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  This is a work of fiction inspired by and based on the wreck of the Batavia off the western coast of Australia in 1629. Despite my reliance on historical sources, I have

  taken considerable liberties with the historical facts to suit the purposes of the novel’s narrative, namely to explore the mind of Jeronimus Cornelisz, a psychopath and the perpetrator of

  the crimes.




  Those interested in finding out more about the exact nature of the events surrounding the Batavia may wish to seek out the following historical accounts on which I have relied heavily:

  Henrietta Drake-Brockman’s Voyage to Disaster, Western Australia University Press, 1995, to which I am indebted; Philippe Godard’s The First and Last Voyage of the

  Batavia, Abrolhos Publishing, 1993; Hugh Edwards’ Islands of Angry Ghosts, Angus & Robertson, 1989; and Rupert Gerritsen’s And their Ghosts May Be Heard, Fremantle

  Arts Centre Press, 1994.




  Readers wishing to investigate Dutch life in general during this Golden Age period are directed to Simon Schama’s The Embarrassment of Riches, Fontana Press, 1991 and C.R.

  Boxer’s The Dutch Seaborne Empire, Hutchinson, 1965.




  I could not have written The Company without these excellent and riveting sources and any mistakes are all my own.
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  [image: image] MY CHILDHOOD echoed with the sound of whispering. The servants believed that I was conceived by the moon, born in the thirteenth lunar month. How the wet-nurses feared me.

  Crossing themselves, garlic cloves pinned to their aprons, they would watch me creep about my cot, eyes still closed, mewling like a newborn pup.




  During her confinement, the servants said, my mother filled the rooms with armfuls of lilies and white lilac. She craved ewe’s milk, warm and frothing straight from the teat, and took

  to gazing at the full moon through latticed windows.




  Some explained she was frightened in her fourth month by the luminous reflections in the eyes of a white cat, others remembered the occasion of the bats, circling and swooping the terrace

  with red and flaming eyes.




  My mother became distant, distracted, silent. At last refused to leave her room at all. Her harpsichord remained unplayed by the window and spiders wove intricate looms between the curled

  pages of her open music book.




  They said that, teeth clenched, twisting her silk shawl into tourniquets, sweat beading her brow, my mother clung to the midwife. A sulphur-yellow moon rose outside the window and turned my

  mother’s skin a deathly white.




  The midwife swaddled me in rough flannel and pressed me into the reluctant arms of the wet-nurse.




  From an early age, I imagined I could hear the halting tread of my mother’s footsteps in the corridor outside and her voice calling to me. But no one ever came.




  As a child, restless and insomniac, I waited for the rise of Sirius — the dog star, my only sun — and the white night of the moon.




  My wet-nurses were raw-boned recruits of peasant stock whose newborns had either died or were farmed out to the foundling hospital in exchange for bed and board, four-year contracts in the

  fashionable district of town.




  I have a faint memory of one, head bent over her Bible, murmuring prayers, not once looking up from the pages.




  I remember chapped red-fisted hands buttoning me in a coat of taffeta, folding me in a satin mantle, and another woman’s voice, harsh, scolding, telling her to wipe the nipples of her

  dugs before putting them in my mouth. But then again, it could have been a childhood dream.




  When it was time, the wet-nurse would sigh, untie her apron and unfasten the buttons of her chemise with trembling fingers. As she reached for me, her blue-veined pendulous breasts swung

  above my face, proffering their dark puckered fruit. My earliest memories are filled with the sour sweet taste and the warm flesh smell of her.




  So I am told, for one so slight I was an eager feeder and sometimes she would cry out if I nuzzled too hard. It was a long time before I was weaned.




  Even now I still dream of my nurse. She holds me against her heavy breasts, her right nipple in my mouth. My hungry mouth. I suckle. Fresh blood warm as ewe’s milk spills down my chin

  and stains my white silk shirt.
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  [image: image] AMSTERDAM, 29 October, Anno 1628.




  I stand alone on the spice wharf and inhale the cinnamon salt-sweet fragrance that lingers still. Once again I check my papers. All in order, no detail gone unnoticed. Tutt did well. I admire

  his meticulous work in forging the Company seal on my accommodation pass to the officers’ cabins. At last it is final.




  Strange that Torrentius, — my mentor and only friend — being an acclaimed Hollander miniaturist, was offered temporary refuge at the court of King Charles, whereas for certain

  beliefs of mine, I have to scuttle underground like a rat, board the ship Batavia and adopt the crisp, moneyed manners of Dutch East India merchants bound on a five-month voyage to the

  Indias.




