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Dedication





  
  For Linda, always tolerant and supportive.
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Epigraph





  
  Who’s this presumes to interfere?
 What means the forward fellow here?
 Goethe, Faust, 1808

   

  One’s sensibility seemed to grow finer, more acute,
 whilst at the same time it became somewhat distorted.
 Frederic Manning, The Middle Parts of Fortune, 1929

  











Part One





  
  Bougainville Island, Territory of New Guinea, 1943

  Death of a Coast Watcher

  

















  
  Sunday 21 February 1943. Bougainville. Half an hour after sunrise, a blend of sweat and gore had already pasted the prisoner’s shirt and shorts to his skin. The young Caucasian barefoot and gaunt; not much taller than the squat Japanese guard who forced him to his knees. Hugh Rand spat a bubble of blood onto the sand. Strange—it didn’t absorb. How long would it take to dry? He drooled another globule and tried to hit the first; missed. Sand greyish here, darker than Sydney beaches.

  Rand’s elbows were roped hard against his waist and pulled back towards his kidneys to ensure torment as well as restraint. The rope gnawed at skin and muscles, tried to dislocate shoulders. A roundish burn on his forehead, like a Hindu tilak dot; blood from his scalp matted his blonde hair and beard into clumps; his left cheek puffed out blue within the serrated oval of a human bite. His testicles ached from kicks. Three fingernails ripped from each hand; a stab-wound festered in his left palm. Several teeth smashed out with a rattan club. Three broken ribs, two in front and one behind, grated and agonised at his most feeble movement. His back and buttocks shrieked from rattan thrashings and the branding iron; still a whiff of barbequed pork. He refused to even murmur against pain that should have made him scream. 

  Four minutes later, Hugh Rand’s cheeks stung from slaps delivered by a village woman. Her wad of fresh spittle slid down his forehead and clung to his right eyebrow. An officer had permitted her and a teenage girl to approach the captive at the end of the few minutes the Japanese had given him to ruminate before they masked him with a rag that stank of coconut oil. He had spent most of that time meditating on his embryonic son, David; but in another more conscious stream of thought, about fear and courage, he wondered why he was unafraid. Perhaps because he could no longer exploit the adrenalin of fear to steel him for flight or fight, both impossible for a hogtied man almost beaten to death.  In a passive way, perhaps he was brave in his calm wait for death, but he had always associated bravery with an intelligent choice of danger when relative safety was an option. No choice now, so probably neither brave nor cowardly; detached, more like it. 

  Before the Japanese captured him he killed two of their hunting hounds and one soldier with no time to wonder if he should fight or flee, or both. In the first skirmish he fought because he was inclined to do so, and fled because he won; in the second he fought on impulse, lost the fight and could not choose to flee. No considered choices in either case, therefore no bravery? After his capture he had no choice as to whether or not the Japanese would torture him. He had behaved well under torment, but because neither the killings nor the torture were choices he would not claim courage. 

  Rand was sure the Japanese thought him brave, but to him their concept of courage did not include choice and was therefore less refined than his. In their naivety, they were about to behead him with honour rather than shoot or bayonet him as a pig, their routine ways of killing prisoners who, unlike him, had surrendered, or had wilted under torture, or both. Cowards, to the Knights of Bushido. If they wanted to turn him into a bogus hero in Australia and perhaps Japan, let them behead him. They might have decided to lop his head as a warrior but to present the method as a gesture of honour for courage was spurious, delusional; a cultural cloak for ritualised murder as theatre; an entertaining break from routine sadism.

  No, he did not think himself courageous, just defiant. How about ‘dignified’ as he faced death, a few minutes away? In his current hell, as with a victim of cancer or some other terminal disease, dignity was a display of self-control, of emotional and intellectual power, when taking the consequences of not being able to choose or spurn safety, or opt for life over death. 

  To make the victim contemplate separation of head from body was the ultimate assault on dignity, a ploy to taunt the victim, to make him and the audience focus more on his total loss of choice than his looming loss of life. Would the Japanese bury his head and body together or apart, or bury the body and cast the head into the sea, or vice versa? Or cast both into the sea, in the same place; or far apart, to compound the indignity of dismemberment?  

  Now was no time to indulge in semantics and scrambled philosophy, or speculation about the disposal of his body, and no time to explore courage or dignity in military and other contexts, or to assess the motivation and other forces acting on people who were said to be brave or dignified. His killers and the gallery could label him as they saw fit. No matter. They would see his defiance and feel his scorn, and would know he could still influence the script. 

  The woman slapped Rand out of his musing; spat, scolded and sneered; showed him something in her cupped hand and something about the girl that she needed to show him; grabbed the girl’s elbow and hauled her back to the rear of the audience.

  The guard masked Rand. He fought to stay on his knees but had to sink his backside onto bare heels to prevent a forward topple. Rested his beard on his chest, both pasted with vomit and blood. Fifty Japanese soldiers jeered at his assault by a black woman and his surrender to gravity and pain; when an officer chided them they shuffled and calmed. A hundred Bougainvilleans murmured. Soldiers silent. Rand listened to the wash of the sea and tasted the salt in his blood and in the air. A plane took off from the airfield nearby. Sounded like a Zero.

  To his left, Rand heard an officer’s knee-boots stomp and squeak to his side. He focused on the wheeze of his own breath; remembered the snub nose of his mother’s bulldog slavering at a bone. Smelled leather and alien sweat beside him, through the stink of his own body—in this dreadful humidity the main ingredient in a soup that simmered harder as the sun rose higher.

  Someone else wrote this part of the script. Maybe not. He had accepted the assignment even though his minders in Townsville warned him how it might end. Perhaps he alone had anticipated and created this finale, led himself and the other players to it step by step, always the flexible playwright and director. 

  “If the Japs get you, keep away from their cutlery,” Rand’s estranged father, a damaged veteran of the Great War, had joked during a rare meeting just before the Bougainville posting. Rand said he would be safe in the navy.

  He heard a sword scrape from its scabbard. For three seconds the blade vibrated and sang at a lowering pitch as it dipped on the practice swing to the juncture of his C4 and C5 vertebrae; went dead when it tasted his skin for an instant, light as the wing of a passing butterfly. Sword as tuning fork, heart as metronome. The butcher splashed water. Blade lubricant? New Irelanders would wet knives to slaughter pigs.

  Rand calm, shudderless. With chin still heavy on chest he conquered agony and rose to kneel in triumph, pleased that his groin muscles were too cramped with pain for him to piss, his bowels too vacant to erupt. 

  His mother, much too young, struggled to reach him through fog; tried to promise she would take care of David, but could only sigh and brush her son’s cheek with a forefinger before the fog sucked her back in. He dwelt on her touch in a futile attempt to override what the village woman had said to him and shown him after she smacked his cheeks and spat on his face.

  Why was this woman a turncoat? Wait. No, impossible. Courageous? Brilliant? Yes, yes; both. Of course. Under his inspiration, at great risk to herself, she had performed a perfect act of cunning in public to fool the Japanese into thinking she hated him when they had suspected the opposite. Now they would ignore her and the girl; his son would be safe. 

  The Zero now the hum of bee on the horizon he could not see. Rand the pilot on a routine hunt in his mobile axis mundi. Food in the cockpit for a mid-morning snack. Rice? 

  The officer’s boots creaked as he raised the sword and sucked in air. Rand held his breath and locked his sphincter. Tried to see David in the cradled arms of his own mother in Australia; but the beloved village woman’s fake sneer would not let him. So brilliant, so loyal.

  The butterfly returned as a wasp and the sneer span into oblivion. 

   

  *   *   *

   

  Eight days earlier, on Saturday 13 February 1943, Rand stumbled up a ridge along a bush track still wide enough for only one walker after centuries of wear by human soles, tough as tyre rubber, and the trotters of wild pigs. The pursuing Japanese hound had little stamina and barked less often, from further away and without the confidence of an hour earlier when it halted its run at him, a hundred yards ahead of its masters, in the village far below. He had shot its companion, the sprinter, the leading dog-missile of the usual Japanese pair. The sprinter yelps—an idiot—as it races after its quarry, then grabs and holds it until the slower, more muscular growler arrives to tear at arms, legs and buttocks; to terrify but not kill, to paralyse the victim while the handlers jog to catch up. When they arrive, they enjoy the spectacle until their panting subsides; then they stop the dogs. 

  Rand did not need to shoot the growler. Attracted by the dying sprinter’s screams and the delight of an exploded gut, it pounced on its partner and let Rand flee through the village in the opposite direction from his familiar track into the bush. Flight; now no need for fight. He waved his pistol at a babbling old man who hobbled towards him. Everyone else had retreated into houses when the dogs yapped and growled as their handlers released them to chase him down and make him squeal like a pig. 

  The growler could not catch him now. He fled further up the ridge, made sure he avoided the track to his hideaway. He thought about the woman in the village an hour earlier, where he stood trembling and indecisive at the sound of the surviving dog and its handlers. She had called to him in a low monotone that would not carry far: “Yu go long dispela rot!” Go that way. Her hand with fair palm pointed to the scrub from a doorway. Her arm shone black from wrist to shoulder but he could not see her face within the shade of the hut. He took a sharp turn towards the tangle of green and shadow and found a gap. At mind’s core he knew he might die soon; in more peripheral thought he wondered about her. How old was she? Was she pretty? Did she speak any English? If so, where had she learned it? Why did his mind bother to extract the pattern of her European dress, white hibiscus on dark background, from the dusk behind the pointing hand? 

  Rand also wondered who had told the Japanese his name. Before the handlers released the dogs, one of the men called out to him in a fake Australian accent from the scrub in the direction of the track from which he had entered the village after descending from his refuge on a mountain ridge, beyond the scrub and deep forest. “Stop mate! Wait for us.” Too shrill and flat. “Stop! Who? Who?” He listened harder as he ran. Again, “Stop! Who?” Not “Who?” but surely “Hoo!”—as far as he knew, the best a Japanese tongue could make of “Hugh!” 

  Someone had betrayed him. Neither he nor anyone else had used his name on his two-way radio, hidden in a mountain cave not far from this village, and due for a move in ten days to frustrate Japanese attempts to trace it by sight from the air and with direction finders on land and at sea. A Japanese radio operator had taunted him but seemed not to know who he was or where he hid. Only Simeon, the village head, knew his name. 

  If Simeon had told the Japanese Rand’s name, later they would have discovered from abandoned government records in Rabaul that he was 26 years old, born in 1917 at Nyngan, New South Wales, six months after his father went to the Great War; estranged from his father since his parents split when he was ten and his mother took him to Brisbane; an arts graduate, and from 1938 to 1942 a government patrol officer and magistrate in the New Ireland District, 100 miles northwest of Bougainville. What else might they know? They had spies in universities and other institutions in Australia. 

  He let his mind run. Did the Japanese know his memory stored almost every telephone number he had ever dialled? That he had instant recall of names, addresses, photographs, paintings, and a lot of other things, including Greek mythology and long sections from Shakespeare’s tragedies? That his IQ score at fourteen years of age was 170 in a test that could not deliver a higher score? When the psychologist told him with awe and solemnity that he could do anything in life he chose, his reply puzzled her: “All I want to do is never get bored. And never have a god or any other boss.” She wrote it down, so it was on file somewhere. Did she make a note of his high-pitched voice? At 26, it was still far too high and he preferred not to say much to anyone except his mother.

  Simeon must also have told the Japanese that Rand was a naval lieutenant. His superiors in Australia had given him an officer’s cap to prove it, and advice on how not to get shot while wearing it. The more senior of the two men who gave him final instructions said: “Don’t wear it unless you’re trapped and have just surrendered, otherwise the white crown will make you an easy target, even for a long shot. Don’t underestimate the Arisaka rifle or the little prick who points it at you. It’s too long to manoeuvre in dense bush but it will get you from a distance if you stick your head up. Cracks like a stockwhip. It doesn’t flash or smoke so you probably won’t see its position unless you are looking straight at it. In which case it won’t matter.” 

  The second minder continued the speech: “Stick to the scrub and forest during the day. If they go for you there they’ll try to sneak up and whack you with a Nambu pistol. It’s inaccurate and has a one in six chance of misfiring. A sort of reverse Russian roulette. If you see someone point one at you, run like hell because it has low muzzle velocity and won’t do much damage beyond about 30 yards unless it gets you in the eye or throat, or an Achilles tendon. Maybe a knee. Hope that makes you feel better. By the way, the Japs can see at night and not many of them actually wear glasses like the arse of a Coke bottle.” 

  Military fatigues and the authority of the naval cap would convince the Japanese to abide by the Geneva and Hague Conventions on the treatment of prisoners of war, and not kill him as a spy if they caught him. When they caught him, thought Rand; not if.  

  The senior man finished off the tandem speech as if he were an actor and Rand the audience, and the curtain about to fall: “The locals on Bougainville are looking more and more pro-Japanese but they still haven’t turned on us where you’ll be dropped, at a small village of about two dozen houses, near Cape Nehuss on the northeast coast.”

  How long did they want him to stay on Bougainville? The two minders silent for a few seconds; then the senior man nodded deference to his colleague, who said: “You may be the last man we put in place. It might be only a month or so before we pull you and the others out of the northeast. It’s getting damned hairy there and some of our blokes have to move camp every day. Just do what you can while you can.”

  “By the way,” said the senior man, “you don’t have to tell anyone your name. It’s up to you. But if you do, make sure you give your real name. If you use a false name and the Japs hear about it, they’ll use that to claim you’re a spy if they get you, regardless of the name on your navy ID. Well, that’s about all.
 Goodbye and good luck.”

