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What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.
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  PART I
 
 ‘Max’




  Chapter 1




  Saturday 15th November, 1941




  Dominic Sotherly swirled his whisky and downed it in one, slamming the glass onto the marble top of the bar: he would start the evening as he meant to go on – as a work of fiction.




  Dom straightened his bow tie in the mirror behind the bar. Several other drinkers had turned their heads at the gratuitous clunk of glass on marble. A wing-collared receptionist, wearing the hotel tie and blazer, entered the room and stole their stares. He approached the bar and said, ‘Mr Max Holt?’




  Dom was slow to nod his head, embarrassed by his assigned pseudonym.




  ‘There’s a telephone call for you, sir. From a Mr Drake.’




  The receptionist led Dom along the corridor to a telephone booth. Dom paused and held a finger in the air. ‘When you entered the bar,’ he said, ‘how did you know that I was Mr Holt?’




  ‘Sir, the caller told me you would likely be sitting alone in the Long Bar, drinking a neat spirit.’




  ‘I see. Thank you.’ Dom picked up the Bakelite earpiece and braced himself for the plummy accent of the Eurasian.




  ‘Dominic? Or should I say “Max”? Don’t worry, old chap, she can’t hear me. How the devil are you? I’m afraid we are running a tad late. Just a half hour or so. I’m sure you’ll manage in a bar full of booze!’




  ‘That’s right,’ said Dom, ‘I like a drink. Whereas you like to shoot a bloke on your own side when you’re stone-cold sober!’ Money could buy anything in Hong Kong, including silence.




  ‘Oh, good grief! Be a sport and let it lie.’ Only Drake could brush off shooting a man, point blank, in broad daylight. ‘In any event, technically there are no “sides” here, even now. Although I have heard—’




  ‘Shove it up your dinger, Drake! See you later – if you feel like showing up. But if you’re more than an hour late, you lose.’ Dom rammed the receiver down.




  That call had been contrived for one reason only – for Drake to flaunt his mysterious date. ‘She can’t hear me . . . We are running a little late.’ Dom would have to show up. He may have turned an order into a daft bet – daft because it wasn’t for cash – but both he and Drake were under instruction from Ben.




  Dom returned to the bar and let two more whiskies pass his lips before he sent the drinks bill ahead to the hotel restaurant – Drake could pay for the whole evening, not just dinner.




  He left the bar and sauntered along to the restaurant, to secure a secluded spot. Sitting alone under softly shaded lights, he lit a cigarette. There were two groups of Chinese businessmen amid the many tables of Caucasians. The Chinese may have been banned from the clubs but at the finest hotels money spoke louder than race. Fortunately, there was no one who recognised Dominic Sotherly.




  One motivation for partaking in the evening’s arrangement was simply to bring Chester Drake down a peg or six. The over-priced Macallans which fuelled Dominic Sotherly’s bravado could help carry off a performance as ‘Max Holt’. He ordered champagne. Keeping an eye on the door, his mind was running through his cover story when Chester Drake walked in. But Dom immediately shifted his gaze. The young blonde alongside Drake dazzled in her black figure-hugging gown, flared skirt swaying as she glided past the dining tables.




  Even before the girl had spoken her first words, Dom was riding high on layers of champagne and whisky, and on the thrill of being someone else. The trickiest aspect immediately became apparent: the mere presence of Drake. Beneath the charming exterior, the boy thought far too much of himself.




  Drake walked ahead of the girl and yelled, ‘Good evening, Max.’ He sported a thin wax moustache in the mistaken belief that he was keeping up with trends in Mother England. Leaning in over his dead-fish handshake, Drake whispered, ‘Word is, we’ll soon be on. It’s going to happen, perhaps within days.’




  Or, thought Dom, it may never happen.




  ‘May I present Gwen Harmison?’




  Dom rolled his eyes: Drake tried too hard to be the sophisticated Englishman. Growing up, no doubt a staffroom of home tutors had sculpted and honed his accent to aristocratic heights.




  ‘Miss Harmison, I presume?’ said Dom. She smiled and shivered a nod. ‘It’s beaut to meet you.’




  ‘Ah, tall, dark, handsome and Australian? Why, Mr Holt, how exotic!’




  Dom felt himself redden. ‘Please, Miss Harmison, you gotta call me Max.’




  ‘Ah, that famous Antipodean informality. Positively charming. Then I shall be Gwen.’




  They were sitting as a triangle at a circular table laid with sterling silver on white linen. Her hair worn high, her dress cut low, a string of pearls drew wandering eyes up over her collarbones to the curve of her neck. She offered around cigarettes and then lit her own: he was in danger of being out-Aussied by a Pommie girl.




  ‘You been in Hong Kong long, Miss Harmison?’ asked Dom.




  ‘I arrived last month,’ replied Gwen. ‘I was living in Macao. Chester used to live there – did you know?’




  ‘I daresay I told you, old chap,’ said Drake. ‘I was there until last year.’ He had never mentioned it before. However, in their game, such an omission was common.




  Chester Drake was half British – as was Dominic Sotherly – but Drake’s Britishness fortified the confidence gained from being the son of a self-made millionaire.