  I’m no mariner. I can’t even swim. I fear death by drowning, the cold touch of water on my skin. I, Jeronimus, am a man of phials, a measurer of powders on bronze scales, a potion

  brewer, an opium and arsenic merchant. The primped and perfumed Amsterdam burghers came to me in droves requiring cures for fevers, love balms, the miscarriage of a bastard child and, of course,

  poisons. Ah, poisons. And there are many. Dusting an ostrich fan, the rim of a claret glass, the bloom on a summer rose — beware the innocent whose lips brush his lady’s lace-gloved

  hand. Witchcraft I leave to the crones, the illusionists in market squares, the card shufflers, the crystal ball gazers, the decipherers of strangers’ shadows in cracked tea-cups, reminding

  me of that other sorcerer, the lost prophet, who divided fishes and loaves, turned water to wine, spun tall tales to fisherboys and netmenders by the river banks.




  Torrentius’s hospitality knew no bounds. My friend’s mansion was one of the most magnificent residences in the town. Furnished with every conceivable luxury, the salons were designed

  for pleasure. Nightingales sang from the orangerie and in the summer house by the ornamental lake, there were frescos of pucks, centaurs, satyrs, priapic in the Arcadian style.




  There were studios dedicated to the pursuit of knowledge. One devoted to natural history held my attention for a while, the accidents of nature in particular, coiled in jars of preserving

  fluid.




  Another was a scholar’s study of Zodiac charts, almanacs, the rarest of Tarot cards. These, day after day, I would play, until the worn emblems became intimate as friends.




  The mansion also housed a large library of curiosa and it was there that I spent most of my time. In addition to Greek and Latin authors, my fingers roamed the works of Shakespeare and other

  moderns.




  Bent over his desk, in silence and solitude, my friend deciphered his family’s genealogies, transcribed them from Latin to Dutch on finely calligraphed sheets of parchment in a beautiful,

  unhurried hand.




  Under his guidance, I began my study of the humanities and explored every part of the library, the trompe-l’oeil panels which slid open at a single touch. Among this secret archive of

  wax-sealed documents I found a precious collection of licentious literature. Bound in yellow calf vellum, The History of the Flagellants, a translation by an Abbe of the fifteenth century,

  was the first to catch my eye and there was much to be learned from this tract.




  My friend had a talent for masked balls. His guests would be asked to dress for the occasion, each request sending the district for miles around into a fever of anticipation.

  The delivery of those black scrolls caused considerable agitation among the jaded aristocracy, who, at the first sight of Torrentius’ carriage in the streets, dispatched their servants to

  wait by the gate. And beware the hapless footman who returned to a house empty-handed. Not for my friend pastorals of goatherds and shepherdesses or seraglios of silken slaves — he preferred

  more demanding themes. Guests arrived as inquisitors, executioners, Satan’s angels, pagan kings and queens. For him life was a game, his theatricals a play within a play.




  Torrentius liked to teach his disciples in rented wharf-side brothels. There he orchestrated secret pagan rites, choreographed magnificent still-lives, made lean street boys pose in supplicating

  attitudes of the bordello and desire.




  One evening, when the moon crept smoothly across the parquetry floor, ruffling sighs among the shadows, my mentor took me to one side.




  ‘I will make you an object of terror,’ he whispered. ‘You will not exist. People will look for you and never find you again.’




  I smiled, knowing it to be true. For I was different from the others, the fashionable, languid cherubim of his flock, with money and time on their hands, hoping to forge new lives among old

  gods, reciting the Lord’s Prayer backwards, slitting a goat’s throat, desecrating tombstones in abandoned cemeteries, the usual delinquent stuff.




  My friend found me firm in my principles because those I had were formed early. Always I had acted in accordance with them. Above all, I understood the nullity of virtue, for I was still very

  young when I learned to hold religion’s fantasies in contempt, being convinced that the existence of a creator was an absurdity in which not even children should believe.




  There is no need to flatter one new young god. Not when others clamour to be served.




  As for this puny planet, I’ve been here before in many guises and Torrentius, who compiled my charts, has foretold I will return again. Paris. Raconteur, boulevardier, scratching memoirs

  on slivers of parchment, inciting revolutions from a Bastille cell.




  Were it not for the indiscretions of Torrentius’ disciples — those fools who escaped and ran screaming to their mothers — and the pleasure-denying Calvinist magistrates of this

  town, I would not be here, forged ticket in one gloved hand, condemned to Batavia.




