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CHAPTER ONE.

 


 


The morning air was hot and steamy. It was
the nineteenth of February, 1942, nearing the end of the wet in the
Northern Territory, and already the weather pattern was building
for the inevitable afternoon tropical deluge.

Faith Brodie put down her two heavy suitcases
when she reached the wharf and loosened her light cotton dress
which clung stubbornly in places to her slim young body. An
unexpected wisp of cooling air came off the water and she felt the
sting of perspiration in her eyes. She quickly took off her
broad-brimmed hat and wiped her brow with the palm of her hand then
ran her fingers through her long fair hair. But the puff of wind
disappeared as quickly as it came and feeling the searing heat of
the morning sun on her face, she put her hat back on and looked out
over the harbor.

Although the port was crammed with
shipping but there was barely a ripple on the emerald-green water.
Australian, American and British transports were tied up at the
wharf and many more were riding at anchor among Royal Australian
Navy tenders and the American destroyer USS
Peary. One of the largest ships in the harbor was the
Australian hospital ship Manunda.

Things had changed so quickly in just a few
weeks. The Japanese had devastated the American Pacific Fleet at
Pearl Harbor, destroyed General MacArthur’s air force on the ground
in the Philippines and his Army, facing certain defeat, had
withdrawn to the Bataan Peninsular on Manila Bay. Just days
earlier, the supposedly impregnable British fortress of Singapore
had fallen to the Japanese after their triumphant sweep down the
Malayan Peninsula. Now, after the rout of Australian forces in
Timor, the Netherlands East Indies and at Rabaul in New Britain,
the enemy was literally on Australia’s doorstep. The humble port of
Darwin had been transformed into a strategic allied supply base for
a new war in the Pacific.

Fearing an imminent Japanese invasion,
the Australian government had ordered the evacuation of all women
and children from Darwin and the stepping up of the remote
outpost’s meager fortifications. Already over two thousand people,
half the town’s population, had left. Faith was one of the very
last evacuees, scheduled to sail to Perth aboard the coastal
steamer Zealandia.

Faith picked up her suitcases and began
weaving her way down the dock in and out of huge piles of war
supplies and building materials stacked high on the wharf.
The Zealandia lay at the far
end beyond another coastal steamer, the Neptuna. The area around the Neptuna was a hive of activity as scores of
waterside workers unloaded her cargo of munitions and high
explosives. When her holds were empty the Neptuna would also sail southward with the last
of the Top End evacuees.

The drone of aircraft overhead caused Faith
to look up. She saw several aircraft approaching over the harbor.
They seemed to be flying very low. Then she saw a second wave of
planes behind the first, then another behind that. Soon she could
see many times the combined total of the few RAAF Wirraways and
American Kittyhawks based at Darwin.

Faith smiled and put down her suitcases
again. There had been talk around town of more Americans coming to
Darwin. From what she’d heard and seen of the handful of flamboyant
American flyers at the RAAF station, it would be just like the
Yanks to show off the arrival of reinforcements with a low-level
fly-past. They certainly seemed to be doing it in style. Now there
were so many aircraft in the sky they were beginning to block out
the sun. Then suddenly Faith’s smile vanished when she saw the
bellies of the leading aircraft open up and start disgorging
strings of bombs.

In seconds the tranquility of the morning was
shattered by thunderous explosions. Faith was lifted off her feet
and flung through the air in a roaring blast of scorching hot air.
She landed heavily on the hardwood planking of the wharf. There
were more ear-numbing explosions and from where she lay Faith saw
the port’s huge oil storage tanks take direct hits and become
instant infernos of flame and dense black smoke. Then a rapid
series of small blasts ignited ruptured oil pipelines around the
dockside and all at once there was fire everywhere.

Faith skinned her hands and knees as she
scrambled over the rough planking to a stockpile of steel girders
at the edge of the dock and squeezed herself into a small space
between them. Crouched inside her makeshift air-raid shelter she
watched in horror as wave after wave of aircraft emptied their bomb
bays, raining death and destruction with deadly accuracy on the
sitting-duck targets riding at anchor in the harbor and lying
alongside the wharf. When the waves of bombers had droned by,
squadrons of fighter planes roared in at lightening speed. They
swooped down low over the harbor, dive bombing ships and raking
fleeing dockworkers on the wharf with machine gun fire. Some were
so low that the Japanese red moon emblems on their wings and even
the grinning faces of their pilots were plainly visible as they
banked away after their deadly strafing runs.