  ‘I originally went over to Macao to help my father’s construction firm with its accounts.’ His father’s success had afforded Drake a more British education in Hong Kong than most Britishers received in Britain. ‘But, well, then one thing led to another. . . .’




  Dom inclined his head a little. Was Drake talking about work or play? Surely he and Miss Harmison were no more than mates?




  ‘Let me order you champagne,’ said Dom. ‘Such a wonderful aperitif.’ And the Achilles’ heel of many a good girl before her.




  ‘No, thank you.’ She turned to the waiter. ‘I’ll have a gimlet. Heavy on the ice, light on the soda, extra lime on the side.’ A girl who knew exactly what she liked. Gin could well grease the wheels of Dom’s ambitions better than mere champagne.




  He ordered foie gras followed by Lobster Thermidor, determined to thicken Drake’s bill. Then he set about quizzing Gwen about her life.




  She exhaled a deep breath of cigarette smoke. ‘There’s not much to it, really. My work experience in England amounts to little more than a spot of nursing. I came to China several years ago, looking for adventure. Now, with the Japanese threatening Macao, I sailed over to Hong Kong in order to secure onward passage.’




  ‘Where to?’ asked Dom.




  ‘Ideally, back to the motherland. But every man I meet tells me I mustn’t take my chances against the Nazi U-boats in the Atlantic, so perhaps I’ll book a steamship to Vancouver. To stay with Auntie Val.’




  ‘So you came to Asia for adventure, a beautiful young woman all on your Pat?’




  Gwen’s blue eyes sparkled. ‘On my Pat?’




  ‘Sorry – Pat Malone. It means—’




  ‘Alone.’ She smiled. ‘Why, yes.’




  ‘That’s all there is to it, old chap,’ chipped in Drake. ‘We met in Macao. I did a little bookkeeping for Gwen—’




  ‘You helped me with more than that, Chester.’ She smiled.




  ‘Well, financial and sundry advice, shall we say, old girl?’ He smiled back at her. Drake basked in knowing so much about both Dom and Gwen while they knew so little of each other.




  ‘And what of you, Mr Holt?’ asked Gwen. ‘Tell me about you.’




  Over more champagne and then a bottle of Chablis, Max Holt’s background came to life. He tried to weave an outdoor, adventurist lifestyle – to substantiate the later claims which he knew he must make – with the relative sophistication of an upbringing in Australia’s capital city.




  ‘And I suppose Australia is just a hop away on a modern steamship,’ said Gwen. ‘So, for whom do you work here, Mr Holt? Every chap I run into seems to be either Jardines or Hongkong Bank.’




  ‘Dull as a wombat’s arse?’




  She giggled. ‘I couldn’t have put it better myself!’




  He narrowed his gaze on her. ‘The answer to your question is not for public knowledge, if you get my meaning?’




  She gaped her mouth in shock and then leaned forward, unashamedly intrigued. ‘Why, of course. I shall live out the very definition of discretion.’




  Drake grinned on throughout, sipping his water, nursing his wine, delighting in Dom’s performance, and possibly Gwen’s.




  Dom took a slow drag on his cigarette. ‘It’s just that you get these bloody reporters – always looking for a story. . . .’




  She turned her torso fully towards him. ‘Why then, you must be somebody awfully famous?’




  He feared he had overplayed his hand. ‘It’s not so much that I’m famous. It’s who I work for.’




  Her eyes widened. ‘King George?’




  ‘Oh, far more fun than him!’ Dom cleared his throat. ‘Ernest Hemingway.’




  And that was it. The first of the three criteria Drake had prescribed – on top of the false name itself – in order to ensure that Max Holt’s backstory was anything but dull: Max would work for an American celebrity. Under the assenting eyes of the boss earlier that day, Dom had agreed to the enterprise partly for the fun of it, as well as for the pleasure of getting the best of Drake.




  ‘Gosh! My goodness. Well, you’re not his butler, so possibly you’re an awfully well-paid driver? Or perhaps you’re his ghostwriter?’ Gwen may have been awfully English, but that didn’t prevent her from laughing at her own jokes.




  ‘Strewth, you’re not bloody far off! I’m his bodyguard.’ Gwen squealed in delight, as though she had been let in on a naughty secret. That squeal was the moment Dom knew he had her. Her eyes stuck to his. ‘I’ve been working for him for four years, off and on. While he’s taking a break now – he’s had a gutful of travel – so am I. Y’see, I’m only needed when Ernest travels to dangerous places – warzones, in the main, or game hunting over in Africa.’




  ‘Upon my word, that sounds tremendously exciting!’ She gripped the sides of her chair and shimmied a little closer. ‘And what a writer Papa is!’ she continued. ‘I do so love The Sun Also Rises, don’t you?’




  Earlier that day, as Dom’s mind had scrabbled around trying to form a feasible and interesting story to meet the bet’s criteria, he had become grateful he had at least opened the latest novel by the American writer.