  At the heart of this city’s pulsing roar of trade, sits my keeper, the Honourable Company in East India House, a palatial agency which entangles every man in speculative

  ventures, and honeycombs the world from the Americas to Formosa with a multitude of enterprises. An oligarchy of seventeen councillors has decreed gold the Company’s god and raised a

  veritable sovereign state, their kingdom of Batavia, into which flows all the sewage of Holland — buccaneers and bankrupts, disgraced corporate servants, idle noblemen bored of roaming the

  continent on the Grooten Tour. The Company’s new empire needs people, but show me one honest burgher who would volunteer for it. No, instead they apply for desk jobs as clerks, seek safe

  sinecures in the echoing marble chambers of India House. There, they pore over the great journal books dispatched from Batavia, compose minutes to be read by the Grand Council of Seventeen and

  prepare orders to be posted to chief ministers.




  When a Company ship drops anchor, the mercantile clamour shrills. Precious cargoes of indigo, cardamom, saffron, rolls of raw silks are lowered from the hold and wheeled along the wharves to

  bolted emporiums, impregnable magazines, the Company warehouses built like forts, where armed soldiers patrol the battlements, defending these goods which will wait a seller’s market and keep

  prices high.




  Now in the guise of salaried servant, I await exile, for the ship to sail, for the solid bricks of Amsterdam to dissolve and dim as if eroded by the mists of this land. There

  are plans for our city, talk of constructing a municipal hall with a dome and a bell turret in the French style, widening the cramped alleys and waterways, connecting the islands to the town,

  building mansions on reclaimed land, even turning the medieval ramparts into grassy promenades and tree-lined malls. I wonder if I shall see my home again.




  The Honourable Company’s flagship, the Batavia, looks sturdy enough. A varnished, timber leviathan, all 600 gross tons of her. If one is to believe the Company’s latest

  announcement, the Batavia has been built to the most modern design, heralding a new generation of retourships, faster, sleeker, more handsome; at least three times the size of the caravels

  that sped Christophe Colombe to the shores of the West Indies in 1492. The Batavia is rigged as a three-master with a bowsprit, capable of spreading over 1000 square feet of canvas to the

  trade winds when all ten sails are set; she is even equipped with two officers’ privies projecting from the stern and a well-stocked library. In this new life as corporate undermerchant, who

  am I to doubt the Company’s word, its faith in figures, its proud measurements of the Batavia’s length, depth, height between decks and beam?




  All around pedlars, porters, pickpockets, hawkers, painted courtesans accost the merchants and sailors spilling onto the wharves. Families everywhere, streaming past anchor smithies, ship

  chandlers, sail-cutting workshops, point at the crimson pennants flying from the Batavia’s main mast, each emblazoned with her figurehead, the red Lion of Holland. Children ride their

  parents’ shoulders, blowing whistles and banging toy drums.




  Above the stall vendors’ ceaseless chant rise the squeals of pregnant sows being hoisted into the Batavia’s hold. On the jetty, roosters shriek in their pens, unsettling the

  hens which, beaks open in fear, jostle for space and flap their wings. Now a bull is winched aboard, snorting with rage and bucking the grey hoary air with its hooves.




  Unlike the crew who swarm the main deck and swing from the rigging like untamed monkeys, the merchants and their families teeter aboard, frightened of losing their footing, unsure of the

  harbour’s shifting equilibrium.




  One by one, the crew and passengers board: the butler’s mate, the cook, the cabin servants, the chief trumpeter, the carpenters, the gunners, the soldiers, the merchants, the blacksmith,

  the cooper, the tailors and sailors. Trust no more in man. He has but a breath in his nostrils. How much is he worth?




  News carries fast in Amsterdam. They say the Batavia’s hold is crammed with gold and silver, both coined and uncoined, money chests stashed with corporate cash, precious artefacts

  to trade with plump sultans of Mogul courts. All that wealth. Whereas I stand here on the quay, my last few guilders clinking in my pockets.




  I watch the fat Predikant, his sullen wife and six plump daughters scramble aboard. The Predikant’s sallow sick-visitor, his krank-besoeker, follows like a shadow. The Predikant

  clasps his Bible to his chest and begins to pray.




  Dressed in all his finery, breezes riffling the ostrich plume in his hat, the Commandeur stands on the poopdeck, surveying the chaos below him. The skipper marches fore and aft, shouting

  commands to his men.




  I turn to farewell Amsterdam, beloved city of linden trees and grey-green canals spread like a fan around the harbour, the narrow lanes packed with warehouses, the islands hidden behind forests

  of ship masts and spars.




  Amsterdam, amphibious, slippery city, wreathed in flooded marshland mists, floating on foundations of Norwegian pine daily defeating the ebb tides. A city of secrets and business assignations

  along footpaths beside the canals, in the shadows of the colonnaded markets, the timber wharfs, the doorways of brothels, among the fetid steam clouds of the bagnios, where maidenheads can

  also be exchanged for small favours of bone lace, silver bodkins, hooped rings.




