeveless black cape and veil, she was as anonymous as any woman of good birth, but he
knew her by the set of her shoulders and the bright cock of her head. He shouldn’t have
painted her as an owl, because she always looks like a crow, he thought spitefully.
Crows were symbols of illicit practices, and what if she was a witch? Just see how she
pretended to be better than she was.

A long procession of Moorish slaves in glittery suits of yellow and green and red
danced through the city gates ahead of the brilliant cortege of nobles. Rich Jews and
Conversos mingled with the Spanish aristocrats in the crowded plaza, trying no doubt to
show their loyalty to the Crown. Jeroen couldn’t tell the one from the other. Conversos
were Jews who had been persuaded to publicly convert to Christianity. Suspicious
Christians said Conversos went to Mass on Sunday but secretly kept their own ways on
the Jewish sabbath. Jeroen didn’t know the truth of that but he thought the Jews were no
more or less sinful than the general run of mankind. He painted them into his work when
the wrongdoing matched his intent to show sin and folly.

Jeroen worked himself forward in the crowd, squeezing between Jew and hidalgo
alike. The cortege was passing through a street canopied with rich tapestries stretching

from one roof to another, over ground strewn with roses and jasmine. Queen Isabel
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appeared on a pale Andalusian mule with a saddle cloth of gold. Jeroen marveled at the
white and ermine gown the Queen wore, and at the sparkling jewels at her throat and on
the delicate arch of her foot. She showed a fine and fair lady, and nodded to the people
on each side as she passed by. Some of those swarthy or lean and yellow faces with skin
drawn sharp over hungry bones would have put Jeroen off, not to mention the filthy rags
they wore. The Queen showed gracious attention to everyone from beggar to priest, from
peasant to Lord, and even cast her eyes across his own paint-spattered person. He hastily
tugged his jerkin straight.

Isabel passed so close to him he could see that her eyes were a clear bluish-green
with gold flecks, prettier than any of the gems she wore, and he resolved on the instant to
have Felipe prepare some azurite. It would need a great deal of binder to stick to the
panel because azurite couldn’t be ground too finely lest it pale into insignificance, but if
he must have it then he would.

Pulled by the azurite vision, Jeroen followed. The Queen went immediately to the
cathedral. She dismounted and as she slowly ascended the steps the crowd swept Jeroen
up with them. Bodies packed the church so that he couldn’t move a finger’s width in any
direction. A heavy odor of incense nearly covered the stench. Peering over the shoulder
of'a crooked crone, he could see that Isabel went first to the ivory statue of Our Lady of
Kings. It was her ancestor Saint Fernando who had always carried the statue on his
saddlebow in battle. The crowd hushed to hear the Queen give thanks to God for all His
mercies. Her clear voice carried well. Jeroen was transfixed by the image of her
kneeling so gracefully at the alter. What a picture it would make!

He would love to use his skill in painting monsters, flames, and smoke to
surround this paragon of Christian virtue in a dramatic piece. There was no one better

than he at painting demons, and it was not, as Dofia Teresa had said, because he harbored
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a devil himself. The Queen with her comeliness and gracefulness attracted his eye. It
would be marvelous to have a source of beauty to contrast with the weird curiosities, the
strange and comical images, that his hand brought to life against all reason. What the
Queen would think of thus being portrayed was another issue.

Jeroen followed the crowd willingly because he was so intrigued with the Queen.
She went to the Alcézar, the home of many Spanish kings, where the gardens of palms
and pomegranates and oranges seemed to welcome her. She sat in the judgement seat of
San Fernando, in the Hall of the Ambassadors. Her lovely face became grave and
pensive as she weighed the requirements of Seville.

“She is considering who she will have hanged,” Teresa said at his side.

He started. “What are you doing here? What do you mean?”