  ‘Well, now, I’ll have to confess that I’ve not read all of his books.’ Or even one. Hemingway had stayed a month in Hong Kong earlier in the year, and For Whom the Bell Tolls was hard to avoid on the newspaper vendors’ stalls. It was a soporific slog through the first fifty pages, and then the betting-slip-cum-bookmark had not budged for months.




  ‘So,’ said Gwen, ‘if Hemingway lives in America, or Cuba, now, I believe’ – Dom nodded along encouragement – ‘then where do you live, Mr Holt?’




  And so it was that she inadvertently steered them into the second pre-negotiated criterion – Max Holt was to be homeless.




  ‘I live nowhere and everywhere.’ He waved his open palm around the room.




  ‘You mean you live here in the Peninsula?’




  ‘Crikey, no. I find it kinda vulgar, don’t you?’




  Gwen stymied a grin.




  ‘When I’m in town I prefer the Gloucester, on Hong Kong Island,’ added Dom.




  ‘Really?’ she said. ‘Why, I’m staying next to the Gloucester, in the Hong Kong Hotel.’




  Only now did it dawn on him that to invite her back to what he had just declared to be ‘his place’ would be to invite disaster. A room in the Gloucester was unaffordable – never mind the need to explain away a total lack of personal possessions, all of which, of course, remained in a less than swanky Kowloon apartment. She would have to be more than rotten drunk not to notice.




  A masterful solution came to mind. ‘But, currently,’ said Dom, ‘I’m doing a mate a favour – house-sitting his apartment in Kowloon while he’s away.’




  ‘You’re a beacon of kindness, Mr Holt.’ Gwen smiled and then rose from the table. ‘You must excuse me: even the Hoover Dam couldn’t hold back this much drink. Where might I find. . . .’




  Dom offered no directions as he hadn’t seen a lavatory, but the waiter soon obliged.




  ‘What a performance, Dom!’ Drake grinned his superior grin. ‘Simply marvellous.’




  Dom never knew how to respond to Drake’s false positives, so he lit a cigarette. ‘I hope you’ve brought your bloody chequebook, cobber.’




  ‘Steady on, old chap. So long as Gwen doesn’t directly question if you really are who you claim to be, I’ll pay for the whole evening. My little treat.’




  Treat? It was a fair bet, not a treat. Dom gushed out cigarette smoke in Drake’s direction, closed the packet and returned it to his pocket.




  ‘You never know, it could be the last Saturday night soirée for quite some time,’ said Drake, and he lit a cigarette of his own. ‘Things are going to get rather hot around here any day now. When they do, old chap, remember we’re on the same side – for the good of the civilised world.’ Drake tipped his head back and funnelled his smoke up into the air.




  Dom frowned.




  Drake spoke softly. ‘Our little group could be Hong Kong’s best chance.’




  ‘Huh!’ Drake loved melodrama as much as he loved himself. ‘You think you’re the bloody bees’ knees! Really, you’re just a cut-lunch commando!’




  Drake carried on talking on his own plain. ‘Dominic, do you really think you can kill a man?’




  He glared through Drake’s black eyes. ‘That really depends on who the man is, Chester.’




  ‘Steady on, old chap. I—’




  ‘Cut the crap, Drake.’ He jabbed a finger at his adversary. ‘You’ve gotta—




  ‘You’ve got to what?’ asked Gwen, reappearing at the table. ‘You’ve got to wait for Gwen to sit down before you say anything too interesting?’




  Dom smiled.




  The conversation sailed calmly on, although Drake could be relied upon to stir up the odd squall.




  ‘Max, where on earth did you first meet Hemingway?’ asked Drake.




  ‘Yes, where did you meet him, Max?’ Gwen’s voice rose as the sentence progressed.




  ‘We share the same manicurist.’




  ‘Really?’ asked Gwen.




  ‘No, not all!’ Max laughed, then he fixed his eyes on Gwen’s. ‘Spain. During the civil war. After uni I did two years in the National Guard.’ Not a complete lie – Dom had joined the part-time Queensland Militia. But he had never been to Spain. ‘You know, I had all this training, and the poor people of Spain needed all the help they could get.’




  ‘Which poor people?’ asked Gwen. ‘Did you fight for the Communists or the Fascists? For the wicked or for the iniquitous?’




  ‘The Republicans. My band were fighting for freedom and democracy, not for communism or dictatorship.’




  ‘I’m so glad to hear it, Mr Holt.’ She smiled. He had surely gained points for displaying a social conscience. She raised her full glass – wine was a drink she appeared to tolerate more than devour – and proposed a toast. ‘To honourable Spaniards.’ Gwen chimed her glass against his and giggled. ‘All three of them.’




  Dom laughed and slugged back his wine. Diners milled around behind his back, taking seats at the table next to theirs. It would take only one piece of bad luck – just one mere acquaintance of Dominic Sotherly – to lose both the bet and all hope of the girl.




  Drake held Dom’s gaze. ‘So, Max, why don’t you regale us with what you do with your time, when you’re not away on an adventure?’