  Rand would decide when today’s curtain should fall. “I know the Japanese have signed those conventions but I don’t think they’ve ratified them? Is that so?”

  “Well, no, they haven’t,” said the senior man. “But they should do the right thing, even though their record is not squeaky clean. Take risks as needed to get information but don’t try to be too brave. It’s not an intrepid adventure from The Boys’ Own Annual. You’ll be useless to us if they get you. Anyway, good luck, and keep your head.”

  “Here endeth the lesson,” thought Rand. Anonymity suited him, so he decided he would keep his name to himself. The Bougainville locals could call him whatever they wanted. 

  When the Japanese did catch him, how much could he take? Would he scream and beg them to stop when they shoved a water-hose down his throat to bloat him, and jammed bamboo slivers under his fingernails, or pulled out his toenails with pliers? At best he hoped to control the drama by stretching the denouement, the chase that would follow his detection; by delaying his death—the inevitable finale if the war were to last more than a few months. 

   

  *   *   *

   

  At 2am on Thursday 11 February, ten days before Rand’s execution, two sailors from an American submarine paddled him ashore at high tide on an overcast night; the moon intermittent, almost a quarter. They left him on the beach, not far beyond the wash, with six metal boxes containing his radio, a generator, fuel, a large battery for the radio and small ones for his flashlight; a few cans of food, maps, a compass, ammunition for the pistol on his right hip, matches, cooking and eating utensils, a water canteen, a machete, a short spade, clothes, spare socks and canvas boots; a thin blanket, a mosquito net, binoculars, a medical kit including quinine and a few condoms; and thirty kilograms of stick tobacco, twisted like rope, tacky with molasses, to pay for carriers and food. 

  Against orders not to take books because of their weight, he had packed the first volume of a two-volume edition of Shakespeare’s plays.

  On his left wrist an American Bulova A-11 military watch with nickel casing and black face; a leather cover to hide the luminous hands and numbers by night and prevent the glint of sunlight off glass by day; ultra-precise for the perfect timing of radio schedules. A bayonet in a webbing sheath on the belt of his shorts, on the opposite hip to the pistol.

  He wanted to bring American cigarettes but did not do so because Japanese dogs might smell them; so, on the submarine, he relished what he thought might be his last feast of Lucky Strikes. Ashore he would smoke stick tobacco as he had done when desperate on patrols into the wilderness before the war.

  Whispers of good luck; firm handshakes that took too long. Farewell to a man on death row.

  Rand sat on a box and waited in the gloom. Solitude did not bother him, which was a criterion for the job he was here to do. Seclusion was the pith of his life and everyone else’s, even though few people were game to even think about it; even capable of doing so. A hermit in the desert was no more secluded than someone living in Calcutta or New York. Rand was alone wherever he might be, or imagine himself to be: sitting in a classroom listening to teachers prattle in Latin, leading a patrol into mystical country, drinking and laughing with friends in a city bar, mating with a stranger or a friend. To be alone was not to be aloof or reclusive. It was more the opposite, about being at the centre of your own stage and everyone else’s in your orbit; about being in control and making hordes of other acts subordinate to yours, whether or not the other players knew it. He dismissed a vision of himself floating at sea without a lifejacket, surrounded by mockers, secure in their jackets, who begged him to take control of their rescue.

  Two minutes after the submarine merged back into its refuge but still lingered as a whiff of diesel, the blur of a man glided towards him from the darkness above the beach. In a Pidgin English whisper the phantom said he was Simeon, the village head. Rand found the man’s hand and shook it with more muscle than he had applied to the retreating submariners. “I’m a naval officer,” he said. He had expected the village head but also another man, a loyal policeman who would live and work with Rand. “Where is Sergeant Ampa?” 

  After a silent ten seconds, Simeon whispered that a few Japanese with two dogs were based ten miles away and would not visit this village for at least a week because they had been there three days earlier. They had captured Ampa a month ago and said he now worked for them. Rand grunted, did not speak. If that were so, Japanese soldiers would have waited for him here, and the submarine would have been attacked from the sea and air. Ampa was probably dead and had died without betraying Rand, whose name he did not know; but he did know a coast watcher would land from a submarine on or about 11 February, not far north of Cape Nehuss. He would get by without Ampa, who might have been a burden anyway. 

  Simeon confirmed Rand’s intelligence that the village asleep beyond the beach was loyal to Australia; even though, said Simeon, still whispering, most of the white masters fled by air and sea from Bougainville last year, six months before the Japanese ambled ashore to claim Kieta, the district headquarters. “Why in hell are you whispering?” said Rand in Pidgin, their sole common language. No reply.

  Simeon’s rider to the pledge of loyalty annoyed Rand. Like his counterparts on Bougainville he fled New Ireland, just to the northwest, when ordered to do so; heard mockery from Simeon that he could not confirm by sight in the darkness. Simeon only a blur and an occasional whisper, belch or insolent fart in the darkness. The smell of sweat and chewed areca nut, sweet with slaked lime and leaves of the betel vine, defined him a little more; but he had no body or face for Rand to read. 

  Rand was fair of head and skin and wore pale khaki, so he wondered how well Simeon could see him in the weak moon that shone through sporadic rifts in the cloud. Melded with the night, did other people watch him in silence? Had Simeon sent anyone to inform the Japanese? Perhaps Sergeant Ampa had talked and they waited nearby until they could see Rand at dawn. He yawned to disguise a shiver, invisible anyway, that did not match the warm air. 

  Without a light, the two men took fifteen minutes to move the boxes away from the beach to a tree that would be an umbrella to the Japanese pilot who Simeon said flew over the village every morning an hour after sunrise. 

  For fifty sticks of tobacco, Simeon agreed to supply twelve men at 7am to carry the gear inland through the bush, away from the well-worn tracks favoured by Japanese patrols. He recommended a cave about 1500 feet above sea-level, known only to men of this village, with a view of the shipping lane along the northeast coast, and on the main Japanese flight-path between Rabaul and the Solomon Islands. No clear track for much of the second half of the journey; rain would soon wash away the party’s footprints. The entire walk would take as long as it took a man to smoke ten cigarettes. Rand calculated about three and a half hours, an acceptable distance from the coast, which the Japanese would hug for fear of the inland, a haunt of spirits and barbarians—more animals than men—with silent arrows and a taste for human meat. Simeon would supply him with food and news, and let him know if Japanese patrols changed their pattern. 

  Rand must trust this man, must accept his word that the carriers dared not betray him because the Japanese would kill them for carrying the gear, in particular the radio that would report intelligence for relay to Allied aircrews and submarine commanders. 

  Rand refused an invitation to sleep in Simeon’s house. He wanted to listen and watch and taste the air for Japanese until dawn. The two men sat on the shelf of the beach; they said little, stung alert by mosquitoes trying to feast on their blood and inject malarial parasites and dengue fever into the stream. Simeon sat with his back to the land; Rand side-on to the sea and land to watch the form of Simeon and listen for Japanese or other treachery that might come from the coconut grove beside them. Every few minutes Rand heard Simeon spit betel chew.

  The cycle of the tide fed Rand’s sense of exile. The peak washed away all evidence of the landing and the wane dissolved his hope, absurd as he knew it was, of hearing the dinghy come back with orders for him to return to the submarine. He forced himself to deny that his protectors left him to rely for his life on a cocksure native who would have been servile a few months earlier, before Rand’s administrative colleagues fled across the beach the other way. 

  Rand flinched when a tree cracked and crashed far away on a ridge, a stalled tsunami dark and rigid in the gloom. Otherwise the mountains were silent. On intermittent puffs of a breeze, the stink of pigs and household smoke. He would survive because he was used to patrolling in the sort of wilderness waiting for him up there; parried thoughts about the difference between living alone in a cave—with no authority in Japanese territory—and leading a pre-war patrol of twenty carriers and ten policemen armed with shotguns and .303 rifles.

  How well would he sleep in the cave? Would it be damp? Bat-musty? Pigshit to skid on? No venomous snakes here, so he could walk at night without a strong light. He remembered the stealth and savagery of the wild boar, and his thick Pig File of coronial inquests into the deaths of New Irelanders gored to death and sometimes gnawed to the bone by this most vicious of beasts. Water supply? Springs and creeks, water stored in live vines and green bamboo, and waterfalls for showers. Women? In the whimsy of dreams, if he could sleep. Safe to light a fire?

  No squelch and spit of betel chew for twenty minutes. Simeon dozing, by the sound of his breath. Rand more alert to the night; now only one set of senses in play. 

  Unlike Rand-the-child, blankets grasped to chin in fear of darkness, the adult Rand wanted the night to linger despite the scourge of mosquitoes; to be a womb from which he might emerge when he chose. He had not wanted to leave the submarine. Perhaps when the engine stopped he would feign collapse so the commander would forbid him to disembark. He had vanquished the temptation and carried on for fear of seeing himself as a coward; but now, separated more than usual from humanity by the night, doubt churned him. The fraud of feigned illness had tempted him, so was he inclined to be a coward? Would it have made more sense to accept his cowardice and withdraw from the mission by fraud? If he had done so, would he still be a coward or would he be some sort of hero by default for confessing his cowardice to himself and passing his role to a man more suited to the task ahead? 

  The crew of the submarine and his superiors in Melbourne might think him courageous but that was because he was here and they were elsewhere. They would define any other man in the same way if he were in Rand’s boots. 

  As advised by his father Dave, a veteran of the Great War, Rand would be brave only if he had to be. “Listen Hughie. Let’s say you know you’re going to die with your mates if you don’t run. You might as well bugger off. And it doesn’t make any sense to get a posthumous VC by trying to save one of your mates who’s not in fighting shape, or won’t be for much longer. Don’t try it unless the odds are against your escape and your mate might have enough left in him to add firepower that could help you and your mob survive.”

  Behaviour in field battle or commando raids was a pragmatic issue, not a moral one. “Hughie, listen to me. If you’re in a fix, ignore right and wrong. Some of the bravest diggers I met were real bastards with no morals. Criminals before the war and after it, if they made it through. Adventurers with no interest in right and wrong. Bloody brave, for sure, but with a lot of common sense when the shit hit the fan.” 

  Hugh Rand concluded that to take even minor risk because a minder in a safe place expected him to be brave but not aggressive was to relinquish control of his life, and might leave him dead for no good outcome, like too many soldiers who died on the Somme as their generals drank champagne in chateaux well behind the front line. 

  Rand’s father saw bodies with stiff arms raised, if they still had any, imploring some unearthly power to drag them to glory out of the blood and shit and mud, the funereal quagmire created for them by lords and knights and generals and politicians, all safe elsewhere. “If we got to bury them, we dubbed the poor bastards ‘landowners’. Knighted a few of the lads on His Majesty’s behalf. Rich at last, 10,000 miles from home. Glorious. Heroic. Yeah.”

  A pause, a tremor of the jaw, an eye wiped dry with the back of a leather hand to forestall a tear: “Gave their lives, did they, the poor bastards?” said Dave Rand. “Bullshit. No choice about giving. Their lives were taken from them, more like it. Doesn’t say that on the memorials, does it? Must respect the lads for what happened to them. No triumph in it though, unless maybe you look at the big picture and don’t dwell too much on the individuals. Stopped the Huns, didn’t they?” 

  Hugh Rand thought of the studio photographs on lounge-room walls in every Australian town: perpetual heroes, cocky in slouch hats and new uniforms fitted by blind tailors. About 60,000 of their names carved into cenotaphs or embodied like New Guinean spirits in trees lined up as a guard of honour on the main road leading into town; or out of it, depending on your attitude to the town. His father said many such heroes went over the top of the trench to almost certain death because the alternative was an officer’s bullet in the back. With that sort of choice, who was heroic? Once the lads were conned into the adventure there was no way out.

  “One night in a village behind the lines a few of us cornered three pompous little Pommy bastards who did that to some of our blokes. Two snivelled but the other one was a bit more dignified. We sent them for a swim downstream with their guts hanging out. Their posh mates got the message. The blokes still went over the top when the whistle blew because they didn’t know anything different by then. A few of us enjoyed the killing and were bloody good at it. We watched out for our mates like guard dogs but I don’t think too many of us thought we were making any sort of brave choice. Or doing any particular good for the world. We didn’t think too much about what the Huns might do to us. Just went for the buggers. Not bad blokes, some of the Huns we captured if we were in a good mood. Yeah.

  “This New Guinea thing’s a lot different, Hughie. Not a con job like the last war, nowhere bloody near home soil. No threat to Nyngan back then but there bloody is now, with the Japs coming right at us. Darwin bombed. From what the papers say, and a couple of young blokes back here wounded, the Owen Stanley thing a few months back was for real. Kokoda and so on. The Japs on their way here for sure. A lot of real heroes there, mate, dead ones and a lot still alive, don’t you ever doubt it. Could have backed off but chose not to, for you and me and your Mum and everyone else. Nothing to do with a bloody adventure. No con-job like my war. Different story altogether. Yeah.” 

  Hugh Rand contemplated his own position as his father talked to him at length for the first time in his life, as if it might be the last chance. Maybe, maybe not. Unlike the puppets and compulsive killers on the Somme, the young Rand saw himself as a free agent who would operate more or less alone. His minders would be thousands of miles away. He would take as little risk as possible as he gathered and transmitted intelligence to the Allied forces; would give the Japanese hell by proxy. Although no optimist, he wanted to be alive and forgotten at war’s end, having done a good job and behaved with courage like the Kokoda men if necessary; not immortalised on a lump of rock that might wring tears out of wives, girlfriends, mothers and school-kids on Anzac Day.

