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Glossary

Alus: Javanese word meaning “graceful and refined”.

Ang moh: A racial epithet that originates from Hokkien (Min Nan) and is used to refer to white people in Malaysia and Singapore. Literally meaning “red-haired”, the term implies that the person referred to is a devil, a concept explicitly used in the Cantonese term gweilo (“foreign devil”).

Armenia: Landlocked, mountainous country between the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea surrounding Mount Ararat. In 301, it became the first country in the world to adopt Christianity. Located between Europe and Asia, Armenia was invaded countless times and its people spread all over the earth. Part of the Soviet Union until its collapse, it is now an independent country.

Boreh: A fragrant yellow paste made from spices and used as an unguent.

Borobodor: Ninth-century Mahayana Buddhist monument in central Java.

Brieswijk: The place of breezes.

Bugis: The people of southern Sulawesi. They are still outstanding shipbuilders, sailors and navigators who have traded legitimately in the region for thousands of years. When the colonial powers displaced traditional trading relations of the region, the Bugis turned to piracy and slave trading.

Claddagh ring: Traditional Irish ring, given in friendship or worn as a wedding ring. The design and customs associated with it originated in the Irish fishing village of Claddagh, located just outside the city of Galway. The Claddagh’s distinctive design features two hands clasping a heart, usually surmounted by a crown. The elements of this symbol are often said to correspond to the qualities of love (the heart), friendship (the hands), and loyalty (the crown). The way that a Claddagh ring is worn on the hand is usually intended to convey the wearer’s availability, or lack thereof. Traditionally, if the ring is on the right hand with the heart facing outward and away from the body, this indicates that the person wearing the ring is not in any serious relationship: “their heart is open”. When worn on the right hand but with the heart facing inward, this indicates the person wearing the ring is in a relationship, or that “someone has captured their heart”. A Claddagh worn on the left hand ring finger, facing outward away from the body, generally indicates that the wearer is engaged. When worn on the left hand ring finger and facing inward toward the body, it generally means that the person wearing the ring is married.

Danjang desa: The spirit of the village.

Dukun: Medicine man, healer in Java.

Eling: Pronounced “ailing”, it means “remember”. When a person is overcome with sorrow or anger, the Javanese advise that it is necessary to eling, to regain self-control. Self-control is the highest Javanese value. In this context, eling refers to a high level of self-awareness that enables the individual to observe and control all movements of the self, both inner and outer—its actions, words, and thoughts.

Factories: The name for trading stations where goods were imported, stored and exported for sale in Europe.

Gamelan: A gamelan is a musical ensemble of Indonesia typically featuring a variety of instruments such as metallophones, xylophones, drums and gongs; bamboo flutes, bowed and plucked strings, and vocalists may also be included. The term refers more to the set of instruments than the players of those instruments. A gamelan as a set of instruments is a distinct entity, built and tuned to stay together—instruments from different gamelan are not interchangeable. The word “gamelan” comes from the Javanese word “gamel”, meaning to strike or hammer, and the suffix “an”, which makes the root a collective noun.

Guanxi: A network of contacts which an individual can call upon when something needs to be done, and through which he or she can exert influence on behalf of another. In addition, guanxi can describe a state of general understanding between two people.

Isin: Isin is a powerful concept in Javanese thought. Isin is what happens when you cannot bear what you are seeing and feeling, when you are watching but no longer controlling your reactions, when your energy mounts in a vain attempt to deny what is here. Isin in particular, together with all extreme emotions in general, produces imbalance; love, hate, euphoria, despair and fury are all subject to the “law of balance”.

Jamu: Traditional herbal medicine in Java.

Kajang Mats: Mats made of the leaves of palm trees, used for roof coverings on boats and as seating.

Kala: The Kala is a monster that devours itself, representing the relentless passage of time. It is usually shown without its lower jaw, which it has already eaten. Originally a Hindu god, it is often seen above windows and doors.

Kampong: Malay word for village.

Kapitan Cina: The leader of the Chinese community in colonial cities. The Kapitan and his Council ensured a good relationship between the European and Chinese members of the town, dealt with disputes and crime amongst the Chinese community, and registered births, marriages and deaths.

Kemiri: Candlenuts. The oil of mashed candlenuts made hair glossy and was said to keep grey hair at bay.

Kraton: Javanese word for royal palace.

Kris: The kris or keris is a distinctive, asymmetrical dagger indigenous to Indonesia, Malaysia, Brunei, Southern Thailand and the southern Philippines. Both a weapon and spiritual object, the kris is often considered to have an essence or presence, with some blades possessing good luck and others possessing bad.

La seraille: The seraglio, the luxurious women’s harem quarters in a Sultan’s palace.

Laudanum: An opium tincture, sometimes sweetened with sugar and also called wine of opium, used widely during the Victorian era.

Loro Kidul: Queen of the South Sea, a fierce goddess to whom all the kings of Java are still wed on ascending to power, their power and legitimacy being vested in her. Myth says she was the daughter of the last king of the Western Javanese Hindu Pajajaran kingdom, which was overthrown by the Muslim invasions.

Merang: A dye made from the burnt stalks of rice to conceal greying hair. Used throughout tropical Asia for centuries, the soaked stalks form an inky liquid which foams like a shampoo and acts, in addition, as a cleansing agent and a tonic.

Mestizo: Spanish term meaning “to mix”, the term spread quickly and became generic and synonymous for “mixed race”.

Nyai: A native woman, consort, or concubine of a European man in the Dutch East Indies. The status and the fate of the nyai varied widely, depending entirely on the actions of the man. After Christian baptism, she could become his wife or he could legitimise her and her children as a secondary “wife”. Once legitimised and recognised in law, she was entitled to upkeep by the man and to inherit part of the man’s estate. In theory, and often in fact, a legitimised native nyai could quickly pass from being a slave to being a wealthy widow of a Dutch official or merchant. On the other hand, many nyai could simply be abandoned and, up to 1782, if they were still slaves at the death of the man, both the nyai and her offspring could be separated and sold to other owners. After 1782, this practice was prohibited.

Pempek: Pempek or empek-empek is a delicacy from Palembang which is made of fish and sago.

Pinisi: Double masted gaff-ketch rig boat built by the sailors of South Sulawesi. It was the ubiquitous commercial trading vessel of the Southeast Asian islands.

Prahu: Literally, the Malay word meaning boat. There are many types of prahu throughout the islands of the archipelago.

Prambanan: Largest Hindu temple compound in Indonesia, located near Yogyakarta. Built in the 9th century, a temple to the glory of the Hindu gods, Shiva, Vishnu and Brahma.

Qi: Also commonly spelled ch’i, this is a fundamental concept of traditional Chinese culture. Qi is believed to be part of every living thing that exists, as a kind of “life force” or “spiritual energy”. It is frequently translated as “energy flow”, or literally as “air” or “breath”.