  ‘Crikey, well, um, I’ve begun to work as something of a social reformer.’ A clumsy introduction to the third and final of Drake’s criteria. ‘I do hope you don’t think me too pious – frightfully dull, as you English might say – but I campaign on behalf of addicts.’




  ‘Addicts? Addicts of what?’




  Dom could not bring himself to the jugular. He would ease her in. ‘Gambling.’




  ‘Gosh! Gambling in all its forms?’




  ‘Well, its more public forms, perhaps. It’s mainly the nags in Hong Kong, of course.’




  ‘You campaign against horse racing? How odd!’




  ‘Not against the racing, just against unrestrained gambling.’ He tried to hide his frustration. ‘One wonders whether many in the world would be better off without all these addictions? I mean, without opium or gambling – or alcohol?’ There was no easier way to have said it, to complete the final pillar of the biography of Max Holt.




  Her eyebrows jumped up towards her hairline. ‘You are a member of the temperance movement?’ Dom could only nod. ‘A prohibitionist? Ha! I can see how you disregard alcohol, Mr Holt! You look more like you campaign for it!’




  Drake chuckled.




  ‘It’s a battle best fought from a position of experience,’ said Dom, smiling. ‘More, seriously, I’m for temperance, not prohibition. I can handle my grog, but millions of others can’t. I simply wish that society would do more for true addicts.’




  Gwen pursed her lips and, for once, said nothing. But what was she thinking?




  ‘Of course,’ said Drake, ‘Hemingway is one for enjoying a drink!’ He appeared to be basking in the growing safety of his bet.




  The call of nature resembled as good a reason as any to excuse himself from the conversation. Dom walked out of the restaurant in a languid search for the bathroom. He glanced at his watch: another half an hour and the bet would be over. He found himself wandering the main corridor, which, further along, met the top of the Peninsula’s grand staircase. He overheard voices from out-of-sight figures climbing the stairs. A Chinese-accented female said, ‘Regarding Admiral Chan Chak . . .’ Dom paused in the corridor, just yards from the stairs, and pretended to inspect a Chinese vase. ‘Major-General, you can, I hope, reassure me that you will keep your promise to my sister and the Generalissimo?’




  Admiral Chan Chak: the one-legged Admiral was known to have been a close confident of Kuomintang Party founder, the late Sun Yat-sen, and was trusted by his successor, Chiang Kai-shek. Indeed, the Admiral had even saved both of their lives once – it was all over the newspapers. Sun and Chiang had been besieged by a warlord army when Chan Chak broke through by boat and whisked them away to safety.




  ‘Of course, Madame Sun. And I do hope your sister is well?’ asked the General.




  Madame Sun? Madame Sun – Soong Ching-ling – one of the two sisters who had married the two progenitors of Nationalist China.




  ‘Quite well, thank you,’ she replied, her voice lowering as they reached the corridor at the top of the stairs. ‘Please be aware, Major-General, that Great Britain shall have the eternal gratitude of Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek and all Chinese, if you take good care of our Admiral. His importance is unparalleled. We – and you – cannot afford to let him fall into Japanese hands. Too much would be lost.’




  Surely this Nationalist Admiral wasn’t in Hong Kong? The British outlawed all Chinese Nationalists, for fear of stirrings of insurrection.




  They rounded the corner, turning towards Dom. He left the vase and walked on ahead. The well-groomed man in full service regalia was indeed the Major-General.




  ‘Well, Madame—’




  He glanced at Dom and stopped talking. Major-General Maltby, Hong Kong’s Commander-in-Chief, avoided eye contact, whereas the delicate-looking Chinese widow smiled at the passing stranger. Dom walked on. His alcohol-blurred mind replayed the scene as he strode back towards the restaurant. He was unsure what to make of it, but Ben might know.




  When Dom returned, Drake was holding up Gwen’s coat for her.




  ‘We really must be going,’ said Drake. Gwen, still seated, hardly looked convinced. ‘I’ve paid the bill, old chap.’




  Dom glanced at his watch and smiled.




  ‘Must you go?’ he said, addressing Gwen.




  Drake answered. ‘Ah, well, Do— Max, it’s just that, er, in these times, we need to consider Gwen’s safety . . . in this precarious political situation. I have a duty of care.’




  Dom saw a glimmer of resentment in Gwen’s eyes, yet ultimately her own sense of duty prevailed. She slipped on her fur coat and kissed Dom goodbye. ‘I do hope we’ll meet again, Mr Holt.’ And then she was gone.




  Still standing at the table, Dom stared at his watch. The rules of the bet dictated that Max would have to maintain the charade through to at least eleven o’clock: it was only 10:40pm. Chester Drake’s priorities had become clear: he did not care about the bet as much as he cared about the girl.




  Chapter 2




  Monday 8th–Tuesday 9th December, 1941




  Late in the evening, the Bison arrived with a job – a job of life and death. Hong Kong’s longest day was ending, and yet for ‘Max Holt’ it was just beginning.




