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JAPANI HA HA!


The twenty naked young virgins undulated slowly in front of Sister Conchita and the morose visiting female academic on the plateau next to the waterfall above the saltwater village. Beneath the enervating afternoon sun they were dancing the tue tue, the traditional Lau fishing song. Their fluttering hands raised above their heads depicted the graceful movement of frigate birds soaring over the canoes. Their sinuous, kicking legs represented the movement of fish leaping from the water to snap at bait dangling on hooks from kites attached to the imaginary gently rocking craft.


Sister Conchita wondered how the American researcher was reacting to the titillating entertainment on offer. At first glance she had seemed a little on the prissy side. From where she was sitting, Sister Conchita could no longer see the woman. Earlier she had caught a brief glimpse through the crowd of visitors of a thin white girl of about thirty in a nondescript blue dress. She had a pinched, discontented face and seemed uncertain of herself and uncomfortable in her exotic surroundings.


The pan-pipe music ended and the virgins stopped dancing with a flurry of smooth bare brown arms and legs. They stood giggling and revelling in their voluptuous nudity before their guests from all parts of the island. The entertainment was not yet over. Papa Noah, the custodian of the ark, clapped his hands. He was a fragile, grey-haired, almost fey man in his sixties, light on his capering feet and wearing a much-washed calico lap-lap extending from his waist to his knees.


A drum formed from a tree trunk with a hole gouged in the side started beating on the sidelines. The girls stopped undulating and stood to attention, composing themselves. In true, clear voices they began singing in pidgin, the lingua franca of the Solomons:


Me fulae olobauti, longo isti, longo westi.


Me sendere olo rouni keepim Solomoni


Me worka luka luka longo landi long sea


Ha ha! Ha ha! Japani ha ha!


Papa Noah clapped his hands again gleefully as he stood up. ‘No more tra-la-la! Time for our feast,’ he announced.


The virgins, glistening with perspiration in the hostile sun, broke ranks and ran back skittishly down the slope to the women’s house in the village below to dress. The hundred or so islanders who had been watching the dancing at the side of the waterfall scrambled to their feet and waited respectfully for the food to be carried across the clearing and placed on pandanus leaves on the ground. Some of them had walked for several days to attend the ceremony and were hungry. They showed no impatience; to do so would be regarded as impolite.


A raucous group of a dozen larger, lighter-skinned men sat a little to the left of the main gathering of guests, keeping a well-judged distance from them. Sister Conchita was sure that they came from the remote outlying Polynesian island of Tikopia. They had probably been working on one of the local plantations and were now waiting for a boat to take them home. They were ignoring the Melanesians at the ceremony but were chattering happily enough among themselves. There was a carelessly swaggering air to their posture. To fit the occasion they were determined to be happy, but they carried menace like a club and were capable of changing in an instant to something more dangerous but for them equally enjoyable.


It had been raining monotonously for several weeks, but there was a temporary lull in the downpour. The sun had eased through the clouds, causing a haze of steam to rise in tired exhalations from the wet grass. It was apparent that despite the threatening weather, the meal was going to be a sumptuous one. It was being prepared on the treeless plateau next to the waterfall, halfway down its leaping descent before the frothing, roaring water plummeted further down the rocks to the river a hundred feet below. At the far end of the plateau, trees and undergrowth grew thickly in almost impenetrable plenitude. This was where the jungle began. A steep, winding path led to the village below, built on the banks of the river where it ran out into the calm blue waters of the Lau Lagoon.


A dozen pigs had been slaughtered and quartered in advance. The grease-laden quarters were now being roasted over log fires on spits before being immersed in a sauce of grated coconut and milk. Chickens smothered in grated manioc were cooking in ovens scooped with clamshells out of the earth and covered with red-hot stones. A savoury vegetable broth was simmering in an iron cooking pot. There were piles of yams, taro and sweet potatoes, baskets of shellfish and bunches of bananas. As it was the pineapple season, pyramids of the fruit were scattered about.


Brother John, the gigantic Melanesian Mission travelling preacher, bullocked out of the trees and approached Sister Conchita, muttering an apology to Papa Noah for his tardiness as he passed him.


‘Did I miss anything?’ he asked the nun in low tones, surveying the scene before him. He was about thirty, six and a half feet tall and wide in proportion. His skin was a deep brown in colour. His face was broad and friendly, giving him the appearance of an affable bear, but one capable of being roused to rib-breaking retaliation by injustice or too much unnecessary torment. He wore the distinctive costume of his order, a black shirt and lap-lap and a broad black and white belt. The Melanesian Brotherhood was an Anglican sect, formed before the war by Ini Kopuria, a former policeman, who had adapted the then current police uniform for his evangelical order. Only Melanesians were permitted to join. Each volunteer brother spent a few years dedicated to poverty, celibacy and obedience, sometimes touring the islands, preaching and living off the land. The calm and imperturbable Brother John, Conchita knew, had been proselytizing in the Lau area of Malaita for almost two years, and should be coming towards the end of his tour of duty.