Revenue Farm: A revenue farm is a franchise with a license to collect state revenue and with a monopoly right to practice a certain business. Such a monopoly was granted by the state government to a “farmer” for a limited period of time in a strictly defined location in a city, district or province. In return, the farmers/bidders had to pay the government in advance to be guaranteed monopoly status. In Java, the revenue farms were almost exclusively licensed to the Chinese and included monopolies on gambling establishments, liquor distribution, entertainment, transport, road toll gates, markets, money lending and opium.

Ronggeng: A type of social dance in which couples exchange poetic verses as they dance to the music of a violin or gong. By the 19th century, ronggeng dancers were popular entertainers, singers and dancers in Java, usually assumed also to be prostitutes.

Sambal: A condiment or side dish used in Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, the southern Philippines and Sri Lanka, as well as the Netherlands, made from a variety of peppers, although chilli peppers are the most common.

Saman tree: The rain tree, a tall, wide-spreading tree used for shade. Its leaves close when the weather is overcast, allowing rain to penetrate the canopy and nourish the plants beneath, one of the few tropical jungle trees to do so.

Sireh: Malay word for betel. The leaves of the betel tree are used as a wrapping for the slices of the areca nut, lime paste and other ingrediants and chewed as a stimulant.

Slametan: Communal feast symbolising the unity of those participating in it. The ceremony is taken from the Javanese word slamet which means a peaceful state of equanimity, in which nothing happens. A Slametan takes place at marriages, births and deaths, major events in the Islamic calendar, and to mark unusual events: moving house, going on a long trip, illness, sorcery, etc.

Slendang: Long cloth used to carry a young child around the shoulders.

Sultan: The royal appellation of the kings of the court of Yogyakarta. By definition they are secondary to the Susunan, for their court was created out of the division of the lands of Mataramby the Dutch in 1830.

Susunan or Susuhunan: The Emperor of the Royal Court of Surakarta, sometimes called Solo. The Susunan is recognised as the legitimate descendant of the court of the second Mataram dynasty, the Muslim dynasty which displaced the previous Hindu Sailendra dynasty. Its name was taken from an older Hindu/Buddhist dynasty called Mataram which ruled Java from the 8th to the 10th century.

Tuaru: Hibiscus bush. The crushed leaves were commonly used for hair washing in Indonesia before the advent of manufactured shampoo.

Tempeh: Referred to as the “Javanese meat”, tempeh is made by a natural culturing and controlled fermentation process that binds soybean particles into a cake form. Invented by the Javanese, it is now common in other parts of Southeast Asia as well. It is still especially popular on the island of Java, where it is a staple source of protein.

VOC: Or the Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie in Dutch, literally “United East Indian Company”, it was established in 1602, when the States-General of the Netherlands granted it a 21-year monopoly to carry out colonial activities in Asia. The first multinational corporation in the world, it was also the first company to issue stock. It remained an important trading concern for almost two centuries until it went bankrupt and was formally dissolved in 1800, its possessions and debts being taken over by the government of the Batavian Republic. The VOC’s territories became the Dutch East Indies and were expanded over the course of the 19th century to include the whole of the Indonesian archipelago.

Waringan tree: Indonesian name for the banyan tree.

Wayang: Wayang is an Indonesian word for theatre, but comes from the Javanese word for shadow or imagination and also connotes “spirit”. Famous stories of the wayang are the Javanese adaptation of tales from the Mahabharata, of which the most famous character is Arjuna. Wayang kulit shadow puppets, prevalent in Java and Bali, are the best known of the Indonesian wayang. Kulit means skin and refers to the leather construction of the puppets that are carefully chiseled with very fine tools and supported with carefully shaped buffalo horn handles and control rods.

Wei qi: Classical board game known in the West by its Japanese name, Go, and believed to have originated at least 4-5,000 years ago. Some say that the board, with ten points out from the centre in all directions, may have originally served as a forerunner to the abacus. Others think it may have been a fortune-telling device, with black and white stones representing yin and yang. By the time of Confucius, wei qi had already become one of the “Four Accomplishments” (along with brush painting, poetry and music) that must be mastered by the Chinese gentleman.

Zhen Jiu: Acupuncture

Zhi Ya: Acupressure


“The shallow sea that foams and murmurs on the shores of the thousand islands, big and little, which make up the Malay Archipelago has been for centuries the scene of adventurous undertakings.”

Joseph Conrad, The Rescue


Foreword

Water links Singapore and Jakarta, which once was Batavia. Long ago, during the ice ages, they were part of the Asian continent and shared one vast shore called Sundaland. When the ice melted and water crept over it, the land below became the Sunda Shelf and the lands above became the Malay Peninsula and the Malay Archipelago. The big islands of Sumatra, Java and Borneo were born and so, too, the myriad smaller ones.



The warm waves that whisper on the shores of the thousand islands have a thousand tales.

This is one.


Prologue

Et in Arcadia ego. Once I, too, lived in paradise.

The words came into her mind as she stood, still and silent as stone. Her eyes followed the waves that curled and glinted in the long trail of the ship’s wake leading back to the cliffs of Singapore. The island with the red earth—tanah merah; the cliffs now mere ruddy smudges on the horizon. Her sojourn in Arcadia had been brief. For the second time in her short life, a ship was carrying her away from joy and into misery. Suffering the grief of absence, condemned to remember joy and then remember absence, an endless circle. Grim-visaged comfortless Despair, and Sorrow’s piercing dart. Until this moment she had not thought beyond the parting, the heart-stopping moment of leaving. The black brig rose on the dark swell, and she felt sick.

A cloud drifted across the morning sun, smothering the light, plunging the vista into obscurity, and the brig sank into the valley of the wave. The land vanished and the world became water. Charlotte leaned against the rail and began to vomit violently, coughing, retching, tears coursing down her face. She had left him. She felt the power of her body ebb from her so quickly that she slumped to the deck. She would not see him again. She could still feel the strength of his arms, the imprint of his body against hers, could hear, in the roar of the wind, his deep voice, bitter and hurt. It would never relent, she thought, this grief. She felt a vice, like fingers, around her heart, as if his hands had sped over the waves to pull her back to him. Taking no care for the mess on her clothes she rose, stumbled to a low chest and began to climb.

As she grasped the rail, strong hands gripped her waist, carrying her back down to the deck. She turned in fury to the man who had stopped her and struck him as hard as she could. She began to struggle with a grim determination, gasping for breath. She had to go back to Singapore, to Zhen.

Tigran held her firmly until her desperation lessened and she let him support her. She looked up, and he saw that in the distraction of her mind she did not recognise him.

I have to go back, you see,” she said shakily, in her most reasonable voice. She shook her head. “It’s a mistake. Can you take me back please?”

“Yes, I will take you back, but now rest a little and take some refreshment.”

