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  Author’s Note




   




   




  The port of Batavia on the island of Java was the headquarters of the Dutch East Indies Company (Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie or VOC in Dutch, literally ‘United East Indian Company’) and the point of embarkation and return for VOC ships sailing the Nagasaki run. During the Japanese occupation of the Indonesian archipelago during World War II, Batavia was renamed Jakarta.




   




  Throughout the novel, the lunar calendar is used to denote Japanese dates. The lunar calendar could be anything from three to seven weeks ‘behind’ the Gregorian calendar, depending on the year. Thus ‘the First Day of the First Month’ corresponds not to 1st January but to a varying date between the back end of January and the rear middle of February. Years are referred to by their Japanese era names.




   




  Throughout the text, Japanese names are ordered with the family name first.




  PART I




  The Bride for Whom We Dance




  The Eleventh Year of the Era of Kansei
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  1799




  I




  The House of Kawasemi the Concubine, above Nagasaki
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  The Ninth Night of the Fifth Month




   




  ‘Miss Kawasemi?’ Orito kneels on a stale and sticky futon. ‘Can you hear me?’




  In the rice paddy beyond the garden, a cacophony of frogs detonates.




  Orito dabs the concubine’s sweat-drenched face with a damp cloth.




  ‘She’s barely spoken,’ the maid holds the lamp, ‘for hours and hours . . .’




  ‘Miss Kawasemi, my name’s Aibagawa. I’m a midwife. I want to help.’




  Kawasemi’s eyes flicker open. She manages a frail sigh. Her eyes shut.




  She is too exhausted, Orito thinks, even to fear dying tonight.




  Dr Maeno whispers through the muslin curtain. ‘I wanted to examine the child’s presentation myself, but . . .’ the elderly scholar chooses his words with care ‘. . . but this is prohibited, it seems.’




  ‘My orders are clear,’ states the chamberlain. ‘No man may touch her.’




  Orito lifts the bloodied sheet and finds, as warned, the foetus’s limp arm protruding from Kawasemi’s vagina up to the shoulder.




  ‘Have you ever seen such a presentation?’ asks Dr Maeno.




  ‘Yes: in an engraving, from the Dutch text Father was translating.’




  ‘This is what I prayed to hear! The Observations of William Smellie?’




  ‘Yes: Dr Smellie terms it,’ Orito uses the Dutch, ‘ “Prolapse of the Arm”.’




  Orito clasps the foetus’s mucus-smeared wrist to search for a pulse.




  Maeno now asks her in Dutch, ‘What are your opinions?’




  There is no pulse. ‘The baby is dead,’ Orito answers, in the same language, ‘and the mother will die soon, if the child is not delivered.’ She places her fingertips on Kawasemi’s distended belly and probes the bulge around the inverted navel. ‘It was a boy.’ She kneels between Kawasemi’s parted legs, noting the narrow pelvis, and sniffs the bulging labia: she detects the malty mixture of grumous blood and excrement, but not the stench of a rotted foetus. ‘He died one or two hours ago.’




  Orito asks the maid, ‘When did the waters break?’




  The maid is still mute with astonishment at hearing a foreign language.




  ‘Yesterday morning, during the Hour of the Dragon,’ says the stony-voiced housekeeper. ‘Our lady entered labour soon after.’




  ‘And when was the last time that the baby kicked?’




  ‘The last kick would have been around noon today.’




  ‘Dr Maeno, would you agree the infant is in’ – she uses the Dutch term – ‘the “transverse breech position”?’




  ‘Maybe,’ the doctor answers in their code-tongue, ‘but without an examination . . .’




  ‘The baby is twenty days late, or more. It should have been turned.’




  ‘Baby’s resting,’ the maid assures her mistress. ‘Isn’t that so, Dr Maeno?’




  ‘What you say . . .’ the honest doctor wavers ‘. . . may well be true.’




  ‘My father told me,’ Orito says, ‘Dr Uragami was overseeing the birth.’




  ‘So he was,’ grunts Maeno, ‘from the comfort of his consulting rooms. After the baby stopped kicking Uragami ascertained that, for geomantic reasons discernible to men of his genius, the child’s spirit is reluctant to be born. The birth henceforth depends on the mother’s will-power.’ The rogue, Maeno needs not add, dares not bruise his reputation by presiding over the still-birth of such an estimable man’s child. ‘Chamberlain Tomine then persuaded the Magistrate to summon me. When I saw the arm, I recalled your doctor of Scotland, and requested your help.’




  ‘My father and I are both deeply honoured by your trust,’ says Orito . . .




  . . . and I curse Uragami, she thinks, for his lethal unwillingness to lose face.




  Abruptly, the frogs stop croaking and, as though a curtain of noise falls away, the sound of Nagasaki can be heard, celebrating the safe arrival of the Dutch ship.




  ‘If the child is dead,’ says Maeno in Dutch, ‘we must remove it now.’




  ‘I agree.’ Orito asks the housekeeper for warm water and strips of linen, and uncorks a bottle of Leiden salts under the concubine’s nose to win her a few moments’ lucidity. ‘Miss Kawasemi, we are going to deliver your child in the next few minutes. First, may I feel inside you?’




  The concubine is seized by the next contraction, and loses her ability to answer.




   




   




  Warm water is delivered in two copper pans as the agony subsides. ‘We should confess,’ Dr Maeno proposes to Orito in Dutch, ‘the baby is dead. Then amputate the arm to deliver the body.’




  ‘First, I wish to insert my hand to learn whether the body is in a convex lie or concave lie.’




  ‘If you can discover this without cutting the arm’ – Maeno means ‘amputate’ – ‘do so.’




  Orito lubricates her right hand with rape-seed oil and addresses the maid: ‘Fold one linen strip into a thick pad . . . yes, like so. Be ready to wedge it between your mistress’s teeth, otherwise she might bite off her tongue. Leave spaces at the sides, so she can breathe. Dr Maeno, my inspection is beginning.’




  ‘You are my eyes and ears, Miss Aibagawa,’ says the doctor.




  Orito works her fingers between the foetus’s biceps and its mother’s ruptured labia until half her wrist is inside Kawasemi’s vagina. The concubine shivers and groans. ‘Sorry,’ says Orito, ‘sorry . . .’ Her fingers slide between warm membranes and skin and muscle still wet with amniotic fluid and the midwife pictures an engraving from that enlightened and barbaric realm, Europe . . .
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  If the transverse lie is convex, recalls Orito, where the foetus’s spine is arched backwards so acutely that its head appears between its shins like a Chinese acrobat, she must amputate the foetus’s arm, dismember its corpse with toothed forceps, and extract it, piece by grisly piece. Dr Smellie warns that any remnant left in the womb will fester and may kill the mother. If the transverse lie is concave, however, Orito has read, where the foetus’s knees are pressed against its chest, she may saw off the arm, rotate the foetus, insert crotchets into the eye-sockets, and extract the whole body, head first. The midwife’s index finger locates the child’s knobbly spine, traces its midriff between its lowest rib and its pelvic bone, and encounters a minute ear; a nostril; a mouth; the umbilical cord; and a prawn-sized penis. ‘Breech is concave,’ Orito reports to Dr Maeno, ‘but cord is around neck.’




  ‘Do you think the cord can be released?’ Maeno forgets to speak Dutch.




  ‘Well, I must try. Insert the cloth,’ Orito tells the maid, ‘now, please.’




  When the linen wad is secured between Kawasemi’s teeth, Orito pushes her hand in deeper, hooks her thumb around the embryo’s cord, sinks four fingers into the underside of the foetus’s jaw, pushes back his head, and slides the cord over his face, forehead and crown. Kawasemi screams, hot urine trickles down Orito’s forearm, but the procedure worked first time: the noose is released. She withdraws her hand and reports, ‘The cord is freed. Might the doctor have his –’  there is no Japanese word ‘– forceps?’




  ‘I brought them along,’ Maeno taps his medical box, ‘in case.’




  ‘We might try to deliver the child’ – she switches to Dutch – ‘without amputating the arm. Less blood is always better. But I need your help.’




  Dr Maeno addresses the chamberlain: ‘To help save Miss Kawasemi’s life, I must disregard the Magistrate’s orders and join the midwife inside the curtain.’




  Chamberlain Tomine is caught in a dangerous quandary.




  ‘You may blame me,’ Maeno suggests, ‘for disobeying the Magistrate.’




  ‘The choice is mine,’ decides the chamberlain. ‘Do what you must, Doctor.’




  The spry old man crawls under the muslin, holding his curved tongs.




  When the maid sees the foreign contraption, she exclaims in alarm.




  ‘ “Forceps”,’ the doctor replies, with no further explanation.




  The housekeeper lifts the muslin to see. ‘No, I don’t like the look of that! Foreigners may chop, slice and call it “medicine”, but it is quite unthinkable that—’




  ‘Do I advise the housekeeper,’ growls Maeno, ‘on where to buy fish?’




  ‘Forceps,’ explains Orito, ‘don’t cut – they turn and pull, just like a midwife’s fingers but with a stronger grip . . .’ She uses her Leiden salts again. ‘Miss Kawasemi, I’m going to use this instrument,’ she holds up the forceps, ‘to deliver your baby. Don’t be afraid, and don’t resist. Europeans use them routinely – even for princesses and queens. We’ll pull your baby out, gently and firmly.’




  ‘Do so . . .’ Kawasemi’s voice is a smothered rattle. ‘Do so . . .’




  ‘Thank you, and when I ask Miss Kawasemi to push . . .’




  ‘Push . . .’ She is fatigued almost beyond caring. ‘Push. . .’




  ‘How many times,’ Tomine peers in, ‘have you used that implement?’




  Orito notices the chamberlain’s crushed nose for the first time: it is as severe a disfigurement as her own burn. ‘Often, and no patient ever suffered.’ Only Maeno and his pupil know that these ‘patients’ were hollowed-out melons whose babies were oiled gourds. For the final time, if all goes well, she works her hand inside Kawasemi’s womb. Her fingers find the foetus’s throat; rotate his head towards the cervix, slip, gain a surer purchase and swivel the awkward corpse through a third turn. ‘Now, please, Doctor.’




  Maeno slides in the forceps around the protruding arm up to the fulcrum.




  The onlookers gasp; a parched shriek is wrenched from Kawasemi.




  Orito feels the forceps’ curved blades in her palm: she manoeuvres them around the foetus’s soft skull. ‘Close them.’




  Gently but firmly the doctor squeezes the forceps shut.




  Orito takes the forceps’ handles in her left hand: the resistance is spongy but firm, like konnyaku jelly. Her right hand, still inside the uterus, cups the foetus’s skull.




  Dr Maeno’s bony fingers encase Orito’s wrist.




  ‘What is it you’re waiting for?’ asks the housekeeper.




  ‘The next contraction,’ says the doctor, ‘which is due any—’




  Kawasemi’s breathing starts to swell with fresh pain.




  ‘One and two,’ counts Orito, ‘and – push, Kawasemi-san!’




  ‘Push, Mistress!’ exhort the maid and the housekeeper.




  Dr Maeno pulls at the forceps; with her right hand, Orito pushes the foetus’s head towards the birth canal. She tells the maid to grasp the baby’s arm and pull. Orito feels the resistance grow as the head reaches the birth canal. ‘One and two . . . now!’ Squeezing the glans of the clitoris flat comes a tiny corpse’s matted crown.




  ‘Here he is!’ gasps the maid, through Kawasemi’s animal shrieks.




  Here comes the baby’s scalp; here his face, marbled with mucus . . .




  . . . Here comes the rest of his slithery, clammy, lifeless body.




  ‘Oh, but – oh,’ says the maid. ‘Oh. Oh. Oh . . .’