“Only murder, arson, rape, sodomy, blasphemy, theft, robbery, and all the kinds
of moral laxity. She will be angry. Oh, the city will have feasts and banquets to lull her,
but Isabel knows that Seville like Cordoba and Toledo is depraved. You’ll see the
wicked flee the city.”

Hen, he thought, not owl. Teresa had all but cackled in satisfaction. What did she
care about wickedness? It wasn’t her work to show the devilish brood contaminating
mankind, the blind folly and excess and frightful retribution to come. That was his job.

He looked at the Queen sitting so quietly in the judgement seat. Her coloring was
that of a delicate blonde. Copper and bronze highlights made multicolored ripples in her
light auburn hair. Her features had a classic purity and her delicate hands made graceful
and harmonious gestures. He thought he fell a little in love with her beauty.

“What a pity you are only a painter of monstrosities,” Teresa said.

Pestilent woman, reading his thought. “Why do you always rile me?” he retorted,

but too loudly, so that a guard in the Queen’s service came and put him out with menaces
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from his big sword. Jeroen took a long step backward and ducked outside. He wanted to

get back to his paintings anyway. He had a spot in a demon’s jaw for Teresa.

Teresa watched the guard hustle Jeroen away with no sign of her secret amusement
showing on her face. Arms as thick and knotted as tree roots matched a head as hard as
an oak trunk, she thought. Why did the very sight of him make her irritable? It must be
because the lodger was mooning at Queen Isabel like a love-struck calf. The man had no
sense. Most men didn’t.

Jeroen looked like the sort of brute who should be wrestling teams of oxen behind
an iron plough. He was all thick sinews and brawn. His curly hair, twinkling eyes and
upturned mouth predicted a carefree disposition, an augury belied by the sticky panels of
nightmare visions which leaned against every wall of her house. Cracked cups with
dried-up oils littered her scrubbed plank table. The livery stable at the end of the block
had shut up all the horses because the apprentice Felipe had been plucking the horse tails
clean to make brushes for the painter, and the carriage drivers refused to rent beasts with
bald tails like rats. The stench of stabled horses added to the miasma of the sewage in the
streets. The lodger continuously made messes of paint, left his doublet hanging in front
of the fire and stuffed his codpiece with moss from the basket she kept for the latrine. The
little sapling he brought with him, Felipe, was a good boy who meant no harm, but the
big log needed a few more whacks to fit into her house. She meant to hew the lodger into
shape with a few skillful blows.

The painter’s coins were welcome, however, and because his diet was so
appalling it was easy to cheat and feed him on only sardines and bread. But in that case

Felipe would only get bread and Teresa hoped she had enough Christian charity to do
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better than that by an innocent child, or in any case a child who was no worse than many
in the sinful city.

She shook her head in bad humor at the way her mind was wandering. It wasn’t
Jeroen or Felipe she was concerned with here. Teresa stood near the entrance to the great
hall, directly opposite the recess which held the Queen’s dazzling throne. The whole
interior of the Hall of Ambassadors was cool and scented with incense. The great gilded
dome with its circles, crowns, and stars shed a heavenly sparkle of light on the assembled
Court. Teresa peeped around one of the pink marble columns, searching for a specific
figure among the crowd.

Grandees in embroidered black finery with plumed hats, cavaliers in doublets and
hose, councilmen and other notables spread through the square hall. An archbishop in
purple and gold vestments over a breastplate of Toledo steel strode about. Clerks and
courtiers, attendants and acolytes milled in a constantly shifting mosaic of their own over
the intricately tiled floor.

Teresa’s eye found the slim, tall man she sought, a Jewish physician who was a
Converso. He was the Court’s physician and surgeon. Teresa’s breath came a little faster
as she watched him. The man was looking around alertly, scanning the room, although
his dark eyes showed little expression. That was his way, always remote, always
restrained. He would not be looking for her, who should not be in this company.

