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Part One

1979





Montreal, Canada

THE SMELL OF death he once knew about only from books had seeped into his food, his clothing, the tobacco he stuffed into his pipe. Even now he noticed how it lurked in the upholstery and carpets when he came in from outdoors. Jack Ramsden’s wife had been ill for more than a year before she died. Faithful always, he had nursed her dutifully, but he couldn’t help feeling set free when she finally exhaled the last of the foul-smelling breaths that had haunted his dreams for months.

For a long time after she died, Jack hated to shave in the morning. Washing and lathering his face forced him to look in the mirror: the loose-fleshed turkey neck, the three brown moles bordering his thinning hairline, the gray patches in the hollows of his cheeks, the bloodshot eyes that didn’t clear till after breakfast. Though awake with first light, he would put off shaving as long as he could.

From his bedroom window high above the city, he would look out at the solid brick and stone houses, the spreading green of Mount Royal Park, the distant spires and rooftops emerging from the gray, smoggy sky. Montreal. He would turn away from the window and force himself to shave, dress, and eat. He had to be at his desk by nine o’clock.

* * *

Lately, while looking in the mirror as he scraped at his cheeks and chin through the white lather, he would try to encourage himself, speak silently to his freshened image: You’re not really old, only fifty-seven. You’re a healthy, reasonably prosperous middle-aged man with many years ahead of you.

His wife’s death had left him depleted, empty of resolve, unable to muster enthusiasm about anything, not even the warm brioche and coffee he had always looked forward to before beginning his banking day. Sometimes he thought back to when Celia had resembled the young Wendy Hiller in films, pert and charming, saucy, back to when they had been college sweethearts. After a few such reveries, he sadly concluded that the term itself—college sweethearts—was now probably obsolete. Like fidelity in marriage, the Anglican Church, the British Empire: ceremonial relics of the days of his youth. When he caught sight of himself in a mirror, he appeared slumped over. He had to force himself to straighten his shoulders.

This was 1979; in keeping with the times, he had perfected his French. What had once been a mere cultural decoration had become a commercial necessity. Sometimes, when he turned a corner and ran into an aging couple of the old stock in their stout shoes and woolens, their hair gray and plain, so unlike the coiffured and shiny French, they seemed to him fading illustrations from a forgotten novel. He, of course, was well tailored and smart. His work demanded an aura of confidence and control, but at times he wondered how long it would be till he too was obsolete. When he confessed to his priest a lack of enthusiasm about the daily round of his life (he said nothing to his grown sons, who were busy with their own lives and families), that good man told him quite rightly: “These feelings are natural when one is grieving. They’ll pass and you’ll feel yourself again.”

Guilty of his freedom, bewildered by an ambiguous moral failure he couldn’t put into words, Ramsden sank into himself. At first, when the weather was pleasant, he took long, solitary evening walks. Occasional Sundays he spent time with one or the other of his two married sons. More than that made him feel an intruder. At times he thought he should call one of the women his colleagues wanted him to meet, but somehow he never got around to dialing the telephone numbers that had been pressed into his hands. What would he say?

Instead, when Montreal was gripped by winter chill and wind, when the once-green expanse of Mount Royal Park glowed bluish-white and the sky grew dark early, Jack Ramsden went to a movie downtown two or three evenings a week. After finishing work, he’d stop for a light meal at a bistro near his office. Occasionally, he’d linger a while at Barney’s Pub on his way home. Once, an attractive youngish woman spoke to him at the bar. But when he realized she was a prostitute, that their encounter would be a commercial transaction, he lost interest. He had enough of those at the bank.

One evening in March, the breeze turned mild. After an early dinner, Ramsden decided to take a long walk before returning home. Aimless, wandering for an hour, finding himself in a neighborhood he would not have chosen, he saw a movie marquee lit up in the distance. Like an imprinted duckling, he headed toward it. The title of the film was unfamiliar, but the glassed-in posters of openmouthed pink nudes with breasts the size of cantaloupes made clear enough what sort of film he would see if he decided to enter. He smiled. He thought to himself: not exactly my usual fare. Warily, checking first to make certain the faces in the street were unfamiliar, he pushed his money under the glass window and passed into the darkness. He thought of himself as a traveler exploring the netherworld and was amused, slightly titillated.

Once inside, Ramsden’s eyes adjusted soon enough. The audience seemed to be composed entirely of men alone. He noticed that each sat discreetly apart from the others so as to ensure a privacy of sorts. Imitating their etiquette, he chose a solitary seat, and when the film began lost himself in the anatomical pyrotechnics. He had seen all the parts before, but never arranged and rearranged in quite the same way. It was as if he were being given an education in a foreign language that used the English alphabet.

Ramsden left the theater feeling…how did he feel?…cheered, more robust, certain that if he looked in the mirror at that moment his skin would have turned rosy. It was still early and mild. Why go directly home to his empty rooms? He set out to the florist. Perhaps he’d arrange to have a good-sized pot of yellow tulips sent to his flat to cheer the place up. It was, after all, almost spring.

Before he could locate the florist, Ramsden stopped for some chocolate. A magazine on a rack near the candy shelf caught his eye. An almond-eyed Asian beauty smiled out at him from the cover: hair shining like obsidian, luminous rose-tipped breasts, wisps of dark pubic hair barely concealed by shapely, lotus-folded legs that rested on a pink satin cushion. For the second time that evening, he exchanged money for an illicit pleasure. He forgot the chocolate. The tulips, he decided, would wait.

At home, before taking up the magazine—he thought one didn’t actually read such things—Ramsden showered, critically appraised his modest potbelly, dusted himself with lightly scented powder he discovered in the vanity, a relic of Celia’s. He poured himself a large glass of chilled vodka with lemon. Settling into the sofa rather than his bed with its nearby stack of books on interest rates and banking for the twenty-first century, he began to look.

Page after page of luscious heart-shaped buttocks, cushiony thighs, winking vaginas. Delightful breasts, some pointing proudly, others falling forward as if waiting for a mouth to suck the tight nipples. Yards and yards of silky hair, thick and curly, straight and shiny, a devil’s rainbow of gold, red, auburn, brown, and black. While he masturbated, Ramsden remembered, as if from some great distance, the warm delights and guilty pleasures of boyhood. Soon he slept soundly, not even switching off the lamp. The magazine was open on the floor when he woke. He picked it up and riffled the pages. In the light of morning their charm was considerably diminished. But he had slept well, better than at any time since Celia’s death.

While shaving, he suddenly thought of Boisvert. The loan he had arranged the week before for Boisvert’s company, the long luncheon and drinks afterward, the smutty jokes that were Boisvert’s stock-in-trade, the stories about his deal-making travels to Europe and Asia, the allusions to fleshly pleasures easily come by after business was done for the day. He had met Boisvert’s wife at a cocktail party. She was a plump but not unattractive redhead, perched on tall heels and encased in a tight brown leather suit that gave her the look of a wet seal. A friendly seal. She had been cordial, was kind, sent a note of condolence in fractured English after Celia died. What her note lacked in grammar, it made up for in thoughtfulness. Ramsden’s acquaintance with her had seemed unimportant to Boisvert during his boozy recitation of foreign exploits. Indeed, his parting words to Ramsden had been “Let me know if you want something really nice in London or Amsterdam or Hong Kong. All work and no play makes Jack’s life dull.” Unlike his wife, Boisvert spoke perfect English, his accent barely perceptible.

When Ramsden arrived at his office the morning after his tame if uncharacteristic debauch, he found a message from Boisvert on his desk asking if he was free for lunch at noon, a few minor matters to be settled. Telepathy? he wondered, and made the appointment. As usual, Boisvert was all business at first, all boozy camaraderie at last. Ramsden returned from their lunch to his desk at the bank in possession of a card Boisvert had pressed into his palm with a handshake and wink. He looked at it:

Pleasure in Amsterdam

Luxurious Accommodations

Quality Personnel

Confidential Service

Day, Night, Week

Call 24 Hours

Printed at the bottom right-hand corner was the telephone number complete with international code.

That afternoon he arranged with Charley Mayhew for a week off at the beginning of April. That night he called. A female voice answered in English, businesslike, professional.

“Pleasure in Amsterdam. May I help you?”

“I’m going to be in Amsterdam at the beginning of April, April third.”