As he felt her legs fail, Tigran took her in his arms and signalled a man to fetch the Javanese maid who had been brought on this voyage to care for Charlotte. In the cabin, he laid her gently on the bed. She did not stir, and he saw she was asleep, overcome with sickness and emotion. He left the maid to care for her, changed his clothes, felt briefly the place on his cheek where her blow, surprisingly strong, had landed, and went back to the deck.

Tigran Manouk was the master of this brig, Queen of the South, and a fleet of merchant ships, part of his vast empire in the Dutch East Indies which included coffee, tea, sugar plantations and factories, indigo farms, ship-building, banking. His father, Gevork, an Armenian merchant, had become one of the richest men in Java—so rich that, on occasion, he had bailed out the impoverished Dutch government in Batavia as it struggled to take over administration of the former VOC possessions.

Charlotte Macleod had been just eighteen when Tigran met her in Singapore. He had been visiting his sister Takouhi and his niece Meda, a lovely, sweet-hearted girl, daughter of the new settlement’s master architect, George Coleman. George had fallen in love with Takouhi years before in Batavia, where, as a young man, he had built sugar factories and embankments for Tigran’s father. George and Takouhi had been together for eighteen years, until Meda fell dangerously ill.

Grief tightened its fingers around Tigran’s chest, and he took a deep breath of windy, salty air. Takouhi had been sure that a return to the cool hills of Java, the jamu and the magic of the dukun would cure her child, but they had not. Meda had died only a few months ago. It was a blow so shattering that no one had yet recovered. George, crushed, had resigned his government position as Superintendent of Public Works and disappeared to Europe. No word had been heard from him since.

Takouhi and Charlotte had become close friends in Singapore. When George left, Charlotte had written to Takouhi, and Takhoui dispatched Tigran to fetch her friend and bring her to Batavia. This Tigran did gladly, for he had, the very night he had met Charlotte, and to his own vast surprise, floated like a powerless moth inexorably and dangerously into her flame. Love had taken possession of him, and try though he had for a brief moment to reason her from his heart, he had realised, with a strange and joyful acceptance, that he would not be able to forget this woman. She was like an exquisite melody, a haunting tune which inhabited his mind.

Now he could hardly believe his good fortune in having her here. He frowned. There was a man—Takouhi had mentioned a man in Singapore. A love affair. It would cause a great scandal, for Charlotte’s brother, Robert, was the Chief of Police of Singapore, and such a storm would have doubtless meant the end of his position. That was all Tigran had known when he set out on this voyage.

But he knew more now. Charlotte’s reaction to this departure told him of the violence of her feelings. Love is the devil’s weapon, he thought, for it forces reason and all the natural instincts of self-care from the mind, like a damnable battering ram. His own feelings for Charlotte were of an intensity he had not believed possible at his age. Tigran was forty years old, toughened and shielded by experience—so he had believed—from life’s jolts. His looks belied his years, for his eyes were full of a restless energy, and his body retained its youthful vigour. Dark-eyed, he wore his long black hair pirate fashion, half-braided and beaded. Although the Manouks were Armenian Christians, brother and sister had been raised by native women, and many of Java’s ancient customs clung to them.

Tigran reflected on his desire for Charlotte, so vulnerable now, so beautiful though that every moment he was with her he wanted to bury his face and hands in her hair, kiss her lips until she could hardly breathe. He subdued the effect these thoughts invariably brought upon his body, gripped the shroud rigging and stared into the moiling waves.

He had intended to ask Charlotte to marry him on his last visit to Singapore, but Meda’s illness had forced his rapid return to Batavia. Now he was angry at himself for not coming back immediately, though it had been impossible whilst Meda was so deathly sick. That was forgotten now in his ardour, and he cursed and punched the wood of the rail hard, wincing as his skin broke from the blow. He would have taken her to Java, and this damn mess with the other man would not have happened.

He watched the blood well from his skinned knuckles and hung his hand over the rail, gazing as a stream of scarlet coursed down his fingers, feeling the sting of the salt spray. Regret, regret! Well, he would not regret again. He was determined to have her promise before they landed. This enforced departure of hers would be his good fortune. Time would heal her, she would forget the other man, and he would make her the happiest woman in the world.

He ordered the wind sail to be rigged to send fresh air to the cabins under deck and went below.


1

Charlotte’s first impression of Batavia was of a ghost town. It was not just the oppressive thoughts in her mind at leaving Singapore, Zhen and Robert. Nothing could have stood in starker contrast to the harbour at Singapore, with its low red-roofed buildings, its wide and busy harbour of sapphire blue, the gentleness of its island sands and the low green hills beyond. The Queen of the South had threaded its way through the thousand islands which lay before the port of Batavia and dropped anchor near the mouth of the Haven Kanaal, the stone-walled channel which projected far out into the shallow sea like a long grey tongue. The sky, overcast and hazy, turned the water of the roadstead to slate.

It had been two hundred years since ships had sailed up this canal to the shipyards and docks beyond, Tigran explained. A combination of bigger ships, the narrowness of the channel and the constant sand banks which built up at the mouth meant that ships must anchor far from shore and await the arrival of the slow, flat-bottomed lighters. If the waters were choppy, this could be treacherous. The weather that day was calm, however, and while she waited for the boat, Charlotte took a long look at this place which was to be her home.

The approach was deceptively pretty: islets scattered amongst the diamond glints of the blue sea like jewels from a broken necklace; a hundred white-rimmed emeralds, distant amethysts, hued agate, rugged grey quartz and far-flung, filmy amber. But as the ship drew closer to the mainland, the illusion dropped away. As far as the eye could see, there was nothing but a low, muddy morass dotted with palms. The high mountains beyond the city, of which she had been told, were invisible, veiled in dense cloud. Of the city itself, she could see nothing but a chalky white lighthouse on the end of the canal wall, a few grey stone houses and a small, low fort. Charlotte’s heart sank. It was as if all colour had been sucked out of this joyless day. The night of her arrival in Singapore flooded her memory. The moonlight, the forest of masts, the swaying lanterns on the ships like dancing fireflies, the Chinese junk and the man who had called to her. Her heart swelled, and an unbidden tear slid down her cheek.

Tigran stood by her side, wishing to pull her close into him, not daring. He wanted her happiness more than he could express. For two days she had been ill, sick to her soul, caught in a web of misery. Then, on the third day, exhausted, with the wind beating her face, staring at the white-tipped waves swirling remorselessly beneath the hull, she had found a certain calm and made a decision.

She had not deceived Tigran. When he confessed his feelings to her, she told him of her love for another man and the baby to come. Tigran had blinked slowly but thought for no more than a second. He realised that he did not care. Nothing about Charlotte’s past mattered. To lose her was unthinkable, to be her protector his highest thought.

He had sunk to his knees, put her hands against his forehead and asked her to marry him. Now he was grateful beyond words that she had agreed, had let him kiss her cheek, even that fleeting touch inflaming. He had dreamed of touching her for too long. He knew it was dangerous, this rapture he felt. He smiled at the word. His English tutor would have chided him for such a grandiloquent term, but he could think of no other which described his condition. Old man’s folly is what his friends called it. How often had he seen it in others and laughed? Never mind. Did not even the great Erasmus write that “folly seasons man’s life with pleasure”? Something like that, he felt sure.