  Kawasemi’s high-pitched sobs subside to moans, and deaden.




  She knows. Orito discards the forceps, lifts the lifeless baby by his ankles and slaps him. She has no hope of coaxing out a miracle: she acts from discipline and training. After ten hard slaps she stops. He has no pulse. She feels no breath on her cheek from the lips and nostrils. There is no need to announce the obvious. Splicing the cord near the navel, she cuts the gristly string with her knife, bathes the lifeless boy in a copper of water and places him in the crib. A crib for a coffin, she thinks, and a swaddling sheet for a shroud.




  Chamberlain Tomine gives instructions to a servant outside. ‘Inform His Honour that a son was still-born. Dr Maeno and his midwife did their best, but were powerless to alter what Fate had decreed.’




  Orito’s concern is now puerperal fever. The placenta must be extracted; yakumosô applied to the perineum; and blood staunched from an anal fissure.




  Dr Maeno withdraws from the curtained tent to give the midwife space.




  A moth the size of a bird enters, and blunders into Orito’s face.




  Batting it away, she knocks the forceps off one of the copper pans.




  The forceps clatter on to a pan lid; the loud clang frightens a small creature that has somehow found its way into the room; it mewls and whimpers.




  A puppy? wonders Orito, baffled. Or a kitten?




  The mysterious animal cries again, very near: under the futon?




  ‘Shoo that thing away!’ the housekeeper tells the maid. ‘Shoo it!’




  The creature mewls again; and Orito realises it is coming from the crib.




  Surely not, thinks the midwife, refusing to hope. Surely not . . .




  She snatches away the linen sheet just as the baby’s mouth opens.




  He inhales once; twice; three times; his crinkled face crumples . . .




  . . . and the shuddering newborn boiled-pink despot howls at Life.




  II




  Captain Lacy’s Cabin on the Shenandoah, Anchored in Nagasaki Harbour
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  Evening of the 20th July, 1799




  ‘How else,’ demands Daniel Snitker, ‘is a man to earn just reward for the daily humiliations we suffer from those slit-eyed leeches? “The unpaid servant,” say the Spanish, “has the right to pay himself”, and for once, Damn Me, the Spanish are right. Why so certain there’ll still be a Company to pay us in five years’ time? Amsterdam is on its knees; our shipyards are idle; our manufactories silent; our granaries plundered; The Hague is a stage of prancing marionettes tweaked by Paris; Prussian jackals and Austrian wolves laugh at our borders: and Jesus in Heaven, since the bird-shoot at Kamperduin we are left a maritime nation with no navy. The British seized the Cape, Coromandel and Ceylon without so much as a Kiss-my-Arse: and that Java itself is their next fattened Christmas goose is plain as day! Without neutral bottoms like this’ – he curls his lip at Captain Lacy – ‘Yankee, Batavia would starve. In such times, Vorstenbosch, a man’s sole insurance is saleable goods in the warehouse. Why else, for God’s sake, are you here?’




  The old whale-oil lantern sways and hisses.




  ‘That,’ Vorstenbosch asks, ‘was your closing statement?’




  Snitker folds his arms. ‘I spit on your drum-head trial.’




  Captain Lacy issues a gargantuan belch. ‘ ’Twas the garlic, gentlemen.’




  Vorstenbosch addresses his clerk: ‘We may record our verdict . . .’




  Jacob de Zoet nods and dips his quill: ‘. . . drum-head trial.’




  ‘On this day, the twentieth of July, seventeen hundred and ninety-nine, I, Unico Vorstenbosch, Chief-Elect of the trading factory of Dejima in Nagasaki, acting by the powers vested in me by His Excellency P.G. van Overstraten, Governor-General of the Dutch East Indies, witnessed by Captain Anselm Lacy of the Shenandoah, find Daniel Snitker, Acting-Chief of the above-mentioned factory guilty of the following: Gross Dereliction of Duty—’




  ‘I fulfilled,’ insists Snitker, ‘every duty of my post!’




  ‘ “Duty”?’ Vorstenbosch signals to Jacob to pause. ‘Our warehouses were burning to cinders whilst you, sir, romped with strumpets in a brothel! – a fact omitted from that farrago of lies you are pleased to call your Day Register, and had it not been for the chance remark of a Japanese interpreter—’




  ‘Shit-house rats who blacken my name ’cause I’m wise to their tricks!’




  ‘Is it a “blackening of your name” that the fire-engine was missing from Dejima on the night of the fire?’




  ‘Perhaps the defendant took the engine to the House of Wistaria,’ remarks Captain Lacy, ‘to impress the ladies with the thickness of his hose.’




  ‘The engine,’ objects Snitker, ‘was van Cleef’s responsibility.’




  ‘I’ll tell your deputy how faithfully you defended him: to the next item, Mr de Zoet: “Failure to have the factory’s three senior officers sign the Octavia’s Bills of Lading”.’




  ‘Oh, for God’s sake. A mere administrative oversight!’




  ‘An “oversight” that permits crooked chiefs to cheat the Company in a hundred ways, which is why Batavia insists on triple authorisation. Next item: “Theft of Company funds to pay for Private Cargoes”.’




  ‘Now that,’ Snitker spits with anger, ‘that, is a flat lie!’




  From a carpet bag at his feet, Vorstenbosch produces two porcelain figurines in the Oriental mode. One is an executioner, axe poised to behead the second, a kneeling prisoner, hands bound and eyes on the next world.




  ‘Why show me those’ – Snitker is shameless – ‘gew-gaws?’




  ‘Two gross were found in your private cargo – “twenty-four dozen Arita figurines”, let the record state. My late wife nurtured a fondness for Japanese curiosities, so I have a little knowledge. Indulge me, Captain Lacy: estimate their value in, let us say, a Viennese auction house.’




  Captain Lacy considers: ‘Twenty guilders a head?’




  ‘For these slighter ones alone, thirty-five guilders; for the gold-leafed courtesans, archers and lords, fifty. What price the two gross? Let us aim low – Europe is at war, and markets unsettled – and call it thirty-five per head . . . multiplied by two gross. De Zoet?’




  Jacob’s abacus is to hand. ‘Ten thousand and eighty guilders, sir.’




  Lacy issues an impressed ‘Hee-haw!’




  ‘Tidy profit,’ states Vorstenbosch, ‘for merchandise purchased at the Company’s expense yet recorded in the Bills of Lading – unwitnessed, of course – as “Acting-Chief’s Private Porcelain” in your hand, Snitker.’




  ‘The former Chief, God rest his soul,’ Snitker changes his story, ‘willed them to me, before the Court Embassy.’




  ‘So Mr Hemmij foresaw his demise on his way back from Edo?’




  ‘Gijsbert Hemmij was an uncommon cautious man.’




  ‘Then you will show us his uncommon cautious will.’




  ‘The document,’ Snitker wipes his mouth, ‘perished in the fire.’




  ‘Who were the witnesses? Mr van Cleef? Fischer? The monkey?’




  Snitker heaves a disgusted sigh. ‘This is a childish waste of time. Carve off your tithe, then – but not a sixteenth more, else by God I’ll dump the blasted things in the harbour.’




  The sound of carousing washes over from Nagasaki.




  Captain Lacy empties his bullish nose into a cabbage leaf.




  Jacob’s nearly worn-out quill catches up; his hand aches.




  ‘What, I wonder . . .’ Vorstenbosch looks confused ‘. . . is this talk of a “tithe”? Mr de Zoet, might you shed a little light?’




  ‘Mr Snitker is attempting to bribe you, sir.’




  The lamp has begun to sway; it smokes, splutters and recovers.




  A seaman in the lower deck tunes his fiddle.




  ‘You suppose,’ Vorstenbosch blinks at Snitker, ‘that my integrity is for sale? Like some pox-maggoty harbourmaster on the Scheldt extorting illegal fees from the butter barges?’




  ‘One ninth, then,’ growls Snitker. ‘But I swear that’s my last offer.’




  ‘Conclude the Charge List’ – Vorstenbosch snaps his fingers at his secretary – ‘with “Attempted Bribery of a Fiscal-Comptroller” and proceed to sentencing. Roll your eyeballs this way, Snitker: this affects you. “Item the First: Daniel Snitker is stripped of office herewith and all” – yes, all – “pay backdated to 1797. Second: upon arrival in Batavia, Daniel Snitker is to be imprisoned at the Old Fort to account for his actions. Third: his private cargo is to be auctioned. Proceeds shall recompense the Company.” I see I have your attention.’




  ‘You’re making’ – Snitker’s defiance is crushed – ‘a pauper of me.’




  ‘This trial makes an example of you to every parasitic chief fattening himself on the Company’s dugs: “Justice found Daniel Snitker,” this verdict warns them, “and justice shall find you.” Captain Lacy, thank you for your participation in this squalid affair: Mr Wiskerke, pray find Mr Snitker a hammock in the fo’c’sle. He shall work his passage back to Java as a landsman and be subject to common discipline. Moreover—’




  Snitker up-ends the table and lunges at Vorstenbosch. Jacob glimpses Snitker’s fist over his patron’s head and attempts to intercept; flaming peacocks whirl across his vision; the cabin walls rotate through ninety degrees; the floor slams his ribs; and the taste of gunmetal in his mouth is surely blood. Grunts and gasps and groans are exchanged at a higher level. Jacob peers up in time to see the First Mate land a pulverising blow on Snitker’s solar plexus, causing the floored clerk to wince with involuntary sympathy. Two more marines burst in, just as Snitker totters and hits the floor.




  Below-decks, the fiddler plays, ‘My Dark-eyed Damsel of Twente’.




  Captain Lacy pours himself a glass of blackcurrant whisky.




  Vorstenbosch whacks Snitker’s face with his silver-knobbed cane until he is too tired to continue. ‘Put this cock-chafer in irons in your berth-deck’s foulest corner.’ The First Mate and the two marines drag the groaning body away. Vorstenbosch kneels by Jacob and claps his shoulder. ‘Thank you for taking that blow for me, my boy. Your noggin, I fear, is une belle marmelade . . .’




  The pain in Jacob’s nose suggests a breakage, but the stickiness on his hands and knees is not blood. Ink, the clerk realises, hauling himself upright.




  Ink, from his cracked ink-pot, indigo rivulets and dribbling deltas . . .




  Ink, drunk by thirsty wood, dripping between cracks . . .




  Ink, thinks Jacob, you most fecund of liquids . . .




  III




  On a Sampan Moored alongside the Shenandoah, Nagasaki Harbour




  [image: ]




  Morning of the 26th July, 1799




  Hatless and broiling in his blue dress-coat, Jacob de Zoet’s thoughts are ten months in the past when a vengeful North Sea charged the dikes at Domburg, and spindrift tumbled along Church Street, past the parsonage where his uncle presented him with an oiled canvas bag. It contained a scarred Psalter bound in deerskin, and Jacob can, more or less, reconstruct his uncle’s speech from memory. ‘Heaven knows, nephew, you have heard this book’s history often enough. Your great-great-grandfather was in Venice when the plague arrived. His body erupted in buboes the size of frogs, but he prayed from this Psalter and God cured him. Fifty years ago, your grandfather Tys was soldiering in the Palatine when ambushers surprised his regiment. This Psalter stopped this musket ball’ – he fingers the leaden bullet, still in its crater – ‘from shredding his heart. It is a literal truth that I, your father, and you and Geertje owe this book our very existences. We are not Papists: we do not ascribe magical powers to bent nails or old rags; but you understand how this Sacred Book is, by our faith, bound to our bloodline. It is a gift from your ancestors and a loan from your descendants. Whatever befalls you in the years ahead, never forget: this Psalter’ – he touched the canvas bag – ‘this is your passport home. David’s Psalms are a Bible within the Bible. Pray from it, heed its teachings and you shall not stray. Protect it with your life that it may nourish your soul. Go now, Jacob, and God go with you.’




