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Colony

She was carried through a starless night by her mother. The sound of footsteps padding through sands came from far below. Slant of cheek, vast and pale. The sea that boomed forever. The thrashing darkness. Along a beach, inside the rhythm of panting. An orb of light glowed beyond the quivering spine of wave that separated the land from the ocean. She asked where they were going, and her mother told her not to be afraid.

Hyacinthe stirred, withdrew her hand, and Esa awoke, leaving her eyes closed so as to perpetuate the dream, but it had grown false. The presence was gone – the sea, her mother; none of it remained.

That evening, as she had combed Hyacinthe’s hair, she had seen her shoulders rise and fall deeply and she knew her mistress was crying.

‘Shall I stay here tonight?’

‘Please, Esa.’

She had rolled out a pallet and held Hyacinthe’s hand through the curtain of her bed.

‘Were I to be Mr Benjamin’s first wife rather than his second,’ Hyacinthe said, ‘it would make life somewhat gentler, I feel. I wonder that his son mightn’t be jealous. He is older than me, you know. And I wonder if he is very different from his father.’

They had held hands, and now, awoken from her dream, she saw the hand had withdrawn. She listened. Hyacinthe’s breaths behind the curtains of the bed came steady and soft.

She left quietly through the adjoining door into her own room, gathered a brass chamberstick, and carried it out into the corridor. She went down the staircase, steps hushed by carpet, into the main hall of the sleeping mansion where a grandfather clock ticked echoey against the nocturnal quiet, its shaded face reading twenty to four like a pair of whiskers. Then she passed into the kitchens between pots and pans stacked high and topsy-turvy along the counters. By the stove, a brace of doves and a calf leg hung. She put a spill to a half-buried ember and lit the candle, covering it with her palm, and stepped out the back doors.

The darkness was immense. The half-moon rolled between the gentle ridges of the valley where the coffea plants grew. She stepped across the gravel, her bare feet sinking in quick crochets that returned her with a shiver into the dream where her mother with ragged breath had splashed through shallows, and then she passed into the more profound darkness of the arbour and felt beyond the twined stems and flowers to the back of the convex latticework that held up the verdant dome.

Her outstretched fingers at once touched and displaced the message hidden above. Eight years, Lee and her had been exchanging secret correspondence in this manner. The message fell, then hung, twirling, in front of her eyes; he had tied it to an overhanging trellis by a yellow ribbon.

She sat on the teak courting chair and held the candle near the sheet. He had written closely, in their private language, telling her she must immediately stop all preparations for the uprising at Christmas: Señorita Soares had it on good knowledge that a sailor with a cross on his head known to both of them had learned about the arms shipment. It would be resolved within the week. Señor Verato Domingo and Señor Osgood Benjamin were also in agreement. He knew she would be, too.

It was written in a code incomprehensible to any but her, yet she put it to the flame. Orange light flared, wobbling shadows, suddenly large behind the drooping heads of pink flowers and she caught the strips of ash in the saucer and buried the remnants in the soil. With the yellow ribbon, she tied back her hair, then extinguished the candle and stole back inside.

The handle to her room creaked slightly when she opened it.

‘Esa.’

Placing the chamberstick on the floor, she wiped her feet and her hands in a bedsheet and opened the adjoining door.

Hyacinthe was sitting up, gauzed behind the mosquito net, her shift melded with the sheets so it seemed her pale face emerged bodiless.

‘Where were you?’

‘Nowhere.’

‘There was a light outside. I was afraid.’

Esa went over and took Hyacinthe’s hand between her own.

‘I am here,’ she said.

‘Your hands are cold.’

‘I am here,’ she repeated. ‘Don’t be afraid.’

*

In Panama, a giant and drunken whoremaster called Lazar García Higgins mistakenly thought himself cheated out of some cufflinks that his recently deceased mother had given him on his third wedding day. Yi Jeongjo, not hugely taken with the cufflinks, offered them back, but the man waved him away.

‘No, no, no,’ he said, in Spanish. ‘She’s already dead.’

‘Who?’

‘Wait here.’

‘Sí, claro.’

The man shambled off, and a little later Jeongjo saw him in the distance returning with a pistol and three muchachos all wielding machetes, so he collected his cards, his Yut sticks and his dominoes, rolled up his straw mat, stacked his wooden cups, recorked the rice wine, slung it all in a sack over his shoulder, and ran back to his lodgings above a haberdashery, where he settled his rent, wrapped up his few possessions into a knapsack, and took the first coach out of the city he could find, casting the cufflinks into the River Chagres.

He had been drifting for some eleven years; had left behind hundreds of cities and towns and had fled from dozens, but he had not wanted to leave Panama, not yet. Despite the floods and the fevers and the wind-haunted houses always collapsing on their rotting stilts, he had loved the city.

One thing, though, he could never fathom was someone who would linger anywhere long enough to get murdered. History, to Jeongjo, was nothing more than the story of people who stayed put a day too long.

*

He travelled for weeks, never stopping anywhere longer than it took to earn passage aboard another southbound coach, afraid to ask his fellow passengers the date lest he find out he had already turned twenty-five somewhere back in the distance without noticing it – and then one morning he was jolted awake as the coach he was riding careened down a hill. He had been sleeping on the roof, wedged in between two lashed-down suitcases, and when he rose, he saw below him a pod of dolphins following a fishing boat, peppering the ocean with their leaps, the sun beyond them rising across the rim of the earth, and a weight that he hadn’t known he had possessed lifted from his heart.

The driver bade him good morning and gestured with his whip towards a hilly outcrop of glowing buildings like broken honeycomb in the distance, telling him they were approaching Santa María.

In the markets by the teeming harbour where Jeongjo debarked hawkers cried wares of peeled Yucca; fragrant pastes; roast mice wrapped in perforated leaves; fried lizards skewered on bamboo; faded maps; hemp necklaces; dark varnishes; black tobacco; stone amulets; spiked fruits; cloudy liquors; calf legs; monkey flesh; panthers’ teeth; blue-veined cheeses whose only cohesion was the berries running through their sopping flesh like amethysts; vast, sagging squids; grimacing fish; petrified flowers, hookahs, knives, and many sorts of potato.