Now he wanted to divert her from thoughts he saw crowding her mind. He pointed to the rowboat approaching the ship. The equippagemeester came up to Tigran. He had sailed over from Onrust Island, where he supervised the extensive ship repair docks and warehouses. Part of his duties was to board ships to inspect the list of passengers and crew, as well as any cargo, and to check for sickness. Satisfied, he saluted Charlotte with a lingering look. He had not seen a fair-skinned European woman in the ten years he had lived in Batavia. Certainly not one as lovely as this: long, jet- black hair and violet eyes, full, pink lips, her figure slender as the Indische-Chinese women he liked to visit in Glodok, the Chinese quarter. His wife, a daughter of a former councillor, had assured his lucrative position but was regrettably short and dumpy, and six children had not improved her figure.

As the rowboat pulled up to the channel there was a sudden jolt, and Tigran threw out his arm to prevent Charlotte from falling from the seat. Despite its shallow draft, the boat had run aground. The canal, Tigran explained—attempting to keep his temper—was constructed to narrow the current so that it had sufficient force to keep the channel clear of silt. Tigran would rather have used his own cutter, but the Dutch authorities had sold the three-year licence for this transport to the Kapitan Cina, the leader of the Chinese in Batavia. With volleys of shouts and wild gesticulations, the crew pushed the craft off the sandbank, several boatmen floundering as it shifted suddenly to the deep channel. The crew burst into laughter, joshing and pulling the bedraggled men back onboard. Charlotte could not help but share in the good-natured amusement, and Tigran, relieved that she was unhurt, joined in.

As they entered between the channel piers, three of the crew jumped quickly up to the side with a rope fixed to the boat, and began to track it upriver. The other boatmen rowed, but the current was too great to permit an ascent by oars alone. Charlotte could see the men straining as the boat moved slowly along. Their boat passed another, laden with sick-looking European men heading, Tigran told her, to the hospital ship lying offshore. Convicts in leg chains squatted sullenly on a lighter anchored to one side of the canal wall, covered from head to toe in brown sticky mud. Their task was to clear the silt from the river, and Charlotte could hardly begin to imagine the exhaustion of such dispiriting, endless labours. Here and there lamp-eyed crocodiles floated along devouring garbage, unmoved and unafraid of the boats which passed around them and ignoring the men who laboured in the river and even the small children playing around the boats. They are tame and fat, Tigran told her, because they are protected from injury by the authorities. They fulfill the useful purpose of eating the refuse of the slaughter-houses. Charlotte wrinkled her nose.

The grim aspect of the canal was redeemed by the crowds of brightly painted double-masted pinisi and the single-masted prahu, the elegant small craft of the islands, moored to one side. When the prahu was under sail, the low shiny hull all but disappeared under the white sail flung back like a bird’s wing. Men squatted lazily on the decks watching the extraordinary sight of this hantu, ghost woman, with such white skin. Cooking smells and human stenches floated faintly on the breezes of the salty air. The craft moving on the canal were rowed by Javanese “sea dogs”, Tigran told her, so named by the Malays for the shrill and incoherent songs with which they beat time with their oars, each verse ending with a lengthy, loud and vigorous howl. Thus, accompanied by curdling wails and pungent odours, they arrived finally at the pier at Kleine Boom.

Tigran was anxious to be away from the lower town well before dusk and the onset of the night winds. Its reputation for miasma and death had not diminished since the time of the VOC, when it killed scores of men a day and was known as the Graveyard of the Dutch. Europeans might be obliged to work in the port’s godowns and offices alongside the sluggish and infested waters, but, by three o’clock, they left rapidly for the healthier southern reaches of the city.

Sensing Tigran’s urgency, she recalled, with a small shiver, the words of John Crawfurd in his Dictionary of the Indian Islands, which she had read in the Institution library at Singapore. “The Dutch, unmindful of a difference of some 45 degrees of latitude, determined on having a town after the model of those in the Netherlands, within six degrees of the equator and on the level of the sea. The river spread over the town in many handsome canals, lost its current, deposited its copious sediment and generated pestilential malaria, which was transported by the land-wind even to the roads.”

Helping Charlotte from the boat, Tigran accompanied her to the small whitewashed inn near the landing stage. The journey to their house in Weltevreden would be quite long, he told her, for the city was sprawling. The entry formalities were slow, the niggardly mestizo clerk fussing over Charlotte’s British papers, for the English were suspect in Dutch water—even this young girl it seemed. Tigran concealed his annoyance. This was the only power this little despot possessed and he would not be hurried. But it was done with finally, and the luggage arranged to follow, and, relieved, he settled Charlotte into his town coach and the four horses pulled away from the port, along Kanaal Weg and over the bridge. Tigran did not tell her that this bridge, owing to the state of the river, was commonly known as Schijtbrug. They moved onto Kasteelplein Weg and through the Amsterdam Gate, formerly the southern entrance of the original fort of Batavia.

From Prinsenstraat, Tigran pointed out the old Town Hall in the distance; then the carriage turned towards the Kali Besar, as this part of the Ciliwung River was known. They crossed Middelpunt Brug, with its backdrop of lofty sails. This bridge was the furthest south on the Kali Besar that sailing boats could go, and they massed together like flocks of white-winged birds peering at the rowboats beyond. Tigran showed Charlotte the long two-storey building which housed the offices of Manouk & Co., its open godowns bordering the bank, before going back over the river and onto Binnen Nieuwpoort Straat.

Charlotte was astounded at the decayed appearance of the city. It seemed almost deserted, the canals dilapidated and the buildings broken-down. Barefoot native soldiers kept a slouching watch at the portals of red-tiled, low merchant houses. The occasional European man they passed seemed pale and emaciated. The atmosphere of degeneration was relieved only barely by the large-leafed plantains and the tall stems of coconut and betel nut trees spreading their feathery leaves far into the sky. The horses’ hooves sent up fingers of ash-white dust which touched eerily against the glass of the coach windows. A fetid, cloacal stench rose from the canal. The humidity was a damp cloak, dense and oppressive. She did not know whether to laugh or cry at this introduction to Java, a land she had heard of as the fabled home of Ptolemy’s Golden Chersonese, of Solomon’s Ophir, of gold, perfume and spices.

Within a few minutes, the architecture changed and Charlotte saw houses like those in Singapore: white two-storied buildings with curved red-tiled roofs. Long-tail-haired Chinese sat crouched in the street or were busy sculling kajang-roofed boats on the river. Only twenty minutes more and they would be home. As he said this, Tigran glanced at Charlotte, unsure of her feelings. Batavia, he felt sure, was a confusing and disconcerting city for a European woman.