Before he could explain further, she broke in. “Do you wish to arrange for a day, night, or week?”

Ramsden hesitated. What if he didn’t like her? He supposed he could cut out early so long as he paid…perhaps ask for another girl.

“A week,” he heard himself say.

“European, Asian, African?”

Again he hesitated. The Dutch were nothing if not efficient. Remembering the magazine cover, he answered, “Asian.”

“Credit card, cash, or traveler’s checks?”

Good Lord, he thought, did people put such things on credit cards, cards that were handled by his bank, where records were kept?

“Traveler’s checks.”

“Very good, Mr.…?”

She wanted his name, his respectable name. Well, the fat was in the fire. It was apparently done all the time. Boisvert did it, and he had a wife to worry about.

“Ramsden, Jackson Ramsden.”

She gave him the name of a hotel in Amsterdam, one of the best, she assured him, assured him also of the exceptional quality of their personnel, told him the fee in Dutch guilders and American dollars, allowed time for him to recover his breath or perhaps back out when the amount had sunk in. When he didn’t, she said, “Your reservation is confirmed, Mr. Ramsden. Mei-ling will arrive promptly at six o’clock for your pleasure and will remain with you for the entire week. Enjoy your stay in Amsterdam.”

He heard himself thank her as she clicked off. Six o’clock! He wondered when he and Mei-ling were expected to have dinner, before or after his pleasure. Would she speak English? What would they say? Perhaps this had been a mistake.





Amsterdam

ONLY A FEW hours after departing Mirabel International Airport, where a gray layer of snow still clung to the wide, flat, almost empty landscape, Ramsden was cheered by the neat green fields surrounding Amsterdam. Bustling Schipol Airport was reassuring: the politeness, the accented but grammatically correct English, the rapid handling of documents and baggage. The Dutch knew how to do things.

On the way to having some currency exchanged, caught in a busily moving crowd that was surprisingly varied in color and costume, he was stopped short by the sight of two grim-faced men in thick bulletproof vests sporting heavy weapons of a kind he had seen before only in films. Those were artful fakes; these were undeniably real. Most people hurried past, ignoring the gunmen as if they were pillars holding up the ceiling. Only a few paused for more than a glance. Even the passengers at the El-Al counter seemed more agitated about their baggage and children than about the presence of armed men poised alertly for an attack. The sight reminded him of the days when exploding bombs were a not-uncommon occurrence in Montreal. Well, he thought, no place was safe anymore, not even the airport in sane, civilized Holland.

Ramsden felt perspiration on his neck and a flush in his face. For all the world like a woman in menopause, he thought. Fretting, he wondered how on earth he, a banker, a respectable widower, had impelled himself into so tawdry a situation. He was, after all, about to pay for sex with a stranger. Well, he thought, for what it was costing him, he could at least be reasonably sure he would return home without an infection. He remembered the woman on the telephone throwing in, almost as an aside, “You can be sure that all our employees are full of healthy high spirits.” At the time all he heard, and that with a tinge of embarrassment, was “high spirits”; now he felt naive, not recognizing the code word, the kind of thing used in banking all the time.

A KLM hotel shuttle deposited him. A liveried doorman arranged for his bags while another uniformed man escorted him to his room. They both spoke English. In Holland he expected miniatures, but his room was large, thickly carpeted, and richly furnished in shades of plum and teal. His eyes circled the room: a cushioned floral love seat flanked by two velvet lounge chairs, a television and stereo cabinet, a rosewood table-desk, a wide rosewood chest topped by an equally wide mirror. Through the looking glass he caught sight of the bed nestled into an alcove: an expanse of quilted teal velvet that dropped to the plum-colored carpet.

Ramsden looked at his watch. Four o’clock! Two hours to Mei-ling, whoever she was. Probably imported from Hong Kong, he thought. Then again, who could know where she was from; the Chinese spread out like the tide. He unpacked, took a shower, then dressed in brown slacks and a cream silk shirt that he would later remember was Celia’s last gift to him.

He sank into the love seat, sipped a vodka and lemon from the well-stocked bar, and closed his eyes, wondering if Mei-ling would look like the girl on the cover. He dozed off, then caught himself. He didn’t want to miss the knock at the door. When it came, he felt a sudden shyness, but he pushed himself forward. What greeted his eyes at the door was a miniature, one that reached barely to his shoulder on high heels. Ramsden wondered if she could possibly be much more than twenty. He didn’t know what to say. In a voice too deep for her size, the Chinese doll spoke. “I’m Mei-ling. You are expecting me, Mr. Ramsden?”

Mei-ling’s heart-shaped, high-cheekboned face was pretty rather than sultry; her shoulder-length dark hair was thick and stylishly cut but not shining black silk as he had hoped; her mouth smiled, but her eyes, more round than almond-shaped, as in his reverie, suggesting a touch of the European, did not. They looked into the room as if surveying a field of operations. Although she was attractive, even chic, in a slate-blue silk dress topped by a fluffy white mohair jacket, a chain of gold circles dangling from her ears, he was slightly disappointed.

He hadn’t known what to expect…was relieved she didn’t have the look of a tart…told himself the reality never matches the fantasy…told himself to pick up her soft leather suitcase and follow her into the room, where she was holding a white box tied with blue ribbons that she proceeded to set down on the table-desk. He heard himself say, “Let me take your coat.”

She said, “Thank you,” and handed him the fluffy mohair.

When he turned away from the closet a moment later, his breath caught. A miniature, but a perfect one. Stripped of coat and parcel, she stood in front of him…surprisingly full-breasted for one so small…tiny waist…curved hips…slender ankles…not a child at all. She turned around to reach into the purse she had put on the table, giving him a rear view. His breath stopped a second time. Turning back again, moving slowly as if she were a statue on a rotating stand, she handed him an envelope. “From Pleasure in Amsterdam,” she said.

It was a formal bill professionally typed on heavy white paper. Payment required in advance was printed in English at the bottom of the page and a return envelope was included. The efficient Dutch! He wondered if they had invoices printed in French and German as well…in Japanese perhaps. He felt foolish sitting in a lounge chair signing traveler’s checks, but it was obviously what he was expected to do.

Just as he slipped the signed checks into the envelope, Mei-ling’s hand reached his mouth. She fed him a cold shrimp in a piquant sauce, took the envelope with her other hand, and put the saucy finger into his mouth to be licked off. In seconds he was wildly tumescent. Giddily, he remembered his curiosity about when they would eat. Ah, the efficient Dutch took care of everything.

One shrimp at a time, she fed them both. Every so often she surprised him with a sweetly spicy dumpling.

“Tasty?”

“Very.”

“You like the sauce?”

“Delicious.”

As if he were the child, she coaxed him to eat, touching his mouth lightly with her fingers so he could lick the sauce.

“You like champagne?”

He didn’t especially, but felt as if he were in a play or film and ought to. He would do anything she asked, reasonable or not, be the man he had never before been. “Yes, I’d love some.”

She reached into the white box and brought forth two silver goblets, popped open a nicely chilled bottle, filled the glasses, gave him one, and took one herself. She raised hers in a toast. “To your pleasure.”

He nodded and smiled, then drank. She slipped onto his lap and settled there, dinner apparently ended. Dessert would be of a different order, he thought, as he leaned his head back and Mei-ling began to fiddle with the buttons on his shirt.

While they played, he remembered the movies of his boyhood, the hero carrying the beauty to the bedroom, the door closing, the fade-in to morning with no image in between. Now he would fill in the picture. He rose with Mei-ling in his arms, light as a child, and set her on her feet. He was trembling but managed to reach the zipper that ran from her neck to her derriere. The blue silk slipped to her feet. She stood there for him to admire: her rounded breasts barely covered by the blue lace and satin of her bra, a matching bikini with attached garters that held up dark stockings. The ivory skin of her upper thighs held his eyes. Like porcelain! She turned and walked to the table. He gazed at the curve of her back and buttocks, the shape of her legs, and said a spontaneous prayer of thanks to God, whom he had not thought of as just or loving in a long time.

Mei-ling produced a large satin sheet, also from the magical white box, and opened it with a flourish. “Do you wish the carpet or the bed?”