  City of trade, where all businessmen and bureaucrats are hot to buy and sell and the world’s commodities are consigned to warehouses only to go out again at higher prices.




  Founded in the last decade, monstrous cathedrals of wealth now soar against the skyline: the Exchange Bank, the Lending Bank, the Bourse, securing gold ingots, silver bars, piastres, ducats and

  ducatons, coin and bullion, making payments quick and trade feverish, protecting investors against loss from false or clipped money.




  Stashed in labyrinthine networks of locked vaults, the King of Sweden stores his stock of copper, the Hapsburg Emperors their assets of quicksilver from Idrian mines, the Tsar of Russia his

  ermine furs, the King of Poland his saltpetre.




  In no other city is the bill of exchange used so freely, the weekly published exchange rates read so avidly and receipts for merchandise passed so swiftly from hand to hand. At rush hour between

  noon and one o’clock, the Bourse and the Stock Exchange are packed with traders of all nations shouldered in a heaving hubbub of bargaining. Low interest rates at three per cent for an entire

  year without pawn or pledge send merchants into a trading frenzy buying produce in seasons when prices are lowest — or as they say in the mercantile vernacular, out of the first hand. They

  even lay ready money for future commodities and sell them on trust. They buy entire forests in Germany to be felled on order, purchase grain before the harvest, wines before the vintage season, and

  trade with neighbouring nations at prices which cannot be equalled.




  Amsterdam, treacherous, lawless, lowlife city, munitions centre of the world, which profits from financing rather than fighting with the Spanish enemy, furnishing warring naval supplies of

  muskets, buff coats, belts, gunpowder, arming ships of fighting strength, supplying corn to troops on the Iberian coast in Dutch ships sailing under false Flanders flags.




  Crazed city, where a rare horticultural disease can topple the rose in favour of a tulip. An epidemic which inflames curious streaks of colour in the tulip’s corolla also infects the minds

  of men who haggle to sell three Semper Augustus bulbs at the price of water-side mansions and guard flower beds with guns and knives.




  Trade — what will a man not give in exchange of his soul?




  Yet I have had to pack my worldly possessions in a sea chest like a common mariner, inventory my medicines and carry them like the cheapest of charlatans. I was ordered by the magistrates to

  discard my pointed hat, my black apothecary robes, remove my green crocodile sign from its hinges and close a lucrative, if clandestine, business in medical consultations.




  As for my valuable collection entombed in green glass jars of preserving fluid — the aborted, the two-headed, the horned and hooved, twins and triplets locked at the hips at birth, those

  pale curled worms of humanity — the magistrates consigned these to the gutter and the crows.




  The vulgar mouths call me necromancer. The very name of chemistry sounds so deadly in their ears that many suspect I busy myself in the art of sorcery. I am feared by ignorant physicians and

  practitioners who never think seven years’ study is enough, who never improve or bring any discoveries or inventions to their profession, but plod the common road of tradition and feed on the

  antiquities of long-dead masters, primitive herbalists, Galen, Hypocrates, whose prescriptions of hellebore and colloquintida are without result.




  And yet I had clients in plenty. Many a veiled lady was turned from my door, having to seek uncertain remedies from the market herb woman and a season later taking her chance in the

  midwives’ hands.




  I have discovered drugs to fit all purposes, perfected each potion and greatly extended my stock of poisons.




  As in any trade, fads and fashions govern my elixirs of mortality. Last year, the town’s cuckolds favoured powders which mortified the flesh, loosened gums like the scurvy and turned

  faithless wives bald as scarecrows. This season, fashionable ladies driven to distraction by whoring lovers requested my lozenges, which if administered before the act of carnal copulation would

  ejaculate a mortal fountain of blood instead of seed from the victim’s yard. My more conventional stock imitates disease, pockmarks fair skins with rashes and blisters, swells abdomens with

  sure signs of the dropsy, mimics brain fevers and heart seizures, ulcerates limbs.




  Often during my consultations I would be struck by the fact that planning a lover’s death was in many ways more intimate than the act of love itself. I was impressed by my clients’

  attention to detail, the way they leafed through my recipe books, carefully calibrating levels of pain, enquiring the precise time when the poison would strike and how long to expect before death.

  I think they enjoyed playing God for the day.




  Now I await exile, let all Amsterdam’s bastards be born and the city’s cheating population soar. Let wives, cuckolds and courtesans squander guilders on comfrey roots, sweet Juleps,

  licorice water and oil of roses. Let them be duped by the efficacies in earthworm ashes, marshmallow ointments, sea-horse pizzles, dried frog spawn, the hollow promises of quacks and

  herbalists.