‘Just a couple of dances and a pidgin song,’ Sister Conchita told him, falling into step with Brother John as they walked towards the heaps of food.


‘I bet the song was the tue tue, the maidens’ fishing song,’ chuckled the big missionary. ‘It gives the girls a chance to get their kit off, and they like that, though not half as much as the boys do, of course. I’ve seen it performed all over Malaita.’ He paused. ‘Except on Sikaiana,’ he added.


‘Why not there?’ asked Sister Conchita. As soon as the words passed her lips she regretted them. She had given Brother John an opening, and she knew from experience that the big, rough-hewn man delighted in teasing young and inexperienced nuns from other orders, especially Roman Catholic ones.


‘They can never round up enough virgins on that island,’ said the Anglican pastor with a guffaw.


Sister Conchita resisted the temptation to laugh out loud. She struggled to maintain her habitual reserved expression. In the eleven months she had been at her mission station in the Solomon Islands, she had learned that if she could not seem old and wise, she could at least try to appear serene and above the fray, even if her current fate seemed to be acting as a straight woman to an overexuberant comic.


‘Which song did they sing?’ asked Brother John.


‘It was called “Japani Ha Ha!”. What’s it all about?’


‘It was a pidgin song of defiance that the Solomon scouts used to sing in the war when they were ambushing the Japanese troops in the bush,’ explained the huge Melanesian missionary in his deep operatic bass as the nun hurried to keep up with his raking strides. ‘It means I keep watch everywhere, to the east and west, all over the Solomons. My duty is to guard the land and the sea against the invaders. I am not afraid. I laugh in scorn at the Japanese.’


‘Japani ha ha!’ nodded the nun. ‘But why sing that particular song here today? The war’s been over for fifteen years. There aren’t any Japanese left in the islands now, except for a few tourists now and again.’


‘I don’t know,’ said Brother John. ‘But I’m sure we’re going to find out. Just as I expect we’ll discover why Papa Noah has invited that American woman here with her recording device. The old man doesn’t do anything without a reason.’ He glanced at the dark clouds assembling threateningly over the sacred hill called Matakwalao. ‘Even if it means organizing a feast in the middle of the rainy season.’


Before Conchita could reply, she heard the scrawny woman’s voice complaining in petulant disappointment. She seemed to be arguing with Papa Noah on the far side of the clearing. Sensing trouble, Sister Conchita hurried over to try to defuse the situation. There was never any telling how easily an obtuse or arrogant visiting expatriate scholar might unwittingly offend against local protocol and upset the host tribe.


The white woman was plainly upset about something. The nun arrived in time to hear the tail end of her breathless protest, delivered in a New York whine. Sister Conchita noticed that the other woman was carrying a portable battery-operated Uher recording machine.


‘You promised me that there would be more songs,’ the thin woman was complaining. ‘That’s the only reason I agreed to come here today.’


‘I’m sorry, but there has been a change of plan,’ said Papa Noah placidly. ‘I know that you are particularly interested in pidgin songs of this island. Indeed, I particularly chose the one you have just heard to represent the unity showed by Solomon Islanders and your fellow countrymen from the USA when we fought the Japanese together here fifteen years ago. But I’m afraid there is no time for more music. We have a crowded timetable this afternoon.’


The woman turned away in obvious disappointment but said nothing else. She was not a fighter, decided the nun. Sister Conchita did not know what was going on, but she would have thought more highly of the other woman if she had stood her ground. She moved forward.


‘Papa Noah has a point,’ said the nun smilingly. ‘We’re here this afternoon to celebrate the success of his church, not to pursue individual agendas, however important they may seem to us.’ She extended a hand. ‘By the way, I’m Sister Conchita, from Ruvabi Mission on the coast.’


She did not ask the other woman her name. It would have been a breach of Lau etiquette to do so. A third person would have to introduce two strangers.


‘Sister Conchita, this is Professor Florence Maddy,’ beamed Papa Noah. ‘She is here to study the music of the Solomon Islands. Sister Conchita works at the Catholic mission station a few miles away. There are those who say that she runs it, now that Father Pierre is no longer a young man. But then neither am I, and the gods have seen fit to keep me in good health, despite the threats issued daily against me. Don’t worry, Professor Maddy. Later there will be another visitor you might be interested in meeting, someone who may be able to help you with your doubtless fascinating research. I shall have something of a surprise for you all afterwards. But let us go and eat first, before I make my announcement.’


‘Which university are you from?’ asked Sister Conchita, in an effort at small talk as they walked towards the feast.


‘Juneau,’ muttered the other woman, not looking at her. ‘You won’t have heard of it.’