He didn’t know what to say. He and Celia always had sex in bed; it was all he knew. He realized with guilty delight that a whole week lay ahead. Whatever brought him pleasure was before him. He had only to choose. He decided to stay with what he knew.

“The bed.”

Ramsden watched as Mei-ling, still in her charming undergarments and high-heeled shoes, walked to the bed, neatly folded the velvet coverlet and draped it on a nearby rack, then spread the satin sheet and fluffed the pillows. She stepped out of her shoes, stripped off her stockings, dropped her panties, and popped the snap between her breasts that fastened her bra. Naked, she climbed to the foot of the bed and, facing him, fixed her legs in the lotus position. Not exactly the girl on the cover, he thought, but she would certainly do.

She beckoned him with her hand. As if walking through heather, he made his way and stood facing her: lifting and caressing her breasts with his hands, he gave himself up to her. The condom she seemed to produce by sleight-of-hand was silky and rolled on smoothly. It seemed to him that she was the director and he the novice actor in their play. But early in the morning, when he felt her breathing beside him, he took his turn as director and felt afterward that he had proven himself. Later, while shaving, he preened as he looked in the mirror. The three brown moles seemed less noticeable.

After they showered together, after Mei-ling slipped on a silk kimono splashed with flowers, after room service wheeled in a sumptuous breakfast on a tulip-bedecked cart, he thought of Celia. They had always enjoyed weekend and holiday breakfasts together. If they were at home, she would bake tasty muffins, fry omelets, brew dark coffee. On vacation they’d take breakfast among palm trees and flowers that bloomed scarlet and yellow and purple in the tropical sun. When they were young, he had been aroused to passion by Celia, loved her with frightening intensity. Of course, he craved her less often later on, thought about other women occasionally, understandably, he assumed. But, he wondered, had he ever so completely delighted in sex as he had with Mei-ling the night before? He didn’t think so, but how could he be sure? Memory was like Mei-ling, he thought; they both turned astonishing tricks.

Mei-ling poured their coffee. “Sugar?”

“One spoon, please.” He felt oddly formal with her.

“Cream?”

“A little.”

While he watched, she stirred their cups, sliced the ham, buttered the warm rolls. Then she picked up some scrambled egg on her fork, and reaching across the table, began to feed him. After a single mouthful he decided to feed himself. Too much of a good thing, he thought, cloying, but he didn’t want to hurt her feelings by telling her to stop. He realized that she was simply doing her job. He said, “Why don’t we help ourselves?” She understood, heaped some ham and eggs on her plate, and concentrated on the food.

They were both hungry. He enjoyed watching her. In spite of her graceful hands and delicate gestures, she ate with gusto. For someone so small, she took in so much—two rolls as well as generous amounts of ham, eggs, and fruit. He was amused. Well, he thought, she certainly gets plenty of exercise; it will be some years before she has to worry about putting on weight. Immediately he was irritated by his crudeness. As if to make up for an insult, he heard himself say, “The sun is shining, and I have never been in Amsterdam before. Will you be my guide?”

“If that will give you pleasure.”

He wished she didn’t sound as if she were fulfilling the terms of a contract, however much that might be the case. He said, “I would enjoy it very much.”

“What would you like to do?”

“I’ve always wanted to see the canals.”

“We can ride in a boat. The canals are lined by many interesting seventeenth- and eighteenth-century buildings. It’s the best way to see the architecture.”

Architecture! So she knew something beside her own trade. Not that he was concerned about being bored. Still, he hated stupidity and was satisfied that he would not have to tolerate it. Ramsden’s curiosity was piqued. “How long have you been in Holland?”

“For some years.”

“Where are you from originally?”

“I was born in China and grew up there and in Hong Kong before coming to Amsterdam.”

She was hardly grown up now, he thought. “You speak English so well.”

“I went to an English school in Hong Kong.”

“A wandering life for such a young woman. How many years have you been in Holland?”

“Don’t you think some mystery between a man and a woman is desirable?”

He wondered what he could say to that, thought of the previous night. “I suppose it is.”

“We should dress now so that we have enough time. My office must have mentioned that my free time is from four to six every day.”

He couldn’t exactly recall that, but he certainly had no objection. He would look forward to her return after a drink and a nap in privacy.

* * *

Seated together in the glassed-in canal boat, Ramsden and Mei-ling glided through the waters. “Look,” she said, “there are six different styles of roof in this group, all dating from the seventeenth century.” She leaned across him and pointed. The pressure of her breasts on his chest and the craning of his neck to see the roofs brought on a momentary vertigo. But he recovered quickly. He was enchanted by the city: the narrow stone houses that were being built while John Milton was writing Paradise Lost, when Montreal was still a wilderness outpost of French imperial dreams; the tall, glass-walled rectangles built only yesterday; the houseboats moored in the canals, some with potted plants on their decks; bicyclers of all ages pedaling past the water craft; strolling mixed-race families—children, parents, grandparents—in shades from palest blond to darkest dark, legacies of empire. Harbingers, he wondered, of the world to come? To be sure, he had seen some of that in Montreal, but here, in the old-world heart of northern Europe, it was as if generations and geography had been broken into bits and pieces, then rearranged in an arresting new mosaic, the mortar not yet dry.

“Look, that church is very old…see the detail…medieval, but inside it’s very plain…Protestant. If you like, we can go inside later in the week.”

“By all means.”

Ramsden heard himself sound stuffy…“by all means.” Couldn’t he think of something more charming to say, something younger? Did the other passengers, he wondered, see him as a randy old man with a girl, a joke? She could be his youngest daughter if he had daughters. There was even a slightly European cast to her face. But, he thought, Mei-ling sounded so much older than she appeared, looked so unlike what she was. He would have liked to pretend they were a couple on vacation, but instantly Celia popped into his mind. The canal ride was just the sort of thing they would have enjoyed together in the past. Celia’s presence in the present troubled him. It was as if she were standing in judgment. Hoping to banish her ghost, he took Mei-ling’s hand, stroked her skin, pressed his lips lightly into her hair, breathed in her perfume.

By the time he returned alone to the hotel, Ramsden was tired. He was looking forward to a hot bath and a drink. He soaked in the tub and sipped his vodka. After toweling himself dry, he lay down for a nap on the soft velvet coverlet, clothed only in his boxer shorts and covered by the satin sheet Mei-ling had draped over the bedside rack. The pleasant scent of bath oil still clung to his skin. Mei-ling would return by six. They would have time to play before they went out to dinner at the Indonesian ristafel she assured him was the best in Amsterdam. He pictured her smiling from across the table. “I will wear red tonight,” she had promised. He closed his eyes.

A troubling thought kept him awake. He couldn’t remember being told about her being away two hours every afternoon. Could she be earning an extra something on his time? If so, he didn’t like it…not that she hadn’t had dozens before him. There was no reason for jealousy; theirs was purely a commercial transaction. He had no objection to her being away for several hours. It gave him some privacy. But she was costing him a great deal and he didn’t want to share her. In spite of himself, Ramsden was roiled. But he mellowed after a second vodka, decided she was probably shopping (and why not if the results were so pleasing). Besides, he thought, she probably didn’t get a fair cut of the outrageous fee he was paying.

He was sleeping soundly when Mei-ling lay down beside him. He stirred but didn’t rise, just lay there on his belly half asleep. She caressed his back and buttocks and thighs with her fingertips, then with her breasts. She stripped off his shorts. Just as he thought he was about to burst into fragments of bliss, she turned him over, rose up, and sank into him. She was, Ramsden reflected later, an artist in her way, like a dancer with perfect timing, a singer with perfect pitch.

The restaurant was fragrant with unfamiliar spice and crowded with prosperous-looking Dutchmen and tourists. Seated at a table for two, Mei-ling urged him to let her order for them both. “They have some wonderful specialties you’ll enjoy,” she said. The thought crossed his mind that she might get a cut for bringing clients here, but then he felt foolish. It was obvious that the packed and lively restaurant didn’t need the trade she could provide. He wondered what Mei-ling did with her money. Did she squander it on luxuries, or save some for when she would need it? When would that be? He couldn’t help feeling a bit protective toward her. How long could an intelligent young woman do this sort of thing? What came afterward? No point in his worrying about that, he thought. It was hardly his business.