He found a suitable space amidst all this to lay out his mat, and waited, batting away with his fan the occasional brazen seagull, insect or stray dog. His first player was an Indian who spoke very little Spanish. The man placed two reales down, and Jeongjo gave him a cup of rice wine, and together they played high-low. The Indian lost almost immediately and then asked for his money back. Feeling guilty for taking advantage of an imbecile, Jeongjo returned the coins, but then the man laid down the two reales again, and Jeongjo waved him away. There were no other players for some time.

The sun moved behind the spire of a church, its thin shadow falling across Jeongjo’s face; a youth dressed somewhat eclectically as a soldier struck a slave woman several times with the back of his hands, and, later, as Jeongjo was filling his pipe, his kneecap was tapped by the side of a sheathed sword.

It was another soldier. This one accused him of corrupting the Indians with gambling, and Jeongjo, knowing himself to be on the cusp of some extortion, started to gather his cards together. The soldier kicked one of his wooden cups away, and then a man approached and dismissed the soldier with a wave of his hands.

‘Señor Lee,’ the soldier said. ‘No sabía qué—’

‘Piérdete.’

This man wore a double-breasted green jacket with gold buttons, and a green bandana. A polka dot cravat concealed the lower part of his visage, most of which seemed to be discoloured by burns. His teak eyes were unusually alive and attentive, like mice shuffling at the edge of an enclosure.

‘Es vino de arroz?’ he asked.

Jeongjo poured him a cup of rice wine as the man untied his knee-high leather boots and hunkered down barefoot on the mat, saying he wanted to play stud poker, but with some Caribbean variations where all the eights, nines and tens were stripped from the deck so that the seven and knave were consecutive; aces and jokers wild. They played.

The man – who introduced himself as Xiaoguang Lee, bodyguard to Mr Osgood Benjamin – asked him questions about his childhood in Busan and his travels southward through the Americas, turning over his cards casually, lace cuffs spilling over the palms of his tan gloves, and then Jeongjo saw that he was being cheated. He did not mention it, losing slowly for a while, and then, when the pot grew large with three quick parries of mindless raising, Jeongjo undid all of the cheating with a sleight of hand so that on the very final turn Lee lost thirty-two reales.

‘Joder!’

The man examined his cards several times before rising from his hunkers and walking down the crowded harbour a little way, then coming back, and sitting down, this time with his legs neatly crossed. He looked at the cards once more, and asked:

‘Do you speak English?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well?’

‘Very well.’

‘Why?’

‘After Canada, I spent four years working aboard a British frigate that went up and down the west coast of Mexico.’

‘Spying?’

‘The British might have been – I was swabbing decks, picking oakum, marling yarn, peeling potatoes, and reading Henry Fielding to the blind chef whose company I kept.’

‘Can you ride?’

‘I am a fair rider.’

‘Could you drive a coach-and-two?’

‘I could.’

‘Why did you cheat?’

‘You cheated first.’

‘You make first impressions so awful they do not allow a second. You are perfect. I must have you in my employ. Would you deliver a man for me today? It is less than half a day’s ride, and I will let you keep the thirty-two reales you stole from me and will give you eight more for your labours. Then, if you please my master, I will give you something else.’

Jeongjo poured his new companion another cup of rice wine; upended the final remnants into his own cup.

‘I will not stay, I think,’ he said. ‘The soldiers here are loutish; the slaves scarred, and the Indians insane and sad.’

‘It is violent everywhere.’

‘Not so.’

‘The Spanish do not send out sufficient protection anymore, so the Benjamins have had to supplement with their own private militia – and they can be lively, I grant you – that is mostly what you are seeing, but they will not pester you again. I promise. Perform this one task, and then say if you will stay.’

Jeongjo was a little dazed by the rice wine and the heat; it seemed to linger on his skin like a kiss.

‘Do you know any who sell rice wine?’

‘Follow me. I shall fetch you a bottle.’

‘Where are we going?’

‘Hotel de los Benjamines.’

*

Blissful warmth unclasped his mind and lowered his eyelids. He was dozing off as he drove the horse-and-two up through the narrow, twisting streets where gangs of screaming orphans ran ahead, seeming to enjoy nothing more than shaking him out of his stupor by pretending to dive beneath the horses’ legs at every crossing.

‘Here the Spanish may govern, but the Benjamins rule,’ Xiaoguang Lee was saying, in an easy manner, smoking a thin-stemmed pipe. ‘Whatever is, in Santa María, works, in one way or another, for my master, Mr Osgood Benjamin, and his family. In this one fell swoop, my dear Jeongjo, you have aligned yourself with that force. Isn’t that something?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you have any politics?’

‘No.’

‘How do you feel about republicanism?’

‘I feel nothing.’

‘Very wise.’ Lee nodded. ‘And yet a republic will come, as for the greater questions – who knows? Independence is inevitable, freedom impossible, for all republics, no matter how remote, still need the support of the European banks, lest they become vassal once more to another, more exacting, empire.’

The vista of a treeless plaza opened up as they came over a rise on whose far side stood a three-storeyed hotel that, if it had not been for the hilliness of the environs, would have naturally dominated the town.

An enslaved child of eleven or twelve rushed out to meet them, introducing himself breathlessly as Noel Christmas, and holding the two horses’ bridles and leading them up the avenue.

Lee fell silent and stared at the boy.

‘He’s new, this one,’ he said.

Jeongjo fanned himself with his hat; the daylight was too bright, and then the tap of a hammer broke through the midday sleepiness, complementing the horses’ steps. The avenue curled around the corner of the hotel, and Jeongjo cast back a glance at the sea, glimpsed it between two buildings, blue and curved on the horizon like a disembodied iris; atop its gentle crest, like white envelopes, the square sails of a patrolling warship, and then the sea disappeared, and in his field of vision swooped another huge building, attached by a short, thin corridor to the hotel like an artery running between two organs; along this corridor was strung a beige canopy, beneath whose shade several bearded masons argued over some designs spread across an easel. The building possessed an elliptical shape, its external façade of varnished wooden panels set between broad stone pillars. There seemed to be a great many arched entrances draped with wisteria from which blue hummingbirds occasionally burst.

‘What is that?’

