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  To Jamie James:
 ‘Friendship is far more tragic than love.
 It lasts longer.’
 Oscar Wilde<
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Introduction





  
  Alexander Hare (1775-1834) was a real person though it is unclear how much of him remains real and he is treated here with novelistic freedom. Born a watchmaker’s son in London and of Scottish heritage, he and his brothers established a trading house that extended as far as India and what we now know as Indonesia, at that time the Dutch East Indies. Alexander rose to prominence during the brief period (1811-16) when the British, in the form of the East India Company, ruled Java under the governorship of Thomas Stamford Raffles who would go on to become famous as the founder of Singapore. Hare has long been an enigma to historians since so little hard evidence about him remains and he became demonised by the Dutch as a convenient stick with which to beat the Raffles administration, so that both individuals and governments had self-seeking motives to spread sensationalised rumours about him. Most centre on his love of women and his assembling of a harem, after the oriental fashion, that he sought to establish on an uninhabited atoll in the Indian Ocean and so create his own personal paradise. This has made him an object of guilty male fantasies and of strident female resentments, the epitome of masculine, colonial exploitation. Yet we live in a world today where all generalization is rape and perhaps the picture we have of him should be more complex and contextualised and the boundaries of our categories more open to question and more historically nuanced. Hare’s dream became a nightmare as most dreams do, though not without its own enduring legacy. It led to the populating of the Cocos-Keeling Islands, now part of Australia, where – in an example of the porosity of boundaries – the descendants of that first enterprise are now campaigning for reclassification as a recognised, indigenous people. A central element of the traditional culture that supports their claim is Scottish country dancing. 

  





  
  









Chapter One




  
  Arthur Grimsby had always imagined there would come a point in his life where he would suddenly feel grown-up. He would know who he was, what the world was all about, would suddenly see how everything made sense and had purpose and he would probably feel driven to communicate this wisdom to the grateful young. This was the first evening of his fifty-fifth year, sitting in far Singapore, contemplating a whole new decade – the 1960s – and that magical moment had still not come despite the experience of love, war, imprisonment, marriage and death. A new decade always tried to be portentous but was often merely an intimidating blank page.

  So how had he spent the day? Wallowing in the fulsome congratulations of others? The indulgence of the senses in fine food, drink and sexual gratification? The purchase of some long-desired but overpriced object? No. Birthdays could be a time of taking stock and finding that the cupboard was bare. So he had gone to the office as usual, where his birthday had not been acknowledged in the slightest way, and had worked on his manuscript dealing with the life of an obscure 19th-century British trader in the Eastern seas, one Alexander Hare. He had returned home to a mantelpiece uncluttered by cards of saccharine birthday greeting. Not that he minded. He was not a social creature. And how would he spend the evening? Making up for the neglected opportunities of the day in riot and mayhem? No. He would simply carry on with his work at home. He knew now that that magical moment of divine enlightenment would never come and he began to wonder whether the acceptance of that knowledge was all that being fully grown-up really meant.

  There came a click from downstairs, the manservant, old Bok Ong, switching on the outside lights, creeping round the house like a dry stick insect at the end of the day. He had come with the house, almost as part of the furniture, staying on, quite untroubled, when it was requisitioned by a Japanese officer during the war and sometimes, when polishing the floors, he would hum an odd little Japanese tune acquired during that interregnum and clearly regarded himself as the real owner or true child of the house. Bok had scrubbed and rubbed that floor so long it was as if he had rubbed himself into it, until it became a thing of wonder in the city, a black teak mirror pitted, not by the usual coarse nails but by countersunk brass screws and he tended it day and night. Visitors to the house cooed over it but Bok did not encourage visitors, especially white ones, as they trampled over his floor with their shoes on. It had taken time but he had trained tuan better than that.

  The house itself was an ancient Singapore pile, Tudor black-and-white on high pillars whose plaster had a surface of fluffed potatoes, a building in shorts, its bare legs keeping the inside cool and saving it from the sudden monsoon floods. A generous verandah ran around three sides beckoning in air and light with monsoon blinds to keep out the rain. It was absurdly big just for one man and his servant but still too small for the books that had overflowed onto chairs and down onto the floors. Books did not harm the rich patina of the floor and so were permitted. Soon Bok Ong would come and adjust the slatted shutters, nodding, ‘Good evening, tuan’, swatting and tutting loudly, to keep out the enthusiastic bugs. And then there would be dinner.

  The two of them ate different food, each in ridiculous, solitary splendour at different ends of the house, one in the dining room, the other in the kitchen, using different tools and switching plates for bowls. First, Arthur would eat, having sloughed off his jacket and then Bok Ong, having thrown off all but vest and underpants as unnecessary affectation. Since the death of his wife, Arthur dined sparingly on the tinned meat and potatoes of the mems’ dining room via Cold Storage. It was not worth making a meal of one man staying fed. Nowadays, food irritated him as a distraction from work. Bok Ong meanwhile would feast voraciously on proper Asian dishes, sinking its roots down into every culture that had ever swept over this little island and gathering up every creature that flew or scuttled into its maw.

  Yes, it was foolish but both knew that eating together was impossible – apart from being a social short-circuit – because it would create the need for conversation and they barely had a language in common and now Bok was growing deaf so that everything was said in triplicate. Arthur, anyway, was stolidly monoglot, except for a smattering of schoolboy French that retained the Manchester accent he had ditched in his pronunciation of English, with a little market Malay. People nowadays were incorrigible verbivores, made a big hoo-hah about the need for chit-chat, but none was necessary in Arthur’s household as each knew exactly what to expect from the other and, anyway, Arthur liked to continue thinking about his work at home. Perhaps that’s the way it had been in the polyglot household of Alexander Hare.

  His wife, Eileen, had grown irked by the old man creeping silently about the house like a hungry ghost and had wanted to fire him, hire someone young and energetic who would whir and click to her orders instead of blandly ignoring them. 

  ‘All he does is wax that sodding floor over and over again and you should see the look he gives me if I come out of the bathroom with wet feet and tread on the bloody thing – my own floor!’

  Arthur was shocked by the suggestion and they had fought over it, every other ground for contention being contested under cover of the issue. He suggested compromise. Arthur was no slave-driver and had tried to hire other staff to take the burden off Bok Ong’s thin back – aged Chinese retainers somehow had the ability to be thinner than any starving man inside Changi jail under the Japanese – and offer him rudimentary society but the old man had set his face against it. The Indian washerwoman had been driven away by the slamming of doors and hard looks. The harmless, sweet-natured, Malay gardener was forced to eat his tiffin sitting under the house, drinking water from the garden hose.

  Bok Ong had worked here now for over thirty years and had his own iron routine and each day he started at the same point and followed in the same track like a slow, clockwork toy until he reached his bed again at nine and slipped into it in a way that disturbed the sheets as little as possible and rewound himself during the night with ratcheting snores. Arthur wondered. Could anyone so restricted and solitary be counted a free man? Young people equated freedom with change and sociability but experience suggested to Arthur that freedom came from acceptance, from making one’s dreams small, as he had learned to do in Changi jail and preserving an inner space for oneself, as he had learned to do in marriage.

  Perhaps Bok Ong was the one who was really grown-up. His only known recreation was to occasionally wander by the harbour when out shopping, where he ate an ice cream sandwiched between two slices of Indian bread, skilfully rotating it to catch the drips, while collecting the names of ships from foreign parts he would never visit, writing them down with sticky fingers in a little notebook with the great solemnity of a little boy collecting train numbers.

  Bok entered the room in his white jacket and adjusted the lights, switching off the central fitment and turning on the glowworms of the table lamps, making it impossible for Arthur to read where he sat. 

  ‘Good evening, tuan.’ He slid a plate bearing a sausage roll on to the table. ‘Dinner one hour.’

   

  ***

   

  Arthur found freedom and slavery in 19th-century Southeast Asia a puzzling issue as he chewed on Cumberland pork. It seemed that just who was and who wasn’t a slave was a slippery question but one that could be carved up to advantage like most slippery questions, for doubt always meant opportunity. Of course, the children of slaves were also slaves but what of those misbegotten on slaves by freemen? That slaves might beget on free women was culturally defined as biologically impossible but there were credible rumours about certain of the Batavian widows – all pious yafraus by day but allegedly slaves themselves to forbidden passion under the blanket of night. Those enslaved by local law were clearly slaves – prisoners of war, debtors, women and children sold into slavery by husbands to pay their own gambling debts or feckless men who enslaved themselves in hard times to avoid the responsibility of caring for their own lives – but what of those kidnapped, simply carried off and sold? Perhaps they were not slaves until they had passed sufficiently far down the chain to accept their own status as such. But there was no doubt that the object of his study, Alexander Hare, had been a slave-owner.