  ‘ “Protect it with your life”,’ Jacob mutters under his breath . . .




  . . . which is, he thinks, the crux of my dilemma.




  Ten days ago, the Shenandoah anchored off Papenburg Rock – named for martyrs of the True Faith thrown from its heights – and Captain Lacy ordered all Christian artefacts placed in a barrel to be nailed shut, surrendered to the Japanese and returned only when the brig departed from Japan. Not even Chief-Elect Vorstenbosch and his protégé clerk were exempt. The Shenandoah’s sailors grumbled that they’d sooner surrender their testicles than their crucifixes, but their crosses and St Christophers did vanish into hidden nooks when the Japanese inspectors and well-armed guards carried out their search of the decks. The barrel was filled with an assortment of rosary beads and prayer books brought by Captain Lacy for this purpose: the de Zoet Psalter was not amongst them.




  How could I betray my uncle, he frets, my Church and my God?




  It is buried amidst his other books in the sea-chest on which he sits.




  The risks, he assures himself, cannot be so very great . . . There is no marking or illustration by which the Psalter could be identified as a Christian text, and the interpreters’ Dutch is too poor, surely, to recognise antique Biblical language. I am an officer of the Dutch East Indies Company, Jacob reasons. What is the worst punishment the Japanese could inflict on me?




  Jacob doesn’t know, and the truth is that Jacob is afraid.




   




   




  A quarter-hour passes; of Chief Vorstenbosch or his two Malays there is no sign.




  Jacob’s pale and freckled skin is frying like bacon.




  A flying fish scissors and skims itself over the water.




  ‘Tobiuo!’ one oarsman says to the other, pointing. ‘Tobiuo!’




  Jacob repeats the word and both oarsmen laugh until the boat rocks.




  Their passenger doesn’t mind. He watches the guard-boats, circling the Shenandoah; the fishing skips; a coast-hugging Japanese cargo ship, stocky as a Portuguese carrack but fatter-bellied; an aristocratic pleasure-craft, accompanied by several attendant vessels, draped with the ducal black-on-sky-blue colours; and a beak-prowed junk, similar to those of the Chinese merchants of Batavia . . .




  Nagasaki itself, wood-grey and mud-brown, looks oozed from between the verdant mountains’ splayed toes. The smells of seaweed, effluence and smoke from countless flues are carried over the water. The mountains are terraced by rice paddies nearly up to their serrated summits.




  A madman, Jacob supposes, might imagine himself in a half-cracked jade bowl.




  Dominating the shorefront is his home for the next year: Dejima, a high-walled, fan-shaped artificial island, some two hundred paces along its outer curve, Jacob estimates, by eighty paces deep, and erected, like much of Amsterdam, on sunken piles. Sketching the trading factory from the Shenandoah’s foremast during the week gone, he counted some twenty-five roofs: the numbered warehouses of Japanese merchants; the Chief’s and the Captain’s Residences; the Deputy’s House, on whose roof perches the Watchtower; the Guild of Interpreters; a small hospital. Of the four Dutch warehouses, the Roos, the Lelie, the Doorn and the Eik, only the last two survived what Vorstenbosch is calling ‘Snitker’s Fire’. Warehouse Lelie is being rebuilt, but the incinerated Roos must wait until the factory’s debts are in better order. The Land-Gate connects Dejima to the shore by a single-span stone bridge over a moat of tidal mud; the Sea-Gate, at the top of a short ramp where the Company sampans are loaded and unloaded, is opened only during the trading season. Attached is a Customs House, where all Dutchmen except the Chief Resident and the Captain are searched for prohibited items.




  A list at whose head, Jacob thinks, is ‘Christian Artefacts’ . . .




  He turns to his sketch and sets about shading the sea with charcoal.




  Curious, the oarsmen lean over; Jacob shows them the page:
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  The older oarsman makes a face to say, Not bad.




  A shout from a guard-boat startles the pair: they return to their posts.




   




   




  The sampan rocks under Vorstenbosch’s weight: he is a lean man, but today his silk surtout bulges with sections of ‘unicorn’ or narwhal horn, valued in Japan as a powdered cure-all. ‘It is this buffoonery’ – the incoming Chief raps his knuckles on his garment’s sewn-in bumps – ‘that I intend to eradicate. “Why,” I demanded of that serpent Kobayashi, “not simply have the cargo placed in a box, legitimately; rowed across, legitimately; and sold at private auction, legitimately?” His reply? “There is no precedent.” I put it to him, “Then why not create a precedent?” He stared at me as if I’d claimed paternity of his children.’




  ‘Sir?’ the First Mate calls. ‘Shall your slaves accompany you ashore?’




  ‘Send them with the cow. Snitker’s Black shall serve me meanwhile.’




  ‘Very good, sir; and Interpreter Sekita begs a ride ashore.’




  ‘Let the mooncalf down, then, Mr Wiskerke . . .’




  Sekita’s ample rear juts over the bulwark. His scabbard catches in the ladder: his attendant earns a sharp slap for this mishap. Once the master and servant are safely seated, Vorstenbosch doffs his smart tricorn hat. ‘A divine morning, Mr Sekita, is it not?’




  ‘Ah.’ Sekita nods without understanding. ‘We Japanese, an island race . . .’




  ‘Indeed, sir. Sea in all directions; deep blue expanses of it.’




  Sekita recites another rote-learnt sentence: ‘Tall pines are deep roots.’




  ‘For why must we waste our scant monies on your obese salary?’




  Sekita purses his lips as if in thought. ‘How do you do, sir?’




  If he inspects my books, thinks Jacob, all my worries are for nothing.




  Vorstenbosch orders the oarsmen ‘Go!’ and points to Dejima.




  Unnecessarily and unasked, Sekita translates the order.




  The oarsmen propel the sampan by ‘sweeping’ their oars in the manner of a water-snake, in time to a breathy shanty.




  ‘Might they be singing,’ wonders Vorstenbosch, ‘ “Give Us Your Gold, O Stinking Dutchman”?’




  ‘One trusts not, sir, in the presence of an interpreter.’




  ‘That’s a charitable description of the man. Yet better him than Kobayashi: this may be our last chance to have a private discussion for a little while. Once ashore, my priority must be to ensure as profitable a trading season as our shoddy cargo can afford. Yours, de Zoet, is quite different: piece together the factory accounts, both for Company trade and private trade since the year ’ninety-four. Without knowing what the officers have bought, sold and exported and for how much, we cannot know the full extent of the corruption we must deal with.’




  ‘I’ll do my very best, sir.’




  ‘Snitker’s incarceration is my statement of intent, but should we mete out the same treatment to every smuggler on Dejima, there would be nobody left but the two of us. Rather, we must show how honest labour is rewarded with advancement, and theft punished with disgrace and gaol. Thus, only thus, may we clean out this Augean stable. Ah, and here is van Cleef, come to greet us.’




  The acting deputy walks down the ramp from the Sea-Gate.




  ‘ “Every Arrival,” ’ quotes Vorstenbosch, ‘ “is a Particular Death.” ’




   




   




  Deputy Melchior van Cleef, born in Utrecht forty years ago, doffs his hat. His swarthy face is bearded and piratical; a friend might describe his narrow eyes as ‘observant’, an enemy as ‘Mephistophelian’. ‘Good morning, Mr Vorstenbosch; and welcome to Dejima, Mr de Zoet.’ His handshake could crush stones. ‘To wish you a “pleasant” stay is overly hopeful . . .’ He notices the fresh kink in Jacob’s nose.




  ‘I am obliged, Deputy van Cleef.’ Solid ground sways under Jacob’s sea-legs. Coolies are already unloading his sea-chest and carrying it to the Sea-Gate. ‘Sir, I should prefer to keep my luggage in sight . . .’




  ‘So you should. Until recently we corrected the stevedores with blows, but the Magistrate ruled that a beaten coolie is an affront to all Japan and forbade us. Now their knavery knows no bounds.’




  Interpreter Sekita mistimes his jump from the sampan’s prow on to the ramp, and dunks his leg up to the knee. Once on dry land, he smacks his servant’s nose with his fan and hurries ahead of the three Dutchmen, telling them, ‘Go! Go! Go!’




  Deputy van Cleef explains, ‘He means “Come”.’




  Once through the Sea-Gate, they are ushered into the Customs Room. Here, Sekita asks the foreigners’ names, and shouts them at an elderly registrar, who repeats them to a younger assistant, who writes them in his ledger. ‘Vorstenbosch’ is transliterated Bôrusu Tenbôshu, ‘van Cleef’ becomes Bankureifu and ‘de Zoet’ is rechristened Dazûto. Rounds of cheese and barrels of butter unloaded from the Shenandoah are being poked with skewers by a team of inspectors. ‘Those damned blackguards,’ van Cleef complains, ‘are known to break open preserved eggs lest the chicken sneaked in a ducat or two.’ A burly guard approaches. ‘Meet the frisker,’ says the Deputy. ‘The Chief is exempt, but not clerks, alas.’




  A number of young men gather: they have the same shaven foreheads and top-knots as the inspectors and interpreters who visited the Shenandoah this week, but their robes are less impressive. ‘Unranked interpreters,’ explains van Cleef. ‘They hope to earn Sekita’s favour by doing his job for him.’




  The frisker speaks to Jacob and they chorus, ‘Arms rise! Open pockets!’




  Sekita silences them and orders Jacob, ‘Arms rise. Open pockets.’




  Jacob obeys; the frisker pats his armpits and explores his pockets.




  He finds Jacob’s sketchbook, examines it briefly and issues another order.




  ‘Show shoes to guard, sir!’ say the quickest house interpreters.




  Sekita sniffs. ‘Show shoes now.’




  Jacob notices that even the stevedores stop their work to watch.




  Some are pointing at the clerk, unabashed and declaring, ‘Kômô, kômô.’




  ‘They’re talking about your hair,’ explains van Cleef. ‘ “Kômô” is how Europeans are often dubbed: kô signifying “red”; and “mô”, hair. Few of us, in truth, do boast hair of your tint; a genuine “red-haired barbarian” is worth a good gawp.’




  ‘You study the Japanese tongue, Mr van Cleef?’




  ‘There are rules against it, but I pick up a little from my wives.’




  ‘Should you teach me what you know, sir, I would be greatly obliged.’




  ‘I’d not be much of a teacher,’ van Cleef confesses. ‘Dr Marinus chats with the Malays as if he was born black, but the Japanese language is hard won, he says. Any interpreter caught teaching us could, feasibly, be charged with treason.’




  The frisker returns Jacob’s shoes and issues a fresh command.




  ‘Off clotheses, sir!’ say the interpreters. ‘Clotheses off!’




  ‘Clotheses stay on!’ retorts van Cleef. ‘Clerks don’t strip, Mr de Zoet; the nasty-turdy wants us robbed of another dignity. Obey him today, and every clerk entering Japan until Doomsday would perforce follow suit.’




  The frisker remonstrates; the chorus rises, ‘Clotheses off!’




  Interpreter Sekita recognises trouble and creeps away.




  Vorstenbosch hits the floor with his cane until quietness reigns. ‘No!’




  The displeased frisker decides to concede the point.




  A Customs guard taps Jacob’s sea-chest with his spear and speaks.




  ‘Open please,’ says an unranked interpreter. ‘Open big box!’




  The box, taunts Jacob’s inner whisperer, containing your Psalter.




  ‘Before we all grow old, de Zoet,’ says Vorstenbosch.




  Sick to his core, Jacob unlocks the chest as ordered.




  One of the guards speaks; the chorus translates, ‘Go back, sir! Step behind!’