‘An indoor theatre – the largest one for two hundred leagues in any direction, and those men are more fully integrating it with the hotel; checking the integrity of all those subterranean passages so necessary for the thespians’ illusions. All this, too, sponsored by the Benjamins. They oversee all the programming. They show revolutionary plays, patriotic and republican plays, magic plays, American plays, liturgies. They believe these things important for the morality of the common man. You should go sometime. A chap comes back to life in one, right in front of your eyes. It’s really something.’

‘I prefer cards. You can lose more.’

They passed the kitchens, and both hopped off the trap, letting Noel Christmas bring the horses through the gardens down towards the stables. Lee led Jeongjo through a back door, and he found himself beside a scarred table stacked high with leafy tubers at which a slim Wolof scullery maid in a turban was chopping carrots. She interrupted this work to fetch them a basin of water so they could wash their faces; and then, without warning, she began rubbing Jeongjo’s ears and wrist with some heady perfume, peeling off his coat and draping a new, grey one over his shoulders. Finally, she dropped to her knees and slapped at his boots with a trapo.

‘Qué está pasando?’

Lee was adjusting a new cravat in the reflection of a barrel of water. ‘No Spanish. Here a man who wants to get on and not just get by speaks English. You are about to meet Mr Osgood Benjamin. You must be presentable. Actually, perhaps it would be best if you didn’t speak at all.’

‘You promised me rice wine.’

‘When you’ve delivered.’

‘I’m hungry.’

‘We are expected.’

As they were leaving Jeongjo snuck a few carrots into his pockets, the lush greens protuberant as though growing out of the fabric of his new coat. They went through the lobby and along a corridor until they reached a door guarded by a teenage captain of the local militia who was running a sword’s edge along the sole of his boots.

The room they entered had a high ceiling and was flooded with light from two tall sea-facing windows. Osgood Benjamin sat at a mahogany desk, empty save for a jug and a glass of water. He wore white pantaloons and a white jacket. A damp handkerchief was plastered across his forehead. Above him on the wall was a landscape portrait of himself and someone who was obviously his brother, laurel wreaths across their heads. There were potted palm trees in each corner, a modest couch, and underneath one of the windows, another man sat at a smaller table on which lay a closed bottle of ink, a fresh quill, and a neat pile of untouched paper.

‘I expected you this morning,’ Benjamin said, moving the damp handkerchief down over his eyes and thus intentionally blinding himself. ‘Have you settled with Cricklow yet?’

‘No, sir; this evening.’

Benjamin lifted half the handkerchief so one revealed pupil darted out.

‘Why are you here if it’s not done?’

‘I need to lure him away. The two players are still there; the woman is there; his child. They can’t see me.’

‘Charles is back from the Indies in two days. I am marrying Miss Dalkey in five days. The builders will be arriving in San Ángeles in nine days. What are you doing?’

‘I need—’

In the high ceiling of the room a crunch echoed out, and all eyes turned on Jeongjo. He had bitten into a carrot, but now each further mastication seemed inordinately loud and prolonged. He swallowed the little bit in his mouth with difficulty.

‘Buenos,’ he said, bowing.

Osgood Benjamin tossed the handkerchief across the table. ‘Lee, would you care to explain why there is a Chinese standing in my office eating carrots?’

‘This is my man to deliver Cricklow. If he possessed a letter bearing your seal it would be done before nightfall.’

‘Fritz,’ Osgood said, still staring at Jeongjo, ‘prepare the wax. Lee, this is Fritz Odendonk, my new amanuensis. My brother gave him to me. He has the finest position in the Americas for if he ever writes down anything I say, I’ll kill him.’

‘Another new face. This is a lot of new faces, sir, at this time.’

‘You’ll understand when you get married yourself, Lee. – You’re happy here, aren’t you, Fritz?’

‘Yes, sir.’

The secretary had taken a red candle out of a drawer and was attempting to light it.

‘Fritz, bring it here, and a blank sheet.’

The amanuensis picked up a piece of paper, and brought it and the candle to Benjamin, who folded the blank sheet on his desk, dipped some wax on it, then impressed it with the signet he wore.

‘Try not to get an unreasonable amount of carrot on it,’ he said to Jeongjo. ‘Do you have papers?’

‘No, sir.’

‘The seal should suffice, but your papers will be here when you get back. What name do you want given on them?’

‘Yi Jeongjo, sir.’

‘No,’ Lee said. ‘You’ll use an American name. What name would you like?’

‘I would like to be called Osgood Benjamin, sir.’

Benjamin dipped the handkerchief in the glass of water and spread it once more across his face.

‘Lee,’ he said, ‘if you ever bring this murderable son of a bitch into my presence again I will have you flayed in your favourite cravat and served up to Momma Dearest. I’ll see you at a quarter to eight.’

Jeongjo was given the sealed piece of paper, and a simple map that showed a single line along a trail that led through low mountains and the forest that covered them, towards a small town by a river called San Ángeles, quite near the coast. There, he was to find an Englishman called Quentin Cricklow, and bring him back to the hotel. He was put on a trap with two fresh horses by an elderly slave named Verato Domingo who was using the opportunity to teach the new child, Noel Christmas, how to properly fit the harnesses.

A shimmering butterfly landed on one of the horse’s eyelashes, and when the creature flapped away, Noel Christmas ran after it. Jeongjo watched the child twirling in pursuit of the butterfly for a moment, and then nodded at the old slave, and stirred the horses to a high-legged canter, greatly amused to find himself unexpectedly a coach driver.

Once clear of Santa María he pulled up in the shadow of an abandoned church tinted subaqueous green by the trees that towered over it, its roof and crucifix layered by years of overlapping laminae of bird droppings. Jeongjo let the horses graze in the untended, overgrown graveyard, pulled his hat over his eyes and fell asleep.

*

A butterfly glancing against his lip woke him. Bells pealed faintly in the distance. He was in rocking motion, amidst a haze of swirling midges, in the soft light of early evening. Birds cawed with hysterical splendour and an undercurrent of insects swelled and fell in fizzing murmur. The horses were walking through a forest, their heads bobbing up and down, moving towards San Ángeles of their own accord, and the butterfly was now above Jeongjo, its cream wings hectic as the spasming of an injured muscle.