   

  *   *   *

   

  Thirty minutes before Rand saw the dawn, Simeon said the village roosters would crow soon. Rand was pleased when a bush-cock, distant but clear, got in first. The village roosters replied; the scrub and forest threw back screeches and songs that did not always match the ugliness or beauty of the birds that Rand could identify. He ducked when a paddle bumped against the hull of a wooden canoe. Something splashed. Perhaps an overnight fisherman jumped from the canoe into shallow water, or dropped a stone anchor.

  Rand wanted to lie where the beach met the grass and probe the dawn for Japanese. Instead he stood and watched Simeon’s face emerge from the darkness as a portrait develops on paper in a photographer’s darkroom, red-lit. Frizzled hair came first, then eyes, staring at Rand, who searched for contempt and thought he found it. In the fast retreat of darkness at this latitude, all of Simeon’s features soon developed. Familiar. Rand had seen him two years earlier at the courthouse in Namatanai, New Ireland. 

  Rand watched him now with much more interest than in Namatanai. He saw a typical Bougainvillean man of about fifty; blue-black, of medium height, barefoot, dressed only in a laplap—a New Guinean sarong—held up by a leather belt pulled tight beneath a distended belly. Tapped his machete against his calf every ten seconds or so. Three short, vertical parallel lines tattooed on each cheek; two lightning bolts on his forehead. Teeth tanned by betel pulp, chewed with open mouth. He spat russet drool onto the sand. Rand thought it was aimed closer to him than would have been wise before the war.

  “Hugh Rand? I heard your clear voice in the dark but I thought perhaps there was another white man with that sound,” whispered Simeon.

  “You were in the crowd at a trial in Namatanai when I was the magistrate,” said Rand, searching for a way to revise the script.

  “Yes. My brother was accused of rape. You saved him from gaol.” 

  Rand wrote a test of treachery for Simeon. “You know my name but do not call me by my name, and do not tell it to anyone else. Okay? I have no name. If I hear that the Japanese or any villagers say my name, I will know I cannot trust you. That will be a big problem for you.” 

  “Yes. Only you and I will know it but we will not say it.”

  Pigs snorted and shit-wallowed in their sties near the village. Dogs whined and threatened one another. A woman coughed nearby; another giggled inside a house; a child started to sing and a baby cried further away. Pots clattered, water sloshed. Rand smelled smoke from twigs piled on embers almost extinguished by the night. Life normal; no Japanese here or nearby. But don’t relax.

  A bird he could not see, and had not heard in New Ireland or anywhere else, cried out once from the scrub in a staccato series of five even yelps, a pup learning to bark: “Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha.” Rand heard it as mockery. Simeon whispered: “Bougainville special crow. Lives here. Nowhere else.”   

  They went to the edge of the village and sat on metal boxes under the umbrella tree. Rand watched a woman dandle a naked baby on her hip. Two teenage girls with bare backs that shone black as eggplant wheedled a fire to life nearby. He watched them bend, squat and roll their weight from foot to foot as they prepared sago and tea for his breakfast. Grass skirts rustled. Simeon collected the breakfast from them for Rand but did not eat or drink.

  At 7am Rand checked his watch, gulped his tea-dregs and waved his empty water canteen at the more enticing teenager, whose black mop of curls radiated in an even tangle from crown to earlobes and from forehead to nape. “Put boiled water in this.” Most of the women wore the same hairstyle but hers was longer than most. She looked at Simeon; he nodded. Rand scanned the tattoos on her cheeks, hips and breasts as she dawdled towards him on broad feet with callused soles. He ignored his atheism and thanked God that girls had returned to bareness because the missionaries had gone; apart from two triumphant Huns at Kieta, who no doubt swilled beer and sake at night with the new Japanese friends who made the Australians flee like chickens from the island they took from Germany in 1914.  

  He tried to attract her eye; she raised her chin and stared past him as if he were air. When close enough for him to smell her she snatched the canteen and swung her breasts away from him; hissed annoyance at Simeon as she returned to the fire, watched all the way by Rand. More than a year since he had gnawed such breasts and tasted the sweat-salt on such a back. Maybe he had no more chance of enjoying those pleasures again than of smoking another Lucky Strike. The girl filled the canteen and gave it to Simeon to pass to Rand.

  Rand could feel other eyes. He told Simeon he wanted to go: “Where are the carriers?” Simeon said they could not risk any unusual movement, even for the few minutes it would take the party to move the boxes from the umbrella tree to the cover of the jungle. The Japanese pilot had not made his run. The carriers would arrive when they were needed. Rand did not like Simeon’s way of turning his right ear to him and looking at the ground; the schoolteacher quizzes a dim child and gauges the reply.

  Simeon eased off his box and lounged on a mat to wait. Rand watched him pare a wart on the palm of his left hand with the machete. When he spoke to Rand, which was not often, he still whispered. Every few minutes he spat betel juice onto the sand between them, a yard from Rand’s feet. Rand wanted to object but said nothing; for the sake of diplomacy he would not let his eyes meet Simeon’s. Sort him out later.

   

  *   *   *

   

  No plane. At 7.45 Rand offered Simeon another five sticks of tobacco to get the carriers to move the gear. Simeon lost his whisper and asked for another ten, his voice baritone. Too pointed, you bastard. Rand opened one of the metal boxes and gave him the fifty sticks agreed the night before, and seven more. Simeon gave him a small package as if it contained diamonds: “Sikispela kiau.” Six chicken eggs. Rand nodded and put them in a metal box. 

  Simeon shouted into the village. Twelve barefoot men with bamboo poles sauntered from behind a house. Pairs lashed one pole to each box and raised the load to their shoulders. 

  The carriers followed Simeon in single file towards the scrub, with Rand at the rear. He always led patrols but did not know the route of this one; so he hurried to the head of the column to assert himself for a few seconds, then dropped in behind Simeon, where he could see the machete. Sensed the carriers’ gaze, thought he heard them snigger; decided not to look back. Petty annoyances must not distract him from his task to set up a base from which to report Japanese movements. Too many sailors, soldiers and airmen depended on him.

  After two hours they were out of the sun and into primary forest suffused in mist and doused by squalls that roared like surf as they tore across the canopy. The men climbed hard now. Little undergrowth or clear light after they moved off the coastal trail into the trackless forest, away from the grass and scrub eight hundred feet lower, two miles of climbing behind them. Rand told Simeon to ensure no one marked the forest route with machete blazes on tree trunks, or by any other method. No vines were to be slashed for drinking water. The carriers could drink if they came to a stream or could open their mouths to catch rain. Rand would drink from his canteen, filled by the girl with the perfect back and breasts.

  An hour before they had left the scrub and disappeared through the forest wall, they stopped at a fenced garden near the village for Simeon to put vegetables and fruit in a sack. “When you see the owners, pay them with a couple of the extra tobacco sticks I already gave you.”  

  Off the marked trail the smells changed from sweet grasses and flowers to pungent mould and slime. Flying foxes roosting in the canopy screeched and spattered shit onto the forest floor around imperial trees, gripped by liana cables and steadied by buttresses that radiated from the trunk. Simeon’s sweat and betel drool made the stench worse to Rand, even after he stretched the gap between the two men. He cut it back when Simeon started to melt into the mist. 

  Rand tried to breathe the wet air only through his mouth to dilute the miasma, fouler than the aphids his mother crushed with pliers in her vegetable garden; but his lungs burned for more oxygen than his mouth could deliver and forced his nose to inhale as well.

  The forest cooler than the scrub but still an oven that cooked soil dampness into steam. His new boots were stiff and did not hold ground well; the pistol, bayonet and water canteen grew heavier on his hips. He must rest, so told Simeon they would not go on without the cargo; they would wait for the carriers, hidden somewhere behind them in the mist. Simeon quizzed him with his teacher’s ear. The habit by now an annoyance; deliberate insolence, provocation.

  After twenty minutes he heard the carriers’ chatter; they arrived three minutes later with the cargo intact. Rand allowed them to rest for ten minutes, until his own lungs were comfortable. As he sat on a log and waited he could smell the filth of pigs and hear them scurry, then stop to sniff him through the mist, and scurry again. Invisible in the canopy above the mist, birds reported him with low, infrequent squawks; the ones he heard whenever he read Poe’s ‘Raven’. He could not hear the distinctive mockery of the Bougainville crow. Above the twitter and carol of small birds boomed a robust green pigeon, his favourite wild food in New Ireland, where he would blast pairs of romantics from their branch without having to worry about who might hear his shotgun.

  An hour later they hauled themselves out of the murk into sunshine and tall kunai grass on a ridge curved like the hip of a reclining woman. A sea breeze rustled the grass with the wash of foam across sand on a calm day. Before the war Rand would have experienced this eyrie and the deep forest from which he had just emerged as sanctuaries to absorb and revere. Now they menaced him.  He sensed danger in the open but could no more retreat into the forest mist than to the submarine or to the beach lit by stars and the quarter moon. 

  Rand demanded silence while he listened for planes and stared northeast at the ocean, two miles away by sight, several more by foot. He heard no planes and saw no boats, so told the party to move fast. No clear path here. Simeon chopped at the grass with his machete as he led them along the curve of the ridge to scrub that hid the cave. Trying to leave a swathe for a pilot to see? “Stop slashing! I told you not to cut anything.” 

  A stream five yards wide flowed past the cave. A knee-deep path of pebbles crossed the stream to the entrance; deeper pools each side of the narrow path. The path irregular, not evident to a pilot unless he flew too low and slow to survive. 

  Rand stood at the mouth and stared into the gloom; sniffed hard as he waited for his pupils to adjust but could smell no bats or pigs. “No pigs here?” he asked. Ear-quiz me and I’ll clout you.

  “No,” said Simeon. When his pupils adjusted he pointed to a carved head about two feet long, on a high shelf five yards inside the cave; a mask lit by shimmers reflected from the stream. “We put that mask here to scare pigs and women so this place is clean for men’s rituals every three years. Women know that if they see the mask its spirit will destroy their mind and attack their men.” 

  “The pigs wouldn’t see it if they came in at night.”

  “Pigs are smart. They know it is here.” 

  “What about the women?”

  “They know it is in a cave somewhere in the bush. They don’t know which one. There are many caves. We tell them it is much further away than this one, near the top of the highest mountain. If they come near this cave by mistake and see the mask they will go crazy and die.”

  “Why am I allowed to see it and sleep in its home?”

  The interrogative ear, the thorn. “Because you are a man, but not a mission man or trader who might try to hurt the mask or take it away.” Yes, you bastard, a doomed man with a voice like a girl, yet still a man. A man who is not going anywhere else but here.

  Simeon told the carriers to put the cargo inside the cave, well away from the mouth. Rand sat on a box and watched them make a bunk, table and chair from bush materials. They put them a few yards within the cave, lit well enough by the daylight that filtered through the scrub and glittered off the stream onto the roof. To Simeon he said: “If any Japs come to the village, come back here alone and tell me. Otherwise, bring the carriers back to move my camp in ten days. Bring taro and green bananas. Don’t worry about anything else. I can live off the bush. And don’t tell anyone my name. Okay?” He held out his hand. Simeon shook it, nodded and led the party back through the stream towards the forest, swinging his machete at air.

  Rand watched until long after their chatter faded and no heads bobbed above the kunai grass. He returned to the cave and looked into the mouth for half a minute to adjust his pupils again, then went deeper, into the cooler air; sniffed smoke above the mould. 

  The submariners had left diesel fumes to torment him on the beach in the darkness; here the carriers left a whiff of smoke from stick tobacco rolled in leaves. Someone had made a fat cigar and put it on the table for him. Or had forgotten it? He found matches in one of the metal boxes and sat on his new chair to smoke; stared out of the cave at a cloudburst spattering on the stream. After a few draws that cut into his throat and sinuses, he threw the cigar out of the cave and decided not to smoke again. He might degrade his sense of smell.  

  When the rain stopped he lay on the bunk and tried to think of nothing as he listened to the rhythm of the stream and watched its reflections dance on the mask. Lime-paste skin crumbled off wood. Painted red tattoos shaped like those on the cheeks of the girl who snatched his canteen. The mask female—none of the men wore such tattoos. The dead eyes were sea-snail valves stuck with sap inside circles of black paint. Hair of orange-red coir fell from a pointed crown onto square ears like wings, more than half as long as the head; these ears intended to warn that nothing goes unheard. 

  The ears symmetrical in shape and size but not decoration. On the left one, four white squares separated by a black cross. On the right the bottom half of a red sun curved down from the top of the ear into a field of black. From the lower edge, in some sort of challenge, another half-sun almost met the first to form the profile of an hourglass. The thin nose and lips of black paste—sap, perhaps. The mouth open as if its owner had died with a last whistle-in-the-dark through decayed teeth. 

  Rand had studied masks and other carvings in New Ireland where the style and finish were more refined. They had troubled him because they were said to capture the souls of the wandering dead, malign until lavish ritual forced them to become benign and join like-minded ancestors in another realm, somehow still part of this one; no clear distance between them. This face was passive compared to others he had seen. It might warn women away because they knew about it, never having seen it, and feared the penalty for letting it see them; but how could it scare wild pigs, more heartless than crocodiles?