  More than twenty curious necks crane as the frisker lifts the lid and unfolds Jacob’s five linen shirts; his woollen blanket; stockings; a drawstring bag of buttons and buckles; a tatty wig; a set of quills; yellowing undergarments; his boyhood compass; half a bar of Windsor soap; the two dozen letters from Anna tied with her hair ribbon; a razor blade; a Delft pipe; a cracked glass; a folio of sheet music; a moth-eaten bottle-green velvet waistcoat; a pewter plate, knife and spoon; and, stacked at the bottom, some fifty assorted books. A frisker speaks to an underling, who runs out of the Customs Room.




  ‘Fetch duty interpreter, sir,’ says an interpreter. ‘Bring to see books.’




  ‘Is not,’ Jacob’s ribs squeeze him, ‘Mr Sekita to conduct the dissection?’




  A brown-toothed grin appears in van Cleef’s beard. ‘Dissection?’




  ‘Inspection, I meant, sir: the inspection of my books.’




  ‘Sekita’s father purchased his son’s place in the Guild, but the prohibition against’ – van Cleef mouths ‘Christianity’ – ‘is too important for blockheads. Books are checked by an abler man: Iwase Banri, perhaps, or one of the Ogawas.’




  ‘Who are the –’ Jacob chokes on his own saliva ‘– Ogawas?’




  ‘Ogawa Mimasaku is one of the four Interpreters of the First Rank. His son, Ogawa Uzaemon, is of the Third Rank, and –’ a young man enters ‘– ah! Speak of the Devil and listen for his feet! A warm morning, Mr Ogawa.’




  Ogawa Uzaemon, in his mid-twenties, has an open, intelligent face. The unranked interpreters all bow low. He bows to Vorstenbosch, van Cleef and lastly the new arrival. ‘Welcome ashore, Mr de Zoet.’ His pronunciation is excellent. He extends his hand for a European handshake just as Jacob delivers an Asian bow: Ogawa Uzaemon reciprocates with an Asian bow as Jacob offers his hand. The vignette amuses the room. ‘I am told,’ says the interpreter, ‘Mr de Zoet brings many book . . . and here they are . . .’ he points to the chest ‘. . . many many book. A “plethora” of book, you say?’




  ‘A few books,’ says Jacob, nervous enough to vomit. ‘Or quite a few: yes.’




  ‘May I remove books to see?’ Ogawa does so, eagerly, without waiting for an answer. For Jacob, the world is narrowed to a thin tunnel between him and his Psalter, visible between his two-volume copy of Sara Burgerhart. Ogawa frowns. ‘Many, many books here. A little time, please. When finish, I send message. It is agreeable?’ He misreads Jacob’s hesitancy. ‘Books all safe. I too’ – Ogawa places his palm over his heart – ‘am bibliophile. This is correct word? Bibliophile?’




   




   




  Out in the Weighing Yard the sun feels as hot as a branding-iron.




  Any minute now, thinks the reluctant smuggler, my Psalter will be found.




  A small party of Japanese officials is waiting for Vorstenbosch.




  A Malay slave bows, waiting for the Chief with a bamboo parasol.




  ‘Captain Lacy and I,’ says the Chief, ‘have a gamut of engagements in the State Room until luncheon. You look sickly, de Zoet: have Dr Marinus drain half a pint after Mr van Cleef has shown you around.’ He nods a parting at his deputy and walks to his residence.




  The Weighing Yard is dominated by one of the Company’s tripod-scales, as high as two men. ‘We’re weighing the sugar today,’ says van Cleef, ‘for what that junk is worth. Batavia sent the very dregs of their warehouses.’




  The small square bustles with more than a hundred merchants, interpreters, inspectors, servants, spies, lackeys, palanquin bearers, porters. So these, thinks Jacob, are the Japanese. Their hair colour – black to grey – and skin tones are more uniform than those of a Dutch crowd, and their modes of dress, footwear and hairstyles appear rigidly prescribed according to rank. Fifteen or twenty near-naked carpenters are perched on the frame of a new warehouse. ‘Idler than a gang of gin-soused Finns . . .’ mumbles van Cleef. Watching from the roof of a Customs House is a pink-faced, soot-on-snow-coloured monkey, dressed in a sailcloth jerkin. ‘I see you’ve spotted William Pitt.’




  ‘I beg your pardon, sir?’




  ‘King George’s First Minister, yes. He answers to no other name. A sailor bought him some six or seven seasons ago, but on the day his owner sailed, the ape vanished, only to reappear the next day, a freedman of Dejima. Speaking of brute apes, over there . . .’ van Cleef indicates a lantern-jawed and pig-tailed labourer engaged in opening boxes of sugar ‘. . . is Wybo Gerritszoon, one of our hands.’ Gerritszoon places the precious nails in his jerkin pocket. The bags of sugar are carried past a Japanese inspector and a striking foreign youth of seventeen or eighteen: his hair is gold and cherubic, his lips have a Javanese thickness and eyes an Oriental slant. ‘Ivo Oost: somebody’s natural son, with a generous glug of mestizo blood.’




  The bags of sugar arrive at a trestle-table by the Company tripod.




  The weighing is viewed by another trio of Japanese officials: an interpreter; and two Europeans in their twenties. ‘On the left,’ van Cleef points, ‘is Peter Fischer, a Prussian out of Brunswick . . .’ Fischer is nut-coloured, brown-haired but balding ‘. . . and an articled clerk – although Mr Vorstenbosch tells me you are also qualified, giving us an embarrassment of riches. Fischer’s companion is Con Twomey, an Irishman of Cork.’ Twomey has a half-moon face and a sharkish smile; his hair is cropped close and he is roughly tailored in sailcloth. ‘Don’t fret you forget these names: once the Shenandoah departs, we’ll have a tedious eternity in which to learn all about each other.’




  ‘Don’t the Japanese suspect some of our men aren’t Dutch?’




  ‘We account for Twomey’s bastard accent by saying he hails from Groningen. When were there ever enough pure-blooded Dutch to man the Company? Especially now’ – the stressed word alludes to the sensitive matter of Daniel Snitker’s incarceration – ‘we must catch-as-catch-can. Twomey’s our carpenter, but doubles as inspector on Weighing Days, for the infernal coolies’ll spirit away a bag of sugar in a blink without they’re watched like hawks. As will the guards – and the merchants are the slyest bastards of all: yesterday one of the whoresons slipped a stone into a bag which he then “discovered” and tried to use as “evidence” to lower the average tare.’




  ‘Shall I begin my duties now, Mr van Cleef?’




  ‘Have Dr Marinus breathe a vein first, and join the fray once you’re settled. Marinus you shall find in his surgery at the end of Long Street – this street – by the bay tree. You shan’t get lost. No man ever lost his way on Dejima, without he had a bladder-full of grog in him.’




   




   




  ‘Fine thing I happened along,’ says a wheezing voice, ten paces later. ‘A cove’ll lose his way on Dejima faster’n shit through a goose. Arie Grote’s my name an’ you’ll be’ – he thumps Jacob’s shoulder – ‘Jacob de Zoet of Zeeland the Brave an’, my oh my, Snitker did put your nose out of joint, didn’t he?’




  Arie Grote has a grin full of holes and a hat made of shark-hide.




  ‘Like my hat, do you? Boa Constrictor, this was, in the jungles of Ternate, what slunk one night into my hut what I shared with my three native maids. My first thought was, well, one of my bed-mates was wakin’ me gentle to toast my beans, eh? But no no no, there’s this tightenin’ an’ my lungs’re squeezed tight an’ three of my ribs go pop! snap! crack! an’ by the light o’ the Southern Cross, eh, I see him gazin’ into my bulgin’ eyes – an’ that, Mr de Z., was the squeezy bugger’s downfall. My arms was locked behind me but my jaws was free an’ oh I bit the beggar’s head that ’ard . . . A screamin’ snake ain’t a sound you’ll forget in an hurry! Squeezy Bugger squeezed me tighter – he weren’t done yet – so I went for the worm’s jugular an’ bit it clean through. The grateful villagers made me a robe of its skin and coronated me, eh, Lord of Ternate – that snake’d been the terror of their jungle – but . . .’ Grote sighs ‘. . . a sailor’s heart’s the sea’s plaything, eh? Back in Batavia a milliner turned my robe to hats what fetched ten rix-dollars a throw . . . but nothing’d splice me from this last one ’cept, mayhap, a favour to welcome a young cove whose need be sharper’n mine, eh? This beauty’s yours not for ten rix-dollars, no no no, not eight but five stuivers. As good a price as none.’




  ‘The milliner switched your Boa skin for poorly cured shark-hide, alas.’




  ‘I’ll wager you rise from the card table,’ Arie Grote looks pleased, ‘with a well-fed purse. Most of us hands gather of an evenin’ in my humble billet, eh, for a little hazard ’n’ companionship, an’ as you plainly ain’t no Stuffed-Shirt Hoity-Toity, why not join us?’




  ‘A pastor’s son like me would bore you, I fear: I drink little and gamble less.’




  ‘Who ain’t a gambler in the Glorious Orient, with his very life? Of every ten coves who sail out, six’ll survive to make what hay they may, eh, but four’ll sink into some swampy grave an’ forty-sixty is damn poor odds. By-the-by, for every jewel or ducatoon sewn into coat lining, eleven get seized at the Sea-Gate, and only a one slips through. They’re best poked up yer fig-hole an’ by-the-by should your cavity, eh, be so primed, Mr de Z., I can get you the best price of all . . .’




  At the Crossroads, Jacob stops: ahead, Long Street continues its curve.




  ‘That’s Bony Alley,’ Grote points to their right, ‘goin’ to Sea Wall Lane: an’ thataways,’ Grote points left, ‘is Short Street; and the Land-Gate . . .’




  . . . and beyond the Land-Gate, thinks Jacob, is the Cloistered Empire.




  ‘Them gates’ll not budge for us, Mr de Z., no no no. The Chief, Deputy an’ Dr M. pass through from time to time, aye, but not us. “The Shogun’s hostages” is what the natives dub us an’ that’s the size of it, eh? But listen,’ Grote propels Jacob forwards, ‘it ain’t just gems and coins I deal in, let me tell yer. Just yesterday,’ he whispers, ‘I earned a select client aboard the Shenandoah a box of purest camphor crystals for some ratty bagpipes what you’d not fish from a canal back home.’




  He’s dangling bait, Jacob thinks, and replies, ‘I do not smuggle, Mr Grote.’




  ‘Strike me dead afore I’d accuse yer’f malpractice, Mr de Z.! Just informin’ you, eh, as how my commission is one quarter o’ the selling price, regular-like: but a smart young cove like you’ll keep seven slices per pie o’ ten for I’m partial to feisty Zeelanders, eh? ’Twill be a pleasure to handle your pox-powder, too’ – Grote has the casual tone of a man masking something crucial – ‘what with certain merchants who call me “Brother” beatin’ up the price faster an’ fatter’n a stallion’s stiffy as we speak, Mr de Z., aye, as we speak, an’ why?’




  Jacob stops. ‘How can you possibly know about my mercury?’




  ‘Hearken to my Joyous Tidin’s, eh? One o’ the Shogun’s numerous sons,’ Grote lowers his voice, ‘undertook the mercury cure, this spring. The treatment’s been known here twenty years but weren’t never trusted but this princeling’s gherkin was so rotted it glowed green; one course o’ Dutch pox-powder an’ Praise the Lord, he’s cured! The story spreads like wildfire; ev’ry apothecary in the land’s howlin’ f’the miraculous elixir, eh; an’ here comes you with eight crates! Let me negotiate an’ yer’ll make enough to buy a thousand hats; do it yerself an’ they’ll skin yer an’ make you into the hat, my friend.’