After the Indonesian waiter took their order, Ramsden looked at Mei-ling sitting opposite him in a red jacquard silk dress, smiling slightly. Professionally? he wondered. Her dangling, emerald-tipped earrings tinkled like wind chimes when she moved. Were the emeralds genuine or quality fakes? Beautiful jewels in any case, but no lovelier than she at that moment.

“You are very beautiful tonight.”

“And you are very kind.” She smiled more broadly. “Did Amsterdam give you pleasure?”

“More than I could imagine.”

“Good. Did you find your way back to the hotel easily?”

“Yes. I walked so I could see more of the city.”

He was reminded of her time off. “Those lovely earrings that you’re wearing, did you buy them this afternoon?”

“No. I have owned these for a long time. They were given to me by a client.”

He couldn’t tell if she was trying to deflect his curiosity or suggest that expensive gifts were in order. He certainly had no intention of shelling out for costly jewelry, no matter how well she did her job. An expensive dinner was one thing, a pleasure for them both, but jewelry, when he would never see her again, was quite another. Best to forget the afternoon hours, go on to a different subject.

But his determination not to be gulled or compromised got the better of him. “You didn’t go shopping? I thought women found shopping irresistible.”

“No. I don’t enjoy shopping very much.”

“What did you do, then?”

She smiled again. “The Chinese believe that mystery between a man and a woman is desirable.”

He wondered if she had been coached or encouraged by her employers to assume the role of the mysterious Asian, if they thought it enhanced her charms. Still, he would not be put off. “But I want to know.” 

“But why? Aren’t you pleased with me?” 

“Very. That’s why I want to know more about you.” 

The waiter returned with a rectangular brazier on which he set several small platters of skewered meats and shellfish and vegetables, each accompanied by a savory sauce. As the waiter busied himself arranging the food, Ramsden found himself thinking of how much Celia would have enjoyed such a feast, how she had jokingly encouraged him to try new things when Montreal began filling up with newcomers from every dot on the globe and exotic restaurants were opening all over. Well, he thought, he was trying new things now.

“I spend two hours with my daughter…in the afternoon when she arrives home from school.”

Ramsden wondered if he’d heard right, if perhaps a woman at the next table were speaking. When he didn’t say anything, Mei-ling said, “You wanted to know more about me. Now you know more. Are you disappointed?”

“No,” he lied. “Not disappointed. Surprised. You don’t look old enough to have a child in school. I wasn’t expecting you to have a child.”

“What were you expecting?” 

“I don’t know. I was just curious about you.” 

“I can tell you are disappointed. You see, mystery is desirable.” She speared a prawn. “Now we must eat before everything turns cold.”

“My wife would enjoy this kind of food.” 

“You should bring her with you next time you’re here.” 

Ramsden didn’t understand. Was she joking? Then he realized she knew nothing of Celia, that he had spoken as if she were still living. “I’m afraid that would not be possible. She died last year.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t intend…” 

“It’s quite all right. You had no way of knowing.” 

“It’s just that most of my clients have wives. I expect it. They come for a change, recreation, the kind of sex they can’t get at home. They go back to their wives and forget about me.” 

He wanted to tell her he would never forget her. Instead, he said quite truthfully, though quite irrelevantly, “Your English is perfect.”

“As I told you, I did go to an English school.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-nine. Do you like satay?”

“Satay?”

“The skewered meat in the peanut sauce.”

He ate some. “It’s wonderful.” He paused. “Like you.”

“Thank you.”

“You look so much younger.”

“So I’m told. Perhaps because I’m not very tall.”

* * *

On their fourth night together, Ramsden asked Mei-ling to spread the satin sheet on the plush carpet of his room. In the soft radiating light of the lamp, they lay naked on their sides, his eyes lingering on every curve and shadow of her beauty. He felt a shudder of delight as he stretched and reached for her. At that precise moment, an excruciating pain seized his right leg from toe to knee. He cried out. Mei-ling rose quickly and helped him to his feet. He leaned on her tiny frame for support as he hobbled around the room. Gradually, the pain slackened.

“Are you feeling better now?” she asked.

“Much, thank you. Seems to have been a cramp, but it’s gone now. I’m sorry if I frightened you. Terribly embarrassing, never happened before.”

She helped him into his robe and put hers on as well. “Would you like something to drink?”

“No. I’m fine now.”

He looked at the satin sheet on the floor and felt like a fool, a randy old man who should have known better. Mei-ling fluffed the pillows on the bed, then went to the bathroom. Tactful, he thought, giving him time to compose himself.

When Mei-ling returned, she said casually, “Don’t look so serious. Things like that happen all the time.” She laughed. “At least it wasn’t a heart attack.”

He couldn’t manage to laugh along with her. She had likely experienced worse than his leg cramp in her career. How, he wondered, could such a lovely and intelligent young woman do what she did?

When they settled into the bed, he did not feel desire. He wanted to lie quietly. He would have liked to have Celia next to him, Celia before she smelled of death, reading a book, the two of them drowsing off to sleep together.

But when morning came, Celia was forgotten. Refreshed from a good sleep, he felt Mei-ling next to him. She was, he reflected, skillful enough at her work for him to feel a gentle affection for her. He wondered if he was behaving strangely, enjoying their visits to museums and churches and antique shops. She seemed to know so much and was such charming company. He looked forward to their day.

By eleven they were inside Rembrandt’s house. So old, he thought, and almost holy in its way, a shrine. Etchings, drawings, scenes from the Bible. Rembrandt in likenesses of himself, a rumpled man in his fifties, reduced in circumstances, living among Jews, illuminating souls. Though he and Celia had always been interested in painting, Ramsden had not expected to be so moved. Mei-ling knew the place well. Had she been here with other “clients” before him? Or by herself?

On their fifth day together, before parting after a long lunch, Ramsden said aloud what he had been thinking a moment before. “Why don’t you bring your daughter to Keukenhof Gardens with us tomorrow? Little girls love flowers.”

“With us? You are not serious.”

“You can tell her I’m a traveler you are showing around Amsterdam. You won’t be lying. It’s quite true.”

“I have never mixed my family with my business.”

“Of course not. But Keukenhof has nothing to do with business. How can a flower garden and a day away from school harm her?”

“I have never had a client make such a request. I can’t see the sense. Why do you want to bother with a child?”

Ramsden didn’t know, but he answered, he supposed truthfully, “Because she’s your child. And it’s no bother at all. When my boys were young, we’d take them everywhere. Sometimes I miss having a child around…but if you’re uncomfortable…”

“I’ll decide before I return. If she comes with us, we’ll have to get her early in the morning.”

Ramsden hoped his invitation hadn’t been rash. Still, he was curious about the child, curious about Mei-ling’s life. And they would have the night together.

* * *

The next morning at Keukenhof, a casual observer might see three people holding hands: a petite attractive Asian woman, probably Chinese but perhaps some mixture; a beautiful little girl, certainly Eurasian; an older man, Caucasian, perhaps the child’s grandfather. A more deliberate observer, however, might see, mistakenly, an almost old man married to a very young woman with whom he has fathered a lovely child. But the threesome is not an object of scrutiny. They walk unremarked and unremarkable in the showplace garden of this small, rich country. The path turns, a new and splendid vista opens up: long ribbons of color catch the sun of the northern sky. Ramsden thinks: a tidy paradise.

Together the three make their way through acres of dazzling blooms—daffodils, hyacinths, tulips—that fan out in spectacular formal plantings: a vast mosaic in vivid shades of red and purple and yellow and orange and pink and white held together by a mortar of green turf. They walk and chat beneath the graceful branching of pink and white ornamental trees…early blooming…softening and highlighting the passionate colors and neat outlines of the flower beds. The little girl skips ahead while the man and woman stop at a bed of red-and-yellow-striped tulips.

She says, “These are an old variety. Do you remember them in the painting by Bosschaert in the seventeenth century wing of the Rijksmuseum? You admired it there.”

The older man looks at the young woman before answering, as if trying to choose his words carefully, but he cannot seem to find them. Everything is out of balance. He had not expected her to be as intelligent as she was beautiful. Finally, he gives up and responds to her question.

“The painting was magnificent. It hardly seems possible, but the tulips are even more beautiful here. The variety seems to have lasted hundreds of years in a pure state.”