Charlotte said nothing, the sight of the Chinese men with their tailed hair arresting her, wrenching her thoughts away from these streets, back to Singapore. She closed her eyes, not wanting to see any more, and rested her head against the back of the seat.

The Chinese town faded in the dust behind them, and the carriage entered a broad, perfectly straight avenue running alongside a wide canal. The air felt cooler here. Tigran lowered the glass to let in the breeze. “Molenvliet,” Tigran said. Mill Way, the road linking the old city to the new. The canal was over a hundred years old, built by the Kapitan Cina to bring wood from the forests to the old walled city for ships and houses and to carry sugar from his mills to the port. The wealthy of every race built their houses out here. It was healthier than the low-lying coast. The road was firm, and in the late-afternoon light Charlotte saw large, elegant mansions of both Chinese and European appearance, with ornate wrought-iron fences and gates. Pretty bridges spanned the canal to a similar avenue on other side, lined with the dusky shapes of tall trees. Birds kept up an incessant high-pitched twittering among the leaves; every now and again a fragrance of invisible flowers came floating on the windless air. Lights appeared, and Tigran pointed out a large hotel and, just beyond it, elaborate gates which stood open between lantern-topped columns. Flames flickered, and a waft of coconut oil drifted over the carriage.

“We are here,” said Tigran and took Charlotte’s hand in his.

The carriage passed the columns and began to describe an arc around the dense mass of trees beyond. The path was firm and mossy, and the dust died away. Firebrands on either side stretched into the distance. Despite her previous forebodings, she felt a flurry of tingling excitement at the prospect of seeing this house which Takouhi had described to her in Singapore.

“Brieswijk is Tigran’s estate. Was built by VOC man long time ago, and our father buy this place. Is very nice place, very big house, maybe best house in Batavia. I grow up there.”

Charlotte suddenly remembered. Takouhi would be waiting for her. She squeezed Tigran’s hand lightly for, no matter what else she felt for him, she trusted him absolutely. He felt a constricting emotion for this woman rise in his chest. Learn to love me, please, he thought. Let me love you.

Between the trees, Charlotte saw lights flickering. Tantalised, she almost held her breath, listening to the horses’ hooves beat dully on the earth, watching the shadows of their bodies dance past the firebrands. Then the carriage rounded the last tree, and light flooded the ground, so bright after darkness that she threw up a hand before her eyes. A great mansion came into view in a blaze of light. High windows occupied the floors of the facade, and long lower extensions stood to either side, with French doors of intricate wrought iron and glass from ceiling to floor. The panes cast glints of fire on the ground. Marble steps and columns marked the main entrance to the house, illuminated by a hundred dark-skinned, white-saronged servants holding swaying lanterns. As the dusk stole rapidly across the sky, the impression of aerial flame and brilliance was overwhelming.

“Oh,” she said and looked at Tigran, lost for words. He had sent a servant on a fast horse ahead to create this moment for her.

“It’s yours, ours,” he said and kissed her hand. “Welcome home.”
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In the next days Charlotte barely had time to brood. There was so much to discover.

The banns had been posted and the wedding day set for four weeks hence. It would take this long to settle the legal affairs of the marriage settlement and inheritance. By the laws of the government of the Dutch East Indies, a widow was entitled to at least half of her husband’s estate. Legalised minor children, by any woman the man recognised, were left strictly defined percentages of the estate. If there were no legitimised minor children, the totality of the husband’s estate would pass to the widow. The liberality of this law took Charlotte’s breath away.

In English law, a wife had no rights at all. Upon marriage, she ceased, legally, to exist. She and all her goods became the property of her husband to dispose of as he wished, and, after he died, his wealth would automatically pass to his eldest son or away to the first male in line. Unless a husband had made specific provisions for his wife, an English widow, no matter how wealthy she might have been before her marriage, could find herself destitute and thrown on the charity of her family or the church.

Charlotte and Takouhi sat on the balcony overlooking the great lawn. Off to the right, at the edge of a grove of waringan trees covered in a blaze of red berries, construction was underway on the big square pendopo hall which would be used for a wedding reception. Lines of small, dark workmen passed to and fro, lifting, sorting, sawing and planting the squat, thick beams into the carved stone plinths. To the feast would come special guests, including the Governor-General, the Resident of Batavia and the Kapitan Cina, friends of the Manouk family and all the village people from the estate. There would be ronggeng dancing and a wayang play. After the wedding at the chapel, a reception for the European town would take place at the Harmonie Club. Takouhi was explaining this to Charlotte.

“Tigran has made bequests to me and Miriam and to his nyai and his legitimised children. All the rest, including this estate, will come to you,” Takouhi said.

Charlotte looked out over these vast grounds of lawn and forest stretching down to the silver line of the river and beyond. What she could see was not even one tenth of the land which Tigran owned in Batavia. In addition, Takouhi went on, there was the tea plantation in the hills at Buitenzorg, coffee in the Preangar, the sugar lands and factories near Semarang, the fleet of ships and other business interests and properties too numerous to mention.

On top of this breathtaking wealth, to her amazement Charlotte discovered a good many things she did not know about both Tigran and Takouhi and the whole Manouk family.

The first was that Takouhi had been married! Charlotte was filled with an almost indecent sense of curiosity, but to her annoyance Takouhi did not elaborate. She merely said that she had been widowed and inherited half of her late husband’s estate, with which she had bought the house she owned in Nordwijk, Batavia’s most fashionable street. It was currently rented out to a Captain Palmer, an American who had set up in business with a long-time Resident of Batavia, Gillean Maclaine. In a few days, Takouhi said, she would take her on a long visit to this street and its fashionable shops and they would pay a visit to Captain Palmer and look at the house. Listening to Takouhi discuss legal arrangements and property rental, Charlotte discovered a very different side to her friend, one which was quite hard-headed and down to earth. Perhaps, Charlotte thought, I had just not seen this before. In Singapore, Takouhi had been a mother and loving companion, revelling in George’s adoration of her and their daughter, happy and carefree in love and security. Here in Batavia, she had a different role. Here she was an older widowed sister of a wealthy merchant, no man by her side, her child lost. And, too, Charlotte found that Takouhi had another sister, Miriam, who was the wife of Josef Arathoun, another wealthy Armenian merchant. She was Tigran and Takouhi’s younger half sister, by a concubine of his father’s, whom he had legitimised.

This discovery of an extended family certainly surprised Charlotte, but the greater shock was this news about Tigran. For it transpired that, though Tigran had no wife, he had, for many years, had a nyai, a native woman, by whom he had two sons and a daughter. There were two grandchildren. He had legalised their relationship. In this society, that meant he had papers of legitimacy for the children who had been baptised into the Christian faith. He had recognised his nyai as their legal mother and had given her, as was the custom, a Christian first name and his own surname spelt backwards. Her name was Mariana Kuonam, therefore, though the family still used her native name, Mia. She was an Ambonese slave woman who had been given to him as a companion when he turned fifteen.