  Dom and Ben set off in brilliant moonlight. They hiked up the ridge from Gin Drinkers’ Bay, long a feeding ground for pirates whose work was not unlike their own. Ordinarily, the view across the harbour was a stage setting of lights back-dropped by majestic mountains. That night, however, in the foreground Kowloon’s beard was more than singed, its waterfront ablaze. Smoke shrouded Hong Kong Island, across the channel. The Japanese had obliterated Hong Kong’s entire air force on the ground on that first morning – if half-a-dozen Great War biplanes constituted an air force. And throughout the day, Victoria Harbour had hosted a shoot of the Royal Navy’s sitting ducks.




  They climbed the trail that ran up the barren hillside behind Kowloon, towards the rear of the British frontlines.




  ‘So, this is it.’ Ben ‘the Bison’ Randall was more gang leader than superior officer. ‘The first day of our war, and your first day as a professional . . . soldier, Dom.’




  The pause was telling. Z Force – you could not have made it up.




  ‘Correction: I mean Max.’




  Britain and America had gone from peace to war with Japan on the same dive-bomb of a morning: simultaneous attacks unleashed on two harbours whose names sounded more like a pair of doughty old aunts: – Victoria and Pearl. Dom wondered, would Uncle Sydney be next?




  ‘I hope you realise you’ve been well trained.’ Ben grinned. Dom took great strides to keep pace. Ben may have been the older man, but rarely would he need to catch his breath on a hike.




  ‘Yeah,’ he winked, ‘they trained me bloody well during that fortnight in Malaya.’ Ben had taught him weaponry and communications but sent Dom overseas for jungle warfare and explosives.




  Ben landed the ball of his fist on his comrade’s shoulder. ‘You half-breed-Aussie bastard!’




  Dom grinned.




  ‘No bugger wants a scrap,’ said Dom, unconvinced of himself, ‘but, crikey, I’m glad I’m here outdoors in the reality of it – glad to leave the bloody desk behind me, at last.’ War sharpened life’s purposefulness, in contrast to years of recycled days bathed in tedium and disappointment, where there was too much time to dwell on a heart full of memories, safest forgotten.




  ‘I hope you do realise it’s different now,’ said Ben. ‘This is war. You’ll see death. Tonight, or someday soon, people you care about are likely going to die. Maybe me or you. Or maybe you’ll do your first killing – that’s not fun either, Dom . . . Max.’




  Yet it appeared less distant from ‘fun’ than the alternative scenarios, but he didn’t reply.




  Movement in the bushes. He snapped his head around. An unseen animal scuffled off, disturbing the trail-side shrubbery: one always imagined a snake, but snakes are too wily to be heard.




  ‘I heard you’ve kept playing along as Max? At least, on Saturday nights.’




  Dom smiled. Saturday night’s ball seemed a lifetime ago. It had been Gwen’s idea – no, her insistence – that they return to the Pen. ‘It will be terribly romantic – a sort of anniversary, celebrated where first we met.’




  Ben spoke in a low voice as they climbed close to the British front line. ‘We’ll stick with your nom de guerre – a good practice for someone in our line. And forget your day job and everything about normal Hong Kong life – it’s over. You’re a combatant now.’




  Dom nodded. As for Ben – who at times sounded rather too mid-Atlantic for a Canadian – well, ‘Ben’ probably wasn’t his real name anyway.




  ‘Ben, did you ever find out anything about Admiral Chan and what I overheard?’




  ‘I initiated discreet inquiries. The Admiral is Chiang Kai-shek’s man in Hong Kong. This despite the fact that the Kuomintang is still banned by the British.’




  ‘Is that enough for Madame Sun to have gotten involved and gone to Maltby about him?’’




  Ben remained stony faced.




  He knew more, but he wasn’t saying. At least, not yet.




  They had climbed through the cool winter air to a familiar point where the view expanded not only south to Hong Kong Island but north, towards China. In recent months, in addition to weekend daytime training, with growing frequency they had spent nights in the hills, navigating routes in the dark.




  Ben had taken Dom under his wing but never let on exactly how many operatives he had recruited into other cells. Very few, whispers suggested. Within this shadowy elite Dom saw a meaningful role to play. He and his team were better placed than anyone to tip the balance. Holding back the Japanese would give Hong Kong hope of reinforcements and a chance for freedom. And, as a personal bonus, a chance of seeing Gwen again.




  ‘Our superiors believe the closest Japs are way beyond that ridge.’ Ben pointed at the moonlit ridge on their horizon.




  ‘And where do you think they are, Ben?’




  Ben began to shake his head. He pointed ahead. ‘I don’t believe this.’ He motioned for Dom to crouch along as they approached a sentry standing on the crown of the ridge. Ben called the sentry out of the moonlight and over to the shadows. Ben showed their passes and gave the sentry a ticking off.




  A little further up, a private on guard outside a pillbox looked Ben and Dom’s jungle greens up and down. Unable to spot any insignia of rank or regiment, the private begrudgingly returned a salute.




  Ben the Bison sniffed the air and said, ‘Someone’s been fortifying himself against the cold.’