“The growers see to it. They know where their money comes from. Holland’s first tulips were imported from Turkey. They made people rich.” She smiles. “Until the bubble burst.”

“Is there anything you don’t know?” he asks, amused and delighted by her. She laughs aloud for the first time since they met.

When the child skips away again, the man takes the woman’s hand and kisses it. She withdraws her hand and nods in the direction of the child. He says, “I’m sorry. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”

They walk on and are soon confronted by an anomaly…an English garden, or what is labeled as one on a small wooden plaque planted near the path. Perhaps because it is still early spring, the garden is drab and uninteresting, lacking the brilliance and shapeliness of the other plantings. Ramsden says to himself: Why do they bother, they can’t do this sort of thing, they should stick to what they know. Mei-ling says to him: “I don’t understand why they try this kind of garden. The English do it better.”

Struck by their confluence of thought, he asks, “Where did you learn about English gardens?”

“Books. I like to read about gardens and houses…the photographs and illustrations especially. I visited England and toured some of the gardens there.”

“Did you! My wife and I did that years ago. When were you in England?”

She pauses. “A while back…for a week…a Saudi businessman. He worked during the day.”

They both study the garden in silence. Mei-ling finally looks around for the child, who is kneeling in front of a bed of brilliant red tulips, carefully stroking the petals. She calls out, “Juliana, we’re not allowed to touch the flowers.”

In the late afternoon Mei-ling takes Juliana home while Ramsden returns to the hotel. She has told him that her mother lives with them and cares for Juliana in her absence. Ramsden is pleased to learn this sound and respectable aspect of Mei-ling’s otherwise dubious maternity. He approves. It does not cross his mind that she may be married or may once have been or that Juliana’s father is anywhere in evidence, but he does ponder Juliana’s paternity. Is she the result of her mother’s livelihood? An early love? He is pleased that the child was well-behaved, cheerful, delighted by the flowers. When it was time to leave, she reached up to kiss his cheek and said, “Good-bye, uncle.”

Was this a Dutch custom, he wondered, or Chinese perhaps, or was Juliana, Mei-ling’s reticence to the contrary, a charm on her mother’s professional bracelet? Well, he thought, it was of small concern to him now. Tomorrow he would return home. It had worked out well, beyond his expectations. Who could have imagined Mei-ling’s delights in exchange for mere traveler’s checks?

Alone in the hotel room, Ramsden sipped his vodka and lemon, then lay down. Between rest and sleep, he conjured a vision of Mei-ling—lotus-folded legs, bud-tipped breasts, jewels in her ears—then slept secure in the knowledge that when he woke, the aphrodisiac scent of her skin would be only the first of the pleasures to follow. Ah, he thought as he slipped from consciousness into sleep, money could buy happiness. For a time, at any rate.

* * *

Settled into a wide, comfortable seat in the first-class cabin to which he had treated himself, his conscience niggling because he had always traveled coach with Celia, Jack Ramsden began to have regrets. Here, now, flying through clouds, Celia returned. She was reasserting her place in his life. She reminded him that he had paid for sex with a prostitute. In his defense, he recalled that Mei-ling was not a prostitute in any ordinary sense, more like a lover. She had made him happy. Didn’t Celia want him to be happy? He had never been unfaithful while she lived. It was too soon to think of another wife. He might not want to marry again.

There was no denying it hadn’t been the commercial transaction he had expected. He’d been pleased to the point of extravagant foolhardiness, insisting upon a gift, a too-expensive antique jewel they had seen in a shop window, an enameled gold pendant in the shape of a tulip. When she wore it hanging from its gold chain, it rested just above the separation of her breasts. Nude, on their final night together, she had modeled it for him. He had insisted the jewel was an Easter present, but now he wondered who beside himself the glossy red petals would charm.

What would Celia have thought if she knew he had taken Mei-ling’s hand just before they parted and pressed into it a folded piece of paper to which he had clipped the considerable remainder of his signed traveler’s checks. He had said, “If you are ever going to be in Montreal, I will be your guide, though not so perfect a one as yourself.”

She had smiled up at him but did not speak. Was he mistaken, possibly deceiving himself when he saw a slight moistening of her eyes? Perhaps, but he embraced her small, velvety form, ran his hands for the last time down the curve of her back and over the two smooth cushions below it, finally lifted her up so that he could sink his face in her breasts and memorize her warmth and her scent. Only after seeing her to a waiting taxi did he board the KLM shuttle to the airport.

Now, in the air over the Atlantic, passing in and out of diaphanous clouds, Ramsden wondered if he had not been a bit of a fool. Why had he given her all that extra money? He would never see her again, however much he might enjoy the pleasure. It was best to put it all behind him. She surely would…and go on to her next “client.” Wasn’t that the word she used? Well, he had had an adventure. Soon it would recede into the past. After the flight attendant removed his lunch tray, Ramsden settled into a comfortable sleep.

He woke as the plane was descending through the clouds into the dismal plain surrounding Mirabel Airport. The patches of gray snow still clung to the fields. In Montreal, the remains of winter were everywhere. He had been away, after all, for only a week.

But the next morning he was hungry for breakfast. He relished his brioche and coffee for the first time since Celia’s death. His “vacation” had done the trick. When he arrived at his office, his secretary presented him with a week of messages. In among them was a call from Boisvert asking him to lunch. Ramsden knew what he wanted. He also knew Boisvert wouldn’t get it. He decided to invent a tall, long-waisted, buxom blonde with a wide mouth and large teeth. That would satisfy Boisvert nicely.





Part Two

1968





China, West of Nanjing,

Open Country

A BRISK WIND raises great clouds of dust that swirl up and around, turning morning into dusk. A long, slow convoy of flatbed trucks mounted with wooden side rails stretches into the distance like a fat snake uncoiling itself. Mei-ling watches it pass. Hair unkempt and dirty, trousers torn at one knee, a soiled red scarf trailing from her jacket pocket, she stands fixed in place: stunned, silent, alone in the hectic crowd. Her clothing is splattered with dark, shiny clots of blood that cling to her like clusters of beetles. Her mouth opens as if she is about to scream but no sound comes out…only a putrid smell.

The dry, endless plain, barren but for a few outcroppings of rock and dry wild grass, normally empty to the horizon except for a railroad track that cuts through the desolation, is swarming with traffic and people. The long train that brought them is empty, motionless on its track. Like the dust that stings their eyes, the departed passengers fly in all directions. Most are very young, in their teens and early twenties. Like Mei-ling, they wear the bright red scarves and armbands of the Red Guard. Poised for adventure, they move briskly, push ahead, jump into the trucks, shout, smile. Bright with virtue, they are eager to be on their way to small villages scattered in the remote countryside, ready to “learn from the peasants” as Mao has instructed, a crusade of children vaulting into history, seizing their place in the great Cultural Revolution. A few have begun to sing.

The golden sun rises in the East;

its radiance spreads.

The East wind sweeps over the land;

flowers bloom;

red flags wave like a vast ocean.

Mei-ling hears the song as a dull echo, a distant chorus in some unfamiliar opera. She is staring at the spot in the dusty road where minutes before a body lay splayed like a carelessly tossed rag doll. She had watched wide-eyed and breathless as it flew into the air when the truck struck it, saw it quickly dragged away out of the line of traffic as if it were a roadblock. Already, road dust mixes with the blood that gushed from the body like a plume. The dark certainty takes hold that only she among so many in the vastness of this place is still thinking of him. The others, too many to count their number, are playing their parts in another drama. Mei-ling does not even know his name, only that he tried to help her. That he tried and failed.

Slowly she awakens to the pain in her groin and thighs, the ache in the small of her back, the sickening stickiness of her clothing, the putrid smell of her breath, the certainty that innocence is gone forever. Suddenly, a young man’s voice is in her ear, harsh and demanding: “Hurry, hurry, no lagging behind.” She cannot move. A firm hand takes hold of her shoulder and pushes her forward. “Move. The trucks are leaving. Do you want to be left behind?”

Yes, she thinks. But she is mute and does not move of her own will.