  As a trader in the early years of the century, he probably realised that the crucial point of maximum profit was that of transition from free to slave. Still, there were complexities. Anyone could own Asian slaves, including fellow Asians, but even the Dutch – freshly defeated by the British – could not actually be slaves themselves for there were acknowledged racial limitations and designated hunting zones – Nias, Bali and the mountain Toraja. You could not expect to just go hunting for slaves in Central Java because that was already on the map. But in Borneo? Of course. In Borneo, the upriver peoples were wide open to trapping as being part of Nature, truly orangutangs, merely wild creatures of the forest and therefore fair game.

   

   *** 

   

  Arthur tried to think himself into Alexander Hare’s head as he, a 19th-century man, ran his jaundiced eye down the line of beings on offer as gifts from his host, Sultan Soleiman of Banjarmasin, and carefully appraised thigh and breast. The idea of slave ownership would probably have excited him in a way he had not felt since he assumed command of his first vessel with full rights in bottom and he felt his chest expand like a billowing foresail. Arthur coaxed forth a similar guilty excitement in his own chest. This was surely another rite of passage at the time, part of truly becoming a man, an awakening. But now the smile disappeared from Hare’s lips and a petulant storm settled on his manly brow. He did not have to examine teeth and feel limbs as the buyers did in the Batavia slave market to see that these were not product of the first chop, not freshly hunted but a ragtag mob swept up from the leavings of the sultan’s own subjects and would have cost His Bornean Majesty precisely nothing. Though inexperienced in such matters, Hare was – for God’s sake – a grown man in his forties and had been stripping females in his mind’s eye all his life, peeling aside stouter clothing than this. He recalled, as a boy on his way to school, watching a man in Smithfield meat market auctioning off his wife amongst the ripped and steaming cattle carcasses and piles of slithering guts, he having last-minute doubts, she tearing open her blouse, parading all she had up and down and declaring roundly she would suffer him no longer and wanted change. She had fetched five shillings and a yard of ale and seemed pleased at the result and delighted that she even got some of the ale. Hare had been terrified to move, fearing they might take his slightest twitch for a bid – with all the terrible responsibility that would bring.

  Some of the men looked roughly serviceable enough for farm labour, but the women lay at the far end of their appealing usefulness, all of them sullen and more a burden than an asset. They might be from a sultan but their wrinkled faces made you think more of sultanas. Some would be divorcees or widows, reduced to this by the lack of alternative in their marital misfortune. Some looked so embittered they might have been born divorcees. Any man who took them into his household would be clasping a nest of angry, hissing vipers to his bosom. He was obviously being used as a pension scheme for the sultan’s own convenience.

  Hare sucked his teeth and shook his head. A quiver of outrage ran through his stomach. As one of the Resident Commissioners of King George’s Britannic Majesty in the Eastern Seas, Alexander Hare, had clout and was anyway known here as a merchant with a sharp eye for margins, trading in pepper, spice, wood, anything from beeswax to birds’ nests that would yield a profit as God intended for Man to do. Moreover, the sultan was beholden to him for his stock of the East India Company’s main local product, opium, a source of both profit and pleasure for the entire royal household. He would not be taken for a fool and stamped his foot and felt another rip tide of anger surge within him. But this was the Indies and, here, a man who lost his temper lost respect. Hare checked himself, smiled sweetly, tossed back the thick, wavy locks that were his crowning glory and addressed the smirking chamberlain in courtly Malay – all honorific avoidance of the bruising active mood and surrounded by charming floskel and curlicues – and with a deferential inclination of the head.

  ‘Pray tell His Majesty as follows. First, that I am touched by his offer of this magnificent gift of slaves who, I see clearly, must have attended him faithfully for many, many years. I fear I cannot accept them since I am unable to countenance the grief it must cause him to part from them after such long service. Moreover, since they will serve as examples of the populace of Banjarmasin to the great Tuan Raffles who sent me here, when next I meet him, it might be better to constitute a fresher assemblage of younger and more attractive persons who may cultivate a more accurate picture in his mind of the vigour and energy of the sultan himself.’ 

  The chamberlain stared, wild-eyed. He had got the vinegar beneath all that honey all right. This was not possible. To refuse the sultan’s gift. It would be counted his fault. He would be punished, perhaps even stripped of his office.

  ‘Tuan Hare, I cannot … It is not seemly that …’

  Hare pursed his lips. Time to wave the shadow of British cannon over him. ‘Pray tell His Majesty this, since I am so mindful of his serene happiness and would not, for the world, distress him by a selfish acceptance. Since any gift to me is also a gift to Tuan Raffles, I am sure he would not wish to cause him distress also.’

  It was eleven o’ clock in the morning. At two in the afternoon, the chamberlain returned to Hare’s house, all hand-twisting eagerness, wiping the sweat from his brow, tripping over his own slippers at the door. This time, he had brought a troop of street urchins, hastily deloused and scrubbed up to be full of white-toothed, smiling winsomeness. They marched in mock-militarily, stood in line and giggled, excited by this novelty of seeing a white man, nudging each other in a puppyish playfulness that would have melted any heart. Hare sent them off with a flea in their ear. If he wanted children, he could beget more of his own.

  By five o’ clock the sultan had finally understood. Hare was accorded the ultimate honour of dining on the crumbs from under the royal table and presented with two beguiling houris who peered coyly through diaphanous headscarves and sent out thick waves of perfume that beat on the humid air. Their distended, dangling earlobes betrayed their ultimate forest origins. The mark of savagery excited him. Perhaps they were ex-palace but spoke no form of Malay that he had access to as wild things brought in from the woods. But their jangling bangles would replace words and, after all, silent women were the best kind. The smooth, golden flesh of their wrists and ankles inflamed him, the sweet, contrasting pinkness of their toenails, dark eyes, bee-stung lips, slim, swaying gait began an itch that must soon be scratched. Their bodies would be hard and spiced, full of delicious textures and tastes, not blandly soft like the uncooked pastry of Western women. Their breath in his face would be heavy with all the rich aromatics of the East.

  Hare welcomed them with a bow, swallowed hard to calm the blood raging in his ears and ordered them to be sent down to the farm on the huge tract of land the sultan had granted him as his personal domain, to await his pleasure – Christmas presents to be unwrapped only after excited and leisurely anticipation. After all, it had been pointed out that it would be rude to send them back again, an affront to local custom. Strictly speaking, it might be thought proper to pass the girls on to his superior in Batavia but poor old Raffles would only be embarrassed and stare at his boots and not know what to do with them and that would be enough to drive his wife back on the bottle and make his life hell again. Poor old Tom Raffles was an indecently decent man. Best spare everyone the bother. When in Rome, do as Caligula; in Banjarmasin, as the sultan does. It was truly extraordinary the things a man was required to do in the loyal service of a grateful nation.

   

  ***

   

  Yes, Arthur Grimes felt sure that was pretty much how it must have been. The British were beginning to feel their oats after their 1811 invasion of Java to stop the French using it as a naval base to disrupt their trade with China. Early domino theory. A pub game guides an empire’s foreign policy and there is no such thing as a new idea. The duty levied on China tea paid for the huge British Navy but, without the China Trade, would they ever have needed the navy in the first place? No one was permitted to have that thought. Raffles, the young British Lieutenant-Governor, was a shiny, new broom aiming to sweep clean without getting his bristles too dirty. He owed Hare a favour for helping prepare the Java campaign with intelligence on local conditions and so sent him to a well-paid post in Borneo, the declared aim to help the sultan in the suppression of pirates. But everyone knew that it was the Dutch monopoly that drove honest seamen to piracy in the first place and that the rulers themselves took a hefty cut in the profits. Hare had lost ships to piracy himself but Arthur had no doubt he was really there just to further muddy the soupy waters, to sign treaties on the East India Company’s behalf that would still stand firm if and when the Dutch came back and so undermine their claims to the entire region. And the whole war was run by the Company before governments had learnt the importance of keeping grubby commercial enterprises out of public affairs as they did nowadays.