The reassuring form of Brother John appeared, as it did so often at awkward moments. Smilingly the Melanesian put a protective tree trunk of an arm around the small woman’s shoulders and guided her shrinking, reluctant form towards the waiting food, talking reassuringly in undertones as they went.


‘Come, Praying Mary,’ said Father Noah to Sister Conchita, giggling and performing a sprightly but incongruous little jig in a grotesque parody of the tue tue. He seemed to appreciate the fact that the nun had not been fazed by the blatant nudity of the village girls. ‘Let us break bread together.’
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TABU


A discreet cough of thunder reverberated over the central mountain range. As if on cue, a man clad in a loincloth loped out of the trees of the tangled bush area skirting the plateau. He differed greatly in appearance from the squat, dark Melanesian islanders on the plateau. He was about thirty, six feet tall, and broad-shouldered. He was not heavily muscled, but his smooth arms and legs were thick with power. His skin was a light tan in colour. He had high cheekbones and a straight nose. He moved clumsily, like an affable puppy capable of causing considerable upheaval without really meaning to. This was a cheerful man, thought Sister Conchita, and probably a good and caring one as well. He would be a Polynesian from one of the outlying islands, probably from Tikopia like the others in the separate group.


He was carrying a large wooden cage. Father Noah raised an eyebrow in an exaggerated blend of surprise and censure at the sight of its contents.


‘Shem, my dear son!’ he said in a carefully guarded neutral tone. ‘What have you brought this time?’


‘A pair of bird-wings,’ said the other islander happily, speaking English in deference to the expatriate sister’s presence. ‘Assuredly they were on the way to the ark by themselves, but the noise of the singing bothered them and made them stop on a nearby bush, so I put them in the cage for the last part of their journey and brought them here for you.’


Papa Noah frowned. ‘But you had to carry them,’ he pointed out disapprovingly. ‘You know that I only take animals that make their own way to my ark. They must come of their own free will.’


‘These two had almost finished their journey,’ argued the islander called Shem. ‘I just helped the poor tired creatures at the end of their flight. Look, aren’t they beautiful?’ He turned appealingly to Sister Conchita, lifting the cage so that she could see its contents. The nun could not help smiling in response to the man’s ingenuous enthusiasm. Inside, behind the slatted rails, were two enormous butterflies. The bigger of the pair had a cream-coloured body and brown wings with white markings. As Sister Conchita watched, the glorious insect spread its wings. They must have been twelve inches in diameter. The other butterfly, cowering on the same perch, presumably its mate, was smaller, with blue and green markings.


Papa Noah shook his head stubbornly. ‘The Bible has told us,’ he said. ‘And there went in unto Noah, into the ark, two and two of all flesh, wherein is the breath of life. It does not say that they were carried into the ark in boxes. No, Shem, I am sorry, but I cannot take your bird-wings.’


‘We’re never going to fill the ark,’ said Shem, sadly, but still smiling hopefully. ‘Every time I bring you a fresh pair of animals, you tell me that they must come of their own free will! At this rate we won’t be ready to sail away when the flood comes.’


‘Oh yes we will,’ said the old Malaitan confidently. ‘I have had another of my visions. Someone is coming from far away to help us. I shall tell everyone about it after we have eaten.’


‘Surely we don’t need any more help,’ said Shem, looking alarmed. ‘You and I are together in this, Papa Noah. You told me that the gods had given the two of us the task of filling the ark and sailing away when it is full. That’s why I joined you and became your son.’


Papa Noah did not speak. The younger man hesitated, and then shrugged and opened the front of the cage with a gentle twist of his powerful wrists. The two magnificent butterflies vibrated their wings expectantly and then flapped regally back towards the trees, climbing steadily. Shem watched them go, and then moved on towards the waterfall, muttering disconsolately to himself like a good-tempered but disappointed child.


The centrepiece of the Lau Church of the Blessed Ark lay ahead of him on the edge of the cliff. This was the vessel still being assembled lovingly, section by section, by Papa Noah. To an outsider it might appear to be a crudely constructed assemblage of brushwood, tree trunks and aggressively bristling thatch hammered and slotted together into a listing caricature of an ark, but to the hundreds of adherents of the cult it represented nirvana. It was thirty feet long and half as wide, constructed roughly in the shape of a cutter boat and rising to twice the height of the average islander. A deck constructed of weather-beaten planks of various shapes salvaged from the lagoon and the ocean beyond covered a hull extending the length and breadth of the landlocked craft. A spindly tree trunk formed a rough approximation of a mast rising from the centre of the deck. Piles of creepers had been thrust into gaps in the sides. Two doors, one at each end of the static vessel, had been roughly hewn and fitted into the hull. About fifty yards away from the ark was a scattered deposit of mildewed planks, spars, salvaged rusted nails and indefinable hunks of metal, all ready to be pressed into service for the next stage of the building process.