He was a thin, neat man with long dark hair held back by a gold clip. His olive
skin color betrayed his Jewish ancestry. He wore a rich doublet and over it a full cloak
trimmed in braid. He had the maturity of years to have studied for some years at
Salamanca and then to have served nobles and high-born families; Benjamin Villalobos

was a scholar and philosopher as well as doctor.
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The Converso held himself aloof from the press of the crowd. One of the
attendants approached him for a word, and he bent his head courteously to listen then
clapped the man on the shoulder and sent him off with a coin. The physician
methodically gathered his dark yellow cloak and tucked the ends under his leather belt
before he moved away through one of the side archways. The cloak’s color flattered his
dark skin and thin beard, Teresa thought. He looked very professional, very poised,
secure in his appointment to the Crown. She had heard that Isabel favored him.

The Queen perched on the throne in her lovely puffed and slashed gown. She sat
with convent-trained good posture. Surrounded by opulent women of Seville dressed in
clothes made of fine silk, satin, or velvet, she surpassed them in beauty. All the ladies’
cloth was of the finest weave and embroidered with cunning designs in leaf green and
scarlet. The noble women minced by with small steps. They seemed to sway from side
to side, with their feet tucked beneath the hoop skirts of their gowns. Most of the women
wore ceruse white lead paint to mask smallpox scars or other imperfections of the skin on
shoulders, neck, face, and ears. Wax covered lips painted red and heavy rouge drew
attention to their faces. Rose water and ambergris perfumed unclean skin.

Teresa knew that just as the sumptuous clothing covered unwashed bodies, the
flashy life of Seville had its corrupt side. The streets she walked were crooked and dirty.
The police were accomplices of thieves; murderers bribed judges; hired assassins and
swindlers plied their trades. The Court of the Elms and the Court of the Oranges, cheek
by jowl with the cathedral and within the chains that marked the ecclesiastical
jurisdiction, served as sanctuaries for criminals. Teresa had mercy for all the poor thieves
stealing bread only to live, but for the evil wealthy, Godspeed Isabel to judge and hang

them.
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The silversmiths, jewelers, woodcarvers, and silk and linen shopkeepers
congregated in the quarter where her own small house lay. Trade was the life of Seville,
and the ones who profited from dealing had a sumptuous social life with little grace or
moral compass to recommend them. Teresa knew about those merchants. Greedy,
conniving, venal. Shopkeepers from Italy, France, England, Portugal, Greece and nearly
every other country in Europe thronged the streets, set on their own aggrandizement and
at the expense of buyers.

It seemed like the more wealth a person had, the less sense. Did coin in the purse
drain wit from the heart? It made no sense that some people had much and others none,
and beggars were left to die of hunger when alms from the fortunate might have sustained
them. Teresa wanted to save all the ill-starred, beggars and thieves, star-crossed and
afflicted. Why save them? For pity, for love?

Saving thieves and beggars was an odd ambition for a woman trained by the
Society of Eve to assassinate by poison. Teresa had been given by her mother to the
Society of Eve, raised in it, trained and indoctrinated in its mysteries. Within the Society,
the Domina identified enemies and her acolytes dispatched them. The Society was reviled
by the Church as a conspiracy of witches and Jews.

Teresa had taken the lore and twisted it to her own ends, to great indignation.
Because Teresa used medicinal alchemy to save instead of slay, she was hunted and
condemned, and at the same time she was trapped by her sins. She dared not confess to
any priest, and therefore she dared not marry. The Society still had hold on her, through
her mother.

Now the Society sought her, to bring her back to the fold or to do away with her
by its own venom? The Domina hated her, and cast her out or did Teresa simply escape?

Her own motives were mixed. The Society was wonderful for its wisdom, but she
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thought not wise at all in its use. Teresa sometimes felt she was like a moon-faced Eden
child, simple of wit and full of tender sympathy for a flea-bitten three-legged dog.
Maybe that was why she tolerated Jeroen as an awkward lodger.