  Arthur put down his pen and glasses and rubbed his grainy eyes and chomped contentedly on the sausage roll on his desk, spooning up the last gob of ketchup in a cusp of crisp pastry, dropping a blob on his papers. Bok would be annoyed if it spoiled his dinner. Arthur knew pretty much all there was to know about Alexander Hare. In libraries, the Farquhar Museum where he worked and his study off Singapore’s Orchard Road, he had chewed through the archives with ferreting, scholarly resolve and gathered together all the documents relating to that extraordinary figure, described by Stamford Raffles’ second wife, with sweet-tongued venom, as ‘the eccentric Mr. Hare’. Arthur had physically retraced the Hare family’s footsteps from London’s Bedford Square, across Asia by land and sea, through sand and swamp to India, slept where they had slept and looked on the blasted ruins of their various houses with suitable Ozymandian poignancy. His pride and joy was the great clock in the living room, bought at crippling cost from an auction house in India, whose dial read ‘Alexander Hare, clockmaker of Grevill Street, London, 1794’, etched in silver on a brass face – built by Hare’s own father. They were a family that acted as if names cost money and must be handed down like old pullovers from generation to generation regardless of fit.

  Through the long years of Japanese imprisonment during the war, he had thumbed those papers nightly in his head and dreamed through them in hot mosquito-ridden visions tossed on a bed of raw concrete. Denied pencil and paper as a capital offence, Arthur had written ghostly notes on the foetid night-time air and, as his blood was sucked and insidious fever infused into his boiling brain, he felt he had slowly entered Hare’s mind. Or perhaps it was that Hare had entered his. Free will was an obvious but possibly necessary fiction. Sometimes, he thought he was haunted.

  No statues would ever be raised up to Alexander Hare like that to Raffles down by Singapore harbour – like those to Raffles – since an all-white one had been commissioned to correct the shocking suggestion of brown skin conveyed by the original bronze. Hare’s was a character too close to the unvarnished truth about what men were and what they wanted, to offer himself as a vessel to be filled with the noble justifications and sweeping ideals that statuary demands. You don’t build statues to cautionary tales. His crime was that of revealing us to ourselves and people don’t like it when you tell them what they already know and that’s the whole of Freud right there. It wasn’t a pretty sight and it wouldn’t be forgiven or turned into a morally uplifting conclusion. Freud had never had to ask, ‘What is it that men want?’ Being one himself, he already knew.

  Arthur had never seen an image of Hare, probably none existed. Why would it? Hare had left no becalmed, pining sweetheart behind in chilly London, just a set of no-nonsense brothers, quill-sucking over their accounts, who had founded the portentous-sounding House of Hare to trade to the East. In 1820, a woman calling herself Johanna van Hare, would petition to be confirmed in the Church in Malacca, declaring herself ‘no longer’ the concubine of Alexander. Presumably she was a Mardijker, of freed slave descent. Racial terms seldom meant what they said. Most of the ‘Dutch’ of Malacca were Eurasian and most of the ‘Portuguese’ the outpourings of Indian clerks from Goa. Come to think of it, Hare had previously traded in both Portugal and India, so anything was possible. The original letter is in Dutch – Malacca being at the time a Dutch possession – but has had to be written for her since she is reduced at the end to making her illiterate mark. What language did they speak together, she and Hare? Dutch? Portuguese? Hindi? Malay? Hare would have had a smattering of them all but then he probably never went in for much conversation within the household. Johanna was – again presumably – the mother of those children that he acknowledged, his brood of leverets. And what language did he speak with the other bed-partners? People somehow could never see past the sex but that left everything else unexplored. Was Hare remote or friendly? How did he fill those sudden, long, empty hours of awkward marital proximity that had been revealed to Arthur on his honeymoon?

  No image for Johanna then. But somehow those sleepless nights in Changi had beckoned forth in Arthur’s mind a clear, contemporary kitkat portrait of Hare in a gilded frame – perhaps by Chinnery with lots of his trademark piquant, red highlights on nose and eyes. He saw Hare as of middling height, fair-haired, good-looking enough but his real attractiveness lay in his sparkling charm and a firm, assertive but not unfriendly manner – a man comfortable in his own skin – that most desirable of qualities that cast a sort of glow about him. Arthur had never felt that. The eyes must surely have been blue, something that exerts a fascination in the East but not without worrying overtones of madness, an impression that would have been reinforced by his bold gaze staring out of the canvas at the viewer, with raised chin. And in the background there would have been the waving palm trees or spouting volcanoes that showed his exotic location, while by his side an image of whatever he considered his greatest triumph. In his own portrait, Stamford Raffles had set his book, The History of Java, there in full authorial vanity and a scatter of Javanese antiquities as part of his claim that Java was one of the great civilisations of the world and therefore deserved the ultimate accolade of permanent inclusion in the British Empire. What might have been Hare’s choice? A difficult question, for, to sum up, Alexander Hare was what ever-angry youth would call a sexist, racist, colonialist rapist that everyone found to be a thoroughly delightful fellow – though perhaps a bit of a dog.

  Writers, Arthur knew, are often hounded by devoted readers who want to know about their private lives because they have been inside their heads and feel they own them. Like jealous spouses, they resent any reservation, anything withheld, and seek to pluck some extra and neglected sliver of truth from their bones not contained within the slim covers of their works. But writers put all their creativity and insight, anything about themselves that is worthwhile and unique, into their books so that they always disappoint in the flesh by their numbing ordinariness. Writers themselves are sucked oranges, no juice left, just discarded pips and peel. More interesting for Arthur, was to ask what book Hare, whose own life was so colourful, might have written had he been so inclined – Hare’s apocrypha – and there were haunting signs of such an inclination.

  The British Museum contained Hare’s diary, presented in 1903 by someone who was presumably a descendant of the Batavia shipping agent who had received it in 1854. But then perhaps not. Arthur had laboured through it, the last time he had passed through London, after the war, working his passage home as medical officer on a tanker, hoping it would reveal all. Diaries are the laundry baskets of our lives. It is there you find our dirty underwear, the slops and stains and inadvertent admissions and emissions of mouth, crotch and armpit, thoughtlessly tossed and revealing the truths we seek to launder from the outside world. At the very least they retain a lingering stale whiff of the true self. But this was a curious document, a copy of a purloined copy made secretly by an enemy, bought for money and of doubtful provenance and liberally amended with furious rancour by the man who sought, above all others, to be Hare’s nemesis and destroy him. The parts supposed to be by Hare himself were more about posturing in a mirror than intimate revelation. Sometimes it was almost as if Hare saw a biographer coming from afar and moved to deliberately checkmate him in advance. He was man who loved to set other hares running.

  Much of the diary was gibberish or illegible in its careworn ink on blotched pages. It had been circulated with the explicit intention of blackening Hare’s name around the world and bringing him down so perhaps it had passed through many excited hands in Asia and Europe or perhaps it had been so uninteresting to the world that it had lain neglected in the leaky downstairs lavatory of a country house for generations. It was as trustworthy as a three-pound note and its hushed preservation in fluffed, acid-free tissue in controlled library humidity seemed like a deliberate irony, like a lethal scorpion specimen at his own museum, nested in caring cotton wool. As a specimen, it could mean anything or nothing but the sting was still to be avoided. Arthur had laughed out loud at the conceit and been silently shushed by reading room glares. And the purging of the last war had ensured there would be no undiscovered cache of letters to be found in the drawers of some old cabinet in Jakarta or Eastcheap. The application for confirmation by Johanna van Hare of Malacca said she was trying to learn Malay and making a pig’s ear of it so not a fertile basis for amorous correspondence. There would be no need of a prune-faced wife to burn Hare’s awkward, post mortem letters such as Captain Cook and Richard Burton had. Arthur looked off into the distance and daydreamed.

   

  ***

   

  The carriage deposited Alexander Hare before the main door of the Buitenzorg palace, a white façade of imperial, puffed-up periwiggery, with a servant’s elegantly gloved hands unlatching the door. A landau would have been better, for what could be more agreeable than to ride at speed in an open coach through a tropical night of warm, fragrant breezes and dancing fireflies with the horses’ hooves striking the odd spark from the stones of the shaded Great Post Road? But Buitenzorg was too close to the mountains so that rain was a constant threat and a closed carriage it had to be. The Dutch were a pain with their endless rules about who could wear a sword, or diamonds, or carry an umbrella or have glass in their carriage windows and insisted on the local people, seated by the roadside, rising and baring their heads or descending from horseback to acknowledge their greatness. The British had let such humiliations lapse which was as much a relief to the passenger as the locals. The French puppet Daendels had built that road across Java with forced labour at the cost of God knew how many Javanese lives and now its slow deterioration under the British was a source of great head-nodding satisfaction to Dutch patriots. 