  ‘How,’ Jacob finds himself walking again, ‘do you know about my mercury?’




  ‘Rats,’ Arie Grote whispers. ‘Aye, rats. I feed the rats tidbits now an’ then; an’ the rats tell me what’s what an’ that’s that. Voilà, eh? Here’s the Hospital; a journey shared’s a journey halved, eh? So, we’re agreed: I’ll act as yer agent forthwith, eh? No need for contracts or such stuff: a gentleman’ll not break his word. Until later . . .’




  Arie Grote is walking back down Long Street to the Crossroads.




  Jacob calls after him, ‘But I never gave you my word!’




   




   




  The Hospital door opens into a narrow hall. Ahead, a ladder ascends to a trapdoor, propped open; to the right, a doorway gives into the Surgery, a large room ruled over by an age-mottled skeleton crucified on a T-frame. Jacob tries not to think of Ogawa finding his Psalter. An operating table is equipped with cords and apertures, and plastered with blood-stains. There are racks for the surgeon’s saws, knives, scissors and chisels; mortars and pestles; a giant cabinet to house, Jacob assumes, materia medica; bleeding bowls; and several benches and tables. The smell of fresh sawdust mingles with wax, herbs and a clayey whiff of liver. Through a doorway is the Sick Room, with three vacant beds. Jacob is tempted by an earthenware jar of water: he drinks with the ladle – it is cool and sweet.




  Why is nobody here, he wonders, to protect the place from thieves?




  A young servant or slave appears, swishing a broom: he is barefoot, handsome, and attired in a fine surplice and loose Indian trousers.




  Jacob feels a need to justify his presence. ‘Dr Marinus’s slave?’




  ‘The doctor employs me,’ the youth’s Dutch is good, ‘as an assistant, sir.’




  ‘Is that so? I’m the new clerk, de Zoet: and your name is?’




  The man’s bow is courteous, not servile. ‘My name is Eelattu, sir.’




  ‘What part of the world do you hail from, Eelattu?’




  ‘I was born in Colombo on the island of Ceylon, sir.’




  Jacob is unsettled by his suavity. ‘Where is your master now?’




  ‘At study, upstairs: do you desire that I fetch him?’




  ‘There’s no need – I shall go up and introduce myself.’




  ‘Yes, sir: but the doctor prefers not to receive visitors—’




  ‘Oh, he’ll not object when he learns what I bring him . . .’




   




   




  Through the trapdoor, Jacob peers into a long, well-furnished attic. Halfway down is Marinus’s harpsichord, referred to weeks ago in Batavia by Jacob’s friend Mr Zwaardecroone; it is allegedly the only harpsichord ever to travel to Japan. At the far end is a ruddy and ursine European of about fifty years, with tied-back, stony hair. He is sitting on the floor at a low table in a well of light, drawing a flame-orange orchid. Jacob knocks on the trapdoor. ‘Good afternoon, Dr Marinus.’




  The doctor, his shirt unbuttoned, does not respond.




  ‘Dr Marinus? I am delighted to make your acquaintance, at last . . .’




  Still, the doctor gives no indication of having heard.




  The clerk raises his voice: ‘Dr Marinus? I apologise for disturb—’




  ‘From what mouse-hole,’ Marinus glares, ‘did you spring?’




  ‘I just arrived a quarter hour ago, from the Shenandoah? My name’s—’




  ‘Did I ask for your name? No: I asked for your fons et origo.’




  ‘Domburg, sir: a coastal town on Walcheren Island, in Zeeland.’




  ‘Walcheren, is it? I visited Middelburg once.’




  ‘In point of fact, Doctor, I was educated in Middelburg.’




  Marinus barks a laugh. ‘Nobody is “educated” in that nest of slavers.’




  ‘Perhaps I may raise your estimate of Zeelanders in the months ahead. I am to live in Tall House, so we are nearly neighbours.’




  ‘So propinquity propagates neighbourliness, does it?’




  ‘I—’ Jacob wonders at Marinus’s deliberate aggression. ‘I – well—’




  ‘This Cymbidium koran was found in the goats’ fodder: as you dither, it wilts.’




  ‘Mr Vorstenbosch suggested you might drain some blood . . .’




  ‘Medieval quackery! Phlebotomy – and the Humoral Theory on which it rests – was exploded by Hunter twenty years ago.’




  But draining blood, thinks Jacob, is every surgeon’s bread. ‘But . . .’




  ‘But but but? But but? But? But but but but but?’




  ‘The world is composed of people who are convinced of it.’




  ‘Proving the world is composed of dunderheads. Your nose looks swollen.’




  Jacob strokes the kink. ‘Former Chief Snitker threw a punch and—’




  ‘You don’t have the build for brawling.’ Marinus rises, and limps towards the trapdoor with the aid of a stout stick. ‘Bathe your nose in cool water, twice daily; and pick a fight with Gerritszoon presenting the convex side, so he may hammer it flat. Good day to you, Domburger.’ With a well-aimed whack of his stick, Dr Marinus knocks away the prop holding up the trapdoor.




   




   




  Back in the sun-blinding street, the indignant clerk finds himself surrounded by Interpreter Ogawa, his servant, a pair of inspectors: all four look sweaty and grim. ‘Mr de Zoet,’ says Ogawa, ‘I wish to speak about a book you bring. It is important matter . . .’




  Jacob loses the next clause to a rush of nausea and dread.




  Vorstenbosch shan’t be able to save me, he thinks: and why would he?




  ‘. . . and so to find such a book astonishes me greatly . . . Mr de Zoet?’




  My career is destroyed, thinks Jacob, my liberty is gone and Anna is lost . . .




  ‘Where,’ the prisoner manages to croak, ‘am I to be incarcerated?’




  Long Street is tilting up and down. The clerk shuts his eyes.




  ‘ “In cancer-ated”?’ Ogawa mocks him. ‘My poor Dutch is failing me.’




  The clerk’s heart pounds like a broken pump. ‘Is it human to toy with me?’




  ‘Toy?’ Ogawa’s perplexity grows. ‘This is proverb, Mr de Zoet? In Mr de Zoet’s chest I found book of Mr . . . Adamu Sumissu.’




  Jacob opens his eyes: Long Street is no longer tilting. ‘Adam Smith?’




  ‘ “Adam Smith” – please excuse. The Wealth of Nations . . . You know?’




  I know it, yes, thinks Jacob, but I don’t yet dare hope. ‘The original English is a little difficult, so I bought the Dutch edition in Batavia.’




  Ogawa looks surprised. ‘So Adam Smith is not Dutchman but Englishman?’




  ‘He’d not thank you, Mr Ogawa! Smith’s a Scot, living in Edinburgh. But can it be The Wealth of Nations about which you speak?’




  ‘What other? I am rangakusha – scholar of Dutch Science. Four years ago, I borrow Wealth of Nations from Chief Hemmij. I began translation to bring,’ Ogawa’s lips ready themselves, ‘ “Theory of Political Economy” to Japan. But Lord of Satsuma offered Chief Hemmij much money so I returned it. Book was sold before I finish.’




  The incandescent sun is caged by a glowing bay tree.




  God called unto him, thinks Jacob, out of the midst of the bush . . .




  Hooked gulls and scraggy kites criss-cross the blue-glazed sky.




  . . . and said, Moses, Moses. And he said, Here am I.




  ‘I try to obtain another, but’ – Ogawa flinches – ‘but difficulties is much.’




  Jacob resists an impulse to laugh like a child. ‘I understand.’




  ‘Then, this morning, in your book-chest, Adam Smith I find. Very much surprise, and to speak with sincerity, Mr de Zoet, I wish to buy or rent . . .’




  Across the street in the garden, cicadas shriek in ratcheted rounds.




  ‘Adam Smith is neither for sale nor rent,’ says the Dutchman, ‘but you are welcome, Mr Ogawa – very welcome indeed – to borrow him for as long as ever you wish.’




  IV




  Outside the Privy by Garden House on Dejima
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  Before breakfast on the 29th July, 1799




  Jacob de Zoet emerges from buzzing darkness to see Hanzaburo, his house interpreter, being interrogated by two inspectors. ‘They’ll be ordering your boy,’ Junior Clerk Ponke Ouwehand appears from thin air, ‘to open up your turds to see what you shat. I tormented my first snoop into an early grave three days ago, so the Interpreters’ Guild sent this hat-stand.’ Ouwehand jerks his head at the gangly youth behind him. ‘His name’s Kichibei but I call him “Herpes” after how closely he sticks to me. But I’ll defeat him in the end. Grote bet me ten guilders I can’t wear out five by November. Broken our fast yet, have we?’




  The inspectors now notice Kichibei and summon him over.




  ‘I was on my way,’ says Jacob, wiping his hands.




  ‘We should go before all the hands piss in your coffee.’




  The two clerks set off up Long Street, passing two pregnant deer.




  ‘Nice shank of venison,’ comments Ouwehand, ‘for Christmas dinner.’




  Dr Marinus and the slave Ignatius are watering the melon patch. ‘Another furnace of a day ahead, Doctor,’ says Ouwehand, over the fence.




  Marinus must have heard but does not deign to look up.




  ‘He’s courteous enough to his students,’ Ouwehand remarks to Jacob, ‘and to his handsome Indian, and he was gentleness made man, so van Cleef says, when Hemmij was dying, and when his scholar friends bring him a weed or a dead starfish, he wags his tail off. So why is he Old Master Misery with us? In Batavia, even the French Consul – the French Consul, mark you – called him “un buffalo insufferable”.’ Ouwehand squeaks in the back of his throat.




  A gang of porters is gathering at the Crossroads to bring ashore the pig-iron. When they notice Jacob, the usual nudges, stares and grins begin. He turns down Bony Alley rather than run the gauntlet any further.




  ‘Don’t deny you enjoy the attention,’ says Ouwehand, ‘Mr Red-Hair.’




  ‘But I do deny it,’ objects Jacob. ‘I deny it utterly.’




  The two clerks turn into Sea Wall Lane and reach the Kitchen.




  Arie Grote is plucking a bird under a canopy of pans and skillets. Oil is frying, a pile of improvised pancakes is piling up and a well-travelled round of Edam and sour apples are divided between two mess tables. Piet Baert, Ivo Oost and Gerritszoon sit at the hands’ table; Peter Fischer, the senior clerk, and Con Twomey, the carpenter, eat at the officers’: today being Wednesday, Vorstenbosch, van Cleef and Dr Marinus take their breakfast upstairs in the Bay Room.




  ‘We was just wond’rin’,’ says Grote, ‘where you coves’d got to, eh?’




  ‘Pottage of nightingales’ tongues to begin with, Maestro,’ says Ouwehand, poking at the gritty bread and rancid butter, ‘followed by a quail-and-blackberry pie with artichokes in cream, and last, the quince and white rose trifle.’




  ‘How Mr O.’s evergreen jests,’ says Grote, ‘spice up the day.’




  ‘That is,’ Ouwehand peers over, ‘a pheasant’s arsehole your hand is up?’




  ‘Envy,’ the cook tuts, ‘is one o’ the Seven Deadlies, eh, Mr de Z.?’




  ‘They say so.’ Jacob wipes a smear of blood from an apple. ‘Yes.’




  ‘We readied yer coffee.’ Baert carries over a bowl. ‘Nice an’ fresh.’




  Jacob looks at Ouwehand who makes a ‘told you so’ face.




  ‘Thank you, Mr Baert, but I may abstain today.’




  ‘But we made it special,’ protests the Antwerper. ‘Just for you.’




  Oost yawns, cavernously; Jacob risks a pleasantry. ‘Bad night?’