  I draw my astrakhan cloak closer. I farewell the gulls diving for dabs in the cold grey waters, the louche smile of an autumn crocus vendor, the flames unfurled from a

  fire-eater’s tongue. I hand the bosun my papers. He unfolds and inspects each page, then scrawls his signature beneath the Company seal and my name.




  Balancing my luggage on their shoulders, the porters nudge their way through the crowds. And, steadying myself, I follow. I place the sole of one boot on the Batavia’s gangplank and

  shed my old life like snakeskin.




  



  




  [image: image] NEARLY TWO WEEKS at sea and never once in sight of land. I do not trust the

  Batavia’s straining tack nor the mainsail with her billowing belly of canvas. The officers’ cabins are cramped. Damp furs, filthy woollens, cast-off boots, tobacco smoke, the

  stench of vomit, sick men, hour upon hour, with only a bunk in my cabin to lie on and a felt curtain to hide me — these make up the reality of my home.




  Each morning, I wake to uneasy pinks and greens smeared against the sky. My porthole looks out onto the quarterdeck where the soldiers on duty march up and down. Beyond, the crew swarms the main

  deck and forecastle. Some lay cables, others splice and coil ropes. It is a dull scene. All day long they call to one another in a litany of nautical tongues which I cannot follow: sheet in the top

  gallants, put her about, clew the fore and lower sails in the buntlines, heave here and avast there. I also have to endure their endless banter, their volleys of oaths and curses. All the while the

  wind whistles tunes about the rigging and the ship’s bell strikes the half-hour when sand in the watch glass runs out and is turned.




  I am nauseous with the sea’s restless swell, the ceaseless pitch. First the stern lifts and with a wallowing rush plummets each wave face. Then a broken mass of white water runs alongside

  the Batavia’s length until foam spills around her bows.




  I was unprepared too for the sour vinegar residue from washed beams, the mustiness in hemp and canvas, the acrid smell of paint and varnish, the vile rotten stench from water swilling the

  bilges.




  Nor did I expect the teeming crowded conditions we now find ourselves in. There is barely an inch on deck a man can call his own. Even the heads at the Batavia’s bow are crammed

  with men pissing through the deck slats or sluicing their vermin-infested shirts. Any attempt to move about the ship is like being compressed in a perpetual fairground throng, jostled and shoved in

  a heaving, seething, sweat-soured mass of humanity. Why, just to reach the main saloon, you have to wait your turn. Each time the hatches are opened, a fetid reek rises from the orlop deck where

  the soldiers are crammed two to a hammock. Wherever you look, there are sailors everywhere, agile and sure-footed as goats, scampering across the rigging, swinging like trapeze artists from rope to

  rope, or shimmying down the main mast, gripping the rough tarred ropes with prehensile toes.




  Gazing up now, there are ten of them leaning over the yards of the mizzen mast to unfurl the top sails, the soles of their bare feet continuously shifting and balancing on strands of knotted

  rope. It makes me dizzy to watch them for long. Day and night, they go about the ship’s business, hurling oaths, pushing past any passengers in their way.




  Above this raging pandemonium, the captain surveys the oceans from the steep ledge of the poopdeck at the ship’s high-backed square stern.




  Each morning, I master the sloping deck, eyes fixed to my feet, taking care not to trip over rigging ropes encircled in their cleats.




  Pushing my way to the saloon, I pass the sows sprawled in their pens, suckling blind, newborn piglets on swollen teats. I recoil from the sight of their pale, hairless flesh, the soft, squirming

  nakedness of them. Soon it will be time for the cook to sharpen his knives.




  Autumn and the month of swallows is gone. The seasons unwind and we drift in an endless summer. The heat has come upon us gradually. First the water in the casks turns fetid, then vermin begin

  to appear in a creeping march across the cabin walls. Always a sea-damp wind coats the air. I dream often and sleep less.




  Most days I lie on my bunk suspended in an eternity of boredom, waiting like a spider in the darkness, weaving idle webs from my past.




  



  




  [image: image] I LOOKED TO TORRENTIUS as the one masculine authority in my life, my father

  having died when I was young.




  My father was a gambling, fox-hunting, claret-drinking man, a frequenter of concert halls, assembly rooms and trotting races, with a pleasure in the solo soprano of a servant’s song.




  My childhood was spent in a spacious town house, being coddled and candy-fed by a collection of pious nurses while my mother wandered from church to cloister seeking relief from a nervous

  condition, hallucinations of a religious kind.