Apart from land-based anti-aircraft
fire, the only real resistance came from the destroyer,
USS Peary. Faith watched wide-eyed as
the warship was hit almost immediately and repeatedly but
the Peary’s guns stubbornly
kept blazing until finally her magazine blew, ripping the ship
apart. As she sank, the sea around her turned into a fiery cauldron
of burning oil which devoured what was left of her hapless crew.
Then a big tanker, the British
Motorist, took direct hits, rupturing her cavernous
tanks and igniting millions more gallons of oil, adding to the
inferno on the harbor.

Unable to watch the horror a moment longer,
Faith closed her eyes and clamped her hands over her ears, trying
to shut out the explosions which, amplified by the steel girders
surrounding her, threatened to burst her eardrums. But there was no
hiding from the blitz. Another incredibly loud blast reverberated
through the canyons of steel which shook and shuddered around her.
Faith opened her eyes. The entire stockpile of girders was swaying.
Even the wharf beneath her seemed to be moving. But Faith heard no
sound. Everything seemed strangely serene. In terror, realized
she’d been deafened by the nightmare going on around her.

Faith peered down the wharf. Now
the Neptuna and the
Zealandia were in flames and both
ships appeared to be sinking. A section of the dock beside
the Neptuna had vanished and
Faith knew it must have been the blast of munitions exploding in
the holds of the transport that had deafened her. When she felt the
dock beneath her move again she got up and ran for her life with
the wharf crumbling beneath her feet until she reached a grassy
slope leading towards the town's esplanade.

Halfway up the slope, Faith stopped for a
moment and looked up. The sky was still full of aircraft bombing
and strafing, not only over the harbor but all over the town. She
continued running. In a few moments she reached the Esplanade,
darted across it and ran into the courthouse where until the day
before she had worked as a stenographer. She found no one inside
the building and ran back outside onto the veranda overlooking the
harbor.

More of the bigger ships were sinking
now and many others were on fire including the hospital ship
Manunda. As Faith watched, the
Manunda took another hit, the huge
vessel’s prominent red cross markings ignored by the Japanese
pilots. Faith’s blood boiled in a surge of anger. She was
temporarily heartened when she saw a group of American P-40
Kittyhawks overhead engaging Japanese aircraft, but her joy was
short lived as she watched the hopelessly outnumbered American
aircraft shot out of the sky by swarms of Zeros.

Faith felt vomit rise in her throat. She
leaned forward and emptied her stomach over the veranda rail. Then,
shell-shocked and trembling, she slowly sank to the floor and
closed her eyes.

*

‘Faith… Faith…. Faith ’

The voice was faint. It seemed a million
miles away. Faith opened her eyes and saw the familiar face of
Sergeant Maxwell from the police barracks next door to the court
house.

‘Faith, are you all right?’ The sergeant eyed
her cautiously. ‘We didn’t know you were here. Everyone in the
court house and the police station dived into slit trenches just as
soon as we realized the planes were Japs. I only just saw you lying
here.’

Faith opened her eyes and looked groggily out
over the harbor. The air was filled with smoke and fires were
raging everywhere. There were no planes overhead now but crowds of
people were running and shouting along the Esplanade. Faith faintly
heard the wail of an air raid siren in the distance and was
thankful that at least she could hear again.

‘Yes, I’m all right, Sergeant. I must have
blacked out. When did the bombing stop?’

‘The fist raid ended nearly two hours ago but
then there was another by high altitude bombers. They concentrated
on the RAAF station. They’ve only just gone. We don’t think there
can be much of anything left over there. We can’t tell for sure
because all the communications are out. But we do know the hospital
has been hit too. I was just heading over there when I saw you.’
The sergeant looked at blood stains on Faith’s dress. ‘Are you sure
you’re all right?’

‘I think so, Sergeant Maxwell. Never mind the
blood. I just skinned my hands and knees down on the wharf.’

Faith moved to get up. The sergeant helped
her to her feet.