  Inside, the officer in-charge remained seated, his ignorance well-oiled. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘you must be Captain. . . .’ Pinned down by an open tin of jam was a scrap of paper which the Captain picked up. He squinted as he read it, and then he looked up at Ben. ‘Captain Benjamin Smith?’ Never before had Dom heard Ben called ‘Benjamin’. ‘Smith’ was new, too. ‘I’m Captain Edwards. My CO informed me you were coming to sh-show . . . to sew your handiwork,’ slurred the officer. ‘And who’s this young whippershhhnapper?’




  ‘This old fella?’ asked Ben. ‘This is Second Lieutenant Max Holt.’ So, in addition to a new name, Dom had gained a rank.




  Captain Edwards studied the pair of them in the light of an oil lamp. Ben had streaked blackout grease into his blond fringe, with a tigerish result. ‘Good Lord,’ said the Captain, ‘I shouldn’t think you’ll be needing your . . . your camouflage makeup. The Japs are twenty blood-dy miles away.’




  Ben scratched his chin. ‘Well, even so, you may wish to do something about the soldiers you’ve got strolling along the top of the ridge, standing stark against the skyline, visible in the moonlight for miles.’ The battalion guarding this stretch of the British line, sent there only days earlier, consisted of pipers, stretcher bearers and others of barebones training.




  Captain Edwards’ face sobered. ‘Look, we may have withdrawn from that . . . that swampland up by the border, but the Nips are still sitting on the blood-dy fren . . . fence . . . on the frontier fence, drowning in sake, celebrating their supposed “success” in prodding a toe over into Hong Kong territory.’




  Ben led the way out of the concrete box. Standing waiting in the shadows was the man who had once shot Dom.




  ‘Good evening, Second Lieutenant,’ said Ben.




  ‘Good evening, sir,’ said Chester Drake. ‘Good evening, Second Lieutenant Holt.’




  Dom nodded.




  That training trip to Malaya had been the second time Dom had met Chester Drake. Their first encounter was at a Z Force selection weekend, where they were buddied up at the shooting range. After what happened that day, Dom had never expected to see him again.




  ‘What a jolly good night for it!’ said Drake, his grin as wide as the crescent moon.




  The three of them jogged down the grassy hillside, towards the patch of jungle on the valley floor. Dom had roamed this hillside many times, but never before during war – and never before did it lay ahead of the British front line. It had been during peacetime daylight hours that they had placed some toys along the valley. Where to lay mines so that whistling Tommies would not step on them but hardened Japanese fighters would, had been a task beyond wishful thinking.




  There was one beaten path through the centre of the jungle – too obvious, Ben had argued, for Japanese scouts to use. But, once war had begun, Ben reconsidered: for the mass of troops who would come after the scouts, the hole needed plugging.




  The Bison’s blinkered penlight gave him an occasional eighteen inches of visibility on the jungle floor. Ben made greater use of his truncated machete, which he waved ahead of himself, forging a route through their own pitch-black, snake-infested jungle minefield – which they had intended to be unnavigable. Ben had pen-dotted the paths marked on his map with potential explosions – pen-dots the three of them now inched around, counting their steps.




  The earlier rain made the ground mushy underfoot. As they crept through the jungle a potentially venomous giant centipede fell onto Dom’s neck and squirmed inside his collar. ‘Shi-i-i—!’




  Ben seized Dom’s arm as he flicked the centipede to the ground. The Bison clasped his hands around Dom’s ear and his whisper funnelled in. ‘Forget the arse-wipe nonsense Captain Johnny Walker back there spewed out: the Japs are close. So keep it schtum.’ Many officers enjoyed a drink certain in the knowledge that, as the Captain had said before they left the pillbox, ‘these slitty-eyed Nips can’t see in the dark’. And on such pervasive judgments, battles were fought and lost.




  Another distant explosion shuddered through the jungle: to the north, road bridges and railway tunnels were being blown to slow the Japanese advance down from China. Half an hour into their own minefield, Dom was unable to see as far as the ground at his feet, and he wondered if that might be where the next explosion would come from.




  Ben led Dom through the heart of the jungle, with Drake sweeping the rear some fifteen yards behind. Clambering through a tangle of roots reminiscent of Cape Tribulation, back in Queensland, Dom and Ben were just a few yards short of intersecting the main path – the only path. To plug the gap in their minefield, they would make use of the new arrival they carried in their haversacks: plastic explosive.




  Dom squatted down behind a curtain of bamboo that shielded him from the path while Ben stepped out from the cover of the trees. Ahead, the moonlight caught no more than the top of Ben’s head before the voice came.




  ‘Hello-hello!’ shouted a whisper from ahead of Ben, who had frozen still on the path. Dom glanced back over his shoulder, seeking Drake. But in the blackness of the jungle there was no sign of him.




  ‘Hello-hello!’ came the voice again. The voice could have been British, but it sounded more North American.




  If Dom had been alone, no doubt he would have bitten back from where he was hidden. If he had spoken up, the odds were that from somewhere in the dark a bullet would have made its way into him, and perhaps a bayonet for Ben. As things were, hidden three yards short of the path, Dom stayed silent. Not because of brains – because of fear.




  Then the stranger spoke again from the darkness ahead. ‘Howdy!’ The jungle on the other side of the path was a wall of black, but Ben saw – or knew – something, that much was clear.