He decided to race it, and brought the horses to a trot, and then slowed them to a stop, and waited, and then he saw the butterfly, infinitesimally small against the foliage, blustering and twirling towards him like an autumn leaf. It alighted next to him on the seat, and he laughed, overjoyed. He rode with the butterfly beside him for another hour or so, against slight inclines and invisible declines, glancing occasionally at its gently pulsing wings, delicate and vast, the compact furriness of its body, and then, as he clattered across a load-bearing bridge that traversed a river, the cream butterfly shivered its wings and floated away. The landscape suddenly opened up. He descended into a waterlogged quarry. Some way off in the distance, shaded by its close proximity to the scar of a quarry wall, stood a two-storey wooden house with a gabled roof. It rested upon brief stilts, behind a porch that had once known paint. There, in the solitary upstairs window, a candle glowed, its glint doubled by flashing off the lens of a telescope that charted his approach. Jeongjo saluted the sparkle, and directed the trap towards the porch, where he tied the horses in front of a wetted trough, loosened their bridles and removed their bits.

He rapped on the door and then, removing his gloves and hat, entered a stale gloom wherein rested a few disarranged stools, a barrel, a counter, a meagre bar, all clad in a sticking coat of dust save for the shelves on which the spirits lay. A ferment of arching cobwebs spanned the room like latitudes and longitudes gone slack.

On a stool by the counter a slave was breastfeeding her baby.

‘You can’t come in here,’ she said, in Spanish.

Jeongjo took the letter from his breast pocket and showed her the seal.

‘Is Señor Quentin Cricklow here?’

She nodded up at the ceiling.

‘There is a man dying upstairs.’

‘Señor Cricklow?’

‘No, otro.’

He went up and knocked. There came no answer. He entered the room to find a jaundiced man wearing a nightcap in a narrow bed, the sheets transparent with sweat and too short to conceal his booted feet. He was muttering to himself, rocking his head from side to side.

At a table by the window, a man whose stubbled face looked like a loosely adorned leather mask sat in a faded, collarless shirt and knee-length breeches, drinking whiskey and fiddling with a shrunken monkey hand that he wore around his neck, strung up on a thong alongside a pouch and a wooden cross.

Both of these men sported faded scars across their foreheads.

‘Mr Cricklow?’

The eyes of the man by the window widened.

‘Lee?’

‘No, I am Yi, Yi Jeongjo. I am to take you back to Santa María. I have a letter from Mr Benjamin here.’

‘Sit down.’

‘I’ve been instructed to transport you presently.’

‘La, i’n’t that nice? And I presently instruct you presently to sit down presently.’

There came a rattle in the throat of the man in bed that sounded like a stick being dragged across flagstones. He blinked at Jeongjo as if waking.

‘Are you my angel?’

‘Now, why would your angel be a Chinese?’ Cricklow said.

‘Should a doctor not be summoned?’ Jeongjo asked.

‘Wouldn’t do no use,’ Cricklow said. ‘He ate something very bad many years ago, and now it’s caught up with him. – La, i’n’t that right. But we had some wild times, didn’t we, old dog?’

‘No.’

‘Come now, dost remember old dancing Richardson and Percival with the fish and mad Bevilacqua and old Hieronimo who drowned in the pit of hisself?’

‘No.’

‘Dost not remember the ghost in the tree, with Captain Graham Phillips, and his eyes at midnight crying? And merry old Amado as fell asleep on the barrow of guano and sank? And Starry Gertrude with her huge teeth and eyes like a cow? And Ilse Tasso, with her hips like a sinking ship and her ledger in which was kept all them twelve circles as to let you go on upstairs to the secret room?’

‘No.’

‘Marry, some people,’ he snorted, and then turned his chin up at Jeongjo. ‘Now show me this letter.’

Jeongjo handed over the letter and Cricklow examined the seal.

‘Which brother were it?’

‘Mr Osgood Benjamin.’

‘Not the one I want.’

He unfolded the sheet and beheld the blank sheet of paper.

‘Marry, she’s blank, la. Have they smoked me? It were that dark bitch, Soares, I know it. Me and whorehouses – there should be a law. There probably is . . . Bellringing savages on Christmas day – it ain’t civilised, John Joe! Guns in the hands of heathens! Mr Osgood Benjamin has been a very, very naughty boy. And if he knows I knows how naughty, la, I must out; I durst, and though you be my courier one peep at you says you i’n’t my assassin; I’d chafe your neck for you. You’ll get me out of here and I’ll lay me aloft on you afore the hotel and you and hisself’ll be none the wiser. What makes you of that?’

‘I have no idea what you are talking about, Mr Cricklow.’

The man lit a cigar off the candle and rapped the table with resolution.

‘Exactly. Let us go hence.’

‘Don’t leave,’ the man in bed said. ‘I am dying. Tarry with me, Quentin . . . for old times . . . not so many of us as is left to boast.’

‘Do you think me quite heartless?’ Cricklow asked. ‘I shall give thee until the end of this smoke.’

The man in bed was whispering to himself again. Night was falling; soon Jeongjo could not see across the quarry; only his own soft reflection thrown vaguely back at him, and then there was a single, powerful knock against the far side of the wall as though a large bird had flown against it. And then there was another. The horses outside neighed.

‘What was that?’

‘What were what?’

‘The knock, it didn’t come from outside. Is there some other room here? I saw only one door upstairs.’

‘Hush, John Joe, it is only the players. They are kept here for rehearsal whenever there i’n’t a show on, so hush up for I am ruminating my way out of a very steep shithole.’

Jeongjo listened out for another sound, but none came. Finally, Cricklow’s cigar was a stub between his teeth. He put on his hat, pocketed the telescope, and placed a new cigar behind his ear.

‘Are you dead yet?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘Well, you had your chance. Might I borrow your overcoat?’

‘My mother is here. She’s crying, Quentin. Why is she crying?’

‘Mayhaps you was her disappointment.’

Cricklow put his own coat on and then the other one over it. He corked the bottle of whiskey, and then sat on the edge of the bed, leaning over the dying man so their faces were very close together.

‘Would you like me to kill you?’

‘No.’

‘Only so as to ease the pain a little.’

‘No.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Please, no.’

‘All right, then, old dog, have it your way. Come to, John Joe; can’t lag about all bloody day, la.’