He pushes and shouts again. “Move! Quickly!” The noise fills her ears. She turns to look at him. The voice and hand pushing against her shoulder belong to a young man only a few years older than she, no more than twenty. He wears a uniform, dull green, a cadre of some kind, a leader. He is ugly in her sight: too broad in the chest, too hard in the chin, too harsh in the eye. His cheeks are spotted with eruptions and tiny scars. His earlobes are fat as birds’ eggs. His red scarf flies up like a flag in the heavy wind. The force of her rage gathers itself. She brings her mouth to his ear as if to share a secret. When she is close enough, she fastens her teeth to the lobe and bites down hard.

“Aaah!” he screams. He reaches his hand to his ear, then brings it down and looks at it. Thin streaks of blood stain his fingers. She watches as a moment of mingled pain and bewilderment crosses his face. Then the bloody hand is raised again and closes into a fist that blinds her with the force of its blow. She sinks to the ground, her breath coming in short gasps like the breeze from a paper fan.

She does not know if she has lost consciousness. A distant voice, a woman’s voice, says, “Over here. In this one.” Hands grasp her ankles and wrists, lift her high and toss her onto a hard surface. She bounces slightly, like a sack of grain, then sinks.

Something is rumbling beneath her. At first she thinks it is an earthquake. Perhaps they will all die. She is strangely indifferent. The rumble continues. No, she decides, not an earthquake, only the motion of a truck on a bumpy road. She does not open her eyes, does not want to know where they are going. She hears the same woman’s voice: “Do you know why she did it?”

Then the voice of the ugly man: “No. I was trying to help her.”

“Do you think she is crazy?”

“I don’t know, but she won’t be any good here. She’ll only get in the way of our tasks. We’ll have to send her back. She’s useless.”

Mei-ling forces herself to lie motionless, as if she were unconscious. The flicker of her eyelid frightens her. She tells herself: I will be sent home. A joyless relief passes through her.

Then the questions begin, circling over and over like the wheels of the truck. Mother, where has her mother been sent? The sorrows thick as storm clouds, why have they gathered so suddenly? Father, is he in prison? Worse? The sight of him spread on all fours in the filth, barking like a dog, scarcely human any longer…can it have been a dream? Can such things be possible? Surely Mao would not permit them to happen. The men in the rail car, the beasts who laughed as they held her…who were they? Could such undesirable elements have found their way into the Red Guard? What is happening in China?

Mei-ling is stiff but forces herself to lie still, eyes tightly shut.

She struggles against the pain inside her groin that pinches like a crab’s claw. Will it ever stop? Where, she wonders, can I bathe myself clean? She is so dirty, so terribly soiled. Her eyelid flickers and twitches again, then stops. She must be still, mute, crazy, or the ugly man will decide to keep her here.





Bandung, Indonesia

VERHOEVEN SINCERELY ENJOYED being rich. He could not imagine any other reason for living, not even women. They were delightful to be sure, but like everything else worth having, they had to be paid for. Even as a struggling widow’s boy in damp, cramped Holland, he understood that basic truth. Now, with the political situation in Indonesia at a critical stage, he would have to plan the transfer of his assets carefully. The bribes alone would come to a considerable sum.

While he sat at the café table nursing his schnapps, waiting for Coelho, who was late as usual, Verhoeven was feeling uncharacteristically nostalgic, as if he had already left Bandung and the past thirty years behind him. It was not for nothing, he thought, that his favorite city in all of Indonesia was so often described as a second Paris. No matter how busy, he had managed to savor its many pleasures: the pungent spiciness of the food; the piquant charm of the women; parks and gardens patterned like Persian carpets in tropical colors; the bruised but grand colonial buildings; the handsome university rising like some equatorial Versailles. It was beautiful.

Perhaps most of all, he had taken pleasure in the cafés, so charming, insouciant, delightful. The Dutch, he thought, should be given credit for all they’d accomplished, bringing civilization to what was little better than a jungle; instead, little yellow and brown men constantly denounced them as imperialists, as if the word hadn’t long since lost its meaning. Who was it who had created the wealth everyone else was scrambling for, including the hypocrites who prattled endlessly about land reform and socialism? If it weren’t for the Dutch, Sukarno and Suharto and all the rest would be scratching in the dirt and wiping their behinds with banana leaves instead of living like royalty.

Verhoeven glanced at the headlines of the English-, Dutch-, and German-language newspapers spread out on the table before him. He preferred them to the local liars. One might at least learn something approximating truth. But the news they offered him was not encouraging. Anarchy was looming everywhere; Indonesia was the rule rather than the exception. And anarchy was bad for business. Any kind of business. He smoothed his hair. Except explosives or guns, of course.

The Americans in Vietnam were one thing—the United States was a great power—behaving foolishly but no more foolishly than great powers before them. And there were the usual small wars. But why suddenly all the assassinations, student uprisings, political turmoil around every corner? Why so many places at once? It would take an astrologer of great gifts to determine which crossing of stars made 1968 the year of the wild.

Reminded suddenly of the insult of the wedding, he took a generous swallow from his glass and felt himself flush. It had been years since Verhoeven thought of Holland as his home. Certainly he had no desire to return there, but when he saw the headlines and read the news story, he found himself choking back an anger so furious it had turned to bile. He had never been fond of Princess Beatrix, who reminded him of a round, waxy Edam cheese, and was much less fond of the titled German fortune hunter she was marrying, but that was all beside the point. When those radical Provo hooligans smoke-bombed the wedding procession, it was an attack on the nation. Did they want to topple the House of Orange that had reigned through centuries, that had created so much wealth? What would they put in its place? A Dutch Stalin who would clap rogues like themselves in irons before they were dry behind the ears and send everyone else to the poorhouse?

Verhoeven drank again, this time to calm himself before resuming his survey of the news. He wished Coelho weren’t always late. But what could one expect of a Portuguese who had been born in Indonesia? He had taken on their habits. Although he now turned away from the newspapers, Verhoeven couldn’t dam the flood of images from around the globe that crowded his brain, that were in some mysterious way linked to his having to pack up and leave. Young Czechs climbing aboard Soviet tanks to rid themselves of an invasion was one thing, futile yet understandable, but millions of fanatical Chinese only a few years out of diapers waving Mao’s Little Red Book and worshipping his portrait as if he were the second coming, how to explain that? Rumors buzzing from Hong Kong said they were destroying everything, burning and killing. Even older Communists weren’t safe from the rampage.

Had young people all over the world gone mad? In Paris there were wild demonstrations, even too wild for the Communists. They were led by a smiling, chubby-cheeked youth with red hair. Daniel Cohn-Bendit, according to the caption in the newspaper, nicknamed Danny the Red by his followers who carried him on their shoulders in some parody of a hero. Cohn-Bendit. A Jew, of course, Verhoeven said to himself, or at least half a Jew. Hardly a surprise. The photograph had looked as if Danny the Red and all the rest were having a fine time laughing and chanting and disrupting everything. Someone else would have to clean up the mess.

Well, one expected eruptions in Paris from time to time—that was the French for you—and the Irish would be at war with the English to eternity, the Israelis and the Arabs would always be at each other’s throats, the Hindus and the Moslems would leave India bleeding, but up to now one could count on North America to remain both sane and prosperous. Instead, even in the United States, endless stupid political passions were plunging the nation toward anarchy. A parade of college students, most of whom hadn’t done a day’s work in their lives, had gotten rid of the president. Verhoeven recalled astonishing photographs of blacks with guns stalking university campuses without anyone trying to stop them. Incredible! The Americans would rue the day they let their blacks get out of line. And even in a backwater like Montreal, the Quebecois had been going at the English Canadians with plastic explosives. Nasty stuff, that. Well, Verhoeven sighed, the demons were let loose and would have to spend themselves into exhaustion. Then it would be business as usual.

Verhoeven had been doing business in Indonesia for a very long time. Except in rare moments, he thought of it as his home, spoke the local languages as well as he spoke his own. Despite his tall, substantial frame, his thick blond hair, and bright blue eyes, he felt as if he belonged here on the lip of the equator among the smaller, darker-skinned people of the archipelago: the Javanese, Malays, Chinese, the scattering of striving Indian and Arab traders. And the other Europeans: Portuguese, English, a remnant of the Dutch. And the rarer Eurasians, always so provocative, especially the women with their silken skins and mysterious eyes. It had been a lifetime since he’d left the cold and damp of northern Europe.