  Ben had worked in the Shanghai Police before the war, where the streets were lively, seven nights a week. He said a machete, like any blade, was only primitive in primitive hands. So Dom had spent more time than he would care to remember being taught the art of knife-throwing, how to split a single shaft of bamboo from ten yards away. Good preparation for anything bar the circus?




  Ben’s sized-down machete would not bother a concealed Jap with a bayoneted rifle in his hands. The Bison had a pistol in his haversack, but he did not reach back into his bag while he was standing on that path.




  The next thing Dom glimpsed was Ben dropping his knife towards where the voice came from, a visible act of surrender. Ben said, ‘Konnichiwa,’ and then a couple of sentences in Japanese which Dom did not understand. He could retrieve his own pistol from the bag on his back, although with all the noise that would make, he might be dead before he could slip the safety off. Was Drake hanging back to maintain silent cover? Sacrifice one – Ben – to save the other two? Or sacrifice two to save himself, more like. Typical Drake.




  Then Ben said in English, ‘I have no weapon. You can take me to your friends. I’m going to throw you my torch.’




  Dom’s mouth dropped open. If there was a Jap in there, why, when Ben speaks a fair bit of Japanese, was he telling him this in English?




  Then, epiphany. It was not the Jap whom Ben was telling – it was Dom.




  Dom began to edge around the bamboo to get a clearer line. Ben said something in Japanese and tossed his lit penlight ahead into the bushes. As it began its journey, just a flicker of light caught the Japanese soldier’s face. And that was enough for Dom.




  A moment after he stood up and threw his knife, a shot rang out from the Jap’s rifle.




  After a few seconds’ delay, Dom crossed over the track, following Ben. Already there, standing over a slumped body, was Drake. And he was holding Dom’s bloodied knife.




  Drake held up one finger. Ben nodded. One solitary Jap, thought Dom. Maybe.




  Before Dom could get a good look, Ben had yanked up the Japanese soldier’s tunic to cover his face. He frisked the body. Blood soaked his tunic, from which grass and twigs protruded from a patchwork of quilted pockets: jungle camouflage. He wore not boots but split-toe rubber sandals, as though fashioned from an old tyre.




  They rushed away along the main path, picking a route they knew to be mine-free – from their own side, at least.




  Through thinning undergrowth they could see the clearing ahead. Drake hurried a safe distance away with the bags. Dom tied a strip of cloth around Ben’s upper arm, where the Jap’s bullet had nicked him. Ben told Dom to guard the path while he went over to inspect Drake’s work with the detonators and explosive.




  Job done, however rudimentary, they continued on through the valley and eventually made it out onto the coastal road. With Drake guarding their rear, they jogged back towards the frontline.




  So Japanese commanders trained their men to call out in English? With a ‘howdy’ or some other connivance lifted from a cowboy movie.




  Only as they closed in on their own lines did Ben speak. ‘What happened back there . . . don’t tell the squaddies. I’ll call it in to HQ.’ Then he grinned at Dom. ‘But, one day, what you did should be one for the history books. Maybe the first Jap killed by any Brit – or Aussie – in this whole damn war.’




  ‘Bugger me! Where did I bloody hit him?’




  Ben pointed at his throat.




  Ben had trained him to throw knives through darkness, but still Dom could not believe it. The boss had been right: it wasn’t fun. It was worthier than mere ‘fun’. They were still alive thanks to Dominic Sotherly – or, more probably, Max Holt.




  ‘And what was Drake up to all the while?’ Dom wondered aloud, unaware his ‘comrade’ had closed the gap.




  ‘I was there in case you missed,’ said Drake.




  ‘Geez, we’re not on bloody training anymore, Drake,’ said Dom.




  Drake grinned. ‘Because if we were, I would have shot you again.’




  Ben raised his palm. ‘Now-now, ladies.’




  At the Royal Scots’ roadside checkpoint, two sentries were standing outside smoking. Passes shown, Dom scrounged a cigarette. Ben disappeared inside the hut to radio headquarters. Dom stood with the two British sentries and watched Drake take himself away, out of earshot, where he rested on a low wall and rolled up tobacco. It was intriguing how swiftly his exuberance could dissolve.




  Following an awkward silence, the senior of the two sentries – a portly sergeant – spoke to Dom. ‘’Ere, do you nudge nudge wink wink boys know anything about our fleet coming up from Malaya?’




  ‘I’ve no specifics on ETA,’ said Dom, ‘but HMS Repulse and the Prince of Wales are leading a bloody strong fleet. We just need to hold the bloody bastards back a while until they get here. Then we’ll be home free.’ It was the party line for valid reasons.




  ‘Hmm. Good to hear.’ His comrade nodded. ‘Deserves a cuppa,’ said the sergeant, ostentatiously licking his lips. ‘The kettle’s full.’ He was pulling rank without knowing Dom’s, from his unmarked uniform. ‘All set for a brew-up.’




  Dom could have done with something stronger – shame they were not back in the pillbox with the ‘Whisky Captain’.