Mia was older than Tigran, of course, by some ten years, Takouhi told her. Since the birth of Nicolaus, the first son, she had always lived in her own household. Nicolaus and his younger brother, Samuel, worked for Tigran’s merchant house, and his daughter, Valentijna, was married to the Assistant Resident in Semarang. Charlotte calculated that the two eldest children were older than her! And grandchildren! She had given little thought to Tigran’s life during the years before he met her, but somehow she had not imagined this encompassing and practical domesticity.

Takouhi, seemingly finding nothing odd in the proposal, spoke of taking her to meet Nyai Kuonam.

Charlotte did not know what to say, but Takouhi read on her face a certain shock. No, no, she reassured her, it was all perfectly normal here. For a mature man, the situation was only to be expected. Most men had a wife, several nyai and dozens of slave-concubines. Tigran had never had slave-concubines. His head had been turned when he was much younger by a woman who had been his willing concubine, but that was years ago. Girls still came here from the kampong, Takouhi added, matter of factly, wanting to be with him. Certainly, though, such goings-on would cease once Tigran was married to Charlotte.

Takouhi smiled at her friend but was horrified to see two large tears sliding down Charlotte’s cheeks.

“Alamak! So sorry, Charlotte. Too much for you. I am just silly-billy, I think better to know everything, but still hard for you.”

Charlotte took out her handkerchief and wiped her eyes, annoyed at herself.

“It’s just so strange. I thought I knew you, but you have had a life I know nothing about. And Tigran …” She stopped and took a deep breath. “I’m pregnant, Takouhi, by the Chinese man. Tigran knows, says he does not care. Now, this whole family of Tigran’s and concubines, for heaven’s sake. It’s just so… not what I expected, I suppose.”

Takouhi took her hand. “I know about this baby. Is great blessing. Change is hard, nobody like change. When I bring Meda here, I miss George so much, and all my life in Singapore. Then Meda pass away. I sorry now I take Meda from George, he not there to hold her when she die. So sudden, no time for him to come. She like angel to him. Sorry he go far away. He give you no letter for me. He hurt I know. Maybe cannot forgive me. I not know where he is now. Cannot write to him. I love him Charlotte. Still I try not to be empty.”

Takouhi looked down, falling silent, turning the Claddagh ring on her left hand. Charlotte knew something of this pretty gold band with two hands holding a heart surmounted by a crown. Worn on the left hand, with the heart facing the body, it signified marriage. George had given it to her. Charlotte clutched her friend’s hand, felt a flush of shame and a constriction in her throat. She swallowed and took a deep breath.

“Forgive me, Takouhi. Just feeling a bit sorry for myself. Feeling sick and missing Zhen, just like you miss George. I miss George too. He loves you, I know it. He will come back. He built the cupolas on the hill in Singapore for you and Meda, you know, filled with love for you both.”

Charlotte rose and put an arm around her shoulders.

“I am the silly billy, eh? Scared about marrying Tigran, about being with him, you know. Scared about the baby, scared of everything.”

Charlotte gave a tight little laugh. Admitting all this fear was a relief. She was not sure where it all came from. She was not unused to feeling out of place. Her own life had made her stoical. She thought of Robert, how she missed him, this brother who had been everything to her for so long. What a strange life had led them both to these tropical climes. She recalled the happiness of their childhood in Madagascar, the devotion of their French-Mauritian mother and Scottish missionary father. How hideously it had all ended when they had been dispatched for their safety to Aberdeen’s grey, cold stones and the keeping of a dour grandmother, their parents lost to them forever. Robert had gone off to school, and Charlotte had found herself alone. Lessons in the morning had been all that constrained her, and she had roamed the hills and sailed the waters of Scotland with her cousin Duncan and found solace in the care of her maiden aunt, Jeanne. Only Duncan and Jeanne had loved her, and fortunately that had been enough. Jeanne had been a perfect aunt, Charlotte and Robert the children she never had. Jeanne had lost her officer fiancé young, in the war with Napoleon, and Charlotte had learned, like her aunt, to build her defences out of good sense, good humour and Macleod grit. She had sailed with Duncan on the chilly waters around Aberdeen and developed a tough sailor’s hide, an ability to look danger in the eye. Robert’s unexpected appointment as police chief to Singapore had saved her from an unwanted marriage to some lecherous old squire.

She had loved Singapore immediately, all the more completely for meeting Zhen. Her mind strayed to his silken-skinned body, his dark almond eyes, his full lips, the curve of his jaw and the long, lustrous black queue which fell to his waist. She could still feel her fingers entwined in his hair, the touch of his lips on her skin. He had invaded her whole being. There was never going to be anything but trouble with him, though, for not only was he Chinese but she knew he was promised to another woman. But after an ineffectual and pointless struggle with Pallas Athena, the Goddess of Reason, she had simply fallen into the whirlwind. Even now, though, she could find not an ounce of regret. He had “subdued her heart” as ever Othello did Desdemona’s and “to his honours and his valiant parts did she her soul and fortunes consecrate.” Not entirely, of course, for her fortunes and his were not in their hands. She had had to leave: nothing but scandal could have ensued. It would have ruined Robert, and eventually Zhen, especially with the child on the way. Love had made her vulnerable; thoughts of motherhood, separation from Robert and the familiarity of Singapore had made her anxious. There were little rents and tears in her nature which allowed doubt and fear to enter, and she was having trouble rebuilding the edifice.

Takouhi patted her friend’s hand.

“We make a life here, different life maybe, but not unhappy. We wait for this baby, and wait for Meda’s slametan, and feel better.”

Takouhi rose and called a servant to serve tea outside on the terrace.

Together they left Takouhi’s sitting room and went down a wide marble staircase into the hall and out through the French doors onto the great basalt and teakwood terrace which ran the length of the house. A deep roof sheltered them from the sun. A dining table and chairs stood to one side, for the family took all their meals here. Charlotte saw three long punkahs standing idle now over the table. In the evening, the punkah wallahs pulled them to and fro, creating the semblance of a cooling breeze. Several rattan and bamboo easy chairs and tables were set about the terrace, and they sat and looked over the vast lawn where spotted deer grazed silently.

“Tigran have love for you, Charlotte. He can be hard in business, hard with other man, but with woman is kind and gentle. Like Robert for you, Tigran is for me. Best brother in whole world.”

Takouhi poured some tea, and looked at her friend. She so much wanted Charlotte to care for Tigran, to be happy, to make him happy, and she knew that meant Charlotte must learn something about him, about them, for there was so little time before the wedding. Takouhi knew Tigran was passionate about Charlotte. She had never seen him so filled with emotion about any other woman. Surya, yes, he had adored her. Perhaps Petra Couperus for a brief time? But not quite like this. She debated whether to take Charlotte into her confidence. She loved Charlotte; this woman had become her closest friend, would be her sister, Tigran’s wife. The baby and others to come would be Tigran’s children. She wanted Charlotte to feel a connection to them all, a connection to Batavia, to Java. She wanted her to forget the Chinese man.