*

The bobbing lanterns on the trap floated onwards. Slim portions of the trail rose up ahead, as though shaken into being by the glow’s soft-moving orb. Long-legged flying insects batted in endless cavalry against the lanterns’ glass like tiny comets sucked into stars. Jeongjo blinked them away, keeping his mouth closed against the flurry of brittle wings brushing at his cheeks.

Cricklow was nearly finished with the bottle of whiskey, seething under two coats. Hunching his face into his collars, he dozed off and then slipped downwards, his legs about to get caught in the spokes of the wheels; Jeongjo grabbed him, and hauled him back up, and he floundered, gasping as he came conscious once more.

‘I see it,’ he said. ‘I see it.’

‘Mr Cricklow, please—’

‘I see it. At last, I see it.’

He tried to grab the reins, and one of the horses reared. Jeongjo wrested the reins back, and in the tussle Cricklow tumbled sideways off the trap. Jeongjo pulled up the horses, and swung out a lantern like a fishing rod, and in the brief arc of its illumination he saw a cloaked figure stalking towards the Englishman, who had gotten to his knees and was pulling a razor from the pouch around his neck. He cut his palm trying to unfold it, dropped it, and then began crawling out beyond the cone of light. The cloaked figure picked up the razor and grabbed Cricklow by the hair.

‘Look at it happen.’

Cricklow stared up at his assailant.

‘Tha’art still but half a blister and the second-best loved boy.’

Xiaoguang Lee cut Quentin Cricklow’s throat, dragged him by the boots into the trees, tossed the razor onto the wheezing body, then came back to the trail, and mounted the trap.

‘Drive on,’ he said. ‘We must get back.’

Jeongjo didn’t move. He had been still for so long that insects had gathered on him; they were irritating the stationary horses, too.

‘I know you have been shocked,’ Lee said, ‘but we have to go now.’

‘I will bring you back to the hotel, and then you will not see me again.’

‘As you wish, but now you must drive.’

They rode in silence, the only sound the forest simmering with its confluence of tiny breaths and secret glut of feasting mouths. Perhaps an hour later, Jeongjo pulled the horses to stop again so as to allow a troop of long-armed apes to lumber across the trail, their faces obscured, their eyes starlike in the lanterns’ reflections.

‘Let me explain,’ Lee said, filling a pipe. ‘Mr Benjamin, my master, will deliver this colony an independence that will, in the very act of its founding, abolish slavery and give natives the right to hold property. It is to this end I work. For years I have been establishing contacts and spies in the big houses, in the fields, even in this forest where I followed you. The woman in the kitchens who gave you that coat – her name is Loah Soares – she is with us. The old ostler in the stables – Verato Domingo – he, also is with us. There is another world inside the world you see, Jeongjo, and I can show you it, if you like.

‘On Christmas Day, several hundred negros and Indians will rise up, and stifle the slack remnants of Spanish rule. Mr Benjamin’s soldiers, the last authoritative force of order, will then broker a peace between the parts, and the landowners will support whatever saves their estates. The Spanish, due to the war in Europe, will have neither the time nor the means to intervene for at least three months, and in the meantime a republic will be quietly declared. A limited and bland parliamentary democracy in the British manner will suffice to let Mr Benjamin run his affairs as he would. You see, I trust Mr Benjamin because I already know in the new republic he shall plunder the earth at will – that’s what he wants, and he may have it, no? It will either be a man like him, or it will be another man like him from across the ocean. The one you picked up tonight, Quentin Cricklow, thought he could manoeuvre a fortune for the information I have just given you. He would have never stopped. He would have gotten many people killed. You can only kill a man like that, nothing else will do. Do you understand?’

‘Yes.’

‘He was a killer himself. He hurt children.’

‘Yes.’

‘And now you know everything he knew.’

‘I said I would leave.’

‘Stay: the revolution could use a man like you,’ Lee said, gesturing with his gloved hand out at the night. ‘There are many submerged lives here. We will help integrate them into one society, a society of wages. Wages will bring it all to the surface, let these Africans and Indians up for air where they can breathe a bit easier, and it is the Benjamins who got the wages going here, and that is why, despite it all, I have stayed with them for all these years. The future is here. This colony is magnificent and hideous. It is everything. We are on the edge of the world, but we’re really at the heart of the miracle, and you could be a part of this. I don’t know why, Jeongjo, but when I’m with you I feel like I can breathe more freely. Come work with me.’

The final ape had passed, and the troop’s sentry, a large, hulking male, stared at Jeongjo for a moment and then disappeared into the undergrowth. Jeongjo shook the reins, and the horses plodded on. Nothing was visible outside this little light, and yet the quickening scent of throbbing life was everywhere.

‘No,’ he said.

‘Do you not believe in the revolution?’

‘No.’

‘Do you not believe in the joyful century? The happiness of all mankind? The rise of the many? The downfall of tyranny?’

‘No.’

‘Have it your way.’

‘No.’

*

In Santa María, the streets were thronged with sombre faces all moving towards the hotel.

Lee hailed a soldier who was passing by.

‘Qué está pasando?’ he asked.

‘Señor Benjamin is dead.’

‘Which Benjamin?’

‘Señor Osgood Benjamin.’

Lee stared down at the pipe in his gloved hand, his posture straight and awkward. Passers-by overtook the trap, their numbers growing as they drifted uphill. They came to the plaza where the crowd thickened until it became impassable at the perron of the hotel, its steps completely blocked off by soldiers facing outwards, guns leant across the perch of their elbows.

A lieutenant of the militia saluted Lee, grabbed one of the bridles and led the trap towards the steps, waving his bayonet and calling to clear a path. As they came closer, Jeongjo could distinguish by the guttering of torchlight a man standing at the top of the steps behind the soldiers, very similar to Osgood Benjamin, but slimmer and older with startlingly blue eyes. One of his hands lay on a wheeled wicker chair that held in it an old woman cocooned by blankets so that only the wedge of her crenellated face was exposed.

‘Where were you, Lee?’ she called down. ‘You were supposed to protect him.’

The crowd fell silent. A gust of wind rolled in off the sea, rustling gabardines and hats and bringing with it from the harbour below the faint pungency of the morning’s discarded catch. Silhouettes flitted behind the candlelit windows of the hotel. Two soldiers sat on the roof, their bayonets ranging over the crowd.

‘I was in San Ángeles, sending his messages.’

The old woman closed her eyes, began keening softly.