In her quarter of Seville, the wealthiest merchants constructed two story houses
with balconies and other splendors on the facades. Each house had a central patio which
served as an interior courtyard and was furnished with melodious fountains and lush
grapevines. Corridors ran around the patios both upstairs and down, to which all the
rooms had access. Interior floors were tiled in intricate mosaics, windows had filigreed
shutters, and lanterns provided illumination for the lively social scene. Teresa had seen
both the lovely facades and grimy cellars of the houses, cured wealthy grandees and
pitiful serving wretches alike with her herbs and simples. She distrusted the rich and
pitied the poor, but the healing herbs were the same in every draught she brewed
regardless of the intended recipient. Bowels gripped and wind broke regardless of rank
or riches.

Her own house was but one modest story, built of blocks of clay three hands
square, studded with pebbles. The roof was made of wood beams and covered with
thatch. She had one main room with a well-proportioned hearth, and also a small shed-
roofed addition in the back that was rented to the painter. He furnished his own bedroll
and mattress cover, which when stuffed with clean straw made him a bed. His bedcovers
were stained with bright and dun paint which gave them a gay aspect despite their filth.
Jeroen claimed the oily mixture kept the fleas away. Teresa preferred the herb
pennyroyal, which she scattered among the rushes on the floor and rubbed on the cats.

When the Queen began to receive petitions, Teresa took her willow basket over
her arm to go to market. There would be a delay while soldiers were sent to bring

malefactors moneyed and poor from Seville and the surrounding countryside. Teresa
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wished the soldiers good fortune in locating murderers and felons. Too bad they
wouldn’t also bring forth certain magistrates and members of the Municipal Council who
controlled monopolies on certain goods and foods. But Teresa knew that fruits and
vegetables were cheap enough if you knew who to go to, and that they were better for the
body than scrawny chicken and wormy mutton.

At the Mercadillo de la Alameda, she sought out a friend. “A double handful of
apples, if they be sound,” she murmured to Mistress Mallaina.

“I’ve kept the best for you, Dofa Teresa.”

Mistress Mallaina was a destitute young woman with a baby at her breast and a
small girl child clutching her frayed skirts. She went round the orchards culling windfalls
while the landowners looked the other way, because charity to the deserving poor was a
measure of God’s grace. It seemed by the look of her swollen stomach that some
vagabond had caught her again and she had paid for her life with the only coin she had.

“How soon will the new baby come?” Teresa asked. “Do you have a place to go?”

“I’ll go to the fields like a beast,” the young woman said. “I’m burdened like
one.

Teresa looked down at the girl child at her mother’s side. The waif was dirty
round the mouth from eating apple cores but gave her a happy grin nonetheless.

“Look how pretty your girl is going to be. She’s called Merry, isn’t she? And the
baby in your arms is a son? Surely you’re blessed.”

“I’m weighed down with stones. I can’t go on. They’ll find my corpse in the
river one day.”

“Don’t think of it,” Teresa said. She shook her head in worry. “Don’t talk about

that kind of sin. You know I’ll help you if need be. Come to me any time.”
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“Too late now,” Mistress Mallaina said. She sounded bitter and sad at the same
time. “If I had known before the quickening ...”

“You had better go to confession before the birth. Father Diego will give you a
light penance and help you say the words.”

“Father Diego is the cause of this misery,” she said.

Teresa spit on the ground, an inadequate expression of contempt for the foul
behaviors of corrupt men. The sins of church fathers were beyond her. That monks and
priests foully transgressed incensed her beyond words or charity.

Immoral priests, venal merchants, closefisted lords, the whole world seemed
bereft of any charity or kindness. Teresa heaved a great sigh. She could only do her own
scant best to act kindly to everyone. It was just that most days everyone she met had
such a great need of mercy that her own supply of pity and sympathy quickly ran out and
were supplanted by a kind of ruthless ability to cope. The persons who experienced
Teresa’s idea of overcoming their difficulties were sometimes left more shaken than
soothed. But she spoke gently to Mistress Mallaina nonetheless.