Takouhi took a sip of tea and placed her cup gently on its saucer.

“I will tell you a story. This story between you and me. Only Tigran and George know this story.”

Charlotte looked at her. After all the other revelations, she had no idea what to expect.

“My mother die when I am seven years old. Her story also very sad. I tell you this another time.”

Takouhi ran a hand lightly over her hair, which had blown across her face in the breeze, and looked out over the lawn. Charlotte was again struck by her beauty. She was almost fifty-six years old, but her appearance belied every year. Slender as a reed, she was a graceful, tawny cat, black shining hair to her waist, dark eyes turned up at the corners. Her age was revealed only in the tiniest lines at the corner of her eyes and on her hands. Usually she dressed in a sarong and kebaya, like all the mixed-blood Indische women, but today, surprisingly, she was dressed in a former European fashion, in a soft, pale yellow lawn, the dress falling Empire-style from beneath her bust. It suited her, but Charlotte thought it was unlike Takouhi not to dress in the latest fashion. In Singapore she had always been vastly interested in any new books that came from London, Boston or Paris.

“Father marry again. Marry Tigran’s mother who become like my mother. She very good woman. Widow of Dutchman. Her name is Valentijna, so beautiful woman. Why she marry Father then not understand. He cruel man. Now understand, she no choose anything, like me, like my mother. She lose many babies. Now I know Father never leave her alone, always greedy for her. Before she can think of losing baby, she pregnant again but he not leave her alone. Never give her peace.”

Takouhi shook her head slightly, frowning, her eyes misty.

“Really I love her. She and Jawa maids care for me, love me. She teach me letters, show books, speak Dutch. This not usual in Dutch house. Girls not read or write, only talk Malay or Javanese, do nothing, learn nothing. But one day, nothing she can do. When I am fourteen, my father give me to old Dutchman for wife. His name Pieter Laurens, old friend of father in government. He maybe fifty years old. Very fat, very ugly … very cruel.”

Charlotte frowned. Takouhi’s voice had changed.

“I married at church in Batavia. I never forget that day. I scared so much. When pastor say he and me husband and wife, he pull me to him and put his hand hard between my legs. In the church in front of priest, Father and all people. Then put his mouth and tongue on my mouth, how you say, lick me. His breath smell bad, his mouth like old tobacco and betel. I never forget that smell.”

Charlotte was transfixed, filled with shame for her friend. Fourteen years old. It was unimaginable.

“He not wait. Before even wedding party finish, he take me to his room, rip my dress. When I cry out, he hit me. Hit so hard I think he break my face. Then he put me on bed, take down his pants. He do this to me hard, hurting, fat belly on my chest. I cannot breathe, so much pain I think I die. He finish, thank the gods, finish quickly, big groan in my ears. Then he go, tell me to shut up and sleep. I have blood on my legs, blood everywhere.”

Takouhi’s tone had changed again. Now she was just telling a story as if it was about someone else.

Charlotte put out her hand to her friend’s, but Takouhi curled her hands into her lap.

“He hurt me a lot inside, I very small, must call doctor. When I am sick he don’t touch, but as soon as I well, he come again. I fight, but he beat me. One time he tie me to bed and leave me, two days, no food, no water. When he come he lie on me, heavy, put hand inside me, beat me, have sex with me. Blood everywhere. I think I die that time, really. Maids save me, give water, clean mess. When he go out, they free me, care for me though very dangerous for them. They are slave girl, he can kill them, anything, and no one care. When he see I no fight anymore, he let me go. I live like slave. Cannot go out, live with his other women in house. When Valentijna try to see me, he say no. I am pregnant, get very sick. Then he let her come. She see my arms and face, cry for me. He beat a lot, all the women. I think he hate women. She tell father but he do nothing. Doctor tell Pieter don’t touch me, but he don’t care. Thank all gods, I lose this baby. Pieter want sex too much, beat too much. Then I understand, just survive. Other women help me, all slave women, I never forget them. But I lucky, after six months he lose interest in me. Always he want new girl. So I stay very quiet, away from him, far away.”

Charlotte was listening, horrified. Takouhi rose and, taking Charlotte’s hand, led her off the terrace and they began to walk to a thick grove of tamarind trees, beyond which lay the small chapel and the graveyard.

“When Tigran born, Valentijna ask father please let me come back to help with him. Father want son, so happy to have son that he agree. Pieter don’t care then. He forget about me. Go to be Resident in Makassar. We all hope he die there, of drink, of fever, of anything, but somehow bad man always live. When I am eighteen, Pieter come back. He see me. I pretty—how you say—grow up. He want me come back. My father order this. But I not fourteen anymore. I clever girl. Think about this moment long, long time. Learn many things. I go back and first night he come to me, I smile and give him drink of Madeira wine.”

They had entered the deep shadow of the tamarind trees, with their feathery, lime-coloured leaves and thick clutches of long, brown pods. Takouhi stopped and turned to face Charlotte.

“Listen, Charlotte. I kill Pieter. Give upas, poison, understand. I put a little in drink every time he come to me. He get little sick and soon cannot come anymore. But I give poison to him, little bit every week. Sometimes I stop, then start again. He take long time, have pain. Everybody very sad for me, poor young wife. When I am twenty, he die. I am widow, I have his money. That day I decide never marry again.”

Charlotte looked into Takouhi’s eyes. She gazed steadily back at her friend. So many things fell into place: Takouhi’s refusal to marry George, though he asked her many times, even after the birth of Meda. Her separate residence at Tir Uaidhne, the mansion George had built for her in Singapore, her independence.

With a soft swish, a sudden breeze swept through the leaves of the fecund trees around them, rattling the pods and moving the supple branches like long, tender arms. Charlotte nodded and put her arm through her friend’s. They walked on through the dark grove and out into the sunshine. In front of them was the chapel. They sat on the grass by Meda’s grave.
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Charlotte began to discover the immense beauty of Brieswijk.

The house had been built over seventy years before by a Cornelius van Riejmsdijk, a senior merchant in the VOC. His initials and coat of arms adorned several of the inner doors. Over the main portal stood the great open fanlight, with the carved initials of the VOC, the V huge, overlapping the smaller O and C. On either side were fanlights depicting Asia and Europe, surrounded by garlands and fruits. Tigran had explained a little about the Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie which had established the town of Batavia over two centuries ago.

From its trading origins, the United East India Company had grown to be a mighty force, controlling the agriculture and all trade between these Spice Islands and Holland. Establishing the tiny fort at Batavia, the VOC had not sought territory. With territory came responsibility, and responsibility was expensive. Java was merely a great storehouse waiting to be sacked, to the profit of their investors. Gradually, though, the Company had acquired territory, and the armies of the VOC were called on to wage battle for and against the ever-feuding local kings and princes, ceding rights and land to the Company each time. Slowly and inexorably, the royal families gave away all of Java to the VOC, whether the Company wanted it or not. For two hundred years, to belong to the Company was to be part of the greatest enterprise on earth.