‘Hush, momma,’ Chuck Benjamin said. ‘Now we must come together as a family, and this one, too, is my family. My boy, will we forget the past?’

He opened wide his arms. Stiffly, Lee dismounted and climbed up the steps, soldiers parting before him, and then Benjamin enfolded him in an embrace.

‘You are always safe with me,’ Chuck Benjamin said, ‘and I will always entrust to you that which is most precious to my heart.’

Lee wiped the tears from his face with his cuffs. ‘What happened?’

‘An Indian of the forest killed him, a one-armed man trying to get out of a contract he’d given his mark to, but I am only a few hours back from Saint-Domingue so who am I to rule out a wider conspiracy? You will help us, of course.’

‘Of course. Always.’

‘Good,’ Benjamin said. ‘Wrangle me some information, then, and tomorrow morning I will accustom you to your new duties. There are going to be changes.’

Benjamin brushed a tear from the corner of Lee’s eye with a thumb, kissed his forehead, and then dispatched eight soldiers to him. Lee mounted the trap once more, and Jeongjo drove the horses, already exhausted beyond their capabilities, at such a pace as would allow the soldiers to follow easily on foot.

‘New faces,’ Lee said, once they had left behind the plaza. ‘He was not supposed to be back yet.’

Along narrow streets stacked with dark shanties, they proceeded, rising and falling with the hills. To their right was the immensity of the ocean, blacker than the sky. They passed a drunkard who spat at a closed door; a pariah dog with cancer around its eyes who waited patiently beside him. A woman in a rebozo fell to her knees as the trap passed, placing her forehead to the ground, hands outstretched for alms. A seagull swooped close overhead, the sound of its gliding wings causing Jeongjo to look up and see a muffled grey light traversing the shallow skyscape, and he understood then that a meteor, invisible above the clouds, was winding its way around the world.

‘Here,’ Lee said.

A derelict house, its sun-bleached adobe walls punctuated by three boarded-up windows like ellipses. When the soldiers had fallen into line behind the trap, Lee gestured towards it.

‘Allí,’ he said. ‘Quiero tres mujeres nativas. Tráemelas.’

The soldiers dispersed into formation around the building, and Lee debarked and went in the opposite direction, towards a squat edifice covered in dead growth like a huge, shaggy nest. He pushed in through a bead curtain and disappeared. Jeongjo tied off the horses and followed after, finding himself inside a spare cantina whose only customers were four Chinese men hunched over in a corner playing dominoes. Lee waited by the counter, whispering to a plump barmaid in a language resembling nothing Jeongjo had ever heard.

‘Qué haces?’ he asked Lee.

‘Only English.’

‘What are you doing?’

‘I must bring something to Benjamin he can use.’

The barmaid placed a cup of cachaça on the counter.

‘You’ve been found out,’ Jeongjo said. ‘Why are you still here?’

‘He’s shaking the tree to see what falls. If I hold on tight for a few hours, who knows?’

‘You can’t control anything. There’s going to be a riot. Can you not feel it? Leave now. Take the horses. They are good horses. Trade them for fresh ones at a post.’

Lee drank off the cachaça.

‘There is a girl.’

‘Take her with you.’

‘She wouldn’t come.’

‘Then leave on your own.’

‘No.’

‘Stay and die, then.’

‘I want to live,’ Lee said. ‘I’m in it pretty deep now, so I see only two ways out. I lock every door leading to her. I might manage this with three, four bodies – and these amongst the people I have loved the most.’

He held his two gloved hands flat before his own face to see if they were still shaking, and then picked up the cachaça again, and for the first time Jeongjo understood how much younger than him the other man was.

‘I don’t want that,’ Lee went on. ‘I want to continue as before. Everything is in place, save the damned guns. Money is not enough; we must also have silence and security accompanying their transit, and the only way to assure this is the seal and the contact. If I can get the seal, I think I can make it.’

A splintering sound came from across the street. The four men playing dominoes started to rise, and Lee shook his head at them. Just beyond the bead curtain there was a brief shout, and then a slump. A little later, an Indian wearing loose robes stumbled in through the bead curtain, bent over so profoundly his hands nearly dragged off the floor. His mouth was dark with the blood that had dripped into it from his nose, and on his shoulder sat a cockatoo whose majestic crest was slightly flecked with the same blood.

The Indian leant heavily against the doorframe, half-draped in rattling beads, and spoke at great length in the strange language, the cockatoo clicking its beak into his ear all the while.

Lee answered him briefly and turned back to the counter to take another drink.

‘I played cards with that man today,’ Jeongjo said. ‘What did he say?’

‘This is Atta. He used to hunt octopuses, and then he went crazy in the sun one day and became a Christian. He talks nonsense.’

‘Tell me.’

‘He says we’re all going to die.’

‘He’s right about that. What else did he say?’

‘He asked for alms.’

In the opposite house, women had started screaming, five or six perhaps, and though the screaming was getting louder, only one woman’s scream was coming closer.

‘And what did you say back to him?’

‘Stay hidden tonight.’

Jeongjo went over to the dazed Indian, took him by the arms and sat him down in a chair. The cockatoo shied away, flexing its claws and shuffled across to his far shoulder. Then Jeongjo took from his pocket the cloth that held all his money, untied it and counted it, removing the thirty-two reales he had won that morning and putting them on the table in front of the man as Lee watched, saying nothing.

Jeongjo took off his grey coat and draped it across Atta’s shoulders, and then peeked through the bead curtain. Outside, a soldier was dragging a native woman across the street by her hair. She was shrieking, her dress torn from where she had fallen, so that her navel, hip and one grazed breast were visible. Jeongjo pressed his body against the wall, waiting. At the last moment, he said to Lee:

‘If you survive the night, I’ll help you.’

The woman was tossed through the curtain. She tripped against a chair and collapsed to the floor. The soldier followed after her, shouting oaths and striking at her back with the butt of his gun.

Jeongjo slipped out behind them, unseen.

*

The most annoying person Llewyn Chaffinch would ever meet in his life picked up his trunk one evening and started walking across the hotel lobby with it. Llewyn glanced over his spectacles, abandoning the poem he had been composing, and called after him:

‘I say, old bean, what are you doing?’

The young man, who wore a Phrygian cap adorned with a huge tricoloured cockade, spun around, showing Llewyn the unseemly width of his perennial smile.