  Most afternoons, when shadows slanted across the lawns and my nurse dozed beneath the elderflower and foxglove shade of the shrubberies, I, a precocious, solitary child, far older than my twelve

  years, soon wearied of chasing my hoop, or kicking a ball, and I would gaze at the blank windows of our house, tremulous that spring with the scented blooms of woodbine. Always at the siesta hour,

  a shutter from the library on the second floor would bang shut. Sometimes, I glimpsed the lace cuffs of Father’s sleeve, the gold glint of his wedding ring, his long thin hands fastening the

  catch.




  One interminable afternoon in the garden, I allowed the string of a crimson kite to trail through my fingers. I let it go and watched it spiral into the air. When it began to float towards the

  house, I followed, my black leather shoes going clickety-clack along the paths, past trellised orchards of pear, peach, and apricot, the statue of Pan in the rose garden, until I stepped within the

  house itself, that dazzling region of blue gauze.




  From the drawing room, I could hear the familiar clink of pewter, the squeak of a trolley wheeled by a maid onto the terrace.




  I climbed the main staircase and paused outside the library, where the walls seemed to expand and contract to a stranger’s breath.




  I kneeled at the keyhole. On a velveteen chaiselongue in the library half-lit, Father reclined with Marie, the house maid. He arranged her skirts this way and that, slowly unfastened her

  chemise, the satin ribbons of her stays, parted her thighs, stroked her unformed breasts with the ivory handle of his riding crop. Then he forced her, shivering and naked to her knees.




  ‘Bend over,’ he entreated. Each swift swish of leather made me catch my breath.




  ‘Salvation is all of grace,’ Father said beneath his breath. ‘Here you will understand the yoke of discipline. Upon my word you will be chastised and corrected.’ And he

  yanked her lovely long red hair back.




  I almost cried out, and dug my nails into the palms of my hands until they bled.




  All summer long, Father’s games became my afternoon ritual. I wonder now if he knew that outside, I was watching in the dim light.




  I could barely sit still through the endless soup lunches in the school room, barely tolerate the slurps and hiccups of my nurse, dabbing her moustached mouth with a napkin. It was then that I

  longed to punish her.




  I’d stare at her swollen breasts straining against the starched fabric of her apron and have to squeeze my hands beneath my thighs in order not to reach out and touch them. I imagined

  Father sinking his riding crop into the soft white folds of her flesh and the raw crimson weals striping her broad creamy back.




  Then, once again, I would become breathless at the thought of Marie cowering naked at my feet, her hair falling forward, exposing russet curls twining the pale nape of her neck. Like Father, I

  too would stroke her tear-stained cheek with the tip of my pigskin boot.




  All summer long I was enfevered. On our afternoon promenades through the garden, my nurse and I would pass the laundry house where the women bent, legs astride, to spread linen over the bushes.

  I almost swooned at the sight of their blue-veined thick ankles.




  Once I whittled a birch stick and thrashed the gardener’s greyhound to within an inch of his life, just to see what it was like. But it was not the same and never would be the same as the

  games Father played with Marie, hands tied above her head, thighs splayed.




  Soon I became jealous of him. My dreams were lust-drenched, fever-soaked. Not even my ceaseless solitary touch could ease the pain.




  Crouched at the keyhole, my jealousy knew no bounds. I wanted to swing open the library door, declare myself and snatch the whip from Father’s hands. Soon I began to loathe not only him,

  this father of mine who daily devoured soft fruit flesh, while I, Tantalus, slavered at the keyhole exiled from his Eden, but also my nurse, my frumpish, fretful guard, my lumpen watchkeeper at

  Heaven’s Gate.




  I also disliked the greyhound which ran away squealing at my approach.




  Although she never knew, I haunted Marie’s every step. My only solace was to become her shadow, sliding from scullery to wine cellar, kitchen to larder, the stern housekeeper’s

  parlour and the attic warrens of the servants’ quarters, where peals of laughter sang from room to room.




  By her heavy tread, her hair scraped back from her face, pale and expressionless beneath a black cotton cap, I could tell my Marie was a sad girl. Although he paid her well, she did not love

  Father, and his games lacked the tenderness which only I could provide.




  I longed for her then. Longed to dress her in lace and watch her shudder.




  In the evenings, Father sat at one end of the vast oak dining-room table and my nurse and I at the other. He rarely spoke to me but sometimes would question my nurse, who

  stammered and squirmed throughout the interview, saying that to be sure it was a quiet life for Master Jeronimus, who must miss his mama, but Mr Chimes in the school room believed he was a gifted

  boy, reading the way he did, tracts and treatise, which, dearie me, few could understand, and excelled at chemistry. Here she would pause and beam at me.