  As Dom dutifully stepped inside the hut, Ben walked out.




  ‘A car’s coming. Half an hour.’




  Dom grabbed the cord hanging from the unused blackout blinds and closed them. He lit the burner and slumped on a stool while he waited for the kettle to boil.




  His first ‘kill’ of the war, indeed of his life. In fact, he – the Assistant Administrator to the Under-Secretary for Chinese Affairs – had struck the very first blow against the Japanese. What would Emily make of the new man he had become? Disapproval, of course.




  Inside the sentry hut, Dom poured tea into two billy cans and a couple of rice bowls and spooned in powdered milk. Rather than pop outside to ask them, he ladled in sugar. Nobody in their right mind had an aversion to sugar in their tea, except – case in point – Emily. Her most recent letters still rambled on as though their separation were temporary, a mere symptom of war. Emily believed love is meant to last in some sort of Austenian sense – or sensibility.




  Gwen took three sugars in her tea, as he had witnessed first-hand. Blonde, tall and curvaceous – how Emily would hate her. Yet Gwen only knew the fictitious character Dom had presented to her. What would she make of the real him? If this cold killer was really him? He barely knew himself anymore.




  Chapter 3




  Two nights earlier –
 Saturday 6th December, 1941




  Broad pillars upheld gaudy bronze capitals, a gilded ceiling and sculptured angels hovered above the chandeliers: it was a lobby that announced, if not anointed, itself. Dom rounded the clock-faced central column and whisked a glass of champagne off the tray of an unsuspecting waiter. Clearly the waiter had been commissioned to deliver every one of those glasses elsewhere, for with surprising officiousness he enquired, ‘Are you with the Chinese Women’s Club, sir?’




  There was only one possible answer that ‘Max Holt’ could give: ‘Why, yes, of course,’ said Dom, and he spun away, gleefully sipping his quarry.




  Gwen had finally consented to a proper evening date, at the venue of her choosing. She called it an ‘anniversary’, but it hadn’t even been a month since they first met. She insisted upon paying – in gratitude for cream teas and companionship.




  ‘Mr Holt?’ Dom turned around and nodded. It was the hotel receptionist. ‘Sir, we have taken a message for you from a “Mr Ben”.’




  Max opened the envelope and read the slip of paper:




  It’s your last night of leisure. Expect the big show to start tomorrow. Report in at 6am tomorrow (Sunday 7th) or as soon as the news is announced – whichever comes first.
 Ben




  Reality would soon bite.




  Under the whirr of ceiling fans, Dom peered over a glossy aspidistra and scanned the lobby lounge tables, looking to avoid anyone he knew. It was the time of day when the chink of China tea sets had given way to the clink of cut glass. Hong Kong’s gathering glitterati flaunted their colonial superiority even on the eve of war. Ignorance or strength?




  Additional evening and weekend manoeuvres, on top of his weekday job, had conspired to prevent him seeing much of Gwen. They had written to each other with increasing frequency – almost daily – but had met only twice since that first night at the Peninsula, for afternoon teas at a respectable but out-of-the-way restaurant of his choosing. At the first rendezvous Gwen made a bargain with him: they must talk of the future, not the past. She longed to see her parents and to help in Britain’s war effort: she had romantic notions of playing a Florence Nightingale role at home. Any suggestion that they prolong an evening beyond tea and cake met with obstruction. ‘Mr Holt . . . Max, there is nothing I’d like more than to sail into the night with you. However, as I shall soon be sailing off to the other side of the world, I wouldn’t wish to take advantage of your largesse.’ Largesse was not exactly what he had in mind.




  Attended by two starched Englishmen with trimmed moustaches, a banquet of extravagantly dressed Chinese society girls fluttered around the lobby’s cocktail bar. Those particular Hooray Henrys were too blinkered by privilege to know the likes of Dominic Sotherly – or Max Holt. But in Hong Kong there was always someone who knew you.




  Dom remembered the boredom-driven gossiping he had overheard from the secretaries in the office. He could not blame them for gossiping – despite a high workload and all the promises of war, he somehow remained bored himself. The tittle-tattle of the week had been all about the Saturday night function in the Peninsula ballroom: a ‘Chinese Women’s Club’ fund-raiser for the war effort. Britain’s war effort, of course.




  ‘Ah, how are you, Mr Sotherly?’




  Phyllis Harrop. There cometh the first danger of the evening. Dominic Sotherly may have been low on the imperial ladder, but he was not sufficiently unknown as to be universally accepted as a ‘Mr Max Holt’. He hoped that by arriving well before Gwen that he might get many a ‘How are you, Mr Sotherly?’ out of the way. Hardly a guarantee of smooth incognito sailing for the rest of the night.




  ‘How delightful to see you,’ said Ms Harrop. For that night’s shindig, Phyllis Harrop – a cloying champion of all causes Chinese – had apparently mustered everyone who was anyone in Hong Kong, from the Governor downward. No doubt in need of more gentlemen dance partners for her women’s club, Ms Harrop had extended the guest list lower still. She need not know that he would be bringing a girl of his own.
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