‘Excuse me, citizen, I am so desolate that I violate per accident your affairs,’ he said. ‘I am in train of part to the grand terrestrial of the America Latin – for Santa María, yes. In my excitation for achieve it I have interrompt your writes, for I am bland, bland to the cooler of this . . . loon gauge, tu vois?’

‘Luggage. Colour blind, eh? Quite all right, then,’ Llewyn said. ‘Just leave it there.’

He started writing again, but the completion of his poem was once more deferred – this time by an outstretched hand appearing between him and his sheet.

‘I extend the symbol of fraternity.’

It’s quite all right, I assure you.’

‘You are not liking the symbol of fraternity? Maybe you are not the republican?’

‘I am, it’s just I’m rather busy at the moment.’

‘What are you writes, citizen? Are you journalist?’

‘As a matter of fact, I am.’

‘But how this is genial,’ the Frenchman said, sitting down opposite him and nodding his head so vigorously that a lock of curly black hair fell across his forehead like an inverted interrogation point. ‘I am journalist also, journalist very celebrate from the Aix-en-Provence. My name is Maxime de Sèves, and have twenty-seven, but, please, Max Sept for my friend and brother, and all the world is my brother, no?’

While he may indeed have been French and not Creole, he was certainly no more than nineteen years old, and his origins undoubtedly lay amongst the popular classes. Llewyn had seen him every single day in the hotel since he had arrived in Cap, though so far he had managed to avoid him. Every morning Maxime had marched down the stairs to breakfast with a hearty smile, shaking everyone’s hand, and laughing raucously with the least provocation. He was always waving his hat at very slight acquaintances from great distances and running over to meet them.

‘Are you not leaving for Santa María right now?’ Llewyn said. ‘Is that not why you picked up my trunk?’

‘Not since two hours of the morning.’

Llewyn placed his unfinished composition in the hidden compartment of the leather folder he had spread across his lap.

‘Might I help you with something else, Mr Sept?’

‘Please, name me citizen or brother, I prefer, yes. What is your writes?’

‘I am on a year-long tour of the Caribbean gathering information for what I suppose shall prove to be a rather voluminous work describing those fraternal societies that nurture liberty therein.’

‘It cannot, no,’ Maxime gasped, hands against cheeks. ‘No. Impossible. It is too fantastic.’

‘Are you feeling ill, Mr Sept?’

‘This is the most strangest thing that have never pass me in my whole life. Never, never pass something so strange like this – also I am writing this same thing! My brother, you have should must to come with me to Santa María. There have the society very interesting of the liberty universal and the happiness of all the man. I insist it! Take a passage tonight aboard a silly bat, a ceiling boot . . . un bateau, tu vois . . . You must not unquiet yourself, citizen, for I have the big money for this voyage and I pay all the bat for you. I pay the hotel. I pay all, all. All, yes. My journal is a very grand journal, a very generous. We are agree, or yes?’

Llewyn’s funds were running low; he had only managed to place two articles in the last six months, and Santa María was on his itinerary – but quite simply, he found it impossible to spend any more time in this ludicrously hale youth’s company.

‘Though the proposal be generous I could not accept.’

‘But why not yes?’

‘I await a letter from my father.’

‘Mais non!’ Maxime snorted. ‘This is the silly. Make a transmit of this letter by courier with the name for Santa María at the hotel of the Benjamin. It is a very big hotel. All the world know it. There is no problem, no, or is?’

‘Monsieur de Sèves, I thank you, but I assure you I cannot accept.’

‘I am very sad. As you will, citizen, but if you will attend this foyer at the two of this morning we have the adventure in the grand terrestrial of the . . . the man looned, the . . .’

‘The mainland.’

He shook his head, sighed. ‘Yes, this I say, I think.’

The youth, shoulders low and feet dragging, moped his way out the front door. A few moments later, Llewyn looked up to see the Phrygian cap blustering frantically by the window, as Maxime, laughing with delight, waved it at a passing charwoman he had just recognised.

*

Llewyn found it difficult to fall asleep that night, nor could he continue his poem. What little peace he laid claim to had been ruined. Perhaps it was his unconscious mentioning of his father, dead five years now; or perhaps it was because he couldn’t come up with any sensible reason not to accompany Maxime to Santa María: it would save him money he could ill afford, and even if his mother did manage to send him a bill of exchange from a house reputable enough to be recognised in the French Caribbean it might take yet another two or three months to arrive.

He arrived downstairs near two, had some words with the night clerk to dispatch a boy to fetch his trunks, paid his bill and left some money for a forwarding agent if any post did happen to arrive from his mother. Maxime was in the lobby, tapping his foot with his hands held behind his back, humming a revolutionary ditty to himself.

‘But this is too fantastic,’ Maxime said when he saw him, removing his Phrygian cap and laughing.

‘I hesitate to put myself in your debt,’ Llewyn said.

‘No hesite, please. We are the republican, the brother, the mankind, no? I have no power on you, no you on me. For me only, we have the nice adventure for help the progress. Only this. We are agree, or yes?’

‘And you understand,’ Llewyn said, ‘I will be working throughout the voyage, and so cannot entertain. I have to meet several quite pressing deadlines.’

‘But of course. The write, the write, the write – all the day, all the day . . . And at the night, maybe we have the ladle dronk together, yes?’

‘Yes, perhaps. Thank you, Mr Sept.’

‘We are the best friends, yes?’

‘Well, all right, then.’

‘Fantastic. O yes, and what is it, your name?’

‘Llewyn Chaffinch.’

‘But this name is too fantastic. Llewyn, Llewyn Chaffinch. Sometime I hazard the English luggage is not so villain.’

‘The English language.’

‘Yes, I speak,’ Maxime said, laughing again. ‘Of course. Good morning, I am Max. Goodnight, goodbye. Yes. One beefsteak, please. For me and my friend, please. That will be one thousand franc. Here is your change. Thank you very much. – See, it is good, no? But what hour is this? We will be in retards if we do not go quack.’

‘What?’

‘On y va!’