‘Please take your places,’ cried Papa Noah to the crowd back at the feast, gesturing expansively towards the food.


The islanders surged forward eagerly. Within minutes, most of the men, women and children were eating without inhibition. Papa Noah sat on the mat at the head of the feast, beaming in an avuncular fashion on his guests. At his invitation Sister Conchita sat on his right. Brother John occupied the mat next to the patriarch on his other side. Florence Maddy sat farther down, next to the large Melanesian missionary, still simmering mutinously and only picking sulkily at her food.


As she ate, her eyes cast down modestly, Sister Conchita observed the situation around her without seeming to do so. She had consulted Father Pierre, the elderly priest in charge of her mission at Ruvabi, at some length before deciding to accept the invitation from the Church of the Blessed Ark.


‘It’s a breakaway cult, there’s no doubt about that,’ the old man had said. ‘However, it claims to be at least semi-Christian. We don’t want to close the doors on it too quickly. Go along and see what you can find out.’ Then Father Pierre had smiled, an increasingly uncommon event these days. ‘With your genius for investigation and getting to the heart of matters, that should be an easy task for you.’


Almost certainly the priest had overestimated her capabilities on this occasion, and probably on many others, thought the nun. So far she had discovered relatively little. She would have been better employed back at the mission. It needed a thorough spring-clean. She had heard several rumours over the past few weeks that Ruvabi was due for a visit from the bishop’s inspector, an ominous augury.


There seemed to be nothing here worthy of report to Father Pierre. Papa Noah appeared to be an innocuous, almost saintly man, concerned only with the stocking of his embryonic ark in an appropriate fashion. His followers were all ordinary Melanesians and Polynesians, with no obvious extremists among them. The Tikopian called Shem had seemed mildly resentful when Noah had ordered him to free the butterflies, but he had done as he had been told.


The only real problem lay in the looming presence of Brother John. Why had he bothered to attend the ceremony? Sister Conchita was there because her mission was situated in the area and her superiors needed to study and analyse the newly founded Church of the Blessed Ark in case it might impinge upon the work and numbers of the established church. But Brother John was an itinerant preacher, covering the whole northern section of Malaita, from coast to coast. What interest could such a shrewd, busy and knowledgeable man have in an insignificant splinter group like Papa Noah’s?


Conchita developed the line of thought in her mind. Not only had Brother John attended the feast; the normally taciturn missionary was actually at this moment attempting to initiate a conversation, a rare occurrence in her experience. He leant forward, almost anxiously, and addressed the still beaming Papa Noah.


‘You said that someone was coming from a distance to help you with your duties,’ said the big man. ‘I wonder who that might be.’


‘Can’t you guess?’ asked Papa Noah playfully, obviously enjoying the moment. ‘I thought you might be able to work it out from the subject of the entertainment just provided.’


‘Which part?’ asked Sister Conchita caustically, unable to restrain herself. ‘The naked girls or the war chant?’


Papa Noah laughed. He was teasing whitey and getting away with it, an event that would have been unheard of among the islands of his youth fifty years ago. ‘A little of both, Praying Mary,’ he chuckled, ‘a little of both.’


‘This visitor,’ persisted Brother John. ‘Who is it to be?’


‘A surprise,’ said Noah archly. ‘You must be patient, Brother John, like Job in the Bible. Soon we will be rich.’


The long-threatened storm arrived like a flustered overdue guest. Warm drops of rain the size of leaves began to fall. In a moment clouds screened the sky, sucking all the light from it. It grew steadily darker on the plateau. In the background, thunder roared sonorously, calling the always alert evil spirits of the area out of their hiding places behind the rocks and at the bottoms of the streams. Lightning crackled and sparked spasmodically over the trees and waterfall. As if to make up for lost time, the rain began to fall seriously and steadily. It came down first in jerking spasms and then in solid, stinging rods, and finally as an inescapable seamless, soaking sheet. A snarling wind toyed with the trees at the edge of the clearing. The food on the ground was scattered, hurtling across the plateau. The guests screamed in alarm at the unexpected velocity of the attack. Only Papa Noah was not cowed. It was almost as if he had been expecting such a hurricane. The old man staggered joyously to his feet, his frail body tottering a few paces forward at an angle into the wind. He raised his stems of arms.


‘Ala tagalangaini dafa fasui fasui fulas!’ he cried to his adherents.


‘The old fool’s telling them that it’s all over,’ Brother John shouted to Conchita. ‘He’s saying that the great flood is coming and they are all doomed! He even seems happy about it! Look at him!’


Sister Conchita was already contemplating the old islander with concern. Papa Noah’s eyes were closed in concentration. He was dancing again, like a poorly carved marionette. His thin legs whirled maladroitly through the air as he performed a series of pirouettes. He looked like a man vindicated in a course of action he had followed for too long. He performed one particularly towering final leap and fell to the ground in a clumsy concatenation of flurrying limbs. He lay still for a moment and then scrambled to his feet and scampered off into the driving rain as if late for an appointment.