  It had been a long journey up from the capital and Hare reached up and tipped the sweating Javanese coachman generously. Good politics. Always remember the little people. If you want to make friends with a man, first make friends with his dog. The man touched his whip to his blangkon headdress in acknowledgement and rattled away happily over the cobbled yard, teeth shining in the dark. Javanese had very pretty teeth, small and comely, not like Hare’s own great dental tombstones but the upper classes liked them fashionably blackened, holding a man with white teeth to look too much like a monkey. Hare liked to make people happy but not at the cost of his teeth.

  The Lieutenant Governor’s cool mountain retreat, forty-odd miles from steamy Batavia, was bathed in golden light – candles within, flickering bamboo torches without – decorated for the king’s birthday, everything reflecting off the shimmering light of the pond. Like its name, Buitenzorg was a lumpish Dutch version of airy Sanssouci, with slim rococo replaced by a rather grim and dumpy classicism, a swallow transformed into a dodo, but then the architect of Sanssouci was Dutch so perhaps no inferences concerning national character should be drawn. Anyway, it all looked well enough to Alexander Hare, a watchmaker’s son from the pinched houses of Hatton Garden.

  At that point in his life, Hare had always liked the Dutch, a steady people yet one given to endearing fits of giddiness that redeemed them. The Dutch did not greatly like the British whom they thought to have been thrust upon them by their foolish, exiled Stadholder and whose future intentions they held suspect. Once Napoleon had been driven out of Holland, would they really ever want to give back the jewel that was Java? The Dutch rather thought not and were right in that belief. And, even if the British did so, ever after they would know that they held on to the Indies only on British sufferance. Any time he wanted, that dreadful man Raffles could come back, swinging his axe at their love of monopolies and domestic slavery, the whole basis of colonial order. Mr. Raffles could be a bit of a bore about slavery. His father had been in the West Indies trade as a ship’s master and they had not got on, so that it became a bone of contention between them. The gardeners at Buitenzorg were slaves too, of course, but they were part of the emblem of the Dutch establishment that could not be tampered with on pain of upsetting the touchy Batavians. So, instead of freeing them, Raffles had used them to transform the fussy gardens into something after the more informal English style where untamed streams now cascaded over immemorial rocks instead of spouting from the mouths of strangulated stone fish. In place of restored freedom, they were given the illusion of Nature. Up here, you could draw invigorating, almost English air, into your lungs.

  ‘Mr. Sikandar Hare!’ An Indian flunky in full fig velvet, called out the name to the assembly and handed back the invitation card with both hands. Hare had to smile. To the British, The East Indies were ‘this other India’, run from Calcutta and to be understood in Indian terms, Java a mere minor deviation from the mainland model which might be used to correct that deviation. The flunky was returning the compliment to the Graeco-Roman world. Sikandar indeed! From the back of the ballroom, a military orchestra with an excessively drumbeat sense of rhythm and augmented by a couple of stringed instruments, was wrestling with popular airs, pounding and chopping them into march tunes to be served up by numbers. The local gamelan percussion orchestra that Mr. Raffles kept playing to establish his equivalence with a traditional raja was quieted and packed away for the day. What Mr. Raffles did with native airs, Hare did with his ladies. The possession of a seraglio was another way of speaking the native tongue and slightly easier on the ears. 

  The main salon blazed with a dozen crystal chandeliers and was crowded with the British and their ladies – all shooshed up and preened in best bib and tucker. Scarlet uniforms, gold epaulets, gleaming leather and diamond pins for the men, silk, feathers and flashing jewels of every hue for the ladies, fluttering their fans and twittering like birds of paradise. Men outnumbered women, naturally. This was still a military establishment and many of the soldiers had entered into local domestic arrangements that were of a strictly private nature and not for public display. At the far end, stood Mr. Raffles in muted civilian dress, a touch of autumn browns in a bed of raging summer flowers, surrounded by his clique of ambitious, nice young men, enthusiastic puppies, all wagging their tails before the top dog. Having come a long way from humble origins himself, Hare could recognise the marks of travel on others who held themselves to be moving upstream. There was no need for all this personal ostentation of dress. At Malacca, when the British expeditionary force arrived, the natives had been most impressed by a huge Indian bass drummer with twirled moustaches flaunting a leopard-skin tabard but were stunned to silence when Lord Minto, Governor General of India, an easy aristocrat, had disembarked onto the dock from the East India Company flagship, before the whole, glorious invasion army and fleet, a tiny, bent figure in hushed black who spoke so softly that you had to lean forward to catch his words. It seemed that all that crowd of beautiful uniforms of scarlet and gold bowed before him as bobbing parrots and flamingos before a humble crow. Hare, himself, could never fawn like that, having a healthy independence of mind and conduct.

  He looked around carefully. Mrs. Raffles in watered silk was surrounded by Company wives, ever so queeny, favouring them with her views and knocking back the unwatered brandy as usual. Tomorrow they would all be bitching behind her back as they had at Penang from where the Indian scandal of a child born out of wedlock had followed her here. By the window, a group of worried-looking men like undertakers were rasping in phlegmy Dutch through cigars, ignoring the presence of ladies and knocking back orange bitters and kirschwasser. Later they would scratch up a game of whist. There would be few Dutch tonight, just those men from the Ruling Council who had the wisdom to see the British occupation as an opportunity or at least something to be lived with. Inevitably, they would later be sneered at as collaborators, despite the co-operation of the Dutch government in exile with the current administration.

   

  ***

   

  Arthur paused. Co-operation. Collaboration. What a fine line there was between the words but what a difference between the two.

  It was broad daylight and he looked out through the museum window through shading palm fronds. A worker was hosing down the forecourt, giggling and threatening to soak a man selling noodles at the gate. The noodle-seller was laughing back and menacing the worker with his wheeled cart so that a sort of joke oriental bullfight was in the offing. They were both so taken over by sheer joy that they could hardly stand. How was it possible to get so much pure pleasure out of doing two crappy jobs? When had he himself become so incapable of simple happiness? He turned back to the room, grumpily puzzled.

  At the Farquhar Museum, his office was an eccentric structure, as all museum offices are, under constant pressure of space, jostled by nesting oddments from the bird collections, duplicate periodicals and camera lenses blinded with dust. After the years of imprisonment under the Japanese, it still felt strange to be surrounded by so many things, just lying about, not pocketed up, stripped down, reapplied, traded, everything made valuable through scarcity.

  Arthur looked down at the old, fat Swan fountain pen he still used, its Bakelite casing grown matt and scratched with age. When released from Changi back then, he had wandered pointlessly in the gutted, ruined city, incapable of feeling the change but had returned like a homing pigeon to the museum and been shocked to see Japanese soldiers still casually in charge. The Allies had few forces available to make their surrender a reality. Japanese troops had had to police their own official acceptance of defeat at City Hall. They might have had to surrender to themselves if Mountbatten hadn’t rushed in and been so keen to get in front of a camera and show off his profile and, in an upper-class drawl with Mayfair rolled ‘r’s, accuse the Japanese of rrrejcial errrogence as if a great shoulderload of exactly that was not what made up the white man’s burden. Empire and democracy, after all, were only compatible behind a screen of racism. In the newsreels, they always used the same background music of falling cadences for Japanese that they used for Red Indians in westerns. He had never understood why. Perhaps the implication was that both spoke with forked tongue.

  How many nights had he plotted this moment when he would be free to smash the faces of his tormentors, kick their whimpering bodies – ‘Banzai you bastards!’, pay his torturers back in vicious tit for all the quite unnecessary tat he had suffered, ping for their pong! Now, the sight of them evoked in him not the expected hatred and urge for revenge so much as an overwhelming sense of embarrassment. Arthur looked at the young sentry, still a complete set with rifle and bayonet, who looked back at him in his newly issued shorts – made to fit the man he once had been and so comedically baggy for the emaciated wreck he now was. Arthur walked straight at him, dismissing him as an illusion, so that the soldier gave one terrified look at this walking corpse and ducked to one side to let him pass, ‘Aiiih!’ dropping his rifle with a clatter.