  The cave and mask, like the forest and the night beach, made Rand reflect on esoteric matters, mostly grim; distracted him from his purpose as a coast watcher; triggered his recurrent demand for self-analysis and dissection of others. To erase the intrusion he opened all the cargo boxes and took out what he needed for that day and night. Just outside the cave he stretched a wire aerial between two trees and linked it back to the radio in the cave. Put the mosquito net over the frame built for it on the bunk but changed his mind and repacked it. He wanted to rest that night but not sleep. Needed the mosquitoes.  

  At 4pm he tuned the radio to the secret coast watcher frequency, opened his codebook and key-tapped a message to tell his fellows in New Guinea and the Solomons that he was in place. Waited; heard voice and Morse messages but no reply to him. Tried voice contact, saying only his codename, Eve, the first three letters of his mother’s name, Evelyn. Nothing. 

  Fifteen minutes later he turned up the volume, took a small spade and went a few yards into the scrub to shit. He removed his shorts completely so that he could react without tripping at the ankles if he were threatened. To reduce the discomfort of the heat and humidity, and to impair the growth of fungus, Rand wore no underwear.

  A lizard and Rand watched one another as he tried to relax in this most vulnerable of positions. A veteran of the First World War had told him in a Sydney pub: “The best part was when I sneaked up behind a fat Hun having a shit. ‘Kamerad kacken’, I said, real quiet and sweet. He yells ‘Bitte! Nicht! Bitte!’ I said ‘Auf wiedersehen, kamerad!’ then bayoneted him right under his left ear as he tried to get his pants up. Came out his right temple. Had to put my foot on his neck to pull it out. Lots of nudge in the old 303 rifle. The Huns hated cold steel.” Rand had chuckled because the raconteur expected him to do so. Now he pondered his own bayonet stuck in the ground beside him. He knew how to use it if he could not follow the order to gather intelligence and avoid direct combat; to adhere to the strategy of the Ferdinand Group, named after the Disney bull that chose to sniff flowers rather than fight.

  This was the fruit of a rejected life in which ‘superiors’ would tell him what to do and watch him all day to ensure he did it. Not for him. As a patrol officer he had infrequent contact with supervisors, enough power and adventure to satisfy himself, and plenty of space between him and the boredom of life in Australia. By the time the war started he was too used to autonomy to leave New Guinea, enlist in one of the services and bear the annoyance of officers who came from elitist schools and had never been off their own dunghill. While he stayed with his mother in Brisbane after his escape from New Ireland in 1942, and tried to decide on a wartime role that would not earn him a white feather in the mail, a naval officer came to see him. Over a cup of tea, Rand agreed to become a coast watcher. 

  A patrol officer could create and recreate much of his role. Now, as he squatted in the twilight on his own dunghill and watched a lizard watch him, he wondered how far he could write, rewrite and direct his coast watcher’s script. Much of that day and the previous night was out of his control.    

  “We know you there,” said the Morse message from the cave in plain English, at full strength and therefore sent from a radio not far away. Only bespoke radios for coast watchers had the crystal for this frequency. A ship? His buttocks cramped. Was it for him? From whom? Japanese? Morse has no accent. Had he heard it wrong? He left his shorts beside the hole, grabbed the bayonet and pistol and ran back to the cave. He was about to tap out his codename but thought better of it and sent, uncoded, “Who is the message for?” Then again after a minute, and again five minutes later. No reply. 

  He took his binoculars onto the ridge to scan the sea, placid and flat as a lawn cemetery beyond the surf that pounded on the reef with the crash of distant artillery; or the din of a thunderstorm, the saviour and dread of his father’s post-Somme life at Nyngan on a farm always parched. 

  The tide on the rise. A few birds and fading light out there; and hidden fish that played their game of eat and be eaten below the surface, broken now and then by prey leaping to freedom before plunging back into the hunter’s lair. He could not see the hunt but knew it was just below the grey glass; and probably above it, because somewhere up there in the last light a sea eagle watched a shoal and waited for a molested fish to splash about without a tail. 

  Rand laughed at his nudity from waist to canvas boots; looked far sillier than if he were nude from head to foot. He returned to his bog-hole and put on his shorts, filled in the hole to quell the stink that might wander on the breeze to Japanese dogs, and went back to the cave to send and listen for signals while the night closed in. No one replied to his messages and he heard none for anyone else. Might try again later. 

  When it was too dark for smoke to betray him, he lit a small fire of almost smokeless wood, far enough inside the cave to hide the glow that might otherwise filter through the scrub to eyes at sea or in the air. The breeze sucked out the occasional feathers of smoke and whisked them up the mountain, away from the nose of anyone who might climb through the forest from the coast at night to search for him. 

  In the firelight he ate boiled taro mixed with a can of beef as he listened to the radio. Reception poor so he switched off the set, against orders to leave it on all day and night, and went into the stream; sat naked with his bayonet in one hand while he rinsed his clothes with the other. He did not use soap as someone might detect it downstream tonight or in the morning. A few fireflies landed, inquisitive spirits on a nearby shrub, and started to switch on and off in unison; he moved a few yards upstream to evade the glow, however weak, that could reflect off his bayonet, eyes and skin. 

  He put out his tongue to taste the air; listened to the night through the ripple of the current. He was an antelope at a soak, testing the breeze every few seconds for scents and sounds that should not be there: sweat, dogs, food, other people’s flatulence or shit or urine, stirred up mud, coconut oil, smoke, soap, toothpaste, crushed grass, rifle grease, boiled rice, whispers, laughter. Occasional rustles made him grip the bayonet harder and probe the darkness with wide eyes, acute by day but wanting by night. No matter. The more time he spent away from artificial light the better his night-sight would become. 

  He eased back into the caresses of the stream and wondered what his mother was doing. Was she thinking of him? The girl who had cooked his breakfast soon displaced her.

  A plane flew above the cloud, far out to sea, too far to worry him; but it magnified his isolation and reminded him of his purpose. He settled back again and allowed the current to free his mind to wander among the smells and tastes and chatter of restaurants, where women diners directed Act One as they steered themselves and their men, who thought themselves in charge, towards or away from Act Two on another stage—a bed, a sofa, a mat or a beach. 

  For an hour Rand fast-forwarded three pairs through their entire play as he wrote and revised the script, sometimes letting the female players think they changed it by offering to substitute him for their man; but he was always sure who wrote and directed and revised. He had never had a relationship that lasted more than a few days; could not accept the common female need to control his script.  

  Rand made a lissom Ethiopian catch his eye over her partner’s shoulder. Rewound them, deleted the man, too old and languid for the girl, and wrote himself into the finale in a luxurious apartment; tried to draw the scent of her skin and hair and breath into every cell of his body as he took pleasure from her but did not try to give much in return. She whispered a cryptic remark that he chose not to decipher: “Are single men like that because they are single, or are they single because they are like that?”

  The silk flowing over Rand’s skin turned to ice slurry when the stockwhip cracked, close enough for him to recognise the signature shot from an Arisaka rifle but much too far away for him to be a target, even in daylight. The crack came from the coast, perhaps from a ship at sea.

  From the rock beside him he picked up his flashlight but did not switch it on; stumbled barefoot to the glow of the coals within the cave. They popped and steamed and hissed as he pissed on them. He felt his way to the bunk, put on his socks, boots and clean clothes, and sat there for the whole night with pistol in one hand and bayonet in the other, staring through the vague oval of the cave mouth. Mosquitoes kept him awake. 

  At dawn on Friday 12 February he lay down in the scrub away from the cave, close to the forest wall, and tried to doze. Fervent birds, elated to have survived the night, would not let him rest. Again he heard a crow’s derision and wondered if the same bird had tracked him from the beach to retaunt him. A hornbill high in a ficus tree at the forest edge showered shit at his feet, rasped for ten seconds like the starter motor of a car with a flat battery, and beat inland on tired wings; to Rand a weary sawyer ripping into the day’s last log. 

  He slept for an hour after the birds settled at about 7 a.m. When he woke he scanned for danger, found none, then went back to the cave to listen to the radio and eat. No messages for him and he did not try to send any. Nothing to report, and he wanted to conserve battery power so he would not have to start the charger until ready to move camp. On that day he would pack his gear and then charge the battery for an hour within the cave, rather than outside, to reduce the chances of anyone hearing the motor on the coast, or closer.   

  At 5pm, after a fruitless day of scanning the sea and sky for boats and planes that did not come, he switched on the radio, voiced his call-sign once and waited for a response. “You hear shot last night? Bang! Stop you sleep? We know you there.” Then a chortle, pitched high. He switched off. They must have captured a coast watcher’s specialised radio, with or without the coast watcher.

  They knew he was here somewhere; but if they knew exactly where, they would have been to the cave by then. Therefore no one in the village had talked. As he had decided on the night of the dark beach, Sergeant Ampa must have died without telling the Japanese about the imminent landing from the submarine. Otherwise, Rand would not be here. 

  No one in the village had talked, yet. Rand decided to go back there next morning to warn Simeon about the consequences of betrayal for him in particular and the village in general. On Saturday 13 February, after a night of broken sleep in the scrub near the cave, Rand walked through the kunai grass along the ridge and entered the forest. Three hours later, the white palm of the woman in a European dress would direct him away from the Japanese soldiers and their surviving dog, without his having a chance to talk to Simeon or anyone else.

   

  *   *   *

   

  Rand fled for an hour after he shot the sprinter hound. For the first fifteen minutes a few rifle shots slapped through the scrub around him; cut and splashed sap from tree-trunks, and released puffs of honey and lime and sourness from the foliage. The bullets close at first but became scattered as their target drew away. He left the Japanese and their dog far behind, well down the mountain, and knew they would return to base for the night. He paused to subdue the agony of barbed wire that tore at his lungs and throat. No sense in continuing to scamper away from the direction of his cave into steeper terrain, so wet and slippery that three steps were worth one. His face and neck bled from snares by thorny vines and whacks against branches seen too late in the rain and mist; his body and legs ached from trips on roots and limestone outcrops. 

  No gardens up here; no matter, as Rand could survive on bush food for a few weeks. His best hope of survival, if the Japanese did not yet know the site of his cave, was to get back to it and use the radio to arrange evacuation before they could get the village men to talk even more than someone, probably Simeon, had done already. The alternative was to run, to climb higher with a deluded sense of freedom that could last only until Japanese patrols homed in from different directions to trap him on a peak or seize him when he left it to seek food or water or freedom. A legendary colleague, a veteran of long patrols in the 1930s into isolated mystery on mainland New Guinea, always pitched camp on ridges or peaks if possible; but he and his police had superior firepower and plenty of food. The Japanese had more than arrows and stone axes, and if a submarine did not pick him up they would get him in the end, peak or no peak, perhaps nearby and soon, perhaps a hundred miles and a month away. Would get him for sure.

  To buy time for evacuation he would go back to persuade the villagers not to double-cross him again. Too late in the day to return to the cave so he went from the scrub into the forest and made a shelter of branches hewed with his bayonet. The rain stopped. He ignored hunger and slept well until an animal tripped over his feet in the middle of the night and scooted off in a fury of snorts and growls. 

  At dawn on Sunday 14 February, Rand wished a painful death on the taunting crow and worked his way through the forest towards the track that had led him, Simeon and the carriers from the coast to the forest edge two days earlier. At 7am, as he was about to break free of the forest, he heard the daily reconnaissance flight over the village. A few minutes later he found the permanent track that led to the garden from which they had taken fruit and vegetables on the first day. Outside the pig-fence, on the opposite side of the garden, an old man slept under a tree.

  A girl hummed as she worked alone in the garden, rump towards him, grass skirt riding high as she bent down to dig earth with a short stick. He recognised the legs of the teenager who had cooked his breakfast. When he crept up to her and hissed, she jerked upright, turned to him in terror and covered her breasts with her arms in a gesture of fear that enticed him to stand even closer. Her self-embrace squeezed tufts of damp hair, tar black, from her armpits. “Relax, sweetheart. You don’t need to wake up your watchman. I haven’t got time for you.” 

  Even though the fresh and canned food at the cave would last for a couple of weeks, and he knew he would be in Australia or dead before it ran out, he took a hessian sack from the garden fence and told the girl to half-fill it with sweet potatoes and bananas. “Wait here. I’ll be back soon. Any Japs stay near the village last night?” She raised her chin to agree with his order and shook her head to answer the question.

  He left her and walked until near the village, then left the track and hid in the scrub for half an hour to watch, sniff and listen. He could not detect Japanese soldiers, nor hear or smell their dogs, easy to distinguish from the village mutts. He strode into the village through the same gap by which he had exited, but now with the aplomb of a peacetime patrol officer who intended to arrest a criminal, hold court or shoot an unfenced pig. 

  He sat on a drum carved from a log and shouted for the men to approach him, and for the women and children to keep their distance. Simeon ambled to him last, delayed by a limp; bandages on both legs. He waved his machete and spat betel juice almost in Rand’s direction. Rand ordered the other fifteen men to stay where they were and told Simeon to come away from them for a private discussion.  Behind the men, a geriatric simpleton marched on the spot and prattled to himself.

  A few women and children gathered in the background. Rand saw no one in a European dress, hibiscus-patterned. Heard the women snigger at the white buffoon with a eunuch’s voice, mad and reckless for returning to danger. They galled him.