A scarred Bossale loaded their trunks and drove them across Cap. They passed the courthouse with its marble façade; they passed the numerous bell towers where rang out the hours marked by raised Roman numerals; they passed a park bordered with teasingly curved palm trees, their trunks shaved, their bases encircled by an array of flowers in full bloom; they passed a mobile gallows with wooden wheels where a slave had been hanged that morning, and from where she hanged still, her tongue protruding, her neck bent like a ragdoll, her bare feet covered in dust from the traffic; they approached the port where a jumble of naked masts skewered the night, wobbling like a mob of outraged forefingers, and in whose waters a gently listing schooner careened gracefully, decks clamouring with frantic sailors dropping fenders, calling commands, and coiling ropes, as on a nearby gangplank stevedores jostled with children who paced their little ponies up and down like sentries on guard, waiting for the various commissions they hoped to win – and then their carriage passed the port also.

‘Why are we not stopping here?’

‘We are the best friend, yes?’ Maxime said. ‘Well I revelate to you. I avow that I am not the journalist, but also something other secret. I do an espionage, make a mission very discreet. Let me explique you simply, of the debut – I am a shell of divine.’

‘What?’

‘A shell of divine – un paysan.’

‘You are a child of the vine.’

‘Exact! You are shock, no, for I assemble so much the aristocrat who is cruel and is a snobinard in my comportment, yes? You are think, “Citizen Maxime, he is so aristocrat very rich and is journalist only for amuse himself with the money violate from the luggage of the popular people.” But the true is my parents they work the vine in the mountains so arids. The hands become durables with this difficult travail, for the mountain is so yellow and so hot, give nothing to the poor peoples. So sad! I think I become also a child of the vine. It is inevitable, but there is five year, when I have only fifteen year, a chapiter of the mason they come, and one, he come and he learn me read and I am very excite and I want to part . . . partager?’

‘You want to share.’

‘Yes, I want to share my learns with all the paysans of the world, the general liberty of the man canned . . . the man can’t . . . the mankind. Excuse me. I am very excite with this history and I miss the English.’

‘Where is this story going, Mr Sept?’

‘Santa María, this night, citizen; I say, no? Yes, I say, I think. Any same, all the revolution is very intoxicant for me and my brother and we love the revolution so much, the equality, the liberty, the universal thing, the abolitions, the na-na-ni – all this, yes? Yes. It is so nice. It is the joy, and we must share, no? I think, for me – yes. And so am share. There have in Santa María the brother who is the slave. This is inacceptable. The slavery, for me, is always very bad, but I am too insufficient for change all, but I am mason, yes, and I say to the grand lodge at Paris, I say, “Pah, this is not so good, if have the slave who are also the mason, no?” I want do a liberty on the brother. So I petition maniacal, like a mania I am, and they say to me, “Maxime you are so . . . gênant?” ’

‘Annoying.’

‘Yes. They say me, “Maxime you are so annoying, here, have the money. Do a contact with Santa María. There, have a mason who have the seal. He only you can know, and if he tell yes you and you also know the seal, we permit the transmit of the arm through the conduits locals who us only belong so no treachery of the clerk or the tyrant can discover the complot secret.” So I go, yes, why not, to Saint-Domingue, aboard, for I am a Frenchman, no? And Santa María is a party of the colony of the Spain, no? Of course, yes, and have an brother in Saint-Domingue and he obtain me passage aboard an English sailing bat to Santa María who is called The Jolly Jenkins, what the captain Lovering is also my brother for who I give some correspondence from the other Saint-Domingue brother, but have not possible go direct in the port of Cap because she is the smoogler of the mongs.’

‘Smoogler of the mongs?’

‘Yes, the smoogler of the mongs, with the orange Jews.

‘I don’t understand.’

‘When the mongs are rape they are so nice.’

‘I don’t understand, Maxime.’

‘Ce bateau fait de la contrebande.’

‘The ship smuggles mangoes?’

‘Yes, I say this, I think, no?’

He pulled a sprig of laurel from out of the trunk at his feet, and, beaming proudly, showed it to Llewyn.

‘In final, I give the black mason of Santa María this for the present. It is from the house of my father, and also my mother is there, and I will give it for them and wait nothing return for me. Soon the liberty will everyone, and no more the slavery, and we have all the best friend in all the world!’

‘Are we engaged in some hazardous enterprise?’ Llewyn asked.

‘No, my brother,’ Maxime said, attempting to stifle the tears that were rising in his eyes. ‘It is only a fruit.’

*

Above a secluded cove, a Taíno Indian bearing a lantern emerged spectrelike from the towering sugar cane and led them down a staircase etched into the side of a cliff whose every uneven step was clotted with the loosening detritus of abandoned nests. They reached an enclosed beach where a skiff lay out of reach of the breakers. Once the Bossale had loaded their luggage beneath the centre seat, Maxime shook his hand and, with a tap of his forefinger against his crumpled top hat, the Bossale traipsed back through the sand. The two Europeans boarded, and the Indian pushed them out and began rowing. Maxime sat on the gunwale, directing many ignored questions towards the Indian, Llewyn holding firmly onto the thwart with both hands, scanning the jostling sugar plantations that dominated the coastline.

The Jolly Jenkins came into view, anchored behind a lopsided sea stack, its prow revealing itself slowly like the nose of a curious dog. She bore no pennant along any of her bare masts and a canvas sheet covered the name on her portside. A rope ladder was tossed down, and the luggage passed up by way of two officers. Llewyn ascended the ladder after Maxime and landed on deck just in time to see his travelling companion pass over a thick package of letters to Captain Lovering, which the latter concealed under his coat.

‘One is two,’ Maxime said.

‘What?’ the captain said.

‘On est deux.’

‘Two of you? Two brothers for Santa María? Well, why not? Who am I to fix a ne plus ultra on the bravery of youth? Two lucky young chaps, that’s all I’ll say. There is very little better than those hot Santa María nights. I myself still remember the chorizos, the fragrant yams, honeyed air flush with wisteria and Madame Rigaud’s pure-blooded whores: the soles of their feet were always white. – Welcome aboard, brothers! I return to bed.’

An officer named Brynling showed them to their shared quarters where Maxime laid himself down in a hammock and fell asleep forthwith; Llewyn remained awake, in perfect darkness for a long time, listening to the gurgling waves draining through the caves of the sea stack and growing ever more infuriated by Maxime’s snoring.

Eventually, folder under arm, he stormed out on
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