Since the 1760s, though, the Company had been in financial difficulties due in part to abuses, corruption and smuggling by its senior servants, including the Governor-General himself. The initials became known everywhere as Vergaan Onder Corruptie, “ruined by corruption”. When war between Holland and England broke out in 1780 over support for the American Revolution, it sounded the death knell of “Jan Company”, as it was commonly known. The English blockaded the Channel, bringing VOC ships to Amsterdam, destroyed the Dutch fleet and ruled the seas. By 1790, the Company had debts amounting to 85 million florins. The VOC colonies in Guinea and Bengal, Ceylon, the Coramandel coast, Malacca and the Cape were lost to English domination. The Dutch state was obliged to step in to prevent the total collapse of the VOC and the loss of the India trade. Finally, the Company was disbanded in 1800, but not before Holland itself had fallen to the French emperor Napoleon, through the army of Marshal Herman Daendels, amongst others. When Louis Napoleon was made king of Holland by his mighty brother, Daendels was named Governor-General of the Dutch East Indies, and the French flag flew over Batavia.

Tigran showed Charlotte a pair of golden candelabra which stood on a long sideboard to one side of the formal dining room. Winged victories, in Greek dress, held aloft a long floral wreath, from which ten candle sockets sprang, decorated with fluting, acanthus leaves and spirals.

“My father bought these from the effects of Marshal Daendels after he left. They are said to have been a gift from Napoleon himself, although no one knows for sure. He paid a hefty price for them, so I am certain he believed it to be so. In those days, like him or loathe him, anything touched by the great Frenchman was like gold.”

Tigran smiled wryly. He was taking her on a tour of the house. It was a veritable repository of the recent history of the Dutch East Indies and Batavia. Tigran had begun the tour in the downstairs study, where a portrait of Riejmsdijk and his family hung on one of the walls. The grand merchant stood, thin and rather humourless, in his embroidered velvet coat, ruffled shirt and buckled shoes.

Next to him was a small woman also dressed, Charlotte presumed, in the Dutch style of the 1760s, covered in pearls. She was Javanese, Charlotte supposed, but, just as the thought came into her head, Tigran said, “Riejmsdijk’s wife was Japanese. He brought her and his children when he left Deshima, the VOC’s trading station in Japan. Smuggled them out, actually. All Japan trade is still Dutch and still comes through Batavia. Two vessels per year go for copper, and we sometimes trade in lacquer wares and fine porcelain.”

Charlotte examined the portrait more carefully. She was not sure where Japan was, had had no idea that the Dutch traded there. Now she could see, emerging from its darkened paint, the figures of a boy and two little girls.

“When we ride down to the river you will see a bridge over the Kali Krukut which leads to the villages on the other side. It is a Japanese-style bridge. It, and some of the trees around the bank, are all that remains of a Japanese garden he built for his wife. I understand she and the children all died before him.”

When Riejmsdijk himself had died suddenly, Tigran told her, the estate was put up for auction by the Orphan’s Chamber to find funds to support his vast number of illegitimate children. Riejmsdijk had kept over fifty concubines. Charlotte marvelled at this Eastern profligacy. The Dutch in Holland were Calvinist. Something happened to the men, she thought, when they arrived on Asia’s shores. They forgot their upbringing and in short measure fell into Asia’s sensual and tempting arms and became sometimes more immoderate than even the Asian princes and potentates who surrounded them. There was, thought Charlotte, a bizarre contradiction between the almost prudish seemliness of the selected or legitimised wife and the base attitude to other native women, who could be abandoned at will; the white man’s own progeny by them callously sold and forgotten.

Charlotte looked at Reijmsdijk. He must have loved his wife and children, for he had risked smuggling them out of Japan. He had built her a garden that she might feel, in some measure, less homesick. He must have suffered at their loss. Yet he had been able to abuse and discard other women in equal measure. Charlotte shook her head.

Tigran was explaining something about the Orphan Chamber, and Charlotte abandoned her musings. The Orphan Chamber had been set up long ago to address the problem of the vast number of children born out of wedlock to native women and abandoned to their kampong lives when the men either died or returned to Holland. The VOC had early on decided to bring these light-skinned kampong children into the church, baptise them and support them. Thus, the girls could serve in the houses of Dutch men, and become acceptable half-white wives or companions. Dutch women had been forbidden to come to Batavia since 1659, for they rarely flourished in the climate and simply caused rank discontent among the men. Even the wife of the present Governor-General, Tigran explained, had her origins in this manner. She was a legitimised daughter of a Balinese slave girl. The boys were groomed to be soldiers for the VOC’s ever-needful army or minor clerks in the government. Where the girls might, through judicious marriages to white men, rise to the highest rungs of this closed society, the boys of low-ranking officers and officials were forever locked into low status and poorly paid jobs. For boys to succeed, they had to be raised and sent to school in Holland. Only the wealthiest men in the land could afford it.

Tigran looked at Charlotte. He knew Takouhi had mentioned his family with Mia and was not sure how she felt about it.

“I, too, was supposed to go to Amsterdam. I did not go, my father told me, for when I was of the age the seas were terribly dangerous for Dutch ships. England was at war with Napoleon, you know, and Holland had been annexed and become simply a French province. Batavia flew the French flag, and invasion was inevitable—the more so as the exiled Dutch prince placed the colonies under English protection. I had Dutch tutors and, after Raffles came, an English one. For my sons, a Dutch education was no longer useful. Everything had changed. When Napoleon was defeated and the English returned Java to the Dutch, the new Netherlands government appointed only men born in Holland, loyal to Holland, who brought their Dutch wives. People like my sons are mestizo, like me: not white, not Dutch. High office is out of their reach. They must make their lives in commerce and on the plantations.”

Charlotte was listening to him and looking out of the window. Impulsively she asked,

“Did you love your nyai, Tigran?”

Tigran was nonplussed. He had not expected this question. He frowned. Charlotte turned to face him, waiting somewhat nervously. There was a silence. Had she gone too far? Did she really want to talk about love to Tigran?

“Love her? I cared—care—for her. She was the first woman I ever had, for a long time the only woman. She was sent to change me from a boy to a man. That was her role. Possibly I thought I loved her when I was very young.”

He took Charlotte’s hands in his and looked directly into her eyes.

“We always love in some measure the woman, or man, who awakens powerful feelings. Don’t we? Is that real love? I don’t know.”

As he said this, he felt again a deep regret at not having been Charlotte’s first man—truthfully, her only man. Now he would always stand in comparison to this other who had awakened such feelings in her. But never mind, he thought, time will pass. She will forget, as those feelings have faded for me. I will make her forget. I will seduce her as this man did, but I will give her everything he could not.
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