  ‘Out smuggling and robbing the Company till dawn, weren’t I?’




  ‘I wouldn’t know, Mr Oost.’ Jacob breaks his bread. ‘Were you?’




  ‘Thought you had all the answers afore y’even set foot ashore.’




  ‘A civil tongue,’ cautions Twomey, in his Irish-flavoured Dutch, ‘is—’




  ‘He’s the one sittin’ in judgement on us all, Con, an’ you think it too.’




  Oost is the only hand rash enough to speak so bluntly to the new clerk’s face without the excuse of grog, but Jacob knows that even van Cleef views him as Vorstenbosch’s spy. The Kitchen is waiting for his answer. ‘To man its ships, maintain its garrisons and pay its tens of thousands of salaries, Mr Oost, including yours, the Company must make a profit. Its trading factories must keep books. Dejima’s books for the last five years are a pig’s dinner. It is Mr Vorstenbosch’s duty to order me to piece those books together. It is my duty to obey. Why must this make my name “Iscariot”?’




  No one cares to reply. Peter Fischer eats with his mouth open.




  Ouwehand scoops up some sauerkraut with his gritty bread.




  ‘Strikes me,’ Grote says, plucking out the fowl’s innards, ‘that it all rests on what the Chief does about any . . . irregularities, eh, spotted durin’ this piecin’ together. Whether it’s a “Naughty-Boy-Now-Sin-No-More”, or a firm but fair canin’ of one’s derrière, eh? Or ruination an’ a six-by-five-by-four in Batavia gaol . . .’




  ‘If—’ Jacob stops himself saying, ‘if you did nothing wrong, you have nothing to fear’: everyone present violates the Company rules on private trade. ‘I’m not the—’ Jacob stops himself saying ‘Chief’s Private Confessor’. ‘Have you tried asking Mr Vorstenbosch directly?’




  ‘Not f’the likes o’ me,’ replies Grote, ‘to be interrogatin’, eh, my superiors?’




  ‘Then you’ll have to wait and see what Chief Vorstenbosch decides.’




  A bad answer, realises Jacob, implying I know more than I’m saying.




  ‘Yap yap,’ mumbles Oost. ‘Yap.’ Baert’s laughter could be hiccups.




  An apple skin slides off Fischer’s knife in one perfect coil. ‘Can we expect you to visit our office later? Or will you be doing more piecing together in Warehouse Doorn with your friend Ogawa?’




  ‘I shall do,’ Jacob hears his voice rise, ‘whatever the Chief bids.’




  ‘Oh? Did I touch a rotten tooth? Ouwehand and I merely wish to know –’




  ‘Did I’ – Ouwehand consults the ceiling – ‘utter a single word?’




  ‘– to know whether our alleged third clerk shall help us today.’




  ‘ “Articled”,’ Jacob states, ‘not “alleged” or “third”, just as you are not “head”.’




  ‘Oh? So you and Mr Vorstenbosch have discussed matters of succession?’




  ‘Is this squabblin’ edifyin’, eh,’ queries Grote, ‘afore the lower orders?’




  The warped kitchen door shudders as the Chief’s servant Cupido enters.




  ‘What d’you want, yer dusky dog?’ asks Grote. ‘You was fed earlier.’




  ‘I bring a message for Clerk de Zoet: “Chief bids you come to State Room”, sir.’




  Baert’s laugh is born, lives and dies in his ever-congested nose.




  ‘I’ll keep yer breakfast,’ Grote chops off the pheasant’s feet, ‘good an’ safe.’




  ‘Here, boy!’ whispers Oost to an invisible dog. ‘Sit, boy! Up, boy!’




  ‘Just a sip o’ coffee,’ Baert proffers the bowl, ‘to fortify yer, like?’




  ‘I don’t think I’d care,’ Jacob stands to go, ‘for its adulterants.’




  ‘Not a soul’s ’cusin yer ’f adult’ry,’ gurns Baert, incomprehending, ‘just—’




  The pastor’s nephew kicks the coffee bowl out of Baert’s hands.




  It smashes against the ceiling: fragments smash on the floor.




  The onlookers are astonished; Oost’s yaps cease; Baert is drenched.




  Even Jacob is surprised. He pockets his bread and leaves.




  *          *          *




  In the Antechamber of Bottles outside the State Room, a wall of fifty or sixty glass demijohns, wired tight against earthquakes, exhibit creatures from the Company’s once-vast empire. Preserved from decay by alcohol, pig-bladder and lead, they warn not so much that all flesh perishes – what sane adult forgets this truth for long? – but that immortality comes at a steep price.




  A pickled dragon of Kandy bears an uncanny resemblance to Anna’s father, and Jacob recalls a fateful conversation with that gentleman in his Rotterdam drawing-room. Carriages passed by below, and the lamplighter was doing his rounds. ‘Anna has told me,’ her father began, ‘the surprising facts of the situation, de Zoet . . .




  The Kandy dragon’s neighbour is a slack-jawed viper of the Celebes.




  ‘. . . and I have, accordingly, enumerated your merits and demerits.




  A baby alligator from Halmahera has a demon’s delighted grin.




  ‘In the credit column: you are a fastidious clerk of good character . . .




  The alligator’s umbilical cord is attached to its shell for all eternity.




  ‘. . . who has not abused his advantage over Anna’s affections.




  It was a posting to Halmahera from which Vorstenbosch rescued Jacob.




  ‘In the debit column, you are a clerk: not a merchant, not a shipper . . .




  A tortoise from the Island of Diego Garcia appears to be weeping,




  ‘. . . or even a warehouse-master, but a clerk. I don’t doubt your affection.




  Jacob touches the jar of a Barbados lamprey with his broken nose.




  ‘But affection is merely the plum in the pudding: the pudding itself is wealth.




  The lamprey’s O-shaped mouth is a grinding mill of razor-sharp Vs and Ws.




  ‘I am, however, willing to give you a chance to earn your pudding, de Zoet – out of respect for Anna’s judge of character. A director at East India House comes to my club. If you wish to become my son-in-law as strongly as you say, he can arrange a five-year clerical post for you in Java. The official salary is meagre but a young man of enterprise may make something of himself. You must give your answer today, however: the Fadrelandet is sailing from Copenhagen in a fortnight . . .’




  ‘New friends?’ Deputy van Cleef watches him from the State Room door.




  Jacob pulls his gaze from the lamprey’s. ‘I don’t have the luxury to pick and choose, Deputy.’




  Van Cleef hums at his candour. ‘Mr Vorstenbosch shall see you now.’




  ‘Won’t you be joining our meeting, sir?’




  ‘Pig-iron won’t carry and weigh itself, de Zoet, more’s the pity.’




   




   




  Unico Vorstenbosch squints at the thermometer hung by the painting of William the Silent. He is pink with heat and shiny with sweat. ‘I shall have Twomey fashion me one of those ingenious cloth fans the English brought from India . . . oh, the word evades me . . .’




  ‘Might you be thinking of a punkah, sir?’




  ‘Just so. A punkah, with a punkah-wallah to tug its cord . . .’




  Cupido enters, carrying a familiar jade-and-silver teapot on a tray.




  ‘Interpreter Kobayashi is due at ten,’ says Vorstenbosch, ‘with a gaggle of officials to brief me on court etiquette during our long-delayed audience with the Magistrate. Antique China-ware shall signal that this chief resident is a man of refinement: the Orient is all about signals, de Zoet. Remind me what blue-blood the tea-service was crafted for, according to that Jew in Macao?’




  ‘He claimed it was from the trousseau of the last Ming Emperor’s wife, sir.’




  ‘The last Ming Emperor: just so. Oh, and I am desirous that you join us later.’




  ‘For the meeting with Interpreter Kobayashi and the officials, sir?’




  ‘For our interview with the Magistrate Shirai . . . Shilo . . . Aid me.’




  ‘Magistrate Shiroyama, sir – sir, I am to visit Nagasaki?’




  ‘Unless you’d prefer to stay here and record catties of pig-iron?’




  ‘To set foot on Japan proper would . . .’ cause Peter Fischer, thinks Jacob, to expire with envy ‘. . . would be a great adventure. Thank you.’




  ‘A chief needs a private secretary. Now, let us continue the morning’s business in the privacy of my bureau . . .’




   




   




  Sunlight falls across the escritoire in the small adjacent room. ‘So,’ Vorstenbosch settles himself, ‘after three days ashore, how are you finding life on the Company’s furthest-flung outpost?’




  ‘More salubrious’ – Jacob’s chair creaks – ‘than a posting on Halmahera, sir.’




  ‘Damnation by dim praise indeed! What irks you most of all: the spies, confinement, lack of liberties . . . or the ignorance of our countrymen?’




  Jacob considers telling Vorstenbosch about the scene at breakfast, but sees nothing to be gained. Respect, he thinks, cannot be commanded from on high.




  ‘The hands view me with some . . . suspicion, sir.’




  ‘Naturally. To decree, “Private Trade is Henceforth Banned” would merely make their schemes more ingenious; a deliberate vagueness is, for the time being, the best prophylactic. The hands resent this, of course, but daren’t vent their anger on me. You bear the brunt.’




  ‘I’d not wish to appear ungrateful for your patronage, sir.’




  ‘There’s no gainsaying that Dejima is a dull posting. The days when a man could retire on the profit from two trading seasons here are long, long gone. Swamp-fever and crocodiles shan’t kill you in Japan, but monotony might. But take heart, de Zoet: after one year we return to Batavia where you shall learn how I reward loyalty and diligence. And speaking of diligence, how proceeds your restoration of the ledgers?’




  ‘The books are an unholy mess, but Mr Ogawa is proving most helpful, and ’ninety-four and ’ninety-five are in large part reconstructed.’




  ‘A shoddy pass that we have to rely on Japanese archives. But come, we must address yet more pressing matters.’ Vorstenbosch unlocks his desk and takes out a bar of Japanese copper. ‘The world’s reddest, its richest in gold and, for a hundred years, the bride for whom we Dutch have danced in Nagasaki.’ He tosses the flat ingot at Jacob, who catches it neatly. ‘This bride, however, grows skinnier and sulkier by the year. According to your own figures . . .’ Vorstenbosch consults a slip of paper on his desk-top ‘. . . in 1790 we exported eight thousand piculs. In ’ninety-four, six thousand. Gijsbert Hemmij, who displayed good judgement only in dying before being charged for incompetence, suffered the quota to drop under four thousand, and during Snitker’s year of misgovernance, a paltry three thousand two hundred, every last bar of which was lost with the Octavia, wherever her wreck may lie.’




  The Almelo Clock divides time with bejewelled tweezers.




  ‘You recall, de Zoet, my visit to the Old Fort prior to our sailing?’




  ‘I do, sir, yes. The Governor-General spoke with you for two hours.’




  ‘It was a weighty discussion about nothing less than the future of Dutch Java. Which you hold in your hands.’ Vorstenbosch nods at the copper bar. ‘That’s it.’




  Jacob’s melted reflection is captured in the metal. ‘I don’t understand, sir.’




  ‘The bleak picture of the Company’s dilemma painted by Daniel Snitker was not, alas, hyperbole. What he did not add, because none outside the Council of the Indies knows, is that Batavia’s Treasury is starved away to nothing.’




  Carpenters hammer across the street. Jacob’s bent nose aches.




  ‘Without Japanese copper, Batavia cannot mint coins.’ Vorstenbosch’s fingers twirl an ivory paper-knife. ‘Without coins, the native battalions shall melt back into the jungle. There is no sugar-coating this truth, de Zoet: the High Government can maintain our garrisons on half-pay until next July. Come August, the first deserters leave; come October, the native chiefs smoke our weakness out; and by Christmas, Batavia succumbs to anarchy, rapine, slaughter and John Bull.’