  Arthur passed on unchallenged, invisible, immaterial, noting everywhere neglect and decay. The entry hall still snarled with Japanese ideograms and flags, celebrating serial victories and an unstoppable future. Then a curatorial reflex kicked in. They should collect that Union Jack, the one Mountbatten had run up on the Padang, the only one secretly kept in Changi after that buffoon Percival had refused to parade with it alongside a white flag when he surrendered. People often cared more for the symbols of things than the things themselves. At that moment, anyway, he was heartily sick of people. Things were more reliable. The galleries were dusty and full of broken glass that he avoided in his careworn sandals and he made for his old office, this office. Stuffed birds on branches wall-eyed silently from their cases. Arthur opened the door and surprised a Japanese officer, leaning back in a chair – his chair – feet on the desk, peacefully smoking a cigarette and looking down at a black, shiny handgun in front of him. Despite the hateful uniform and the razored haircut, he had the chubby face of a Renaissance cherub and should have been swirling on a ceiling above the heads of lubricious popes. They contemplated each other in silence.

  ‘Come in and sit down, old man. I was sort of expecting you. Don’t worry. I’m not thinking of shooting either myself or you. Just tired of carrying this great, heavy thing around. You look a little tired too. I like your beard by the way. Very lush. That’s one thing we rising sons can’t do as well though our chaps up north can – the Hairy Ainu, you know.’ Perfectly accented English. An elegant drawl worthy of Lord Louis Mountbatten himself. Arthur went in and took a dusty seat. They clearly didn’t get a lot of visitors here or cleaners. It had become an Alice in Wonderland world. The Mad Hatter would turn up soon and offer him tea.

  ‘Your English. It’s so … English.’

  ‘Cambridge, old man. Three years at Jesus undergoing the rigours of Eng. Lit. according to the great Quiller-Couch before I joined up. That’s why they sent me here. But it leaves scars.’ He swung his legs back to the floor. ‘Take a smoke?’ Cigarettes offered from an exquisitely carved sandalwood box that he recognised as an item inappropriately appropriated from the collection. A lighter flared with hand-held politeness. ‘I take it you have some sort of official link with this place?’ He waved a hand airily. ‘Take your word for it.’ He ran an amused smile over the shorts. ‘Can’t exactly ask for documentation, I suppose? Thought not. The important thing is for me to hand over the twigs and stuffed birds officially so I can go back to barracks with a clean slate and nip back to dear old Nippon as and when. Now, what I need from you is some sort of a signature on this chit.’ He reached into a breast pocket and handed over an old Swan fountain pen, pushed two pieces of paper across the table, covered with ideographic scuttling spiders. ‘Just a receipt. Afraid it’s all in Japanese but I’ll leave you the copy so you can get your chaps to translate it. I’ll throw in the gun and the pen free like they did at City Hall.’ He stretched and yawned extravagantly and got to his feet.

  Arthur would not have been surprised to hear him say a farewell ‘Toodle-pip’. He signed awkwardly, fingers a little stiff and unwilling, as if signing a receipt for the whole war. He had not written anything in years. The Japanese shot you for keeping notes. ‘You seem to be taking the Japanese defeat rather well.’

  ‘War’s not really my thing, old man.’ He mouthed distaste as if at bad port at high table. ‘Same for you by the look of things. Changi was it? Your colleagues, the “co-operators” have all cleared off to the Botanical Gardens and dug in there, keeping their heads down. Have to cultivate our garden and all that. I don’t suppose they’re looking forward to what you might have to say to them when you get back from durance vile. They had a chit too, from the old British governor, saying they could stay en poste.’ He grinned naughtily. ‘Hope for their sake they kept it.’

  ‘What will you do back home?’ They were talking like old friends. The chaos had swept away all sense of hierarchy and structure. They were two human beings bumping into each other on the moon.

  ‘Oh, rest up for a bit and then finish my novel. Time for some deep Kafkaesque themes of solitude and alienation in Japanese literature, I think. Don’t know Kafka? Oh, you really should. He captures the essential, bureaucratic alienation of our age.’ He pocketed the chit and buttoned down the flap. ‘Every time I look at the stuffed jackdaw out there, it seems to be nagging me. Kafka’s dad used one – a kavka – as his business logo in the fashion trade. So perhaps this war can be turned into something worthwhile – ill winds and atom bombs and so on.’

  Arthur inhaled on the cigarette and choked. It tasted of bombed-out, burning buildings. Another habit lost in the camp. He longed for his pipe, a real smoke, yearned to cradle the bowl like a warm scrotum. Then he looked round the room, fully taking in the devastation for the first time. ‘What happened to the stuff stored here? In particular a green, steel trunk with my name on it, Arthur Grimsby. It contained my research notes on Alexander Hare, my birds survey, a manuscript I was working on, all my photos of the Cocos-Keeling Islands…’

  The officer sucked his teeth in dental regret. ‘Oh dear. Photos? Your kit was it? Ah yes. Well, I’m afraid the secret intelligence Johnnies took all that away. Cocos-Keeling, you see. It was going to be the next stepping-stone in our glorious march to Australia and world domination, old chap. Photos of beaches were worth their weight in gold. They got very excited when they found it. Your name on the lid? Surprised they didn’t come and look you up in Changi.’ He chuckled. ‘Rather lucky for you though.’

  Arthur leapt to his feet, dithering, pale, mouth agape. The room span. ‘All gone? And my manuscript, what of that?’ he wailed.

  ‘Oh, the rest they used to sell off for wrapping paper in the market, one of their little perks. You can’t begrudge it to them really. We lost quite a lot of the periodical back numbers that way but their paper was glossy, you see, so not as good for wrapping fish as your documents. Yours was far more absorbent if not absorbing. I even think I saw some of your stuff being used to bundle up those syrupy caramel sweets the Indians do.’ He pincered theatrically sticky finger and thumb and popped them lusciously in his mouth as Arthur collapsed with his head in his hands – the years of work so lightly destroyed, the dashed anticipation of being reunited with a purpose greater than mere brute survival and a bridge to the future! Tears streamed down the emaciated face, the tears he had reached for but been unable to cry till now for all the loss and pain and despair of the past few years, now shed for a few bits of paper in an old trunk that no one else cared about. He wailed aloud like a baby, beyond shame. Great sobs shook his skinny bones. Snot dribbled from both nostrils. Yet, at the same time, Arthur observed himself from without with the piqued interest of a dispassionate scientist. Who could have thought there was so much moisture to be squeezed from such an arid carcass as his own? 

  ‘There, there. Don’t upset yourself, old chap.’ The officer yawned with world-weariness and stretched his arms. ‘It’s only paper and at least it shows people were wrong if they said you couldn’t write for toffee.’

   

  ***

   

  ‘Mr. Raffles.’ Hare gave him one of his professional smiles, clasped both hands together before his crotch and nodded a penguin’s bow before his benefactor. The acolytes turned and gave him hard stares, their eyelids sash windows slamming down on a street urchin’s impertinent fingers. Raffles was younger than Hare, short, floppy-haired, stooped as a pecking hen but gimlet-eyed as a sparrowhawk.

  ‘Ah, Mr. Hare. Fresh from Banjarmasin?’ He extended a hand, cool but firm, and placed another hand over it in blessing like a priest.

  ‘Tonight, from my brother’s house, sir, in town.’

  Raffles waggled an eyebrow. ‘Perhaps I should call you Sultan Hare, from what I hear. Your own native palace where you sit in native dress with full local perquisites? Your very own fiefdom down there in Mokolo, fourteen hundred square miles and all yours by unencumbered personal right.’ The young men chortled and sniggered but pricked up their ears at the sound of another’s advancement. ‘Yes, I have cleared it with Calcutta. There will be no problem there. The estate is yours, unentailed, with no claim upon it by the Company. And I must congratulate you on your efforts with the other sultan of Banjarmasin. Thanks to your vigilance and the occasional showing of the flag by our naval vessels, piracy has decreased beyond all expectation and we may expect a surge in legitimate trade and a future of unlimited possibilities opens up to us.’

  He was quoting something. Hare could see him in his mind’s eye, sitting at his desk, fluffing up the rosy news for Calcutta in flowery prose – plans, estimates, predictions – all filigree spun out of a chance remark or nothing at all and fixed onto paper with his quivering quill like some fortune teller who sees a chip in his crystal ball as the portent of a whole new world order. Raffles was a man for whom being English was not just a postal address but a destiny. Hare had no illusions about the effectiveness of his own activities in Borneo. It would turn out that there had been some domestic squabble among the pirates and they had been busy killing each other instead of Company sailors or perhaps slave-raids were more profitable this year than seized spice that was a glut on the market. It was all politics, turning wheels within wheels.