‘Look, I’ve got to get over to the
hospital,’ he said quickly. ‘Why don’t you slip over to the police
barracks and grab a cup of tea? But be sure to jump into the slit
trenches in the back yard if those bastards come back
again.’

Faith looked at the people running down the
Esplanade. ‘Where is everyone going?’ she called out as the
sergeant hurried to his police utility standing, door open and
engine running, at the kerb.

‘A lot of people are going bush,’ Maxwell
shouted back as he climbed behind the wheel of the ute. ‘They think
the bloody Japs are going to land any minute.’

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Faith watched the utility drive off down the
Esplanade. She shuddered at the thought of Japanese soldiers
landing. For weeks the newspapers had been full of speculation of
what they would do to Australian women if they did. Several girls
who worked with her at the courthouse had said they would kill
themselves if the Japs landed before they were evacuated. A surge
of panic swept through her. For a moment she was tempted to join
the runners in the street. But then she decided to take the
sergeant’s advice and seek refuge in the police barracks. Then she
changed her mind again, in favor of going home, thinking that if
the Japanese did land and she had to make a fateful decision, at
least there was a gun in the house.

The Brodie house was less than a mile from
the courthouse on a shady street just off the Stuart Highway, the
only road leading into or out of Darwin. Faith had been just twelve
years old when the family moved from Queensland to Darwin after her
father joined the Northern Territory Police Force. At first the
family felt as if they had come to a foreign land. Darwin was so
different from any other place in Australia they had ever seen. But
eventually they came to love the friendly and often boisterous,
cosmopolitan community.

After six years, their house had been all but
demolished in the great cyclone of 1937. The tropical storm also
took the lives of Faith’s mother and her father when their small
sailing boat, caught out in hundred-knot winds in Van Diemen Gulf,
capsized and sank to the bottom. After the cyclone Faith had wanted
to leave Darwin and its awful memories behind but her older brother
Joe had stubbornly rebuilt the house and persuaded her to stay.

Faith hurried homeward through the business
and shopping district. It was in absolute chaos. The streets were
filled with people, many frantically screaming out the names of
missing loved ones. Almost everyone was heading for the Stuart
Highway, on foot and in motor vehicles of every description. Their
progress was often slowed by rubble, smoking bomb craters and
debris from burning, bombed-out buildings. Several people were
taking advantage of the confusion and smashing shop windows along
the way, grabbing everything and anything they could carry.

As she neared her home, the crowds pouring
southward to the highway had swollen. Now she was being pushed and
jostled by an unruly mob bent on putting as much distance between
themselves and Darwin as possible. People were fleeing their homes
in their hundreds, with little more than the clothes on their
backs, leaving food cooking on stoves, uneaten meals on kitchen
tables and household pets to look after themselves.

Faith looked on in amazement as the terrified
faces of cosmopolitan Darwin rushed by. There were Europeans,
Malays, Timorese, Chinese, Torres Straight Islanders, Aborigines
and every conceivable combination of racial mixture. But there was
no sign of any Japanese. All but a handful of the Japanese in the
Top End had been rounded up and sent off to internment camps in the
southern states after the attack on Pearl Harbor. With emotions
running so high among the fleeing townspeople, Faith knew that the
few who had escaped arrest would be lying low to avoid any mindless
retribution. A horn honked loudly behind her and she jumped to
avoid a speeding truck as it hurtled south. The truck bore RAAF
markings and was full of airmen.

When Faith turned into the street where she
lived, it seemed peaceful compared to the mayhem on the main road.
She broke into a run, anxious to see if the house was still
standing. To her relief she saw it was. Only one house in the
street had been hit by the bombs but already it looked as if all
the others had been abandoned.

Faith’s hands were shaking as she turned the
key in the front door. But once inside the house, the orderly and
undisrupted familiarity of the old family home calmed her nerves.
She walked through to her bedroom and pulled a trunk out from under
the bed. Taking out her father’s Walther P5 semi-automatic pistol,
she loaded it with a clip of ammunition. Pausing for a moment to
look at the initials BB engraved in the steel at the bottom of the
grip, she couldn’t help remembering happier days when her father
had been alive. Then, thankful she had left a few clothes hanging
in her wardrobe, she changed quickly and taking the handgun with
her went to make some tea in the kitchen.