  Rand pointed his pistol at Simeon’s forehead. Simeon raised his machete, jerked his head away and turned it to expose the left ear, not the one he had used to quiz Rand. This left ear had only a semblance of a canal; a mere dimple, at best a normal canal blocked at the portal by membrane. Rand fired at it. The bullet, trailed by a splatter of blood, bone and pinkish scraps of brain, tore through Simeon’s head and smacked into the trunk of a coconut palm behind him. He dropped into a tangle of body parts, a marionette with cut strings; pitched onto his back with his feet jammed under his buttocks. A knee cracked. His life exhausted in a gasp. Eyes of a stunned fish stared at nothing; his arms, covered in welts and bruises that Rand had not noticed when last they met, shivered for a few seconds, then twitched three times, the last twitch much weaker than the two before it. Blood and betel juice leaked from the corners of his mouth, locked open; his right hand still gripped the machete.

  The women screamed and scattered with their children into and under houses and behind trees. The simpleton marched faster and prattled louder. Other men groaned and shuffled. They would stay where they were without protest and would not meet his eye, each for fear of attracting singular attention. “Listen! You know why I shot him. Say nothing about me or the cave to the Japs. Tell the women and kids they saw nothing. Plant him now. If they ask about him, say a heart attack or a dose of the shits killed him. Got it?”

  Rand jogged from the village—a Japanese patrol might be close enough to hear the shot. At the garden, neither the shot nor the girl had woken the watchman. She did not ask Rand what had happened. He told her to pick up the sack of potatoes and bananas. When she held it in front of her breasts he said: “Put it on your shoulder. Lovely. That looks a lot better. Keep quiet and follow me. Don’t call out or try to run off or I’ll catch you and pull your ears off.” 

  She hesitated at the edge of the forest and gestured, mute, that the load was too heavy to carry far. He cupped his hand on the back of her neck and pushed her ahead of him. Wanted to watch her walk, to see her back and leg muscles flex, to hear her skirt rustle. 

  A formation of four moles prominent on her right shoulder blade; the Southern Cross minus the fifth star, the smallest. What’s it called? Epsilon Crucis. Caught up with her and stroked his right hand twice over the cluster. She did not falter. He stopped for a few seconds to sniff and savour the mix of coconut oil and sweat on his palm.

  She stopped often. To Rand, a slow trip while he studied her with eyes and nose and ears was better than a fast one with her behind him, where only the sound of her skirt and her panting under the load would engage him. He would walk her far into the forest until she was too tired to go on without a rest, or until he could smell a higher level of fear than she now exuded. When she displayed one state or the other, he would tell her she could have sex with him and go back, or keep on walking until she did agree to have sex with him. This might be his last chance to couple and he wanted to have unambiguous control of her. Too often he had wondered, after his partner was asleep or gone, if she, not he, had authored the script in which he seduced and dominated her. 

  There was little mist and no rain to delay them. Within an hour they were more than halfway through the forest. He did not want to take her any closer to the cave. She did not seem to weaken, nor did she smell as if she feared him. So resigned to her fate that fear was pointless, as it was to the automatons on the Somme, once they were over the top? Sweat ran down her legs to her feet of leather and down her back into the calico waist-band of her grass skirt. Perfect rump. He would insist on sex now, before she could see where the forest ended and the ridge began. Then he
 would send her back.   

  The crow, veiled in foliage, derided Rand from the canopy. As soon as she heard the caw, the girl stopped and threw down her load. Without covering her breasts, soaked in sweat and wobbling from her exhaustion, she turned to glare at Rand. For the first time he heard her voice, monotonous and sibilant, as she spoke to him in firm Pidgin English. 

  A few weeks earlier, when her father hunted pigs in the bush, she said the Japanese crushed a hot pepper and put it inside her mother when they searched for Sergeant Ampa. “They knew he was her cousin. She said she did not know where he lived. She screamed and cried but did not tell, even though she knew where he was, far away. Then some soldiers pointed guns and made the men watch other soldiers push pepper inside five other women. But not me. I was in the garden.” She said they grabbed a young girl and threatened to rape her if someone did not say where Ampa was hiding. The people did not know where, nor did they know that her mother knew where he was. “The girl cried like my mother. Then a fat soldier took her into the house and raped her. Then they went away.” Her voice quavered. “Now you want to ruin me like her.”  

  Rand stared at the girl as he wondered for a few seconds why Simeon had kept this detail from him. She gazed over his shoulder and walked at him. He stepped aside to let her pass, so close that he saw tiny bristles mixed with sweat and grime on the back of her neck, below her mop of black curls. Her back flashed through a ray of sunlight that filtered down from the crow’s hideout. She soon vanished into the forest. Why golden hairlets, not black? Just before she vanished, he called out to ask her name but she ignored him. Then he yelled “Do you know my name?” She called over her shoulder: “We do not care about your name!” 

  Rand sat on a buttress to eat two bananas from the sack. She was at least a pepper virgin. What was her name? No matter. He dismissed the nuisance of the foiled sexual script; put the sack over his shoulder and walked for an hour to the cave, the last five minutes through the grass in heavy rain that would rinse his spoor from the forest mulch and the ridge.  

  He crept up to the cave from the side and sat in the scrub, three yards from the mouth, searching for the sights and sounds and smells of danger. When satisfied there were none, he covered his eyes with his left hand for a minute to dilate his pupils and held the pistol in the right. Took the hand from his eyes, peeked into the cave. Everything in order so he holstered the pistol, went inside and emptied the sack. The light from the stream danced on the mask. Its dopey stare irritated him; he stood on tiptoe and threw the empty sack over it.

  Rand reported the betrayal in encrypted Morse for relay to his minders; he would stay on the island or evacuate, whichever suited them. No reply; or at least he could not detect a clear response. He fine-tuned the dial but heard only muffled voices and muddled Morse blurred by electrical shrieks and whines that seemed to plead for mercy from a torture chamber on another planet. He switched off before the Japanese could taunt him again.

   

  *   *   *

   

  At dusk Rand lit a fire and burned his codebook after memorising the keywords for the next two months, against orders intended to prevent him from divulging the code under torture. He ate three boiled eggs and a can of beef stew, doused the fire, stripped bare and waded into the stream to sit and ponder the girl. 

  She needed a name. ‘Maria’, of course. A virgin for sure—a symbolic ray of light from the forest canopy had beamed on her, only her, that day.  Now he watched two bare-breasted women in Gauguin’s painting, ‘Ia orana Maria, Hail Mary’, pay homage to a Tahitian Madonna in a scarlet sarong; on her left shoulder she carried a naked boy, lighter of skin than her, who rested his haloed head on hers and contemplated Rand. 

  Rand summoned his image of Maria to join him in the stream; took off her grass skirt and assessed her; made her a little taller, pruned her pubic hair, trimmed her thighs and daintified the feet he could see through the darkening water. Breasts already perfect. Satisfied with his sculpting, he told her to kneel behind him and scrub his back with bare hands. When it suited him she pressed her breasts against his shoulder blades and reached around his waist. 

  The distant, continuous cry of an injured bird or animal expunged Maria and cut through the babble of water, louder and faster this evening after late rain. To hear the cry better, he left the stream and walked naked under the clouded moon towards the ridge of grass, woman-curved. The lament rose and fell in volume, and wandered between soprano and contralto in pitch, as a fitful breeze blew it up to him from the coast. Mezzo-soprano?

  The clouds released the moon. Rand studied the grass with eye-ear-nose. Savour of a wheat field; rustle louder than Maria’s skirt in the forest; rhythmic shine of tall grass in the moonlight breeze. He tried to make his senses rout the chorus of women who mourned for Simeon.

  The plaint would go on all night but would not penetrate the cave enough to bother him. He unfurled the mosquito net over the frame of the bunk and slept until the crow’s mockery invaded the cave at dawn. Poured a cup of cold tea and went outside; no women’s wail; the breeze as dead as Simeon.

  He cleaned his pistol, filled his pockets with bullets, switched on the radio and settled into his bush chair. He would stay there to watch the cave mouth; stay alert all day for radio messages and signs of danger in the air and bush around his refuge. The cave was safe enough; anyway, if he could not be evacuated he must stay in or near it for a few days until the funeral rites for Simeon were over. Until then the village men would not be available to move his camp to a more secluded eyrie. 

  Few Japanese in this part of Bougainville, he knew. Resources thin. The bastard Simeon had certainly betrayed him, had told them he was in the bush somewhere but not exactly where because he didn’t want them to find the mask and the cargo. Maybe said he just saw him near the garden or in the bush and recognised him by name from Namatanai. Too afraid to follow him. Told the Japs no one else had seen Rand. Maybe that’s what he said. 

  The betrayal a mystery. Stupidity. What could Simeon gain from it? Nothing now, that was certain. Forget it. His motivation irrelevant. What mattered was that the Japanese did not know exactly where he hid, and no one in the village would betray him after yesterday’s lesson. 

  Rand’s mind an eddy churning into a whirlpool. The village men might think the mask engineered Simeon’s fate in revenge for betraying Rand. They would not want the Japanese to find it in the cave. They were known to damage such artefacts, even piss on them, and the men would fear that if the Japanese were to find and desecrate this mask its vengeance would be worse and more enduring than any terror the soldiers might inflict. 

  Rand safe from the carriers; not about to dob themselves in, and therefore not him. Even if the Japanese were to pepper the girl she could not lead them to him and would not betray the carriers. But maybe Simeon gave directions to the Japanese. Left deliberate spoor? Liked to chop at things with his fucking machete. The Japanese, short on manpower, afraid of Rand, waiting for backup from Rabaul? Maybe. Maybe on their way to the cave already.

  Get your head out of the whirlpool, now, before it becomes a maelstrom.

   

  *   *   *

   

  At 10am on Monday 15 February he picked up the pistol and went to piss outside the cave mouth. Started, stopped. Went further away; Jap dogs might come straight to it.  Ammonia fumes from his puddle made him squint. He stopped buttoning his fly to concentrate on the distant warble, above the murmur of the stream, of a scale sung full-voice up and down unbroken for ten seconds at a time, with a ten-second break between cycles. In other parts of New Guinea, this type of call warned of a government patrol on its way to a village. The voice did not struggle up to him from the coast like last night’s lament. Closer. Clearer. Female. Maria? Had she returned to the forest to warn him of a Japanese patrol? He might investigate after he listened to the radio for a few minutes.

  Rand could not go to higher ground until he knew whether or not there was a plan to evacuate him, so he switched on the radio and tapped out a coded message to say he had been betrayed and must have orders right away. After ten minutes, no reply. Then a strong Morse signal in plain English: “You coming to Cape Nehuss tomorrow at night ten on the spot. No worries. We rescue, mate.” Good. The Japanese did not know the precise location of the cave. Simeon’s directions flawed, the fool. Rand still director and star player.

  He went outside but stayed within earshot of the radio. The warbler continued to practise her scale; an occasional answer from a distant crow perched somewhere near her. Damn the radio. He switched it off. 

  He strode along the ridge and crept down through the forest for thirty minutes until he saw her. Maria. She knelt much closer than the spot from which she had stormed away the previous day. A scarlet laplap bound her from armpit to knee. She was exhausted and had stopped her song a few minutes before he saw her. He scanned the forest for ten minutes; sniffed and listened for dogs, watched and tasted until sure she was alone, then drew his pistol and approached her. 

  Unperturbed, she said she had thought about him all night. This morning she went from the village to the garden for her usual day’s work but could not stay there because she could not stop thinking about him; must find him. Her voice clear. 

  The crow above them gave up its insolence and flew away. In the same tree an invisible nuisance went on and on with a piccolo trill. A hundred yards back along the route to the garden, the crow squawked in crude contrast. This time not crowish mockery or insolence or derision. Warning? Rand’s eyes cut sharper through the gloom as he sniffed for Japanese sweat and dogs. No sense of them; only the scent of Maria challenged the miasma, the stink of natural forest.

  No, wait. Two scents, variations on female sweat. His sense of woman-smell through any other—jasmine, the stink of garbage, of sheep dead in a drought—was prodigious from infancy; the woman-smell, delicious in his youth and young adulthood, ruffled him now in the forest of fear.   

  Rand put the pistol to the girl’s forehead and told her she would die in five seconds if she did not summon whoever was with her. She would not look at him; her eyes half-closed, wet. Palm down, she beckoned at a regal tree fifteen yards away. A tall woman stood up behind a buttress and walked towards them with hands on her head of stubble. She wore a scarlet laplap like Maria, bound from armpit to knee. Rand thought her face attractive despite her cool eyes; her body built well for a woman near forty. With breasts and belly like hers, this beauty had not borne a child. He pointed the pistol at her. She stopped three yards behind Maria and stared at him, eyes loaded with fear and defiance that belied her smile. Rand mocked her with wide eyes and bared teeth until she blinked. 

  “This lady is my friend from the next village. She owns the garden. We worked together this morning. Don’t shoot her,” begged Maria, chin on chest. “She saw me walk away towards the forest and followed me because she was worried. I will stay with you and she will go back.” 

  Rand must shoot both of them. No, that would impair his control of the game. At the moment, fear of him cowed the men and they knew the Japanese would retaliate if they were to find out the village supplied carriers to him. If the men were to direct the Japanese to the cave the question would arise as to how the cargo got there. He cringed—argument unsound. The Japanese knew he was in the area, so they must know someone carried the cargo. How could Simeon tell them Rand was there but not tell them about the cave? As deduced earlier, he would have told them. And maybe they got the directions wrong. Maybe. And why did they not force Simeon or someone else in the village to admit they carried the cargo? Why not pepper the women? Forget it. Confused and confusing. Don’t speculate. Deal with the here and now.