  ‘And consumption of opium, sir, is up by twenty chests …’

  A cloud passed over Raffles’ face. The Company would be pleased. It meant more revenue to counter the unbroken stream of silver they were pouring into Java and would look good in a report. But he hated the idea of the drug and its predatory effects on his Javanese.

  ‘… mainly for the coastal Chinese of course.’ The cloud lifted again. ‘But I have a plan – far from hare-brained – I should like to lay before you when you have a moment’s leisure.’ 

  The young men stiffened. It seemed to Hare that they silently closed ranks around Raffles, like brothers around an heiress at the soft, approaching tread of a gold-digging suitor. Or perhaps it was like schoolchildren huddling around their teacher at the sudden sight of a large and frightening dog. Either way, it was clear that they were true believers in the gospel of Raffles. Young men make bad mercenaries. They need a cause and in Raffles they had one.

  Money! It was always the boss’s weak point. Raffles had no head for it. He secretly prided himself on his unworldliness. Cash flowed through his fingers and he spent it like water – building the Harmonie club, reorganising the palace, snapping up old manuscripts and clogging up the Company’s ships with animal specimens for the museum back home in Leadenhall Street. He had sent a bloody great elephant all the way to Japan for God’s sake, as a present for the shogun! As it turned out, they couldn’t get it off the ship. There were no docks and though elephants can swim, they cannot dive and it had been politely returned to sender. While the Calcutta Presidency and the Directors back in London howled and waved balance sheets, he saw himself as some great Company entrepreneur but that was just one of the visions to which he was prone – he was very good at visions. Raffles was surely the world’s worst business man – a nervous racehorse hitched to a drayman’s cart – and his aides tried to save him from himself, not by direct confrontation, which he took badly, but by forgetting, misunderstanding, toning down as a good wife might her husband. Hare could imagine them at breakfast, chewing on their lamb chops, dreading the moment when he entered the room, full of bounce, waving the sheaf of papers in which he had recorded his latest visions of the night – ban the use of judicial torture in all the law courts, write the book of traffic regulations afresh, replace the entire system of taxation in a manner that required compiling a very Doomsday Book of the whole island of Java, forbid the further importation of slaves. He could picture the subservient smiles and nodding at the boss from around the table and the exchanges of eye-rolling and groans among themselves. It would all make endless work in what could otherwise have been a nice, cosy sinecure with lots of time for drinking and pig-sticking and chasing women and would annoy the Dutch as a sign the British were here to stay. A man who borrows another’s house just for a couple of weeks does not normally begin by knocking down the front wall and redesigning the garden.

  Travers, Raffles’ aide-de-camp, was swiftly there with a hand under Hare’s elbow steering him away like an importuning drunk. More petitions? More work? More expense? Not if he could help it.

  ‘If you would but submit your detailed plan to me in writing, fully costed in several copies, together with your overdue accounts, we should surely give it due consideration, Mr. Hare.’ Travers’ eyes glared into Hare’s. The plan would naturally go straight into a bin somewhere.

  ‘Of course.’

  Travers relaxed his grip, turned back – he had a nasty boil on the back of his neck, a little Javanese volcano of his very own – and as he turned Hare was through the gap like a rat up a drain, pulling a roll of proposals from his inner pocket and sliding them into Raffles’ hands. ‘I foresaw the urgency of a written outline, sir, and am glad to oblige.’

  Raffles sighed and clutched it to his bosom. ‘I will read it, Mr Hare. You have my word.’

  Hare was satisfied. Raffles was a renowned swot and would be going back to his desk with relief as soon as the guests hit the road. Heat and sullen rage radiated from the wrong-footed puppies. Travers picked angrily at his boil and glared. Too bad.

  Hare took his leave, bowing away from the group and flicked his fingers at a servant to summon a glass of Champagne. Job done, he could relax. He passed out into the garden, firm stone underfoot, then gravel, then grass, a little refreshing rain in the wind perhaps and lightning growling over the mountain. Beyond the railings, in the woven native huts, little fires could be seen burning like glowworms. Later there would be fireworks, wheeing and farting up into the night sky but at present the lake was peaceful, the swans bedded down, trying to grow back enough left wing-feathers to supply ever-scribbling, quill-plucking Raffles. Inside, the sweating bandmaster raised his baton to the men in their soaked tunics and struck up again and a nasty rash of dancing broke out to reeling Scottish whoops and the crash of boots, stamping out their exaggerated, strutting manhoods.

  Hare loathed Scottish dancing. But there was no shortage of Scots in the Company. Of course, Hare’s own parents called themselves Scotch and it was a card he had occasionally played himself to gain advantage. After a while, the music changed and the background blur of noise gelled into clarity and he recognised the popular jig, ‘Money in Both Pockets’, played with lots of energetic fiddling. How apt.

  
     
  

  ***

   

  Arthur had always wondered about Olivia Raffles. In the literature there were two firmly held and totally incompatible views of her – chaste and dutiful partner or brandy-guzzling slapper – and, surely, no way to build a bridge between them. Or was it possible to see the same woman in two such contrasting ways? Perhaps a stern morality that had damned mere girlish foibles out of hand and forced her into the more general mould of a stage villainess, obscuring any lack of fit, might do it. There was plenty to make British Indian society hold its nose. She was a widow, older than her husband, illegitimate, had had an affair on the boat out to India and borne the captain a bastard daughter, rumours surrounded her relationships with poets – always a doubtful breed – and she was of ‘Circassian’ descent. Circassian women were held to be the principal denizens of the Ottoman and Persian harems and featured heavily in the fevered dreams of young ensigns so that it was small wonder that she was named as the inspiration of the erotically charged poems of Anacreon Moore.

  Arthur did not really miss his own wife and she inspired in him no urge to erotic versification. Her death had been sudden and unexpected, just a couple of months before and he could argue that he was still in shock, the impact still feeding through his system. Or perhaps it was just that, as you got older, it became increasingly hard to feel strong emotion of any kind from a sort of furring up of the nerves. He doubted he would ever bother to have sex again and had ceased to think of himself as a sexual being. It was surely just another stage he had grown through and out of, for it was only after a certain age that you realised what an effort it all was and began to doubt whether it was worth it at all. He and Eileen had married young, mere students, in an icy college chapel and, as is so often the way, grown apart rather than together. They had been in love with the idea of being in love more than with each other. As far as the ceremony was concerned, his chief memories were of the atmospheric chill and the chaplain finding it impossible to remember their names. That might have been seen as an omen – more appropriate for a funeral than a wedding – but neither of them had as yet experienced that overinterpretation of the random that is the way of the East. Eileen was in her first year, Arthur a post-grad but she was the responsible adult and had shrugged on a white coat and plodded her way up to a senior position as a hospital coroner along a well-trodden and clearly marked path. Arthur’s own career had been less regular and more a matter of snakes and ladders, or rather birds and ladders. The medical degree he had undergone was a mere sop to his father and reflected neither his own interests nor his intentions. Like Hare, Arthur was by nature a collector. A hoarder.

  As a child, his bedroom had been littered with birds’ eggs, fossils, stone arrow-heads dug from the chalk pits around the house. He had always felt a nervous reluctance to throw anything away. Clothes he had outgrown, shoes he had outworn, he liked to tuck away in cupboards, unconsciously curating his own life. These things were witnesses, had absorbed his essence, they had an enduring relationship and the collection had a powerful moral and emotional aspect. They had served him well, given their all and deserved gratitude and respect in retirement if not affection. It had been an early source of conflict with Eileen, a ruthless organiser and weeder-out of superfluity. She would be at home in one of those minimalist Japanese houses you saw in National Geographic, all bare surfaces and uncluttered, long-grained vistas. In the early days, of course, logic had been on her side as they moved through a series of boxy, rented properties that crushed and constrained. No airing space. No storage space. No breathing space. Prosperity had brought room and room had created the opportunity to hoard again. Small wonder that one of Arthur’s youthful fascinations had been the study of magpies that stuffed their nests with bright but useless geegaws.