Dirk Verhoeven had been lucky. He arrived in 1937 and settled at Palembang, deep in the Sumatran jungle, where Royal Dutch Shell took him on immediately for their oil-field operations. Although he hadn’t known it at the time, Palembang meant “gold out of the ground.” Black gold it turned out to be, and all the world was greedy for it. He had borne up well under the debilitating heat, the mosquitoes, the moldy damp, and the fetid vegetation, much as an athlete bears up under a grueling training regimen while he prepares for his day of glory. Intelligent, shrewd, hardworking, deferential to his superiors, unsentimental about the sweating Asians who labored in the oil fields, he had intended to be rich while still a young man. The world seemed all before him.

But the war changed everything. The Japanese invaded and conquered. Interned in a wretched prison camp with other Europeans, he endured the beatings, smothering heat, insects, malaria, and semistarvation. But he was young then and eager to survive. He had no illusions about the goodness of human nature, was not offended by corruption and cruelty. Verhoeven adjusted quickly to his captivity and even prospered after a fashion. Like his venturesome Dutch ancestors, he discovered in himself a knack for trade. His business was in anything that brought a return: cigarettes, quinine, sex, food, and—on those rare occasions when they came on the market—gold and jade. He mastered the fine art of bribery. A few of the guards and aspiring native traders from nearby villages became his unofficial business partners. Under the noses of the Japanese, he plied his trade and kept his belly full enough.

As much as possible, he kept to himself. Even as a boy, he had never been one for friendship, had been uncomfortable with the obligation it implied. Perhaps that was why it had been so easy for him to leave home. Coelho, for whom Verhoeven was now impatiently waiting, was his closest friend, his only one if he bothered to think about it. They had done profitable business together, shared on occasion in more fleshly pursuits, but as for mutual affection…well, that was something he didn’t think about. He didn’t quite know what it was.

By the time the British marched through the prison camp gates in 1945 to liberate them, Verhoeven had been in the Far East for almost ten years. Still, it came as a shock to see that most of the British troops were dark-skinned East Indians. It was the first intimation he had that the days of the Europeans in Asia were numbered, that soon Asia might belong to the Asians. Yet at that moment, still young, happy to be free, eager to get on with his life, he saw only opportunity ahead and decided to remain where he was. There was nothing to return to in Holland after the war except cold and hunger and rubble in the streets. In Indonesia he managed to buy and sell at a profit—not always legally, of course, but what did that matter—be useful to someone in power, take his percentage. Eventually Sukarno knew him by name and called upon him when he needed the confidential service of a closemouthed European who understood the special needs of men in power.

Ever since Sukarno had been forced to yield the presidency to Suharto, Verhoeven felt his situation to be precarious. But it was only during the last few weeks that he had reluctantly come to the conclusion that significant changes in how and where he did business would have to be made. His influence with Sukarno—now virtually a prisoner in his own palace—was less than useless. It was dangerous.

If Verhoeven were a man of feeling, he might have been bitter. Here he was, almost past his middle years, intimations of mortality crowding in on him, and he was being forced out. All because Sukarno had gotten too close to the Communists, had not paid attention to business, was too busy fucking his beauty queens to notice that he was going to be overthrown. Verhoeven understood that Sukarno, like most men who were subject to flattery, who needed to feel loved more than they needed to be respected, was easily deceived about matters of loyalty. He had not felt the ground shifting beneath his feet. That was the mistake Verhoeven was determined never to make.

He had acknowledged, well before the present crisis, that the European imprint in Bandung was fading year by year. Mold crept like lichen up the sides of buildings. Planned and built by energetic and ambitious colonials like himself, the city would soon become a cemetery, its markers eroded by the elements till they could no longer be read. All of Indonesia would. Even after the Dutch had been forced to leave, the country might have been salvaged if the local Chinese, who knew how to make money and run the show, hadn’t been almost finished off in 1965, slaughtered by the tens of thousands in a frenzy of jealous hatred, blood running through the streets like a flooding river, smeared like paint on the walls of buildings. Verhoeven had seen it himself. He shuddered at the memory. The butchers claimed the dead were all Communists, but he knew better. Some certainly were, but most were simply the envied Chinese, rich and capable. It was their power and wealth that fired the rabble who drew the blood.

Now the rabble were worse off than before. Without the Chinese to keep things going, the country was near chaos, the economy a disaster. Even an old hand like Coelho, whose family had come from Portugal hundreds of years before, was leaving. So many of the Chinese he had done business with were dead or had fled, shops shut down, schools closed. But they were too numerous to destroy entirely. Many were waiting and working quietly, patiently, silently, hidden behind closed doors. Others had escaped, found connections abroad, like his friend Kung in Hong Kong, who was already prospering. They were, Verhoeven thought, like some of the European Jews who had managed to survive the slaughter. They would rise again.

At times he fancied himself like them—the Chinese and the Jews—adaptable and clever, a sturdy transplant taking root and thriving in an alien climate. But such fancies were short-lived. Though he was happy enough to do business with them, he was at a loss to understand either the Chinese or the Jews. They shared the same oddly contradictory qualities: an uncanny ability to make money that he found entirely admirable, and a sentimental attachment to communist ideas that was incomprehensible. Politics was their undoing. Verhoeven could never understand why people with such talent for business would involve themselves in anything as unprofitable and stupid as communism. How could they imagine a perfect society when mankind was inherently corrupt? One had to begin with that assumption. As for himself, he knew with certainty that it was always a mistake to mix sentiment with business.

But, he thought, one should never underestimate the Chinese. Now, only three years after the massacre, they were surfacing again all over Indonesia, encouraged by Suharto and his supporters, who needed their financial resources. All the while, his own patron, Sukarno, for whom he had done countless favors, for whom he had made lucrative deals, for whom he had found the most beautiful girls, was powerless for the first time in twenty years.

Fortunately, Verhoeven had put something aside. More than something. He believed in enjoying wealth, not squandering it. Now he must find a way to hold on to it.

When Verhoeven looked up from his thoughts, Coelho, the busy little Portuguese, was striding toward him, smiling broadly, his teeth gleaming white against nut-brown skin. He’s always smiling, Verhoeven thought, for no reason at all except an effusion of high spirits. He would never understand the Portuguese either. Coelho stuck out his hand.

“Sorry I missed you yesterday. Did you get my message?”

“Only that you’d be here today instead. Did business hold you up, or our friends in the government?”

Coelho’s “business” was smuggling rubber from Sumatra to Singapore without paying the export tax to the government. Verhoeven often made the arrangements. Quite naturally, officials at the docks expected their fair share for averting their eyes.

“Neither,” Coelho said, “but both are getting more difficult every day. Nothing works right. One of the rubber managers told me that the plantations are going to ruin…less export today than in the 1930s. It’s just as well I’m getting out. Nobody here knows how to do anything anymore, and nobody cares.”

“That’s independence for you. Got rid of their ‘foreign masters.’ Fat lot of good it did them. Our friend Sukarno thought a smile and a slogan would solve everything.”

“Your friend,” Coelho corrected him. He had the Catholic’s distaste for flaunting sexual license, though what one did in private was another matter entirely. Men were men. But Sukarno had gone too far.

“My friend, then. Such a pity. All that talent gone to waste. He might have been great if he paid more attention to business and less to women. The people still seem to love him.”

“So they do. One of theirs, but he should have taken some lessons in finance from his Chinese friends. He wouldn’t have gotten out the printing presses whenever he needed some money for one of his palaces or useless projects. You heard about the paper mill in Kalimantan?”

Verhoeven laughed. “The one they couldn’t get logs to once it was finished…a fortune down the drain?”

The two men had had conversations like this many times before. It was a form of relaxation, a confirmation of their superior judgment. Each knew full well that if Sukarno had been less subject to flattery, less corrupt, more able, more like Prime Minister Lee in nearby Singapore, neither of them would have turned a profit.

A waiter came over with a plate of peanuts in palm sugar, golden coconut cookies, and a pot of tea for Coelho. The men, no strangers here, sat back and relaxed. Coelho said, “You can’t imagine what it took to get here from Jakarta. Some parts of the road are complete rubble, but it’s worth the trip just to be in Bandung again. Jakarta is like a sewer…worse every day. The palace still looks like a dream, but everything else is a nightmare. The hospitals can’t keep up.”