  He banished the complications. In New Guinea too much logic killed the intuition that was often a more reliable guide to reality. He did know that if he were to harm these women the men would summon enough courage to kill him. They could not blast him with shotguns because the Japanese would have confiscated them on their first visit to the village. With infinite patience, downwind men would watch him through the shrubs and grass until he was off-guard, pistol out of reach; then they would club him to pulp from skull to toes, or butcher him with machetes. 

  Even if he were to kill the women and hide the bodies where they could not be found, the villagers would suspect and despise him and he could not recruit carriers to help him move camp; nor would they let him reach the coast for an evacuation if he could arrange one, which was unlikely. He could elude the Japanese if he were to slip away to more remote, higher ground and work his way southwards along forested ridges to another coast watcher; but the young village men would hunt him down before he could consume even half the food he could carry. 

  Another consideration—to kill the traitor Simeon was reasonable because he endangered other people, including his own kinsmen, and would have been shot after the war anyway; but it would be rash to kill these women. They were naïve extras who did not intend to harm him. One wanted sex with him and was too besotted in his presence to look him in the eye or get off her haunches without his permission. The other was her shepherd, probably unwanted. He would keep one as hostage, the one less likely to distract him, the one he trusted less, and send the other, the one who needed him, back to the village with his threats and orders. 

  If the navy could not rescue Rand he must soon dissolve into the mountains. Two more days in the cave would be a sane risk. He put the pistol to Maria’s forehead again and held open her right eye with his left thumb. “Go back to the garden and work there for the rest of the day. Pretend your friend is with you to protect your arse. At the normal time, go to your village. Send a child to this woman’s village to say she is sleeping with you and your family tonight and tomorrow. She will come with me. If anyone comes to look for her tonight or tomorrow I will shoot her. Tell the new village head to bring ten carriers here in two days, as long as there are no Japanese in the area. Then I’ll release your friend. Understand? Now get moving.” The longest statement he had made to anyone since he last saw his mother.

  The woman told Maria to go. When she had disappeared into the forest he cut a thin vine with his bayonet and tied the woman’s wrists together at her belly. Pushed her ahead of him towards the ridge. When she hesitated he shoved the pistol into the small of her back. After five minutes of awkward gait she learned how to balance with immobile arms, and strode with grace that Rand had never seen in a New Guinean woman. Whiff of sweat in her wake.

  Fifty minutes later she faltered where the forest opened onto the ridge of hissing grass. He shoved her so hard between the shoulder blades with his fist that her laplap came loose and slipped until she jammed its top edge against her waist with her elbows. His knuckles surveyed the taut muscles along her spine as he sniffed her fear through the bird-shit, pig-turds, leaves and other matter composted on the forest floor. Gazed at the skin where her concave back started to become buttocks, clenched bare beneath the laplap, damp with sweat. A pig snuffled and scurried ten yards behind them.

  This woman was not supposed to distract Rand, so he holstered the pistol, hauled the laplap back into place and fastened it under her left armpit with the tuck he knew well from performing the task in reverse with New Ireland girls. Shoved her onward.

  The crow flitted from hide to hide and laughed them all the way to the cave. If he could see the bastard he would shoot it and worry later about who might have heard the shot.

  They stood in the stream to drink and rest. A squall climbed up from the forest, over the trees like a wave and across the ridge towards them, laundering their path so well that no eye could see it and no dog could sniff them out. He was amused by the fear with which she watched the rain approach, as if it were an avalanche or tsunami about to annihilate her.  

  Despite the cold rain, the woman wanted to wash her laplap and bathe. When she began to lower herself into the water, into a deeper pool beside the submerged path, Rand grabbed her by the wrists and hauled her out of the stream into the cave. She tried to sit on the bunk; he told her to sit on the floor, so she squatted on her heels to avoid the mud created by water dripping from her legs and the lower hem of the laplap. In Pidgin, she spoke to him for the first time since her capture. “This is not the cave of the mask?” she implored, in a more timid voice than he expected. 

  “What mask? No!” From where she was she could not see the ledge on which it rested; anyway, it was hidden under the sack.

  Rand sponged some of the rain from his clothes with a towel and turned on the radio; watched the woman as he tapped out a message and waited ten minutes for a reply that did not come. He shut down the radio and went back to her. 

  The woman glared at Rand too long before she blanked her face. “You bitch. Don’t look at me like that.” He peeled two bananas and force-fed her until her cheeks bulged and she could no longer plead that she was not hungry. “I don’t know your old name but your new one is Mrs Banana. Right?” She nodded and started to choke. With the pistol still in his left hand, Rand pushed her forward with the right until her face was near the floor; smacked her between the shoulder-blades until she hawked the slop.  

  She stopped spitting and tried to sit up; Rand put his fist on the back of her neck to hold her down. When she no longer resisted he released the pressure and stroked his palm across her bare shoulders to confuse her. The heel of his hand steered tiny waves of sweat across her back until the edge of her laplap sucked them in. 

  Rand sniffed his hands. A trace of coconut oil in the mix. He had smelled less alluring concoctions behind the ears and between the breasts of women clothed by the couturiers of Paris and Sydney. Whether a woman was on a catwalk or a train or anywhere else, he graded her garments by the strength of his urge to remove them, no matter how complex or simple they might be. The energy of the laplap’s style and fragrance alarmed him. The woman must wash herself and the garment.

  He stepped back and told her to sit up. “What’s your name?” 

  “I am Mrs Banana,” she panted. She said she needed to piss. He cut the vine from her wrists with the bayonet and told her to go into the stream. 

  “Do it there while you wash your lovely red laplap. Pick up the banana spew and throw it outside. I’ll shoot you if you try to get away.” She wanted soap; he refused for fear of detection downstream.

  The rain passed into the mountains above them and back down to the coast, well to the south where the Japanese were based. Rand hoped his clothes would dry in the breeze as he stood on the bank to watch the woman. She washed the banana slop off her hands, settled into the stream up to her armpits and took off the laplap underwater; as she sat, raised it high with both hands and whacked it hard on a protruding boulder to loosen the grime. The noise startled Rand but he let her continue the beating because her breasts heaved from the water and resubmerged in a rhythm of slaps and splashes. 

  The laplap clean, she washed her head and body with it; stood up to beat the cloth again on the rock. The water came halfway up her thighs. Rand had never seen a New Guinean woman bare her backside like this in the open. She was getting in his way. He fondled the holster. Shoot her in the back or the head? 

  “Get out of the water and go back into the cave.” She wrapped herself in the laplap, water-darkened from scarlet to venetian red, and dawdled out of the stream into a patch of sunlight. She stopped to stare at Rand. There again in her eyes were fear and defiance and insolence, ill-masked by a fleeting smile. The laplap stuck to her, painted on. “I want to stand here to dry.” Perhaps he could forbid her to move and watch her dry. It would take about twenty minutes. His clothes were still damp from the rain, so he could stand and dry off with her. Hawk-eyed near and far, he listened for planes and sniffed the air; shook his head at his stupidity. Allow her to stand in open sunlight to dry? He might as well perch his white naval cap on a pole above the mouth of the cave. Put it on his head and dance a jig if a plane flew over.

  “No. Go inside.” 

  “Have you another laplap so that I can hang this one to dry?” 

  “No. Go inside.” She stomped into the shade of a tall tree near the mouth and wrenched off the laplap in anger; with the poise of a ballet-dancer, cast it like a fishing net over a low shrub near the tree-trunk. With her back to Rand, she ruffled the water from her hair and brushed it from her arms, buttocks and breasts until she was calm; ignored him, turned a perfect turn on her toes and walked naked past him into the cave. He must neutralise her nudity. He retrieved the laplap and followed her; offered it to her; changed his mind for no clear reason and spread the cloth over the table to dry.

  Too erotic for Rand’s good. Shoot her inside the cave to muffle the sound. The bayonet too messy. To protect his own ears and ensure the noise did not carry far, he would wrap the pistol in the sack he had thrown over the carved head.

  When he entered the cave behind her he looked at his watch, kept an eye on her and turned on the radio. It spluttered for a few seconds and died in a stink of burned electrical wiring. A shudder from the back of his knees to his crown, to the unruly whorl that made his mother laugh when she combed his hair before school.     

  Rand drew the pistol from its holster. The woman pressed her arms and back against a stack of boxes and stared at him. Light from the stream flashed her eyes; sculpted her with ripples on damp skin. Her feet heavy, her manner distant; but the woman carnal to Rand’s eye and nose, and to the limited touch he had experienced with her. 

  To shoot her now would be to admit he could not control her. He holstered the pistol and picked up the longest piece of the cut vine. “Put out your hands,” he ordered. He tied her wrists, palms joined and fingertips together as if in prayer; held her shoulders from behind and steered her to the bunk. Her skin greasy; should have given her soap to cut through the coconut oil. “Kneel on the bunk. Keep your backside up and lean right down on your elbows.” 

  When she was in place he rummaged in the medical kit, then took off his boots, socks, clothes and weapons and put them on the chair, with the pistol at easy reach; stood behind her and put on the condom. The carriers had built the bunk low, so the position suited his short stature. “Pretend your husband has come to visit you while you dig with your stick in your garden.” 

  For the first few seconds Rand balked at what he was doing; at most, she was ten years younger than his mother. He focused on the back of her stubbled head. Doubtless her body eager to gratify him; yet a sense of her mental struggle against her own pleasure. “Mrs Banana! Look at me.” She could turn her head only far enough to glance at him from the corner of her right eye, the glance as detached as the stare of the mask when first he studied it.

  A fool to bring her here. Made no sense and reduced his chances of survival. What was he thinking? More apt, what wasn’t he thinking? 

  No, his impulse was well-founded and he was still in control. All about survival. He backed away from her and removed the condom. The deadness of her eye affronted him because she must know he had chosen her body to process what might be his only chance of living on, now that the radio was kaput. To foster survival by proxy he had chosen her instead of Maria, who might be more fertile but was too young to refuse the hibiscus tea that her parents would pour down her throat to make her abort. 

  Rand resumed his task. The hair on the woman’s head was too short for him to pull, so he gripped her pubic hair and twisted it until she whimpered. In pleasure? Yes. Entitled to it. Sweat pooled in a hollow at the small of her back and overflowed into the channel of muscles along her spine; trickled down to her lowered neck and shoulders. Some sweat escaped the pool the other way, onto his belly. 

  Cooler inside the cave than outside but too hot for prolonged intimacy with someone who did not want to make the most of it. At least her eye now had some life in its occasional backward glance but not the sort of life he wanted; rather, he saw the frightened eye of the girl who lay belly-down and glanced over her shoulder in Gauguin’s ‘Manao tupapau, The Spirit of the Dead Watching’.  

  This woman absent-minded; too inert, despite his grip and twist, for such an august event. Make her participate a bit more in mind and a lot more in body. He let go of her pubic hair, stepped away and told her to roll onto her back. “I’m putting my shirt over your face, Mrs Banana. Leave it there.” He once saw a vet paralyse a zoo crocodile by laying a piece of wet canvas over its head. Later he pulled the canvas away with a long string; the beast vaulted into a paroxysm of menace and potency.

  When sure she could not see through or under the shirt, he took the hessian sack off the mask. Ripples of light that had shaped the woman’s body when she stood naked in fear of him now gave the mask a life he did not see before. Its eyes seemed to wake up, to wonder in half-sleep who in hell he was, like a girl he once picked up at a bar and nudged awake at dawn to oust from his hotel room. 

  He bent the woman’s elbows and propped her hands under her chin, with her fingers now clasped bloodless in a more ardent semblance of prayer. Remounted her with dead weight, crushing most of the air from her lungs; told her to keep her eyes shut under the shirt, not to open them until he said so. With the bite of coarse sandpaper, her callused feet scraped hard along his thighs and dug into the backs of his knees as she fought to breathe. “That’s better. Keep your eyes shut.” He jerked the shirt off her face and was vexed that she still looked dispassionate, nothing like his ideal, Bernini’s sculpture of Saint Theresa in blind ecstasy. He raised some of his weight so she could gulp air, and whispered close to her mouth: “I’ll make you squirm even harder for the final bit. Open your eyes. Look over my shoulder.” 

  At first mute, she then stunned him with yelps, amplified and multiplied off the rock walls and ceiling. Fuelled by fear of the mask, which Rand knew was animated by mere light to him but ancient and lethal malice to her, the woman beneath him thrashed and kicked, and battered his face with her bound hands. He could not subdue her any more than he could have subdued the crocodile. 

  Just after he peaked, the knot in the vine on her wrists failed. She heaved him off her onto the floor, leapt at the chair and grabbed the pistol as he tried to scamper to it on hands and knees. She smacked his temple hard enough with her knee to daze him for a few seconds.

  Mrs Banana pointed the pistol down at Rand with both hands and jerked at the trigger; he smirked—she did not know about the safety catch. She snatched her laplap from the table and fled from the cave in a horror of shrieks; threw the pistol into the stream and disappeared out of the frame, to his right. What a clown; not the pointiest arrow in the quiver. It would take him half a minute to get the pistol and one minute to dry it; then, a hound at hunt, he would go after her. 

  Ten seconds later she dashed past the cave mouth in the laplap, dried back to scarlet from venetian red, and hurtled through the stream into the scrub on the other side. Bleats of a sheep mauled by wild dogs. 

  Rand trembled, still supine on the floor. Oh, Christ. To stuff bananas down the woman’s throat; to dub her ‘Mrs Banana’; to threaten her, terrify her, hurt her, his last hope of survival. Where did his beast come from? More than aberration. Madness. Why do this to the incubator of his son? His mother moaned something indistinct from deep within a well, far away. Rebuke? Plea? Warning?