As she waited for the kettle to boil she put
the gun into a drawer in the kitchen table. Then she sat down and
prayed to God that wherever Joe was he was safe and sound and that
he would be home soon.

*

Just after dark there was a knock on the door
and Faith heard Sergeant Maxwell call out her name. She opened the
door. Maxwell looked exhausted. He stepped inside, quickly closing
the door behind him.

‘Be careful about any lights, Faith,’ the
sergeant cautioned. ‘Don’t want to show the Jap bombers where we
are, do we?’

‘I’ll make you a nice fresh cup of tea,
Sergeant,’ Faith said. ‘You look like you need one.’

‘No, I can’t stay’, Maxwell replied. ‘I must
be off. The boys and I will be going all night.’

Faith took the policeman’s arm and led him to
the kitchen. ‘Sit down,’ she said sternly, as she put the kettle on
the stove. ‘You won’t last all night without a cup of tea and a
sandwich.’

Maxwell sat down at the kitchen table and
took off his hat. His grey hair was soaked with sweat. There were
patches of dried blood on his trooper’s uniform. Faith knew he was
in his mid-fifties but suddenly he looked much older.

‘When I got back to the barracks they told me
they hadn’t seen you,’ Maxwell said anxiously. ‘I thought you must
have come home. I’ll take you down to the railway station later.
The Army’s organizing a train to take evacuees to Adelaide River
and Katherine.’

‘No thank you, Sergeant. From what I saw this
afternoon, I think I’d get trampled in the rush. Anyway, I want to
be here when Joe gets home.’

‘Then at least come over to my house. Mrs
Maxwell’s still there. She won’t leave either. She said there’s so
much to do here. The town hospital and the RAAF and Army hospitals
are already full of casualties brought from the Dutch East Indies
and Malaya. God only knows how we’ll cope with our own people.’

‘I can help out too, Sergeant,’ Faith said
quickly. ‘Just tell me what to do. I’d go mad just sitting around
doing nothing waiting for Joe.’

The policeman smiled grimly. ‘Okay, but
you’ll have to be evacuated eventually, you know. Orders are
orders. In the meantime, I’ll take you up to the hospital. They
need all the help they can get. The power’s out over there and the
doctors are working by torch and candle-light.’ Maxwell wiped the
sweat from his forehead with a soiled handkerchief. ‘Where’s Joe,
anyway?

Faith poured boiling water into the
teapot and put the brew on the table to steep. ‘He took
Faraway up to the northern island
missions ten days ago.’

‘Shouldn’t he be back by now?’

‘I expected him back before the
Zealandia sailed. But
Faraway’s an old boat. She’s slow
even with favorable winds and petrol is almost impossible to come
by these days.’

‘Joe’s lucky Faraway hasn’t been commandeered by the Navy.
Most of the other private vessels on the Northern Territory coast
have been.’ The sergeant’s eyes narrowed. ‘By the way, is Koko
Hamada with him?’

‘Yes.’ Faith put sandwiches down in front of
the policeman and poured the tea. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘People out there have gone crazy, Faith.
They’ll kill any Japanese they see on sight. Now nobody can avoid
internment.’

Faith was horrified. ‘But Koko’s an
Australian. He was born here. I think even his father was born in
the Territory.’

‘That’s why we used our discretion in Koko’s
case when the government’s internment orders came through. But now,
it doesn’t matter that the Hamadas have lived here for generations.
They’ve still got almond-shaped eyes. In Darwin today that’s enough
to get your head blown off. For his own protection we’ll have to
arrest him. Everyone thinks that every Japanese in Australia is an
enemy spy.’

‘You mean you’ll put Koko in goal?’

Maxwell sipped his tea and picked up a
sandwich. ‘We can’t do that. The Territory Administrator ordered us
to let all the prisoners out of goal in case the Japs land. He said
if we didn’t, they’d be beheaded, or shot like fish in a barrel.
The blackfellas all went bush heading for their tribal lands and
the whites are all running for their lives down the Stuart Highway
with everyone else.’

‘What will you do with Koko?’

‘Hand him over to the Army, I suppose.
Although with the kind of discipline I’ve seen among some of the
soldiers here today, they’d be just as likely to shoot him as
anyone else.’