“I’ve heard they have plague now. I want to get out of here before I see my first black tongue.”

“Didn’t Malthus say that plague was one way to deal with population that was growing too fast? There isn’t room to move in Jakarta.”

“I hear that Suharto is going to encourage birth control.”

Coelho frowned and changed the subject. He had a large family. “Nothing will help if they can’t do something with the economy.”

“I hear he wants to bring in foreign investment again. They should have stuck with the Dutch…didn’t know when they were well off. When I first came to Sumatra, Royal Dutch was pumping out eighty-five percent of the oil. They knew how to do things right. Left to go their own way, these people can’t drill a hole in the ground.”

Coelho thought to himself that no people in the world were quite as smug as northern European Protestants, especially the Dutch. But, he was forced to admit, they knew how to make money and keep the natives in line. His own people had been trading here for generations, all the way back to the original settlement. He had heard more than one story about the “benefits” of Dutch rule. They were greedy brutes, worse than the English, didn’t pretend they were after anything but money, no hypocrisy about education and civilization…white man’s burden and all that…treated the natives and Chinese laborers like soulless animals whose only purpose in life was to extract riches from the ground for the Dutch back home to grow fat on. They thought Portuguese like himself beneath them. Indians and Arabs they considered little better than servants, no matter how clever or rich. The Dutch, he thought, had gotten what they deserved when they were kicked out. But there was no denying they knew how to do things right. All the while he said these things to himself, Coelho smiled at Verhoeven, his teeth shining through bites of cookies and sips of tea.

Verhoeven finally got to the business of the day. He asked, “Have you made up your mind yet?”

“It’s settled. Macao.”

“Why?”

“Cousins. The place is still full of Portuguese, and half of them are connected to my family. They can help me get started if I’m willing to invest enough.”

Cousins, thought Verhoeven, his lips tightening to a narrow line. He had no family left so far as he knew, and he didn’t care. Let others have their cousins: the Portuguese, the Indians, the Chinese could always make a connection. But, to his way of thinking, if cousins helped you, you were expected to help them. He preferred to be without encumbrances. Coelho in Macao would be a useful contact.

“What about you?” Coelho said. “Have you decided?”

“Singapore appeals to me, but isn’t quite right for my”—he smiled—“talent.”

Coelho understood. Prime Minister Lee was not the sort of man to cut you in on a lucrative deal because you paraded a voluptuous eighteen-year-old under his nose. More likely, you’d be slapped into prison for attempted bribery and you wouldn’t be able to pay your way out.

“Sometimes,” Verhoeven said, “I wonder about going back to Holland. They say Amsterdam is not as dreary and provincial as when I was young. It’s taken on an international flavor. The long-haired wastrels have settled in.” He looked away. “Lots of poppy trade.”

Coelho didn’t think Verhoeven dealt in that sort of thing, didn’t approve, but he felt obliged to respond. “Could you set yourself up?”

Verhoeven frowned. “It wasn’t a serious thought. I hate the climate, couldn’t wait to leave.”

“Where, then?”

“Hong Kong would give me some room to maneuver.”

“Who can help you?”

“Kung. Do you remember him? The gold shipments?”

Coelho, who had profited handsomely because Verhoeven had needed his help, was impressed.

“So Kung escaped the massacre. Lucky for him. I should have known. Clever men like Kung don’t get mixed up in politics. They always land on their feet. You will too, and it will do you good to make a change, do us all good. When is it to be?”

“Within the month. But it’s complicated, getting the money out. What about you?”

“I’m counting on next week. My wife and children are there already, staying with relatives.” A broad smile. “Before long you’ll be visiting me in Macao, old man. We can spend some time at the gaming tables.”

Verhoeven liked the idea of the casinos. He said, “I’ll look forward to that for the future, my friend, but tonight let’s give ourselves a farewell party.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“Folk dancing. After all, we’re leaving here.”

Coelho laughed, was incredulous. Folk dancing wasn’t the sort of entertainment Verhoeven usually proposed.

Verhoeven explained. “Kutuktilu. I hear it’s going on tonight if you know where to look.”

“Why not?” Coelho said. He was excited. He loved to see the prostitutes dance.

Later that night, linked arm in arm in the pungent darkness, the two men set out together to bid farewell to Bandung, to Indonesia. After an exchange of rupiahs, they gained entrance to the dance. Some of the young women were as beautiful as flowers, country girls plucked from their villages, dark-eyed, sensuous, graceful. Their dancing grew more lewd and lascivious as the evening wore on. The jewels in their ears and navels glistened. After a while, for a price, the men who were watching began to join them. Coelho held back for a bit, content to watch. But not Verhoeven. The tall Dutchman joined in without hesitation. He moved easily to the rhythms of the ancient dance.





Hong Kong

THE TWO WOMEN walking toward Verhoeven from the harbor seem to him an odd couple. The older one—striding forward, her face set toward some fixed purpose—is a middle-aged European wearing shabby, mismatched Chinese clothing. She is holding fast to the hand of a petite, pretty but distracted Chinese girl of about sixteen or seventeen. She is pulling her forward as one might tug at a reluctant pet. They are making their way through the crowds of noisy, gesticulating Chinese. Stalls, stands, and enclosed shops line the street. Customers jostle one another as they pick their way between mounds of colorful vegetables and gleaming wet fish, bolts of bright cloth, long strings of dried chili and fungi, new and used crockery, plastic and rope-soled shoes, cheap jewelry, incense burners, sticky sweets buzzing with flies, small mats and rugs, and assorted crude plumbing supplies. But none of this seems to be of interest to the woman who, despite her threadbare Chinese clothing, does not, indeed cannot, blend into the crowd. A Caucasian female is a rarity in this section of Hong Kong.

The woman looks too poor for the girl to be her servant. Her toes poke through worn, dusty cotton slippers. Untidy gray hair streaked with hints of gingery reddish-brown flares from her head and hangs to her shoulders. It frames a pale face that despite its lines and tense expression retains a suggestion of youthful beauty. She lists slightly to one side as she walks, as if she has suffered some injury or was born with a minor deformity. Verhoeven wonders what she and the Chinese girl she drags behind her are doing in a part of Hong Kong few Europeans bother with.

Before his path can cross theirs, he is surprised to see them turn into Kung’s shop, just where he was headed himself. Curious about what business the odd pair might have with Kung, he deliberately lingers in the street a few minutes before entering so that they will be busy with the transaction that brought them. When he enters, Kung is behind the counter, his glasses perched low on his nose, his expression impassive. The European woman, however, is agitated, almost stammering.

“Surely you can do better than that, Mr. Kung. This has been in my husband’s family for generations. I am certain it is very valuable.”

She holds a jade pendant close to her chest as if Kung were about to snatch it away. Verhoeven’s practiced eye can tell it is a fine piece, an antique worth a great deal. And the woman speaks Cantonese like a native, far better than anything he can manage.

Kung is adamant. “I am sorry, Mrs. Wang, but jade no longer has the value it once had. It would be different if you had gold or diamonds to offer. That’s the best I can do for the jade.”

Verhoeven knows Kung is lying, is banking on the woman’s ignorance of the market. While it is true that there is plenty of cheap, inferior jade around, a finely crafted antique stone like hers is a different matter entirely.

Kung called her Mrs. Wang. So, Verhoeven thinks, she is married to a Chinese. That explains why she speaks so well. Perhaps the girl she has in tow is a relative by marriage. She could conceivably be a daughter, though they don’t look anything alike.

The woman is silent, trying to decide what to do. Kung nods to Verhoeven, acknowledging his presence, then speaks to the woman again. “Nobody will give you more, but think about it for a week if you want to. It’s not important to me.”

Verhoeven can see what Kung has seen: the woman, plainly desperate for money, is unlikely to wait the week. While he isn’t a man to take pity on anyone, he is intrigued by the woman and the girl, wonders if they might be of some use to him. He guesses that she is English, though nothing like the pampered Englishwomen one usually sees in other parts of Hong Kong. She has lost her looks, but the girl, beneath the dirt and dishevelment, is quite the tiny beauty. Cleaned up and properly dressed, she would be…attractive…exceptionally attractive. Much against his usual practice, he decides to interfere. He deliberately speaks in English, knowing Kung will understand and assuming Mrs. Wang will.
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