By now most of the guests at the feast were on their feet and running screaming in terror down the slope towards the shelter of the village below. The rain clouds had obscured the sun and it was difficult to see what was happening in the sudden incongruous mid-afternoon gloom. Sister Conchita, standing up, was aware of the emaciated shape of Papa Noah disappearing in the distance, cantering awkwardly in the direction of his ark. She started to hurry after the old islander. Brother John loomed out of the darkness, seized her by the shoulder and shook his head.


‘Tabu!’ he shouted. ‘Women aren’t allowed in the ark.’


Obstinately Sister Conchita squirmed out of the big missionary’s grip and ran towards the vague distant outline of the simulated vessel. Soon Brother John was lost to sight in the rain-thrashed quarter-light behind her. She would have been unable to tell anyone why she was searching so determinedly for the patriarch of the Church of the Blessed Ark. She only felt that she had to find the old man before something dreadful happened to him.


On her concentrated self-imposed odyssey across the assaulted clearing she was vaguely aware of the outlines of dozens of milling, panic-stricken figures, bent double against the force of the tempest. Sheer resolve allowed her to continue to grope her way against the general tide of terrified humanity in the direction of the ark. Through the driving rain it almost seemed as if the twisted, tortured planks of the vessel were causing the shrine to move, grunting sluggishly, across the plateau.


In the general confusion she lost sight of Papa Noah. Several times she veered in the wrong direction and had to retrace her steps, feeling her way back towards the ark, avoiding the water-filled potholes in the ground. More than once she stopped to assist terrified disorientated women and children to their feet and send them on their way to safety. By the time she reached the vessel, Conchita was exhausted. She leant against the wooden side of the shattered edifice and gulped for air. There seemed to be fewer people in the clearing now. Presumably they were huddling for shelter in the village and in the caves at the base of the waterfall, a few hundred yards inland from the beach below. The nun forced herself to stand upright. Tentatively she began to fumble her way along the side of the ark, feeling for one of the doors. It was as dark as ever, and still the storm showed no sign of abating.


It took her five minutes, leaning into the wind with the rain whipping viciously into her face, to find an opening in the wall of the ark. Someone had preceded her, because the door was banging arthritically on its hinges. She forced her way into the structure and stood inside the open doorway, clutching a swinging beam descending crazily from the roof, trying to accustom her eyes to the change in the light.


It was even darker inside than it had been out on the rain-swept plateau. Slowly her eyes adjusted to the darkness. In the gloom she could just make out a few cages containing small animals of indeterminate types. Their stench was devastating. Frightened by the storm, their howls and screeches merged into a discordant barking cacophony of terror.


Abruptly Sister Conchita felt that she was not alone in the ark. Take it easy, she told herself; this would not be a good time to disintegrate. A rod of lightning illuminated the far side of the interior. For a brief moment she was sure that she could see a tall, light-skinned islander, almost certainly a Tikopian, wearing only a loincloth. Clasped in his hand was a large knife. Then the lightning faded and the ark was in darkness again. She heard a door at the far end of the vessel open and slam shut. She peered through the gloom, but it was too dark to see.


She stood still. Once or twice already in her life Sister Conchita had been aware that she had been in the presence of God. Today she knew with sickening finality that in this dreadful, musty, warped facsimile of a Christian site of pilgrimage she was surrounded by an evil tangible enough to be touched. Her instincts told her to flee, that even the worst atrocities being wreaked outside by the storm on the clearing and trees would be preferable to this overwhelming claustrophobic malevolence. Whether he knew it or not, when Papa Noah had nailed the cursed warped slats and planks into place, somehow he had trapped within the ark the worst excesses of the anguished demons and devil-devils existing in the wood, determined to continue their fight against the one-God religion brought to the bush by the white visitors, and struggling precariously to continue its existence among the customs of the ancient time before.


She could feel her heart pounding. Sister Conchita had no doubt that such spirits, good and bad, existed in the island, intertwined with some of the teachings of her own faith, which had been implanted so far only in shallow soil. Father Pierre himself, after a lifetime on Malaita, was convinced of their presence and had even once sent her to encounter them so that she would be aware of their power. Her friend Sergeant Kella, sneered at as a witch doctor by some expatriates, was the only man she knew who walked in both worlds, somehow a rugged, untouched high priest of pantheism.


She reached out and touched one of the walls. It moved beneath her fingers, cold to the touch like the clammy skin and flesh of a living entity, then began to writhe sluggishly. Sister Conchita was reminded of the faint pulse of a patient struggling for life. She could tolerate the fetid atmosphere no longer. Almost with relief she turned back towards the open door and plunged out into the storm.


The rain was still hurtling down, making it difficult to see anything. Doggedly the nun groped her way forward. What had the man been doing inside the ark? Had it been the Tikopian called Shem? She could not be sure.