  Unbidden, Jacob’s mind pictures these same catastrophes unfolding.




  ‘Every chief resident in Dejima’s history,’ Vorstenbosch continues, ‘tried to squeeze more precious metals out of Japan. All they ever received were hand-wringing and unkept promises. The wheels of commerce trundled on regardless, but should we fail, de Zoet, the Netherlands loses the Orient.’




  Jacob places the copper on the desk. ‘How can we succeed where . . .’




  ‘Where so many others failed? Audacity, pugnacity, and by an historic letter.’ Vorstenbosch slides a writing set across the desk. ‘Pray take down a rough copy.’




  Jacob readies his board, uncorks the inkwell and dips a quill.




  ‘ “I, Governor-General of the Dutch East Indies, P.G. van Overstraten,” ’ Jacob looks at his patron, but there is no mistake, ‘ “on this, the –” Was it the sixteenth of May we left Batavia’s roadstead?’




  The pastor’s son swallows. ‘The fourteenth, sir.’




  ‘ “– on this, the . . . Ninth day of May, seventeen hundred and ninety-nine, send cordial salutations to their August Excellencies the Council of Elders, as one true friend may communicate his innermost thoughts to another with neither flattery nor fear of disfavour, concerning the venerable amity between the Empire of Japan and the Batavian Republic”, stop.’




  ‘The Japanese have not been informed of the revolution, sir.’




  ‘Then let us be “the United Provinces of the Netherlands” for now. “Many times have the Shogun’s servants in Nagasaki amended the terms of trade to the Company’s impoverishment . . .” No, use “disadvantage”. Then, “The so-called ‘Flower-Money’ tax is at a usurious level; the rix-dollar’s value has been devalued three times in ten years, whilst the copper quota has decreased to a trickle” . . . stop.’




  Jacob’s hard-pressed nib crumples: he takes up another.




  ‘ “Yet the Company’s petitions are met with endless excuses. The dangers of the voyage from Batavia to your distant Empire were demonstrated by the Octavia’s foundering, in which two hundred Dutchmen lost their lives. Without fair compensation, the Nagasaki trade is tenable no longer.” New paragraph. “The Company’s directors in Amsterdam have issued a final memorandum concerning Dejima. Its substance may be summarised thus . . .’ Jacob’s quill skips over an ink-blot. ‘ “Without the copper quota is increased to twenty thousand piculs” – italicise the words, de Zoet, and add it in numerals – “the seventeen directors of the Dutch East Indies Company must conclude that its Japanese partners no longer wish to maintain foreign trade. We shall evacuate Dejima, removing our goods, our livestock and such materials from our warehouses as may be salvaged with immediate effect.” There. That should set loose the fox in the chicken coop, should it not?’




  ‘A half-dozen large ones, sir. But did the Governor-General make this threat?’




  ‘Asiatic minds respect force majeure; best they are prodded into compliancy.’




  The answer, then, sees Jacob, is No. ‘Suppose the Japanese call this bluff?’




  ‘One calls a bluff only if one scents a bluff. Thus you are party to this stratagem, as are van Cleef, Captain Lacy and myself, and nobody else. Now conclude: “For a copper quota of twenty thousand piculs I shall send another ship next year. Should the Shogun’s Council offer” – italicise – “one picul less than twenty thousand, they shall, in effect, be taking an axe to the tree of commerce, consign Japan’s single major port to rot, and brick over your Empire’s sole window to the world” – yes?’




  ‘Bricks are not in wide usage here, sir. “Board up”?’




  ‘Make good. “This loss shall blind the Shogun to new European progress, to the delight of the Russians and other foes who survey your empire with acquisitive eyes. Your own descendants yet unborn beg you to make the correct choice at this hour, as does,” new line, “Your sincere ally, et cetera, et cetera, P.G. van Overstraten, Governor-General of the East Indies; Chevalier of the Order of the Orange Lion”, and any other titular lilies that occur to you, de Zoet. Two fair copies by noon, in time for Kobayashi; end both with van Overstraten’s signature – as life-like as you may – one to be sealed with this.’ Vorstenbosch passes him the signet ring embossed with the ‘VOC’ of the Dutch Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie.




  Jacob is startled by the last two commands. ‘I am to sign and seal the letters, sir?’




  ‘Here is . . .’ Vorstenbosch finds a sample ‘. . . van Overstraten’s signature.’




  ‘To forge the Governor-General’s signature would be . . .’ Jacob suspects the true answer would be ‘a capital crime.’




  ‘Don’t look so privy-faced, de Zoet! I’d sign it myself, but our strategem requires van Overstraten’s masterly flourish and not my crabby left-handed smudge. Consider the Governor-General’s gratitude when we return to Batavia with a threefold increase in copper exports: my claim to a seat on the Council shall be irrefutable. Why would I then forsake my loyal secretary? Of course, if . . . qualms or a loss of nerve prevent you from doing as I ask, I could just as easily summon Mr Fischer.’




  Do it now, thinks Jacob, worry later. ‘I shall sign, sir.’




  ‘There is no time to waste, then: Kobayashi shall be here in –’ the Chief Resident consults the clock ‘– forty minutes. We’ll want the sealing wax on the finished letter cool by then, won’t we?’




  *          *          *




  The frisker at the Land-Gate finishes his task; Jacob climbs into his two-bearer palanquin. Peter Fischer squints in the merciless afternoon sunlight. ‘Dejima is yours for an hour or two, Mr Fischer,’ Vorstenbosch tells him from the Chief’s palanquin. ‘Return her to me in her current condition.’




  ‘Of course.’ The Prussian achieves a flatulent grimace. ‘Of course.’




  Fischer’s grimace turns to a glower as Jacob’s palanquin passes.




  The retinue leaves the Land-Gate and passes over Holland Bridge.




  The tide is out: Jacob sees a dead dog in the silt . . .




  . . . and now he is hovering three feet over the forbidden ground of Japan.




  There is a wide square of sand and grit, deserted but for a few soldiers. This plaza is named, van Cleef told him, Edo Square to remind the independent-minded Nagasaki populace where the true power lies. On one side is the Shogunal Keep: ramped stones, high walls and steps. Through another set of gates, the retinue is submersed in a shaded thoroughfare. Hawkers cry, beggars implore, tinkers clang pans, ten thousand wooden clogs knock against flagstones. Their own guards yell, ordering the townspeople aside. Jacob tries to capture every fleeting impression for letters to Anna, and to his sister, Geertje, and his uncle. Through the palanquin’s grille, he smells steamed rice, sewage, incense, lemons, sawdust, yeast and rotting seaweed. He glimpses gnarled old women, pocked monks, unmarried girls with blackened teeth. Would that I had a sketchbook, the foreigner thinks, and three days ashore to fill it. Children on a mud wall make owl-eyes with their forefingers and thumbs, chanting ‘Oranda-me, Oranda-me, Oranda-me’: Jacob realises they are impersonating ‘round’ European eyes and remembers a string of urchins following a Chinaman in London. The urchins pulled their eyes into narrow slants and sang, ‘Chinese, Siamese, if you please, Japanese.’




  People pray cheek by jowl before a cramped shrine whose gate is shaped like a π.




  There is a row of stone idols; twists of paper tied to a plum tree.




  Nearby, street acrobats perform a snonky song to drum up business.




  The palanquins pass over an embanked river; the water stinks.




  Jacob’s armpits, groin and knees are itchy with sweat; he fans himself with his clerk’s portfolio.




  There is a girl in an upper window; there are red lanterns hanging from the eaves, and she is idly tickling the hollow of her throat with a goose feather. Her body cannot be ten years old, but her eyes belong to a much older woman’s.




  Wistaria in bloom foams over a crumbling wall.




  A hairy beggar kneeling over a puddle of vomit turns out to be a dog.




  A minute later, the retinue stops by a gate of iron and oak.




  The doors open and guards salute the palanquins passing into a courtyard.




  Twenty pikemen are being drilled in the ferocious sun.




  In the shade of a deep overhang, Jacob’s palanquin is lowered on to its stand.




  Ogawa Uzaemon opens its door. ‘Welcome to Magistracy, Mr de Zoet.’




  *          *          *




  The long gallery ends at a shady vestibule. ‘Here, we wait,’ Interpreter Kobayashi tells them, and motions for them to sit on floor cushions brought by servants. The right branch of the vestibule ends in a row of sliding doors emblazoned with striped bulldogs boasting luxuriant long eyelashes. ‘Tigers, supposedly,’ says van Cleef. ‘Behind it is our destination: the Hall of Sixty Mats.’ The left branch leads to a more modest door decorated with a chrysanthemum. Jacob hears a baby crying a few rooms away. Ahead is a view over the Magistracy walls and hot roofs, down to the bay where the Shenandoah is anchored in the bleached haze. The smell of summer mingles with beeswax and fresh paper. The Dutchmen’s party removed their shoes at the entrance, and Jacob is thankful for van Cleef’s earlier warning about holes in stockings. If Anna’s father could see me now, he thinks, paying court to the Shogun’s highest official in Nagasaki. The officials and interpreters maintain a stern silence. ‘The floorboards,’ van Cleef comments, ‘are sprung to squeak, to foil assassins.’




  ‘Are assassins,’ asks Vorstenbosch, ‘a serious nuisance in these parts?’




  ‘Probably not, nowadays, but old habits die hard.’




  ‘Remind me,’ says the Chief, ‘why one Magistracy has two Magistrates.’




  ‘When Magistrate Shiroyama is on duty in Nagasaki, Magistrate Ômatsu resides in Edo, and vice versa. They rotate annually. Should either commit any indiscretion, his counterpart would eagerly denounce him. Every seat of power in the Empire is divided, and thereby neutered, in this way.’




  ‘Niccolò Machiavelli could teach the Shogun very little, I fancy.’




  ‘Indeed not, sir. The Florentine would be the novice, I credit.’




  Interpreter Kobayashi shows disapproval at the bandying about of august names.




  ‘Might I direct your attention,’ van Cleef changes the subject, ‘to that antique crow-scarer hanging in the alcove over there?’




  ‘Good God,’ Vorstenbosch peers closer, ‘it’s a Portuguese arquebus.’




  ‘Muskets were manufactured on an island in Satsuma after the Portuguese arrived there. Later, when it was realised that ten muskets wielded by ten steady-handed peasants could slay ten samurai, the Shogun curtailed their manufacture. One can imagine the fate of a European monarch who sought to impose such a decree—’




  A tiger-emblazoned screen slides open, and a high official with a crushed nose emerges and walks to Interpreter Kobayashi. The interpreters bow low and Kobayashi introduces the official to Chief Vorstenbosch as Chamberlain Tomine. Tomine speaks in a tone as wintry as his demeanour. ‘ “Gentlemen”,’ Kobayashi translates. ‘ “In Hall of Sixty Mats is Magistrate and many advisers. You must show same obedience to Magistrate as to Shogun”.’




  ‘Magistrate Shiroyama shall receive,’ Vorstenbosch assures the interpreter, ‘exactly the respect he deserves.’




  Kobayashi does not look reassured.




   




   




  The Hall of Sixty Mats is airy and shaded. Fifty or sixty sweating, fanning officials – all important-looking samurai – enclose a precise rectangle. Magistrate Shiroyama is identified by his central position and raised dais. His fifty-year-old face looks weathered by high office. Light enters the hall from a sunlit courtyard of white pebbles, contorted pine trees and moss-coated rocks to the south. Hangings sway over openings to the west and east. A meaty-necked guard announces, ‘Oranda Kapitan!’ and ushers the Dutchmen into the rectangle of courtiers to three crimson cushions. Chamberlain Tomine speaks and Kobayashi translates: ‘Let the Dutchmen now pay respect.’