  ‘You’d be proud to see his little head bent over all manner of phials and flames,’ she said.




  Father would sink into his usual silence, satisfied with her answer.




  I remember it was almost the end of summer when I devised my plan.




  The school room was a light, airy place of chalk dust, bookshelves and polished pine. When first employed, Chimes, my tutor, would hide flagons of Rhenish wine behind the

  shelves where the chalk was kept, beneath three loose floorboards, the box of firewood, and his desk. But, as I had pretended not to hear the clink of his glass, liquor poured in fast furtive

  glugs, surreptitious sips whenever Chimes thought me absorbed in my books, he now kept a tumbler more or less filled by his feet and soon after breakfast fell fast asleep, leaving me uninterrupted

  in the pursuit of my studies.




  How I loved to sit at the marble-topped table where, poised between copper buttresses, my glass cathedral soared, tier after tier, each phial, tube and pipette enveloping sulphuric vapours while

  below, the scarlet-tipped flames of the burners raged.




  In miniature, I had recreated the city of my dreams, municipality of fire and brimstone where Satan reigned, our fallen Company man, unceremoniously retrenched from Eden, those dull verdant

  vales, from former employment as God’s agent spelling out the fine print in celestial contracts involving free will and pre-destination.




  Each morning, I worked my alchemy, watched rainbows flare in bursts of steam, sparks gleam from heated measures of laburnum seed, baneberry and belladonna. I pounded heart-leaf, darling pea,

  delphinium and listened to their dry pods crackle. I distilled essences of toadstool and stavesacre and marvelled at those dark gases unfurling serpent tails within my glass architecture of pumps

  and pulleys.




  All the while Chimes slept, oblivious to the combustion roar of my concoctions, painstakingly prepared through trial and error, until at last I was ready.




  I decided to spare Chimes, who had offended no one in the world, whose only sin was to seek oblivion in Rhenish wine.




  But one afternoon I threw the greyhound a fine mutton bone. Would he have it? The wretch cringed in the vegetable garden, ears flat against weasel head, teeth bared. I flung the meat after him

  and the ingrate ran off, tail between his legs.




  The following day when I returned, I found the bone uneaten, yet was pleased to discover one dead raven among the sweet peas, a lump of gristle gripped in its beak. It proved that my experiment

  had worked.




  It was autumn, my favourite season with its hint of frost and bonfires in gardens, when my nurse complained of a strange pink rash appearing on her arms, throat and belly.




  The local doctor was called in. A hesitant, uncertain man with a tense bedroom-manner smile. Although he probed, swabbed, uncorked a jar of leeches and held them squirming between tweezers, his

  prognosis was vague. He could not identify the cause of my nurse’s affliction, yet by then her entire body boiled and blistered.




  ‘It is definitely not the plague,’ he whispered.




  How the very utterance of that word seeped like a pestilence throughout the house. To my dismay the servants began to leave in droves. From the school room, I watched them bundle ragged

  possessions into covered carts and whip their mules into a canter through the gates of the grounds — Chimes bringing up the rear on a donkey.




  I thanked the gods that Marie was not among them. She was a hard worker and Father rewarded her well. He gave her clothes in the latest fashion, even paid the rent for her mother’s small

  cottage on the outskirts of town.




  Through the keyhole at the siesta hour, I continued to watch Father’s games, but these days they lacked their former lustre — even my darling’s seductive poses seemed wooden,

  yet, at his orders, she still kneeled or reclined legs apart on a chair. I noticed too that Father was becoming clumsy in his caresses and paused every now and then to wipe sweat from his temples,

  although it was unseasonably cold that year and frost had blighted the rose trees.




  Surely it was only a matter of time before I could claim Marie as my own, confess my desires, make her love me to the end. Father’s face was chalky white and an angry purple rash had

  spread from both wrists to the back of his hands.




  The death of my nurse cast a pall over the house. Lonely in the school room, I now spent most of my mornings in our labyrinthine kitchens of sandstone and green tile, helping

  Cook prepare her repertoire of rich, fragrant meals. Although at first surprised by the offer of my services, she was flattered to have the company and perhaps she thought that I missed Chimes and

  my nurse.




  Cook was touched by my filial devotion, the careful way I sliced apples for Father’s compôte, a dish recommended by the doctor to reduce fever and animate the appetite.




  While I grated ginger and cinnamon, Cook grumbled beneath her breath and heaved huge copper cauldrons onto the stove.




  ‘There’s disease in this house,’ she confided to the gardener who delivered baskets of beet, turnips and shallots by the backdoor.




  ‘Now the master’s sick,’ she whispered to the game-keeper who threw down a sack of pheasants and made off without a word.