  In fact, he observed magpies carefully over the course of a whole year of mating, nest-building and youthful flocking but despite the fervid testimony of folklore and opera, found no evidence whatever of an attraction to shiny objects amongst these maligned birds, no thieving of rings and earrings. They were actually startled and frightened by glitter and a string of bottle-tops would keep them off fields as efficiently as gunshots. Moving to Asia, Arthur switched his affections to the black kite, beloved of British squaddies for its opportunistic scavenging and so a suitable image for themselves and nicknamed with subaltern insight ‘shitehawks’. And it was an article on these and their use of white scrap paper to ornament their nests and mark their status that attracted the attention of the museum and allowed him to move sideways from the medical service into it. He knew at once that he had come home, found his true nest, and began to write white academic papers to decorate the walls and gain status like a true shitehawk.

  Had he loved Eileen? Yes, of course. But the word ‘love’ is capable of so many meanings that to say that is to say nothing. He loved his dog, he loved his job, he loved Hainanese chicken rice. At the beginning, before the wedding, there had been physical excitement that had morphed into comfort and companionship over the years, matching the rate at which the bedsprings lost their resilience and the mattress began to sag. He remembered the really big surprise of marriage to be the discovery that women snored and farted in bed as copiously as men. ‘Why didn’t you wake me?’ she asked after a night of her bed-shaking death-rattles. ‘Because you were asleep,’ he answered and they laughed.

  It was still love. The absence of children had kept them closer than most but children are something that changing affection can use to hide behind, invoking duty and sheer fatigue to mask growing habituation, so that their absence exposed every change to stark, surgical light. All right, it might not have the sharp urgency of ravening appetite. It might be a thing of muted tenderness that often went unexpressed and taken for granted. But it was still love. Thomas Raffles clearly loved Olivia though she was much older than him, a woman with a past and not the sort of wife who would help the career of a young man seeking to rise. And now, for all of them, it was all in the past tense.

   

  *** 

   

  ‘She’s returned to Malacca. She took all her things and won’t be coming back. She was quite angry. She broke a plate in the kitchen. One of the good ones too.’

  ‘Really?’

  ‘Well, she cracked it at least, so I had to throw it away.’ 

  ‘But why?’

  ‘Because they think cracked plates are unlucky here.’

  ‘No, I mean why did she crack it in the first place?’

  Hare’s brother, David, had become a real Dutch burgher since his arrival from India, with his wide, floppy pantaloons, thin cotton shirt and the inevitable festering cheroot clamped between stained teeth, living in his hard-edged Dutch interior. He was fractious at being roused mid-siesta, standing here barefoot on the damp, red tiles of his living room. There were big high windows to let in northern Protestant light but with rose-tinted glass to mitigate the eastern sun’s brilliance and, on the walls, pictures of the Dutch countryside that denied the reality of the Indies that surrounded the house. Alexander Hare found the overall effect intensely irritating, a house that reeked of empty afternoons.

  ‘Why do you think? It must be the other women. What the hell did you expect, Alex? Surely, you didn’t think she would be as sweet as a stroopwafel, did you? You can’t have your cake and eat it.’

  ‘You have a platitude for every occasion, brother. Johanna didn’t mind. The other women meant less work for her she said, took the load off, and she enjoyed ordering them about. She was the wife. They were just concubines, she said. It brought her more prestige in the town. She knew the way it was, the way it always is out here and that she was raised to. It’s not as if it’s something I invented.’ This was upsetting, not part of the plan at all. Johanna was the mother of his two children, though they were safely away in England, looked after by the other brother Joseph and having the Indies polished off them under the sconces of one of Bedford Square’s finest houses. He didn’t believe it was the concubines. She was angry because he’d sent the children away to be raised as English. She’d told him as much but he hadn’t listened.

  ‘What do you want sex-slaves for anyway? When a man has an itch that needs scratching there are available women enough in Batavia. Just take a walk round the market any night. Why have them hanging around your neck? How many have you got now? Five? Ten? For God’s sake, man, you don’t pay a slut for the firkytoodling. Every man knows what you reward her for is just clearing off afterwards and leaving you in peace without cloying attachment. Women come in a carriage where the devil is coachman. And what do they do? Sit around all day, not paying rent, picking their black teeth, chewing betel nut and guzzling your food? They’re like those dogs in the market that roll their eyes at you, follow you home and just try to move in or perhaps those little birds on the Königsplein that hop around your feet asking for food and when you feed them they fly up into the trees and shit on your head. Don’t you see, they’re eating you alive? It’s not a matter of morality but simply sound economy. You’d be better off doing what the Chinese do and keeping a pig to screw.’

  Perhaps Hare found such an attitude shocking, demeaning, unchristian even. His brother had what he termed ‘a standing arrangement’ with a stolid Dutch widow two doors down. A standing arrangement sounded far from comfortable and a strain on the legs. Perhaps he even replied, ‘Because the girls have feelings’ but maybe it was not like that at all. He suspected, mostly, they did not have strong feelings. Sleeping with him was just a job. Were people passionate about glue-boiling? Both were messy but perfectly honourable tasks to be done with all-possible despatch and a good wash afterwards. Perhaps Hare knew he was the one who had feelings, a sense of responsibility towards his dependants, as expressed in his will where he sought to provide for them. But brother David had not seen that will yet. The myths of colonisation were there, not just for the colonised, but for the colonisers too. The British would always insist on believing that, deep down, their colonial subjects loved them and perhaps some really did.

  Would Hare actually say ‘unchristian’? Perhaps, if he used that inquisitorial word, it was out of mere convention. Their father had raised the Hare boys all to be of a sceptical frame of mind. A watchmaker himself, he was concerned with ways to make a watch work better not the existence of some supposed fellow great watchmaker in the sky, whose designs he followed in miniature as the wheels of the gigantic apparatus crushed and tore at mankind below with its indifferent cogged teeth. And at least a watch had a clear and useful purpose, to tell the time, whereas the world seemed to him devoid of one and the Christians who haunted churches and chapels and graveyards never seemed to get the chill of death out of their bones even in the tropics.

  Hare groaned. ‘You know that the Chinese pig thing is only a silly rumour spread by the Javanese because it’s the most disgusting thing a Muslim can think of. It’s childish, like the things we said about the masters at school and about school dinners. Hares have always been sacred to both Eros and Aphrodite on account of their high libido. And why, pray, are my women called mere sex-slaves while those of the local rulers are honoured concubines after the high Roman fashion? My ladies are equally concubines and well cared for. Only some of them are slaves and not all my slaves are women. I suppose you will see that as the sign that I have unnatural tastes as well.’

  ‘If the cap fits, brother …’

  ‘I have a need for certainty and stability in my life. I need constancy and clarity, with my faithful people about me.’

  David made a face. ‘Faithful? You expect them to be faithful? Clinging to that idea, dear brother, is like a condemned man stringing himself up in his cell out of fear of being hanged on the morrow. No good will come of it. You’re like a ship that can make no headway because its keel is fouled with clinging barnacles and you need your bottom given a good scraping to be free of them.’

  Hare opened his mouth to retort, then grinned and let that one pass. ‘You know that in trade credit is everything. A man must keep up a front, a certain lifestyle.’

  ‘And is a front what you are keeping up, dear brother?’ He shook his head wearily and sat down on a hard, comfortless chair – Dutch furniture always maintained a moral dimension. ‘Enough. I have said my piece.’ He pointed at another, meaning his brother should sit down and called out loudly for coffee. ‘But what is this new arrangement I hear that you have with the Company?’

  Hare smirked, sitting and smacking his own thighs in delight. ‘It is the most favourable you can imagine, brother, the best in the world. The prisons here are full to bursting. I offer a cheap solution. Convicts are to be transported to my holdings in Borneo where they will be set to work and turned into colonists just as they are in America and as press-ganged jail-fodder are converted into the fine sailors of His Majesty’s navy. The Company will pay for their transport, housing and sustenance.’

  David turned and shouted again for coffee. ‘And what will they produce on your plantation?’

  ‘The possibilities are endless.’ He reminded himself of Thomas Raffles in one of his visionary phases. ‘I have in mind to harvest pepper, coffee, as well as salt and other goods to be sold for profit – tobacco too.’ The word reminded him and he took out a gold filigree snuffbox from his pocket and offered before taking a pinch that he drew deep up each nostril with every sign of pleasure. ‘Also, they will build ships with all the fine standing timber on my land that I have for nothing.’

  David looked puzzled. ‘Don’t count your chickens before …  And what shall you do with these ships?’