“Father Henry, then.”

“Father Henry can’t absolve me if I’m not repentant,” the young woman said.
Tears rolled slowly down her wind-reddened cheeks and dripped onto her baby’s downy
head. The baby reached up with a hand that should have been chubby fat but which
showed bones and thin blued skin. He brushed at his head as though the water were more
of the flies which plagued him.

Teresa gave her two maravedis for the apples and pressed both her hands around
the woman’s thin cold hand for a moment. Mistress Mallaina’s lot was no worse than
most beggars. Destitute people swelled the city streets in Seville and Madrid because of

the plague and famine. Licensed beggars who were blind had a monopoly on reciting
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prayers to protect people from evil, but with two tiny children Mistress Mallaina could
not fake being blind or crippled. The more credible but still fake purblind and deformed
people who called out for alms as they crowded around the church doors would quickly
drive her away.

In the market Teresa got a cabbage that wasn’t too limp and some carrots that
hadn’t been completely eaten by weevil. They were cheap enough and Mistress Pérez
down the lane would trade her milk for simples. Mistress Pérez suffered mightily from
wind and Teresa made her infusion after infusion of dill-weed, which guaranteed the
supply of milk. The cabbage and carrots and a turnip would go with the milk to make a
vegetable pottage.

The dill weed in her garden was lush with gray-green feathery fronds and yellow
seed heads. It smelled like parsley and caraway. Boiled in water it served for hiccough
and to expel wind. Teresa took the water for her infusions from the river because the
nearest well was hard by the graveyard. The graveyard was full to bursting with victims
of the Great Pestilence. Priests said the pestilence was the anger of the Lord sent to
torment the wicked. Teresa had no thought about that but did believe it seemly that the
plague then struck at the thieves who preyed on the dead.

Soldier’s wound wort, which some called yarrow, and angelica and rue with the
dill also grew in her tidy garden plot. Angelica was said to help against the plague but
the monk who told Teresa that went to confess the sick and fell himself to the fever. He
grew a bubo in the groin where the thigh meets the trunk, and also a small swelling under
the armpit. He began to spit blood and saliva, and his reason fled ahead of his soul. The
stricken monk hung his body about with chains and flagellated himself with thorns as he

ran through the town seeking Christ’s mercy.
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The contagion often seemed to spread in that way, from one panicked sufferer to
others. When mothers perished, nursing babies died in droves and orphaned children
wandered the streets. Carts were piled high with the dead. Physicians and surgeons
swiftly followed their patients to the grave.

It was from the lack of doctors that Teresa had come to know the Jewish court
physician, although she took great care to keep her knowledge of the man secret. While
even the Queen had no prejudice against Conversos who sincerely practiced Christianity,
in her times there had been massacres, one at Cordoba in the year of Our Lord 1473. In
Seville the “New Christians” secretly organized and armed a militia of 5,000 men only to
provoke a new massacre in which they were the victims.

So Teresa kept her friendship with the Converso Dr. Villalobos a great secret,
especially from the painter who had only a tenuous grasp on the blood-spattered
background of Seville. Jeroen came from the far north from a town with an
unpronounceable name. She made him scratch it out for her on a bit of bark once, just to
see the letters that emerged mangled from his snapping teeth. Like his Christian name
Jeroen, the town name had no sense to it, s-Hertogenbosch. It lay in Brabant, in a place
he called the Netherlands, which she believed was sited some considerable distance from
civilization, out there on the corner of the map skin where the North Wind blew.

Jeroen and Felipe had burned rice and cabbage in sour wine for dinner. She tried
to cut the spoiled bits out of the apples before passing them around but the painter still bit
a worm in two when his teeth crunched through the shriveled flesh and he threw the apple
at her with a curse. She ducked to one side and it went into the hearth.

“What’s happened to the food?” he bellowed. “This slop isn’t fit for pigs.”