She had hardly gone a few yards when she stumbled over something soft and yielding on the ground. Almost physically sick with apprehension, she bent over and scrabbled with her hands. At first she thought that she was patting a wet sack. There was a staccato drumbeat of thunder, and then another searing shimmer of white light illuminated the plateau, and the nun saw that she was standing over the inert body of Papa Noah.


Conchita dropped to her knees and clutched the islander by his shoulders. The old man’s face was immersed in one of the now flooded rock pools scattered about the plateau. She seized his wrist and tried to feel a pulse, but there was no response. Gently she lifted the old man’s lolling head. Something dark and sticky stained her fingers. She could feel a large contusion at the back of Papa Noah’s skull. She blew air into the old man’s lips and started pounding at his chest with her small fists. The patriarch was soaking wet, to a far greater extent than could be explained even by his exposure to this hurricane. It was almost, she thought wildly, as if the islander’s whole body had been immersed in water.


A decade ago, long before she had contemplated taking holy orders, Sister Conchita had been a good enough college swimmer to secure a vacation post as a lifeguard at Boston’s Veterans Memorial Pool on the Charles River. On one occasion, still impressed irrevocably on her mind, she had helped secure the body of a youth who had got into difficulties in the water. She remembered the symptoms as the lifeguards had toiled to revive the boy: the blue cyanosis-induced lips, the complete lack of pulse and heartbeat. Another dart of lightning confirmed that these were all the signs that the old Solomon Islander beneath her was also exhibiting as the nun knelt over him, trying to force life back into his unresponsive, water-sodden torso.


After a few frantic, doubt-racked minutes, she recognized the futility of her endeavours and despairingly stopped attempting to revive the man. There was no doubt about it, she decided with increasing horror and incredulity.


Noah had drowned.
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ARTIFICIAL ISLANDS


Sergeant Ben Kella of the British Solomon Islands Protectorate Police Force paddled his dugout canoe through the night past the artificial islands of the Lau Lagoon. He was puzzled. He had only returned to the islands from Hong Kong a few days ago, but already he had heard several rumours of the abduction of a white woman in his home area. The first had come from a wantok, a member of his extended family who was a customs official at Honiara airport, when Kella had descended from the inter-island plane from Port Moresby in Papua New Guinea. Two days later, when he disembarked from a Chinese trading vessel at Auki, the government administrative centre on the island of Malaita, on the final stage of his journey home, he had heard the same disquieting information from an elderly Lau fisherman bringing his catch to the weekly market.


Neither of his informants had been specific. Even to have attempted to adopt such an unambiguous approach would have been impolite, spurning the customary oblique story-telling technique of Malaita, in which a few salient facts were enclosed as carefully in a web of tangents and embellishments as a succulent bonito fish in a palm leaf. Nevertheless, Kella had emerged from both encounters with sufficient knowledge to worry him, both as a policeman and as the island’s aofia. If he had understood his informants, both trustworthy men who owed him a duty of truth and were not given to gossip, a white woman had been abducted in the Lau Lagoon and was being held a prisoner on the tiny artificial island of Baratonga.


Kella found it difficult to believe what he had heard. As a rule, foreigners, especially white ones, were sacrosanct in the Solomons, unless they deliberately transgressed against island customs. To make matters worse, the Lau area was his own home. Who would dare lay a hand upon a neena, one of the unprotected, among the artificial islands, unless it was as a direct and deliberate challenge to his authority? Who would want to do that? Kella did not often get angry, but tonight he was simmering dangerously. This was what happened when he was sent overseas on useless courses! His authority on Malaita went to hell in a handcart! He increased the rate of his paddling as he headed for the strangers’ island at the northern edge of the large seawater lake protected from the ocean by a reef of coral.


All around him, lanterns swaying on poles illuminated the outlines of many of the fifty or so islands in the lagoon. It was late, so he could no longer hear the cries of playing children; these had been replaced with the whoops of young bucks as they prepared to paddle far out to sea on night fishing forays in their canoes or to try their luck with unmarried girls on other islands.


The reef water was high. The entire twenty-six-mile length of the lagoon, several miles wide, was constantly refreshed by more than a dozen rivers pouring down from the mountains of the main island and by the tides seeping through the protecting reef from the open sea. Over a period of a hundred years, the tiny islands had been built, stone by stone, by men and women from the mainland seeking to avoid the malarial mosquitoes and the constant warfare between the saltwater dwellers and the bushmen of the interior. The closely knit Lau men and women, the too i asi, or people of the sea, spent much of their lives on these stone fortresses, going ashore only to hunt and tend their gardens.