  Oh, shit. The red laplap she wanted to leave spread across the shrub under the tree would have been invisible from the air but would have marked the cave and told the Japanese on the ground that their naked bait was inside doing her work; her fake orgasmic racket to be timed for his climax, for the ecstasy that would shroud him in torpor for a lethal minute. No, these addenda too fanciful for his script. He edited them out.

  He must get the pistol, pack some food and bullets and bolt for higher ground. No time to chase the woman. There it was again, the bloody crow that stalked and mocked him. As he stooped to pick up his shorts he halted half-way, snap-frozen. Could he smell a wet dog or was it a blend of him and the woman? Perhaps it was only his shorts and the shirt on the chair. No one visible within the frame of the mouth but he could feel eyes trying to see him in the dullness of the cave. Out of sight, did someone hiss above the murmur of the stream to restrain a dog? No. Must have been his own hiss of annoyance, as if to dismiss a black cat; a curt soliloquy to chide himself for conceding too much of the script to other players.

  The radio. The crystal. He threw his shorts back onto the chair, removed the bespoke crystal, threw it on the floor and pulverised it with the back of the spade. Jammed the spade into the radio again and again to scramble its innards beyond repair. He stopped. Why bother to smash the radio or even the crystal? The Japanese had gibed him on air, so they must have captured another set.

  The wet dog plunged through the frame and launched itself at Rand with a rolling growl, a load of coarse gravel dumped from a tip-truck. He swung the shovel in an upward arc, a cricketer belting a full-toss over the bowler’s head to the boundary. The blade smashed through the jaw and flipped the dog onto its back. It lay stupid for a few seconds as it shat and pissed, slobbered blood. The canine wreck agonised back through the frame with tongue flapping and most of its lower jaw dangling by a strip of mangled skin. Rand was amused that the dog did not clamber with tail between legs but curved it high in a furry question-mark, dotted by the anus. With cold interest, he watched the brute whimper and die a few seconds later at the entrance, eyes puzzled to match the question of the tail.

  Shrewd bastards, the Japanese. They had come with an attack growler—always silent until upon the victim—and with no sprinter to yelp and give him a few seconds of warning. Of course; he had shot their sprinter two days earlier. Two days?

  Someone’s eyes drilled him now. The pistol must stay where it was or they would shoot him as he tried to get it; and with or without it he could not run before dark. 

  The bayonet, cold steel, would put him back in charge. He must stay deep within the cave and attack the Japanese if they entered. There would be no more than a few of them, and his training in close combat as part of his induction was probably better than theirs. He might have another gun or grenades, so they could not stand at the mouth and wait for their eyes to adjust. At their invasive rush he would pounce with the bayonet before they could see him.

  There was only one soldier. With grenade in hand, he spat at the dog and stomped into the gloom of the cave with histrionic purpose, invincible. “You not come I throw you die!” Before he could prime the grenade Rand knocked it from his hand. As they rolled on the floor the soldier clasped Rand by the throat with one hand and held his wrist with the other to keep the bayonet from his ribs. 

  Rand knew he had an advantage apart from the bayonet and a bit of extra weight. Naked, so no clothes for the soldier to grab; Rand’s skin still slippery with sweat and oil from the woman, the nameless lover who would give him a son. Why was she not here to help him? He lay on the squirming soldier and twisted his collar to throttle him, to cut off the oxygen that gave him the will to keep the bayonet away from his body. The man groaned as if constipated, let go of Rand’s throat and gouged his left eye. 

  Rand’s shock at this bantam’s strength and resolve gave way to smugness as the challenger’s stamina flagged a little, then a little more. The bayonet tip crept towards the border of ribs and belly. Control of the script would revert to Rand. In superior position, flushed at the pleasure that burgeoned with the man’s weakening breath and a sense of victory, he tried to knee his opponent in the testicles, to get it over with, but could not generate enough momentum and accuracy to cripple him. 

  A loose hand cupped the back of Rand’s head and jerked him forward to crush his nose against the soldier’s forehead. Rand swooned long enough for teeth to snap onto his left cheek, barracuda tearing at bait in a spatter of saliva and vomit. 

  In tears and rage, Rand shook free of the bite and rammed the bayonet too hard for the victim to hold or deflect with only one hand. The point struck the lowest left rib and skated off to spike three inches into the belly. The soldier squealed, a pig; mustered his last energy to grip Rand’s wrist with both hands and curb the stab which tried to burrow deeper into the gash that pumped out blood and stank of shit. Rand slid his left hand along the ground behind the small of the soldier’s back and horse-bit him hard to make him arch towards the spike; then leaned on the bayonet-hilt, just as he had applied all his weight to the woman before she opened her eyes to the mask. 

  The prey’s eyes quizzed Rand and started to resign; the grip on Rand’s wrist relaxed as the stab went deeper. Rand lifted his body a few inches and pounded it so hard onto the bayonet that it plunged through the conquered body and impaled the palm of his own hand, still at the soldier’s back. 

  Rand pulled the bayonet back only far enough to extract it from his own palm. Angry at his pain, he twisted the blade in the squelching hole like a screwdriver until the soldier’s pupils dilated and there was an end to screeches, throat gurgles, flailing of arms, spasms of legs; now only the venting of gore, urine and dung. 

  The victor shivered; lay naked, exhausted and filthy on his kill.

  The stream burbled a concert. Light dapples danced on the wall and mask in harmony with the burble. Foul-sweet fragrances from the dead soldier baffled Rand—he had thought his nose was broken. 

  Nausea engulfed the victor. He leaned over the dead man’s shoulder to vomit on the floor. The crow warned him too late. From the corner of his eye he saw a shadow hurtle through the frame of the cave mouth. A blow to the back of the head plunged him into what he took to be death, the realm of the numb, where senses did not function.

   

  *   *   *

   

  Saturday 20 February 1943. Rand had a vague memory of being carried and dragged for hours, and of swooning in the hold of a boat that rose and fell on ocean swells. He did not know how far or for how long he had travelled from the cave before he was dumped punch-drunk in the dank room with concrete floor and walls, and roof of pandanus thatch. He found out where he was when someone hauled him upstream in the dark into a waterfall where some demon kicked him in the groin, shouted at him and struck his head with a bucket. 

  That was probably less than a week ago. Who knows how long? Two Japanese interrogators had tortured him, still concussed, to the threshold of death many times but he had hauled himself back as if going into and coming out of anaesthesia. At each return he pretended to know things he would not tell; then tell them a lie that could induce undue confidence or cause them to divert soldiers and materiel to inappropriate places: for example, that the Allies had not broken any Japanese message code; that Australian naval officers spoke of an Allied invasion of Bougainville within a month. They wanted his radio code system but could not agonise it out of him with nail-pulling, semi-drowning, hours of kneeling in the sun, dehydration, starvation and the worst of beatings. His body might be putty but not his mind. Much of the script was still his to write and direct.

  Late afternoon. He squatted on the floor with head on knees and lower back against the wall, its concrete cooler than the air. The nearby airfield busy. Urine reeked from the furthest corner of the cell. His bowels not loose so no need to shit there. The Japanese jostled him to a latrine every morning to void the Lilliputian scat refined from his daily bowl of rice and gruel. The journey and the shitting became a worse ordeal as each day’s torture inflicted new injuries. To clean his backside as they watched and laughed, the guards made him rip pages from the volume of Shakespeare’s plays they found in his cargo at the cave. The entertainment over, they would shove him back into the cell for his daily torment. 

  The taller and sturdier of his two interrogators entered the cell and strode up to him; this man the senior officer, with refined bearing and good English. He had only once mispronounced Rand’s name as Hy-oo Rando—the pronunciation always used by the junior officer, who knew almost no English. The senior man, the less savage foil to his partner, had inflicted no physical assault worse than occasional slaps to the face; had delegated sadism to the troll with squeaky boots. The aristocrat would ask questions, always calm; the sadist would say little but try to inspire capitulation, usually after the senior officer left the cell. 

  The foil once ordered the thug, exhausted, to take a break for an hour, and tried to chat with Rand about European art as if prompted by blood as paint. “When my subordinate tries to persuade you to answer me, and you become less alert, you sometimes mention artists with names familiar to me. We have a common interest, it seems. Botticelli. Mantegna. El Greco. You mention portraits of St Sebastian. I do not know those works. Tell me about them.” Rand ignored him. The aristocrat left; sent the sadist back.

  In this late afternoon session the aristocrat had no interest in art.  “We will kill you tomorrow, Hugh Rand. A waste to extinguish a man with such aesthetic sensitivity, is it not? But you are a spy. And you murdered and tried to rape our soldier when he came to talk with you. You killed two dogs, expensive ones. Killed your friend Simeon in the village. The headman.” 

  “Rape the soldier? What? Why raise such a stupid accusation now?”

  “Yes, Hugh Rand. You were wearing a wrist clock. A watch. No clothes. Why were you not wearing trousers? You were still aroused. We saw some stain on his body, on his uniform, that told us you much enjoyed your contact with him. We know why you told the black lady you did not want her. You prefer men. Maybe your captured her as a hostage to stop us from arresting you. A stupid plan. If we must kill her to get you, no problem for us.” 

  “All bullshit. Anyway, you can’t shoot me. Can’t you get it into your potato head that I’m a naval officer? A lieutenant. I’ve told you about 50 times. The Geneva and Hague Conventions protect me as a prisoner of war. And where is my fucking wristwatch?”

  “Forget about the wristwatch. Your time left is so little you do not need it. We will not shoot you, I promise. We will bayonet you or cut your head off because we do not want to waste bullets. It is difficult to get ammunition because the American navy has recovered enough strength to disrupt our supply lines. We found papers in your cave, we read your name, we checked from Australian records in Rabaul and Kavieng. Patrol officer—kiap—not military. Like we have to remind you every day, you are not a real navy officer. You are a spy.” 

  “All that’s bullshit. You knew my name before you captured me. The soldiers in the village called out my name when I was escaping.” 

  “No, they did not. They told me they called out to ask ‘Who are you?’ but you shot the dog and ran away. We did not know your name until we got your papers in the cave camp. False navy papers. Not a real officer. Then we first knew your name is Hugh Rand.” 

  “Simeon told you.” 

  “Simeon? The head man of the village near the cave? He and all the other black people lied to our soldiers. Said they did not know your name, did not know you were at Bougainville until you came to the village from the jungle, the day you shot the dog and ran away. Soldiers hurt and beat Simeon but he said he did not know your name, where you stayed, how you got here. The stupid soldiers believed him. We knew already you were near Cape Nehuss because the captain of our ship for listening heard your radio strong near there and said hello to you. On our special radio we can hear all the spies talking and sending Morse messages. A few days later we followed two ladies who came to tell us they heard a white man sing in the forest and wanted to show us that place, maybe near where he lives.” Today, this bastard is much more talkative than usual.

  “All bullshit. I never sing. And they did not know where I lived. If you followed them, why didn’t you shoot me in the forest?” 

  “We knew from before, when we get close you will trick us and our dogs and run away up the mountain. Also, we could shoot you but maybe we and the dogs would not find your radio and cargo because any heavy rain washes footsteps and smells away from the ground. We wanted to catch you where you sleep. The villagers would not tell us. We believed most of them did not know. Also if you are dead we cannot make you tell secrets, can we?”

  “What happened to the two ladies?’

  “We protected them because they said some village people might kill them.” 

  “Why?”

  “Too many questions, Hugh Rand. My officer and his soldiers and dog followed the ladies into the forest. You are stupid if you do not want to believe that. It would be too much coincidence without the help of the ladies, don’t you see? The soldiers were a bit too slow so the girl came back to find them and say you captured her companion for a hostage. Later we knew it was her mother.”

  “Mother? What the fuck are you talking about? They are friends, from different villages.”

  “Ah, Hugh Rand. Sometimes I think you are a smart man, sometimes a stupid one. I do not know their names but I do know they are the family of the headman you murdered. We did not know that until after we captured you and they came to us for protection and told us. Didn’t you ask the girl for her name? Her father’s name would have been part of it, no? Simeon, I think.”

  Rand knew her name was Maria. As New Guineans do, she would have mentioned her father’s name, which Rand must have forgotten. Anyway, it was not Simeon. 

  “My officer and his soldiers were a little stupid too, but not for such a long time as you are. They should not have believed the story about a white man singing in the forest. They should have asked why the ladies wanted us to find you but no one else would help us.”

  “Look, whatever your bloody name is, you’re making up a lot of crap because you don’t like the women’s loyalty to me. They wanted to find me for personal reasons and your patrol just happened to follow them. As you said, coincidence.”

  “My bloody name? Sorry I have not told you before. Major Yuki, a short form of my name. You can call me Yuki because we have come to know one another well and are good friends, are we not? Do you want to hear the rest of what happened that day in the forest?”

  Rand said he had heard enough fantasy for one day.      

  “I choose to finish anyway. After the girl came back to the waiting soldiers they went quickly with the dog, back along the way she came. They soon found the cave and caught you after the older black lady ran out when you did not want her and screamed to guide them. Our soldiers found your cargo. So we knew the men from the village lied to us. As we suspected already, only they could hide you and carry your cargo from the beach. One crazy old man wanted to be our friend, so he agreed with us that the men carried your cargo. My officer later shot some but not him.”

  “Where are the ladies now?” No answer.

  “Then we made twelve strong men go to cave, get the cargo, the day after we caught you and put you on the Kieta boat. But outside the cave the men said they must not go inside because a black lady had been there and maybe saw the spirit mask for men only. The spirit might be angry and kill the men. Our soldiers went in, brought out the body of the soldier you murdered and tried to rape the day before. No pigs or animals hurt the body at night. Strange, yes? The men saw something from you on his uniform. A stain from excitement.”