  Hare threw his head back and laughed, slapping his brother on the back. ‘Why brother, that is the beauty of it. What do you think? I shall sell them or hire them to the Company, who meanwhile pay me for feeding and lodging the prisoners, so they can transport my convicts to Borneo and my coffee to Java.’

   

  ***

   

  Arthur flipped gloomily through the Straits Times. As usual, it was all politics, all rubbish of no lasting interest or importance. Internal self-government for Singapore, independence for Malaya, federation or not, racial tension, threatened strikes, a terrorist attack in Kedah, indecisiveness from the British, recalcitrance from the Malays, outrage from the Chinese. An illegal demonstration for or against something or other had been forbidden and so advertised. Blah, blah. He yawned. But a tiny article tucked away on the inside pages caught his magpie eye. It was alleged that some variety of the drongo cuckoo had established itself and was breeding on the Cocos-Keeling Islands and stirring up the bored birdwatchers of the wireless-relaying station there. Excitement flared. Real news at last! But was this the square-tailed or the fork-tailed variety? It was not clear. There was no picture. And what species was the target of its brood parasitism? That was crucial. How could they not say? He tutted and read the piece again, carefully. No, nothing. He checked the other pages in hope of a follow-up. Again, nothing! And all the back page was wasted on a tedious article about the price of rubber. At all costs, he must have a specimen for the collection and check whether it was a new species or simply a displaced migrant.

  Arthur leapt to his feet, seized the newspaper, grabbed his briefcase and slapped a floppy hat on his head, heading off to the museum with great purposeful strides. Outside, he paused. It was an overcast day, relatively cool but there was rain in the air, the first drops pattering down on the slick leaves of the garden. He disliked going by car, missing the happy buzz and chaos of the streets. The drive to and from work suggested the world was a scatter of British dots with everything that was truly Asian in between dismissed as irrelevant. Then, from the bottom of the stairs, he saw Bok Ong watching with an expressionless parchment face. Arthur always felt as if he saw right through you and he knew Bok disliked it when he walked. It lowered his tuan’s status and so his own to see him hot and sweaty like a coolie. Intimidated, he turned back and climbed into the Morris, curled up under the house, its form a fat, comforting, sugared doughnut, and churned the engine in the soothing, somehow Surrey crickety smell of warm leatherette

   

  ***

   

  Hare had not yet perfected his arrangement with the Company. There was yet more profit to be squeezed from it by bringing areas of the Borneo policy into line with practice at home. After a sticky start, things were going well in Borneo and he was making money hand over fist. He had persuaded Raffles of the need for further funding ‘lest the great investment we have already made there should be entirely lost for a hap’o’rth of tar just when final success lies within our grasp’. It was true his other activities left little time to actually spend there himself but one of his ship’s masters, John Ross, was licking the estate into shape – shipshape and Bristol fashion. Crops had been planted, the first vessel was on the slipway, now was the time to take the next step. He took pen and paper and began to write to Thomas Raffles.

  The key to the ultimate success of their benevolent colonising project, he explained, was to turn the ungodly poor into honest, labouring families. People were driven to crime by the iniquitous Dutch system of forced deliveries and monopoly, being stripped of what little they had by native and foreign despotism that gave no incentive to work. Raffles’ legal reforms meant that the numerous public torturings and executions that the Dutch so much enjoyed were no longer taking place and the prison population had soared as the result. Borneo was solving all these problems at a stroke, as had been foreseen. He looked through that and crossed out ‘ungodly’ and wrote in ‘wayward’ instead. It was time to take the next step – women. Women were the essential element of a magical transformation as a sort of moral philosopher’s stone that alone could transmute base man into subject gold. The dreadful shortage of suitable women in the now-flourishing American colonies had been overcome by making it the place of settlement of prostitutes rounded up from the London streets and transported there, as they were nowadays to Australia. So street scum had become yeoman farmers and taxpayers. What had worked for the English in America and the Antipodes would work just as well for the Javanese now in Borneo and free both prisons and byways of undesirable elements. Thus, a double benefit would be secured for little additional expenditure and Raffles’ administration would shine as a beacon of Enlightenment to the world. It struck all the right grace notes – benevolence, improvement, moral progress, the redemptive power of womanhood, practicality. Raffles believed in human goodness, the perfectibility of Man, and would gobble it down like a child slurping down sweetmeats.

  He lay down his pen, sanded the proposal and took a toke of snuff, letting his mind wander to last night when he had entertained Ayu, the new patchouli-scented girl from Bengkulu, shy and giggling but tender and affectionate. She must have part Indian blood with those huge, dark eyes like bottomless wells though she claimed to be of noble stock, kidnapped and sold away by enemies of her father. Any man who plunged into those pools would come to himself half-drowned, panting, headshaking, like an exhausted turtle desperately crawling back up a powdery beach that trickled away to nothing under its flailing claws. This morning, it seemed possible that Bengkulu Sumatran was the language of Heaven.

   

  *** 

   

  Arthur thought it absurd to write a letter to Cable and Wireless, like sending a postcard to God, but any other form of communication would be held to be extravagantly expensive by the museum and become the subject of endless stiff and self-righteous memos from the board, endless as involving no postage and thriving on self-importance, so a letter it would have to be. As Arthur dictated a request for information concerning the drongo cuckoo to Miss Violet Loo, his secretary, he suddenly found himself wondering about her. If he could manage to imagine himself into the head of a 19th-century rakehell, why was she so impervious to his processes of empathy? Late thirties, hair a cowl of raven-black that disciplined rather than styled, muted makeup if she wore any at all, the sort of glasses that turned eyes into organs of disapproval rather than windows on the soul. The dress alone suggested hidden depths, business-like but with a hint of slinkiness. When she sat and adjusted her rump to accommodate the dictation pad, there was a definite rustle of suggestion between outer and inner garments that any woman would be aware of. He had never thought of her before as a woman broadcasting her femininity on all channels. Yet now he felt something in his groin akin to a primeval creature waking from hibernation, raising its snout and stirring in the ooze of a muddy swamp. Could it be that reassertion of life after bereavement that he had read about? What the hell was going on?

  ‘Thank you, Miss Loo.’

  She smiled a tight, buttoned-up smile of ‘you’re welcome’. When she rose and left, on legs that he now found strangely shapely, a scent of smouldering poppies lingered in the air. She had been his secretary for over five years. Why had he never noticed that before? Was that a backward glance she had tossed vampishly over her shoulder like a feather boa? What the hell was going on?

  On his desk, there was plenty of work to be done, a tottering stack of files, some already growing dusty from the open window. He should review the consumption of milk in the tea room – there had been a steady and unexplained increase over the year – or check audited stationery supplies against projected needs but his heart was somehow just not in it. Instead, it was pounding in an unfamiliar rhythm but definitely pounding and his body felt strangely itchy. Maybe he was going down with prickly heat. Must dust himself down tonight with St. Luke’s powder.

  Puzzled, he stepped through into the outer office and opened the drawer of staff records – somehow reminiscent of those sliding steel drawers in the morgue – took one out, flicked through it. Miss Violet Miranda Loo. It was like looking up a museum object in the great register that revealed their origin, function, provenance. Miranda? Wasn’t that a character from The Tempest? She was 38 years old. Married but widowed. Odd that she should make herself a Miss again. Perhaps that implied she saw herself as freshly available. No children. She lived out in Toa Payoh by the old spring and would take the long, hot bus ride in every day. He pictured her sitting on the bus with her rough shopping bag balanced on her lap and scratching her legs through the thin fabric of her dress. As an efficient woman she would know which side to sit in order to avoid direct sunlight in best ‘posh’ P & O fashion and call in at the market to shop in the evening before going home – perhaps fanning herself as it jolted along, sweat trickling down the backs of her knees as the man crushed in the seat behind her breathed thick garlic fumes down her neck and over the clasp of the sad, little, gold cross she wore round it. The nape of her neck was strangely beguiling in his imagination, the flesh soft and smooth and terribly vulnerable over the fragile bone. 

  Arthur shook his head and went back to his desk, lit a pipe to drive away the lingering afterthought of smouldering poppies or garlic with its enfolding, honeysuckle smoke and tried to think about drongo cuckoos, a subject more likely than stationery supplies to capture a man’s wandering thoughts and fire his imagination, but found himself suddenly surprised to be wondering what the experience of snuff up your nostrils was like and whether you could still buy it.
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