‘Do you think the Japs will
really land, Sergeant?’

Maxwell shrugged his shoulders. ‘No one
knows. But in the meantime those of us that stay here have to do
what we can.’

‘How bad is it out there, Sergeant?’

‘It’s awful, Faith. There must be hundreds
and hundreds of dead and wounded, mainly the men from the ships and
the wharfies on the dock. Just about everyone who survived
panicked. Most of the airmen at the RAAF station and a lot of
sailors and soldiers have deserted. Even the staff at the leper
colony on Channel Island have run off and left the inmates to fend
for themselves. The blacks among them are planning to come over to
the mainland at low tide and head for their tribal lands. I hope
the Asian lepers have the brains to stay put. If they come over
here, they’ll probably get shot—by the Army if there are no
civilians left in town.’

‘Is the whole town on the Stuart Highway?’
Faith asked incredulously

Maxwell nodded. ‘Just about. Those with their
own transport took it, those without stole whatever they could lay
their hands on. They took cars, utes, motorcycles, bicycles,
anything, even the town dunny-truck. The highway is like a bloody
racetrack. There were even people on horseback. One of the blokes
at the station called it the Adelaide River Stakes.’

‘But they can only drive seventy miles,’
Faith said. ‘After Adelaide River, there are only dirt roads which
are impassable in the wet. What will they do then?’

‘Try and get on a train to Larrimah, I
suppose. But that’s only another two hundred miles or so on and its
far as the track goes. After that, I just don’t know what they’ll
do.’ Maxwell stood up to leave. ‘To tell you the truth, I don’t
care. I’m more concerned with looking after the folk who are still
here and what’s left of Darwin. Now, if you feel you’re up to it,
Faith, I’ll take you over to the hospital.’
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The Army pressed every available railway
carriage into service with the night train taking evacuees
southward to Larrimah. Many were open flat-top freight wagons and
cattle transports. Soldiers had been assigned to oversee the
evacuation. But the orderly boarding of the train quickly turned
into a stampede when it became clear there wasn’t going to be
enough room for everyone. When things began to get out of hand the
officer in charge ordered the soldiers to turn back at gun point
any men forcing their way past women, children and the aged.

Most of the selfish louts were young fellows
but two of the worst offenders were older men. Both had the same
stocky build and wore filthy, ragged clothes. Long flowing hair and
unkempt beards made them almost indistinguishable from each other.
Each man carried a tightly packed canvas sea-bag swung over his
shoulder and used it to bludgeon a path through the crowded
platform. In their free hands both men carried .303 rifles. Their
belligerent progress toward the train was only halted when a young
Army lieutenant fired a shot from a pistol into the air above their
heads. The crowd quickly scattered leaving the men standing alone
with the lieutenant’s long-barreled Luger trained on them.

‘Who are you bastards?’ the officer shouted.
‘Where did you get those rifles?’

‘I’m Nick Horan,’ one of the men replied. He
cocked his hairy head toward the other. ‘This is my brother, Henry.
We’re croc-shooters. We’ve had these guns since before you were
born, sonny.’

The young lieutenant ignored the sarcasm.
‘Croc-shooters! Where’s your boat?’

‘Down in the swamp at Mindil Beach.’

‘Where are you from?’

‘Groote Eyelandt in the Gulf of
Carpentaria.’

‘Why don’t you leave Darwin by sea?’

‘Oh yeah. And sail straight into the arms of
the Japs, you bloody fool.’

The lieutenant would not be drawn. ‘From what
I’ve just seen,’ he said calmly, ‘you two shouldn’t have any
trouble forcing your way through a few Japs.’ He turned his head
slightly and shouted: ‘Sergeant?’

An armed sergeant stepped quickly to the
lieutenant’s side. The officer lowered his Luger. ‘Escort these men
out of the station, Sergeant. If you see them here again, blow
their bloody heads off.’

*

Aki Hamada had been sitting at her sewing
machine beside the window in her living room when the first
Japanese warplanes swooped down on Darwin. Her small, but
comfortable cottage stood on Myilly Point almost two miles from the
harbor. From the window, beyond her colorful garden of flowering
tropical trees and plants, she had a clear unobstructed view of the
invaders as they roared in over the ocean.