Although he could hardly make out the details of any of the artificial islands in the gloom, Kella could recite the location and provenance of each one as its outline loomed before him. He was passing his own island of Sulufou, the largest of them all, eighty yards long and fifty yards wide, with fifty thatched huts and his own special beu, the traditional sacred home of the peacemaking aofia. According to custom, the island had been constructed in the nineteenth century, when the legendary chief Leo had paid labourers one porpoise tooth a day to ferry the foundation rocks out from the shore. He noticed that there seemed to be more canoes than usual moored at the long stone jetty. Perhaps some travellers from other islands outside the reef, fearing a storm, had claimed a night’s lodging at the custom sanctuary stone placed in front of the church.


On the other side, closer to the shore, was Funaofou, sheltered behind tall wooden palisades to guard the inhabitants from raids by their traditional enemies from the coastal village of Alite. Further out towards the reef was Liulana asi, which had been built in the time before close to the tideway by a man from Saua in memory of a beloved son taken at sea by a shark. Looming through the night was Ferasuba, once the home of the great warrior Marukua from the Morado clan on the mainland.


Kella stopped paddling and rested, taking stock of the situation. Floating ahead of him he noticed in the moonlight a coconut with a piece of flint embedded in its side. The sergeant clicked his tongue in annoyance. It looked as if another internecine blood feud had got under way in the lagoon his absence. Someone had coaxed a charmed piece of flint from a minor shark priest, hammered it into the side of the coconut and cast it into the water in the presence of his rival in love or a land dispute. His adversary was bound by custom to seek out the coconut at sea the next day, lean from his canoe and attempt to lift it from the water. If the second man’s mana should prove weaker than that of the islander with whom he was in dispute, then a shark would appear from nowhere to tear the trailing arm from his shoulder. If, however the second man stood higher in regard with the sharks, then nothing untoward would happen to him and it would be his turn to seek out his foe and issue a similar challenge.


Kella resolved to investigate the causes of the incipient feud the following day. He considered his immediate course of action as his dugout rested easily on the calm, moon-burnished surface. His destination was only a hundred yards ahead of him. Baratonga was one of the smallest of the artificial islands, its solitary one-roomed hut raised on stilts like the others in the lagoon to keep out the spring high tides. On its surface of compacted rock and soil, there was further room only for a palm tree and several banana bushes snuggled next to one another to provide a modicum of shade in the daytime. A galvanized-iron trough next to the hut was used to catch and store rainwater running down from the thatched roof of the dwelling. It rained often in the lagoon, and the trough was usually full, although the water had a bitter taste after coursing over the thatch.


Normally this did not matter, as Baratonga was uninhabited. It had once been used to keep pigs belonging to a neighbouring island, but now was occasionally hired out to overseas visitors, usually foreign academics carrying out research in the Lau area. They did not come often, and when they did, neither did they stay long. The inhospitable climate, bare terrain, underfoot pig droppings, poor water and basic standard of living usually restricted their sojourns to a week or so at the most before they scurried back to the tenured comfort of such establishments as the Australian National University, the University of Auckland and the University of Hawaii.


Kella had not even been aware that there was a neena in the lagoon at the moment. She must have arrived unannounced during his six-week absence in Hong Kong and secured the necessary permission to live on Baratonga from one of the lesser clan chiefs in need of a few quick Australian dollars. He wished that he knew more, but he had not yet landed on Sulufou to seek news and get up to date. By this time in the evening most of the elders whom he could trust would be asleep. He could not wake any of them up in his quest for information. By Lau tradition the soul left the body when a person slept at night. Should the sleeper be awakened roughly, there was a chance that this wandering nunu would not return and would be cast adrift eternally. This evening Kella would have to find out for himself what had been going on during his absence. In the meantime he sought protection from the spirits for what might lie waiting for him in the dark by muttering the common mantra of ancestor worship to his dead forebears: ‘Take care of your canoes and mine!’


The sergeant stood up, stripped off his uniform shirt, sandals and red beret, placed his paddle on the floor of the canoe and lowered himself over the side into the lagoon. The gently lapping water was warm, and he cut through it powerfully and quietly, using the universal island form of the crawl stroke that had been introduced by Alec Wickham from the Roviana Lagoon to Australia in 1898. Within ten minutes he was approaching the shore of Baratonga. He clutched at the lower reaches of the small stone jetty as he trod water and surveyed the strangers’ island. There were no signs of lights or life on the small man-made hump. Cautiously he pulled himself up on to the surface and tiptoed towards the hut, the water dripping from his muscular, scarred body. No guards had been posted outside the simple structure, which seemed strange under the circumstances.


Kella was mystified. His information had seemed genuine enough at the time, but there was absolutely no sign of anyone being kept under duress on the tiny stone outcrop. Neither could he sense any aura of distress. The police sergeant padded round the hut towards the water trough.


He was greeted with a shrill scream. Standing in front of the basin was a slender white woman of about thirty. Presumably this was the overseas academic who had taken up residence on the island. Identification was difficult, because at the moment she was stark naked. She was holding a plastic bucket in her hand. Her dark hair was plastered close to her head where she had been emptying the contents over herself.