  ‘The doctor said it started with a spreading rash,’ she told the laundry maids who rushed squealing to the wash tubs to scrub their pink young hands.




  The doctor instructed that no one except himself should visit Father, now confined to his bed, and all meals be left outside the bedroom door.




  One night in the dining room where I alone presided, I saw Marie glide past, carrying a wooden dish of stewed apples made by myself that morning, lovingly prepared and intended for no one but

  Father. Throwing down my napkin, I rushed after her.




  ‘Marie,’ I called.




  She froze on the stairs, quite frightened by the urgency in my voice. Then she looked at me and smiled. The first time I’d ever seen her smile. I was struck speechless by her radiance. I

  wanted to embrace this alabaster angel, give her the kisses she desired.




  ‘You’re a good son,’ she said. ‘Although we promised not to, Cook and I couldn’t help ourselves.’ She jerked her head towards the dish which she carried in

  strong capable hands.




  ‘We had a taste and it ain’t half bad.’




  I opened my mouth to scream but no sound came out. And then I knew, finally I understood. Apples were a cursed fruit.




  When I lost my first and only childhood love, when Marie died, it could be said that my heart forever hardened against false prophets and that traitor Jesus who stole her from

  me. But in revenge, my own dark angels delivered me to Torrentius, my friend.




  I call for Tonks, the galley servant, to bring me a glass of brandy. It makes me sick to think of my squandered past.




  



  




  [image: image] THE BELT OF CALMS is upon us. This uninterrupted monotony of ocean meeting sky

  offers little diversion. The Batavia’s convoy of seven ships attempt to scoop the listless wind in their sails. The man of war, the Buren, tacks alongside. Three retourships are

  also making the voyage, the Dordrecht, Galiasse and Gravenhage. They say the Batavia is a palace compared to them. Two store ships, the Assendelft and the

  Sardam bring up the rear, with the yacht Kleine David lagging behind.




  Beneath the shade of a faded, olive-green canopy, the passengers recline on folded rolls of canvas in the ship’s waist. Deck games are abandoned. Cards listlessly shuffled. Pages flutter

  from unread books. A tattered, dog-eared Bible slides from someone’s lap.




  In the interminable stretch between luncheon and supper, the ship constricts. There is the ocean ahead. The sharp blue sky above. Shadows slant across the sunbleached deck. Not even a fly to

  brush away or a cloud to landscape the horizon. The ship glides. Days slide. Napkins are unfolded. Menus read. Today fish, tomorrow mutton, the day after boiled bully beef. I watch my fellow

  passengers alternate between sea sickness and gluttony, furtive flirtations and matrimonial bickering, and now a torpor is descending. Who are these strangers who mop their brows and fight their

  way into the saloon squabbling for tables beneath the great stern window? Surveyors, speculators, buccaneers, Company men, who have placed their trust in a world elsewhere, trusting the creaking

  worm-eaten planks of the ship against which every slap of a wave, every rush of the wind carries them further from the place they used to call home.




  When a tall woman strides into view and leans against the rail, arms outstretched, russet hair flying in the face of the wind, her velveteen cloak billowing behind her like a

  flag, I find myself taking in every detail: her absorbed gaze seawards as if expecting something to happen, her alabaster complexion, the mole on her upper lip, the gold glint of a wedding ring

  — she has slender, harpsichord-playing hands, scholar’s hands accustomed to lifting nothing heavier than ink-soaked quills. This woman refuses to seek shade like the others and stands

  hatless in the full glare of the sun, buffeted by the hot dry trades. There is something imperious and defiant about her. Still she stares out to sea. Strands of her long red hair whip across her

  face and eyes. What is she waiting for?




  A shoal of porpoises bursts from the waves in a swift plunging flight, their sleek arched backs silhouetted against the smoking spray.




  Clapping her hands in delight, she hops onto the first rung of the rail and leans as far as she can without losing her balance to get a better look. Several of the traders lower their books to

  stare. They seem to enjoy this woman’s recklessness. Their wives, on the other hand, exchange disapproving glances and click their tongues.




  From the poopdeck, the skipper too is appraising her closely, while pretending to look through his glass.




  Our skipper is a sly, slippery man of fat pensions and thin scars, a rum drinker, slave trader, seducer of women with rouged lips and dimpled thighs. This lady is too elegant to be his type.




  I scan the crowded decks in an attempt to identify her husband. Surely no man would allow his wife to place herself in such a precarious position, the tips of her yellow satin slippers now

  perched on the rail’s second rung, foaming glaciers of spume surging beneath her. It gives me vertigo to think of it. I close my eyes and press a lavender-scented handkerchief to my lips.
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