When the bombs had started falling, Aki
had rushed to the bedroom and taken cover under her bed where she
stayed until long after the second raid had ended. When she
eventually came out, she locked the front and back doors, then
returned to the sewing machine at the window and stared out to sea,
hoping that her son Koko and the ketch Faraway were a long, long way away.

Aki had been born in Japan in the small town
of Marugame on the southern shores of the Inland Sea. She was just
seventeen when she had met Hayato Hamada, a diver with the Darwin
pearling fleet who had come to Japan for a few months in search of
his origins. Aki and Hayato were attracted to each other the moment
they met. She was captivated by his easy smile, his happy, carefree
nature and was fascinated by his stories of the Australian tropics.
Hayato thought Aki was the prettiest girl he’d ever seen.

When Hayato had told Aki’s father he wanted
to marry her, her father had laughed out loud and said his daughter
would never marry a foreign pearl-diver and forbade them to see
each other again. But when Hayato told him Aki was already
pregnant, the only way for her family to save face was to consent
to the union, which they did on the proviso that the couple left
for Australia immediately and remained there.

Aki soon found Darwin bore little resemblance
to the idyllic tropical town that Hayato had described; its wild,
frontier lifestyle couldn’t have been further removed from the
quiet sophistication of the Inland Sea landscape from where much of
Japan’s ancient culture had evolved. However, through the years,
their love for each other and their only child had always carried
them through. But in 1937, Hayato had been killed by flying debris
when their home had lost its roof in the great cyclone.

Ever since then, although still an
attractive woman, Aki had become a recluse, living only for her
tropical garden and for the time Koko spent with her when
Faraway was in port.

*

With the only evacuation options left open to
the Horan bothers being a long trek southward across the Australian
continent on foot, or an immediate escape by sea to the north, the
decision was not hard to make. As they plodded, grumbling and
cursing, through the darkened, rubble-strewn streets towards their
boat at the swamp on Mindil Beach, they stopped frequently to help
themselves to whatever they could carry from abandoned shops and
homes along the way. With their sea-bags and rifles making it
impossible to steal bulky items, their prime booty was liquor and
cigarettes. Occasionally they saw police and military vehicles, but
with the authorities having more urgent matters than looters to
attend to, the croc-shooters were never challenged.

From time to time they stopped for a
breather, put down their heavy loads and drank greedily from a
whisky bottle. When they finally reached Myilly Point, the headland
seemed strangely peaceful. The nearby Darwin civil hospital had
been hit by bombers because of its close proximity to anti-aircraft
batteries and the army barracks, but mercifully the buildings on
the point itself had somehow been spared.

The brothers sat down in the moonlight
on a rocky outcrop overlooking Mindil Beach and drank more whisky.
From where they sat they could make out the dark shadow of their
thirty foot sloop, the Groote Eylandt
Lady, at the edge of the swamp. When they had
abandoned the old run-down vessel earlier in the day to go ashore
in the sloop’s dinghy, she had been sitting in six feet of water.
Now they could plainly see the silhouette of the mast leaning over
at a sharp angle after being left high and dry by the outgoing
tide.

With several hours to kill before they could
set sail, the croc-shooters decided to look for a more comfortable
place to pass the time. Noticing a small cottage which faced out
over the sea, they were surprised to find both the front and back
doors locked. Most people had left the doors of their homes wide
open in their haste to join the exodus from town. Horan raised a
big foot and kicked hard. The back door flew open revealing a dark
kitchen.

‘Anyone home?’

Both men cocked their heads and listened.
There was no answer. They stepped inside and laid their gear on the
floor. Nick struck a match and looked around. There was a
candlestick in a jar on the kitchen table which he lit.

Holding the candle high, he led the way
through a narrow corridor to the front of the little house. It was
as neat as a pin with no sign of a rushed departure. In the living
room, the flickering candle illuminated oriental wall pictures and
polished rosewood furniture. At a window overlooking the ocean, a
sewing machine stood on an ornate teak cabinet and beside it was a
high-backed rocking chair. When the candlelight fell on the face of
a small figure sitting motionless in the rocking chair, both men
were almost startled out of their wits.