  “I asked, where are the ladies now?”

  “You don’t care about the black men, Hugh Rand? A funny thing happened.”

  “What funny thing?”

  “After the black men buried our soldier and the officer held a ceremony for heroes, our men entered the cave again and brought out the godly mask. They threw it on ground. Old rubbish wood. They made a fire. My officer said the black men cried out like the howling monkeys from South America in Tokyo Zoo. They tried to run away, so our soldiers shot them.”

  “Shot them? Jesus! How many?”

  “Eight. Needed only a few bullets. About one for each target, maybe a couple extra. Then the soldiers changed to bayonets. Ha! Maybe the black men were right about the spirit causing them to get hurt.”

  “How did you move my cargo if you shot all the strong men from the bloody village?”

  “You ask too many questions, Hugh Rand. Okay, I’ll talk now because you will be dead tomorrow and we will no longer talk or listen to one another. Not all were shot. I already said we shot eight, so kept four. My officer said the dead men smelled bad as soon as they died. The soldiers piled wood on them and used your petrol to make a strong fire. A very evil spirit mask, yes? Ashes now, like the eight men.” 

  “Yes, yes, yes. Very bloody evil. And thank you for a very funny story.”

  The interrogator, a non-smoker, glared at Rand for a few seconds. “Enough questions. Want a cigarette?” He took a packet of American Chesterfields from his shirt pocket and slid one through blood into the left corner of Rand’s mouth; gentle as a new mother giving a nipple to her firstborn. Too good to spit back at the bastard. Not as sweet as a Lucky Strike, clear to Rand even through the blood and vomit. 

  The interrogator lit the cigarette; allowed one deep draw, seized it with thumb and forefinger and stubbed it on Rand’s forehead. Not ready for the pain, he screamed the first scream of his life.

  “Not so strong as you want me to think. Want yourself to think? Goodbye Hugh Rand. You will eat water tonight. Boiled so your health will not suffer. We will not waste food on a homosexual spy who will have his belly bayoneted or head cut off in a few hours.” 

  “What’s the date today, you fucker?”  

  “February 20, my good friend. The date should not matter to you. Do you want bayonets in your body or would you prefer to have your head cut off? Bayonets would be good practice for our men. And more like St Sebastian for you.” 

  “Oh, a choice of cutlery. You Japanese are so refined. Bayonet, please, if you don’t mind.” 

  “No. We’ll cut off your head. More frightening. Good for people to watch and learn, like the theatre of your beloved Shakespeare. I ask you one more time. Tell me how other spies have got here. When? Where?  How many? You tell me and I promise to shoot you if you want, not cut off your head.” 

  “They were born here, like me. They’re all over the island. Too many to count.” 

  “So, smart man. One more question. Why do you speak like a girl, Hugh Rand? Not deep down like other white men?”

  “Mock all you like, you bastard. My father was a eunuch, like you.” 

  “I know what a eunuch is. Okay, smart man. We’ll cut off your clever head. Tonight, a moon eclipse. A strong English word, is it not? Tomorrow, your eclipse.” 

  An eclipse. That’s right, it’s 20 February. The sub commander told me.

  After the interrogator left, Rand saw a spark on the floor; picked up the crushed cigarette and coaxed it to life, just as Maria revived the fire to cook his breakfast in the village. The Chesterfield became a Lucky Strike. 

  A weak attempt by that Yuki prick to break him with the bullshit about Maria and her friend. Ignore it. Let him believe it. Maybe a good cover for them and the baby after Rand was gone. Best if the Japs did not suspect the real connection with him. The opposite of what the blockheads had decided. Laugh’s on them.

   

  *   *   *

   

  Rand saw himself as dignified rather than brave, but Maria would not see the difference and would be proud of him for being so heroic that he could make the Japanese behead him. No matter what the interrogator might say about saving bullets, Rand had forced them to apply their code of honour by making them think he was brave. Maria would raise the boy incubated by her older friend; they would both inspire him with tales of his father’s courage and power under duress. Spurious, but better than having his son think him gutless and weak. They would live in bliss with the boy as they waited for Rand’s mother to adopt him after the war. 

  In another Gauguin painting, ‘Te rerioa, The Dream’, Rand watched his son sleep in a cradle tended by Maria, cross-legged on a pandanus mat, near naked, wistful, chin resting on left hand, other hand on the cradle. Her skin of burnt umber, much lighter than Bougainville black but darker than his child’s. Caramel gloss on the umber sculpted her face and body. Rand could smell the luxury of the paint. The incubator, relaxed but alert, cocoa skin a shade short of black, guarded Maria’s back. 

  A few minutes before sunset, when mellow light still gleamed into the cell through the tiny eastern window, mosquitoes launched from the roof of thatch to attack Rand in squadrons of buzz and jab, the drill of a mad dentist. Ten or so days ago he relied on loathed mosquitoes to keep him awake and alert. Now he wanted them to inflict mild pain and annoyance to distract him from the mental and physical fruits of torture. This evening the mosquitoes were more frenzied than ever. To prove they could not pierce and suck at whim, he selected a group of arm-guzzlers and slapped them into red paste flecked with petite wings and legs. He writhed and moaned at the slap—he had used the hand, now rotted green, impaled at the cave when his bayonet passed through the soldier’s gut. 

  Rand wiped the green-red hand on his shorts and dialled telephone numbers to kill the agony. All engaged. Last night he memorised a sequence of a hundred random digits to blunt his pain, and two nights ago calculated a Fibonacci series to 9,227,465—the thirty-fifth number.       

  As the sun faded the glow in the cell brightened when it should have diminished. With his better hand, minus three fingernails, Rand hauled himself up to the window ledge and peered out at the full moon. Its crown had emerged from the sea and cast a path of lustre towards him. No cloud. The pain too great for him to stay upright so he settled back on his haunches and redialled his mother.

  Women in the nearby houses and a village half a mile away began to wail for him as they had for Simeon. The Japanese must have told them he would die the next morning with honour; so they wailed to lament his death, to say they revered him for the courage that forced his captors to behead him as a warrior, not shoot or bayonet him like a black man or annoying dog. 

  Rand’s mother asked about the background noise. He explained the tribute the women sang to him as he spoke; told her about her grandson, David, and where she could find the boy after the war to collect him and take him to Australia. As he talked and she listened, the moon-glow into the cell started to fade when it should have brightened.  The wailing grew higher in pitch and volume; the dominant tone shifted from tribute to him to horror at something else. Men shouted as they did when chasing wild pigs out of a garden through a breached fence. 

  Rand rang off and hauled himself up to the window again. The whole moon had broken away from the sea. A translucent shadow, a ginger bruise, curved at the edge like a bite taken out of a wafer by perfect teeth, had captured a large section of the moon’s base, close to the sea. The section was shaped like the bottom half of the hour-glass painted on the right ear of the mask in the cave. 

  The light waned as the bruise grew, a slow cancer. The women wailed harder. The men bellowed louder, and on the beach Rand could see and hear two boys beating a wooden canoe with paddles. The moon climbed higher with eyes frantic as it tried to escape its slaughter.

  The bruise conquered almost half of the moon, then started to heal as the moon pulled away, snail-paced, from the arc of the bite. The women’s lament now a paean that melded victory with relief at deliverance from evil. The men howled contempt at the loser as it sank back into its lair; cheered the prey now free to gleam deliverance. Cheered Rand?

  Rand moaned and slid down the wall through smears of blood and sweat, back onto his haunches. What was the right name for his son? Probably David, perhaps Alexander. Gideon? Samson? No, not Samson. David. Yes, David. Tomorrow morning telephone his mother to confirm it. 

  Someone played a flute nearby. Japanese? Bamboo? Wood? Not metal. With the women’s tribute and the men’s shouts of encouragement still fresh, he let the flute ease him into sleep, his mind relaxed, unworried about his going to oblivion next day as a physical individual with conscious mind. A personal return to the nothingness from which we came. We don’t worry about that first nothingness so why worry about the next? 

  The Japs could control his physical here and now, could snuff out his consciousness, his self-awareness; but not his survival in human memory, at least in the oral tradition of Bougainville and beyond, perhaps even in Japan. Also, the Japs did not know about David, and no one was likely to tell them. Moses hidden from Herod. Rand would survive in David and endure through him and his progeny. The ‘abstract me’ immortal, eternal. And in the near future, ‘the idea of me’ still around to the Japs when they get shot up and realise it’s because they made decisions based on bullshit about Allied plans and firepower. Still the director. They
 don’t know it.   

  A dreamless night on sacks stuffed with coir and grass; calm, unbroken until the crow, far away, cawed the laugh Rand had first heard on the day the submariners marooned him. As his last sun rose on Sunday 21 February, he crawled to the corner of the cell and tried to piss away the pain in his bladder. Not a drop. Rand dialled his mother for advice; engaged signal.

  Two guards and the aristocrat—the non-smoker who carried Chesterfields—entered the cell, the guards with cocked rifles. “You want to shit before we cut off your head, Hugh Rand?” asked the interrogator. Was that a touch of compassion? A new script waiting for an editor.

  “No food, no shit, you cretin. Tell the intrepid Knights of Bushido to point their rifles somewhere else. Wouldn’t want to waste bullets, would they? They look like they’re about to shit instead of me. Do I scare them that much? Do they reckon I’ll sodomise them?” 

  “What is a cretin?” hissed the interrogator. Heels snapped together.

  “An idiot like you. Small brain like Emperor Hirohito.” A kick to the chest broke a fourth rib and hammered Rand to the floor in wretched pain, but satisfied to have wrecked again the aristocrat’s attempts to present as refined, to see himself in a white hat. Now close to the death-point, Rand was satisfied to checkmate the king in a hitherto one-sided game of human chess.

  The interrogator taunted down at his kill: “Good news for you, Hugh Rand. I am leaving now. You will not have me for your companion again. My officer will kill you now, Mr Smart Man. Man? With a girl’s voice and fear of sex with women?” Bowed low twice and left in anger at himself for letting Rand make him lose composure; shameful for an aristocrat bred to control every aspect of his being, to restrain all impulses. 

  The guards roped Rand’s elbows, shoved and agonised him into the sunlight; allowed him to hesitate for fifteen seconds to take in the reality of his stage and audience; dragged him close to the beach. To Golgotha without having to carry the cross? Good of them. The crowd of soldiers and villagers surprised him. He had not heard anyone or anything that morning apart from the guards and the interrogator, and the tide; and that fucking crow. 

  The gnome with mad eyes, the cocksure lunatic from Maria’s village, dribbled betel juice and muttered gibberish as he marched on the spot in front of the gallery. He wore Rand’s naval cap. More wrinkles than flesh or muscle on the geriatric moron. No one else from Maria’s village? Where was she?

  The squat guard forced Rand to his knees on a patch of soft sand. The other one said in bad Pidgin: “Hy-oo Rando, we will give you five minutes for thinking. Maybe say goodbye to yourself. Then mask. Then goodbye from us.” 

  If this place was near the Japanese headquarters at Kieta, Maria’s village was a long way north. Was she here, at the back of the crowd? Had she come all this way to see him defy the Japanese, so that she could tell his son, David, about witnessing his father’s courage? She would tell the story again and again, and David would do the same, until Rand became better known after death than he was in life, like a Viking hero. Again his monotheme, his obsession: But what were courage and heroism? And where was his fucking wristwatch? David’s wristwatch.

  The swordsman troll—the junior interrogator—squeaked leather boots up to him and sniggered in Pidgin, loud enough for the audience to hear: “Two black ladies want to talk with you, Hy-oo Rando!” 

  The two women stood in front of him, the older gripping the arm of the younger. Rand saw the incubator and her friend Maria, each in a European dress, white hibiscus on cobalt background. He knew they would come; admired their courage and loyalty. To prove their love and respect and compassion for him they must have confronted the Japanese officer; insisted they console their hero, hear his last words. The incubator would want to forgive him for mistreating her in the cave. If she did so, he would apologise.

  “David. You must call him David,” he instructed, in Pidgin. Maria did not react, but he knew she loved him and would comply. He asked the incubator to bend down close to him. “Take Maria back into the crowd now,” he whispered, “or the Japanese will beat you and her for comforting me. The baby will get hurt. Go back!”

  The incubator stood up and slapped him twice on the face, hard, once on each cheek; cupped the back of Maria’s head with her left hand, pushed her down until her face was so close to Rand’s he could smell the flowers of her breath, and she the stink of his. She closed her eyes. There were no tears but he knew she still pined for him, as she did when they met in the forest, the day he recruited her friend as incubator. 

  The incubator sneered and spat an oyster on Rand’s forehead. She lifted a clump of Maria’s hair and twisted the girl’s head to expose her left ear to him. 

  “Pikinini meri bilong mi,” snapped the incubator. “Nem bilong em Bos Simeon.” My daughter. Her name is Bos Simeon. “Mi katim dispela samting long diwai kokonas long ples bilong mi.” I cut this thing from a coconut tree in my village. She held a cupped hand close to his eyes; showed him the bullet that mashed her husband’s brain. 

  What’s she on about? Bos? An empty palm? “Em Maria, pren bilong yu.” She is Maria, your friend. He asked her to bend down to him again, and whispered. “Lukautim em na pikinini man bilong mi. Bai mi luklukim yu.” Look after her and my son. I’ll be watching you.
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