Teresa had been sadly distracted. She had returned to the Hall of the

Ambassadors to hear the Queen’s judgements. Purveyors of major crimes were given
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time to confess and then sent to the hangman. Wrong-doers who had yet to be denounced
fled the city. In the end the Bishop of Cadiz had begged Isabel for mercy, for surely so
many people in Seville were guilty that if she continued to insist on absolute justice, the
city would be depopulated and ruined.

“Where’s the fish, then?” he hollered. “How hard can it be to soak an end of salt
cod? God’s teeth, I’ll be eating the glue for my canvas before long. The days of my
years are numbered, woman. While they last I want to eat well, win at cards, fight
bravely and take my share of pleasure.”

The apple nestled in the coals of the fire. Teresa’s gaze rested on it. The poor
half-rotten, shriveled thing had been taken from the hands of a desperate beggar, carried
home to an ungrateful lodger, and tossed contemptuously away. So would be many lives.

For Fray Alonzo de Ojeda, a Dominican, had advised the Queen to establish an
Inquisition. So did Philip de Barberis, an Inquisitor from King Fernando’s kingdom of
Sicily, who was then in Seville. The good fathers predicted that without such an
instrument, Christianity would disappear from the land. Isabel had attended thoughtfully
to the Bishop’s appeal and Teresa had listened as she proclaimed a general amnesty
covering all offenses save one. Heresy. Teresa shuddered. She knew her Converso
physician friend Benjamin Villalobos was always at risk of being accused of heresy.

Benjamin was dearer than a friend. Teresa’s hand went protectively to her belly,
cradling a small flicker of new life they had made between them. Benjamin had insisted
he didn’t want to get her with child. He had given her a little ceramic pot of alum in wax
to put in her private parts before they lay together. The squat little vessel which was
covered with a parchment lid tied round with a strip of green thread sat untouched in her
medicine chest. Teresa wished she had given it to Mistress Mallaina. Too many lives

were at risk for Teresa to refuse to nurture one.
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Felipe snatched the apple out of the fire with the wooden end of a big paintbrush
after the worm had sizzled to its death.
“Look, Don Jeroen,” the boy said cheerfully. “He burned in Hell.”

So would all heretics, but first they would burn in the flames of the pyre.
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Chapter Two

“I call it the Temptation of Saint Anthony,” Jeroen said. He dusted a corner of the still
wet painting with the hem of his jerkin, by chance adding a chicken feather to the
butterfly in the lower left. Saint Anthony was shown huddled in a dead tree, with the
figure of a drowning man in a pond before him. Wee armored figures dumped out a jug
of wine. Tiny men pounded on an charming castle in the middle ground, using shields
and rams and ladders. The saint was ringed by a funnel-headed beast wielding a maul, a
complacent pig, one of the pint-size warriors aiming a crossbow at him, and a sort of
armored catfish upon whose back rested the butterfly. The painter pursed his lips. No,
the chicken feather did not add to the effect. Delicately he plucked it away and let it

flutter to the dirt floor.
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“What does it mean?” Teresa asked. A brown striped tabby cat pounced on the
chicken feather like prey, sneezed and blew it onward. Teresa picked the chicken down
up and tucked it tidily away in a small bag of similar fluff. She was a great one for
saving bits and pieces of nonsense, Jeroen thought, but the advantage was that the herb
woman could usually come up with a scrap of linen or speck of mastic when he needed it
for his work.

Now she had something pink and wriggling in her hand, and the tabby cat was
standing on its hind legs pawing at Teresa’s skirts.

“What’s that? A live fish?” Jeroen asked. “It’s pinker than your palm, what is
it?”

Teresa opened her hand to show him some hairless live rats about half a digit in
size. “They’re not for you, puss,” she told the cat. “You can go and catch your own. I
got these from a nest in the stable down the street.”

Jeroen’s eyes got round. “They’re not for supper, are they?”” he said. He thought
he’d draw the line at eating rodents, at least midget ones like that. It wa