  Jacob kneels on his cushion, places his clerk’s portfolio at his side, and bows. To his right, he is aware of van Cleef doing the same, but straightening up, he realises that Vorstenbosch is still standing.




  ‘Where,’ the Chief Resident turns to Kobayashi, ‘is my chair?’




  The demand causes the muted commotion that Vorstenbosch intended.




  The chamberlain fires a curt question at Interpreter Kobayashi.




  ‘In Japan,’ Kobayashi tells Vorstenbosch, reddening, ‘there is no dishonour to seat on floor.’




  ‘Very laudable, Mr Kobayashi, but I am more comfortable on a chair.’




  Kobayashi and Ogawa must pacify an angry chamberlain and placate a stubborn chief.




  ‘Please, Mr Vorstenbosch,’ says Ogawa, ‘in Japan, we have no chairs.’




  ‘May one not be improvised for a visiting dignitary? You!’




  The pointed-at official gasps, and touches the tip of his own nose.




  ‘Yes: bring ten cushions. Ten. You understand “ten”?’




  In consternation, the official looks from Kobayashi to Ogawa and back.




  ‘Look, man!’ Vorstenbosch dangles the cushion for a moment, drops it and holds up ten fingers. ‘Bring ten cushions! Kobayashi, tell the tadpole what I want.’




  Chamberlain Tomine is demanding answers. Kobayashi explains why the Chief refuses to kneel, whilst Vorstenbosch wears a smile of tolerant condescension.




  The Hall of Sixty Mats falls silent, ahead of the Magistrate’s reaction.




  Shiroyama and Vorstenbosch hold each other’s gaze for a magnified moment.




  Then the Magistrate produces a victor’s easy smile and nods. The chamberlain claps: two servants fetch cushions and pile them up until Vorstenbosch glows with satisfaction. ‘Observe,’ the Dutch Chief tells his compatriots, ‘the rewards of the resolute. Chief Hemmij and Daniel Snitker undermined our dignity by their kowtowing and it falls to me,’ he thumps the unwieldy pile, ‘to win it back.’




  Magistrate Shiroyama speaks to Kobayashi.




  ‘Magistrate asks,’ translates the interpreter, ‘ “You are comfort now?” ’




  ‘Thank His Honour. Now we sit face to face, like equals.’




  Jacob assumes that Kobayashi omits Vorstenbosch’s last two words.




  Magistrate Shiroyama nods, and musters a long sentence. ‘He says,’ begins Kobayashi, ‘ “Congratulate” to new Chief Resident and “Welcome to Nagasaki”; and “Welcome again to Magistracy”, to Deputy Chief.’ Jacob, a mere clerk, passes unacknowledged. ‘Magistrate hope voyage not too . . . “strenuous” and hope sun not too strong for weak Dutch skin.’




  ‘Thank our host for his concern,’ replies Vorstenbosch, ‘but assure him that, compared to July in Batavia, his Nagasaki summer is child’s play.’




  Shiroyama nods at the translated rendering, as though a long-held suspicion is at last confirmed.




  ‘Ask,’ Vorstenbosch orders, ‘how His Honour enjoyed the coffee I presented.’




  The question, Jacob notices, provokes arch glances between the courtiers. The Magistrate considers his reply. ‘Magistrate says,’ translates Ogawa, ‘ “Coffee tastes of no other.” ’




  ‘Tell him our plantations in Java can supply enough to satisfy even Japan’s bottomless stomach. Tell him future generations shall bless the name “Shiroyama” as the man who discovered this magical beverage for their homeland.’




  Ogawa delivers a suitable translation and is met by a gentle rebuttal.




  ‘The Magistrate says,’ explains Kobayashi, ‘ “Japan is no appetite for coffee.” ’




  ‘Stuff! Once, coffee was unknown in Europe too, but now every street in our great capitals has its own coffee-house – or ten! Vast fortunes are made.’




  Pointedly, Shiroyama changes the subject before Ogawa can translate.




  ‘The Magistrate give sympathy,’ says Kobayashi, ‘for wreck of Octavia on voyage home last winter.’




  ‘It’s curious, tell him,’ says Vorstenbosch, ‘how our discussion turns to the travails suffered by the Honourable Company in its struggle to bring prosperity to Nagasaki . . .’




  Ogawa, who senses trouble he cannot avoid, must nevertheless translate.




  Magistrate Shiroyama’s face expresses a knowing Oh?




  ‘I bear an urgent communiqué from the Governor-General on this same topic.’




  Ogawa turns to Jacob for help: ‘What is “communiqué”?’




  ‘A letter,’ replies Jacob in a low voice. ‘A diplomat’s message.’




  Ogawa translates the sentence; Shiroyama’s hands signal ‘Give.’




  From his tower of cushions, Vorstenbosch nods to his secretary.




  Jacob unties his portfolio, removes the freshly forged letter from His Excellency P.G. van Overstraten, and proffers it with both hands to the chamberlain.




  Chamberlain Tomine places the envelope before his unsmiling master.




  The Hall of Sixty Mats looks on with undisguised curiosity.




  ‘It is meet, Mr Kobayashi,’ says Vorstenbosch, ‘to warn these good gentlemen – and even the Magistrate – that our Governor-General sends an ultimatum.’




  Kobayashi glares at Ogawa, who begins to ask, ‘What is “ultim –”?’




  ‘Ultimatum,’ says van Cleef. ‘A threat; a demand; a strong warning.’




  ‘Very bad time,’ Kobayashi shakes his head, ‘for strong warning.’




  ‘But surely Magistrate Shiroyama must know as soon as possible,’ Chief Vorstenbosch’s concern is soft with malice, ‘that Dejima is to be abandoned after the current trading season unless Edo gives us twenty thousand piculs?’




  ‘ “Abandoned”,’ repeats van Cleef, ‘meaning stopped; ended; finished.’




  Blood drains from the three interpreters’ faces.




  Inwardly, Jacob squirms with sympathy for Ogawa.




  ‘Please, sir,’ Ogawa tries to swallow, ‘not such news, here, now . . .’




  Running out of patience, Chamberlain Tomine demands a translation.




  ‘Best not keep His Honour waiting,’ Vorstenbosch tells Kobayashi.




  Word by faltering word, Kobayashi delivers the appalling news.




  Questions are fired from all quarters but Kobayashi and Ogawa’s replies would be drowned out even if they tried to answer. During this mayhem, Jacob notices a man seated three places to the left of Magistrate Shiroyama. His face disturbs the clerk, though he could not say why; neither could Jacob guess his age. His shaven head and water-blue robes suggest a monk or even a confessor. The lips are tight, the cheekbones high, the nose hooked and the eyes ferocious with intelligence. Jacob finds himself as little able to evade the man’s gaze as a book can, of its own volition, evade the scrutiny of a reader. The silent observer twists his head, like a hunting dog listening to the sound of its prey.




  V




  Warehouse Doorn on Dejima




  [image: ]




  After lunch on the 1st August, 1799




  The cogs and levers of Time swell and buckle in the heat. In the stewed gloom, Jacob hears, almost, the sugar in its crates hissing into fused lumps. Come Auction Day, it shall be sold to the spice merchants for a pittance, or else, as well they know, it must be returned to the Shenandoah’s hold for a profitless return voyage back to the warehouses of Batavia. The clerk drains his cup of green tea. The bitter dregs make him wince and amplify his headache but sharpen his wits.




  On a bed of clove-crates and hempen sacking, Hanzaburo lies asleep.




  A slug-trail of mucus descends from his nostril to rocky Adam’s apple.




  The scratch of Jacob’s quill is joined by a not dissimilar noise from a rafter.




  It is a rhythmic scratting, soon overlain by a tiny, sawing squeak.




  A he-rat, the young man realises, mounting his she-rat . . .




  Listening, he becomes enwrapped by memories of women’s bodies.




  These are not memories he is proud of, nor ones he ever discusses . . .




  I dishonour Anna, Jacob thinks, by dwelling on such things.




  . . . but the images dwell on him, and thicken his blood like arrowroot.




  Concentrate, Donkey, the clerk orders himself, on the job at hand . . .




  With difficulty, he returns to his pursuit of the fifty rix-dollars fleeing through thickets of forged receipts found in one of Daniel Snitker’s boots. He tries to pour some tea into his cup, but the pot is now empty. He calls out, ‘Hanzaburo?’




  The boy does not stir. The rutting rats have fallen silent.




  ‘Hai!’ Long seconds later, the boy jolts upright. ‘Mr Dazûto?’




  Jacob raises his ink-smudged cup. ‘Fetch more tea, please, Hanzaburo.’




  Hanzaburo squints and rubs his head and blurts, ‘Hah?’




  ‘More tea, please.’ Jacob waggles his teapot. ‘O-cha.’




  Hanzaburo sighs, heaves himself up, takes the teapot and plods away.




  Jacob sharpens his quill, but within moments, his head is drooping . . .




   




   




  . . . A hunchback dwarf stands silhouetted in the white glare of Bony Alley.




  Gripped in his hairy hand is a club . . . no, it is a long joint of bony, bloodied pork.




  Jacob lifts his heavy head. His stiff neck cricks.




  The hunchback enters the warehouse, grunting and snuffling.




  The joint of pork is, in fact, an amputated shin, with ankle and foot attached.




  Nor is the hunchback a hunchback: it is William Pitt, the ape of Dejima.




  Jacob jumps up and bangs his knee. The pain is prismatic.




  William Pitt clambers up a tower of crates with his bloody prize.




  ‘How in God’s name,’ Jacob rubs his kneecap, ‘did you come by such a thing?’




  There is no reply but the calm and steady breathing of the sea . . .




  . . . and Jacob remembers: Dr Marinus was summoned to the Shenandoah yesterday where an Estonian seaman’s foot had been crushed by a fallen crate. Gangrenous wounds spoiling faster than milk in a Japanese August, the doctor prescribed the knife. The surgery is being performed today in the Hospital so his four students and some local scholars may watch the procedure. However improbably, William Pitt must have forced an entry and stolen the limb: what other explanation is there?




  A second figure, momentarily blinded by the warehouse darkness, enters. His willowy chest is heaving with exertion. His blue kimono is covered with an artisan’s apron, spattered dark, and strands of hair have escaped from the headscarf that half conceals the right side of his face. Only when he steps into the shaft of light falling from the high window does Jacob see that the pursuer is a young woman.




  Aside from the washerwomen and a few ‘aunts’ who serve at the Interpreters’ Guild, the only women permitted through the Land-Gate are prostitutes, who are hired for a night, or ‘wives’ who stay under the roofs of the better-paid officers for longer periods. These costly courtesans are attended by a maid: Jacob’s best guess is that the visitor is one such companion who wrestled with William Pitt for the stolen limb, failed to prise it from his grasp and chased the ape into the warehouse.




  Voices – Dutch, Japanese, Malay – clatter down Long Street from the Hospital.




  The doorway frames their outlines, brief as blinks, running down Bony Alley.




  Jacob sifts his meagre Japanese vocabulary for any suitable items.




  When she notices the red-haired, green-eyed foreigner she gasps with alarm.




  ‘Miss,’ implores Jacob in Dutch, ‘I – I – I – please don’t worry – I . . .’




  The woman studies him and concludes that he is not much of a threat.




  ‘Bad monkey,’ she regains her composure, ‘steal foot.’




  He nods at this first, and realises: ‘You speak Dutch, miss?’




  Her shrug replies, A little. She says, ‘Bad monkey – enter here?’




  ‘Aye, aye. The hairy devil is up there.’ Jacob indicates William Pitt up on his crates. Wanting to impress the woman, he strides over. ‘William Pitt: unhand that leg. Give it to me. Give!’
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