The woman shrieked again, threw the bucket viciously at Kella and turned and ran into her hut, slamming the door after her. The sergeant was conscious only of a fleeting pleasing glimpse of the pale bikini outline of her scrawny naked buttocks before she disappeared. He heard the sound of a heavy table being dragged across the floor of the hut and placed against the reinforced door.


‘It’s all right!’ he shouted, annoyed with himself for his clumsiness. ‘I mean you no harm! I’m a police officer.’


‘Oh yes?’ came a quavering American voice from behind the closed door. ‘Prove it!’


Kella became aware that he was wearing only his soaked khaki uniform shorts.


‘What would you like me to do?’ he asked. ‘Sing you a chorus of “The Bold Gendarmes”?’


There was a pause. ‘Stay there and don’t move,’ came the woman’s voice. ‘I’m coming out. I warn you, I’m armed!’


The table was pulled back, scudding across the earthen floor of the hut, and the door opened. The woman came out into the moonlight. She was wearing only a faded cotton skirt and was staring defiantly at Kella. Her small bare breasts were trembling. In her hand she was carrying a heavy kitchen knife. She waved it in uncertain arcs before her.


‘I’ll use this if I have to,’ she threatened.


She meant it too, thought Kella. The edgy woman might have too many barely concealed nerve-endings as well as currently too much exposed flesh for her own good, but there was no doubting her valour.


‘I’m sorry I frightened you,’ he said. ‘I’ll come back and explain when I’ve got more time. Right now I’ve got something else to attend to that won’t wait.’


‘Don’t bother!’ said the young woman vehemently. ‘Just stay away from me!’


‘I still owe you an explanation,’ persisted Kella, backing away. ‘I’ll come back. My name is Kella. Sergeant Kella.’


‘Kella?’ the girl said, her attitude changing reluctantly. ‘I’ve heard that name. Aren’t you the aofia, the law-bringer?’


Another whitey who had heard too much local gossip and did not understand any of it, thought Kella. Aloud he said: ‘I’m Sergeant Kella, the local police officer. I’ll come back and apologize properly as soon as I can. Believe me, you’re perfectly safe here.’


He turned and dived back into the water. Within minutes he had located his gently drifting canoe and was paddling it urgently towards Sulufou. He was burning with fury. Kella did not like being tricked, and he was sure that he had just been made the victim of a hoax. Almost certainly it was time for payback.
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He tethered the dugout to the long, carefully maintained Sulufou jetty, shrugged into his shirt and sandals and started running past the huts towards the men’s longhouse at the far end of the village. There were four islanders on guard at the door, each carrying a club. Recognizing the unarmed scowling police sergeant and sensing his mood, they stood aside hastily to allow him to enter.


The interior was crammed with old men basking circumspectly under a transparent cloud of cigarette and tobacco pipe smoke. There were at least forty gaunt, gnarled veterans, clad in their workaday lap-laps, squatting in rows on the floor of the low-roofed building. Without appearing to look, Kella saw that every one of them was a custom chief and that, unusually in such a fiercely divided area, they came from all over the northern and central part of the island and even farther away. Such a multi-clan assembly among the island leaders was almost unheard of. There were shark-worshippers from his own coastal district of Lau, ancestor-venerating mountain-dwellers from the inaccessible flesh-eating region of Kwaio, custom priests of the Fataleka lowlands, where the gigantic knee-high orchids grew as profusely as grass, and other chiefs from the distant Christian areas of Mbaengguu, Doro and even Kwara’ae and Isabel.


These were all genuine chieftains, noted Kella as he hurried through their ranks to the front of the beu, not government-appointed but ultimately powerless headmen who flattered expatriate government officials and impressed them with their mission-school-accumulated knowledge of English. The men assembled silently and coldly before him would never deign to address or even appear before a visiting white man, should one venture into their districts. These were influential warriors who controlled wide swathes of land and could, if the need arose, raise whole armies. Some he knew personally, others by reputation. There was the one-eyed and vicious Volomo, who as a young man in 1927 had taken part in the murder of District Officer Bell at Sinaranggo over a head-tax dispute and had survived the consequent bombardment of the coastal villages by an Australian gunship and the desecration of his tribal shrines by Christian native police patrols sent by the authorities from northern Malaita. Further down the hut squatted Dauara and Nakongo, as usual sullenly watchful. After the Second World War, each had served four years’ imprisonment at hard labour for their part in the abortive independence uprising known as Marching Rule. Sitting on his own was the remote and supercilious Basiana, the chieftain of Aiseni, who had the gift of being able to build and consecrate according to ancient rituals the holy dwelling known as a beu aabu on his own in a single day. He guarded his precious reputation so jealously that he seldom spoke to mere mortals, even others of chiefly rank.
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