Nick was the first to recover. He lunged
forward and grabbed Aki Hamada’s tiny throat in a huge hand and
lifted her out of the chair. She stood eyes lowered, wearing a
black silk kimono, her little body trembling with fear.

Nick’s eyes widened. ‘God Almighty, Henry.
It’s a bloody Jap.’

Henry lurched back into the kitchen and
groped around in the darkness. He returned almost immediately with
his rifle in his hands. He leveled it at Aki. ‘All right, how many
more bloody nips are in the house?’

Aki was terrified. Horan’s choking grip on
her throat was so tight she could hardly breath. ‘There is no one,’
she gasped. She felt the hold on her throat ease a little and added
quickly, ‘but my son will be here soon with many of his
shipmates.’

Henry grinned. ‘And I suppose they are all in
the bloody Imperial Japanese Navy.’ His eyes were becoming used to
the candlelight now and, with his rifle pressed against his
shoulder, he moved around the cottage. Just outside the living room
there were two closed bedroom doors off the narrow corridor. He
kicked one door open and charged inside. Finding the room empty he
repeated the exercise with the second room. Satisfied there was no
on else in the house, he lowered the rifle and returned to the
living room.

Both men stood for a long time, their eyes
appraising Aki. Without releasing his iron grip on her throat, Nick
laid the candle down on a table and tore off her kimono. She was
naked beneath it. As his eyes travelled over her slim, firm body he
let out a whistle of appreciation.

‘Which room has the biggest bed, Henry?

‘In there.’ Henry nodded his hairy head to
the first door without taking his eyes off Aki.’

Nick took his hand from Aki’s throat and
grabbed her long black hair. ‘I think I’ll give this bitch a little
of what the Japs gave us this morning,’ he said as he dragged her
across the floor to the bedroom. ‘Keep an eye open for anyone
coming, Henry. And don’t get too impatient. There’s plenty here for
both of us.’

*

It was two hours before the incoming
tide was deep enough to float the croc-shooters’ dinghy, and two
more before there was enough water under the Groote Eyelandt Lady’s shoal draft keel to allow
her to nose her way out to sea in the darkness.

In the little cottage on the headland, Aki’s
torn and ravaged body lay prone on her bed, the life choked out of
her by Henry Horan’s huge hands in a final act of physical
debasement.
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The forty-six foot ketch
Faraway approached Bathurst Island in
darkness. That morning she had weighed anchor at Trepang Bay on the
northern coast of the Coburg Peninsular, rounded Cape Don, then
slogged her way south-westward all day, using a favorable breeze
and the notorious tidal streams of Van Diemen Gulf to her best
advantage. Now, as the crew lowered the vessel’s sails, the usual
evening thunder storms associated with the wet were beginning to
put on their spectacular show of lightening.

The old ketch’s engine coughed to life.
Joe Brodie stood at the controls in the wheelhouse clad only in
cut-off khaki army shorts, his lanky body glistening with sweat. In
normal times he could bring Faraway
into the Catholic mission jetty on Bathurst under sail, even
in the dark. But when the Japanese had entered the war, the
familiar guiding lights on shore had been blacked out when the
military had enlisted the missionaries as coast watchers. Now, all
the Top End island missions had become legitimate targets for enemy
warplanes because of their airstrips and their radio communications
with the mainland. As he strained to see the way ahead, Joe cursed
the Japanese for the darkness and for forcing him to use precious
petrol.

Fast moving clouds intermittently
obscured the moon, forcing Joe to rely on the occasional flash of
lightening and his local knowledge to guide Faraway through the patches of shallows and
rocks. From time to time he swung the wheel hard to the left or
right when his crewman, Koko Hamada, standing lookout on the
bowsprit, shouted out instructions as he sighted hazards in the
water ahead. Joe’s two other crewmen, both young Aborigines, stood
fore and aft, ready with mooring lines, their black bodies only
visible when lightening lit up the night.

‘Lantern on the jetty,’ Koko shouted
out when he spotted a light on the shore moving to and
fro.

Joe cut back the engine and edged
toward the light. When Faraway
gently nudged against the jetty pilings, the two Aborigines
jumped ashore, made fast the mooring lines and laid down a
gangplank. A little man in a clerical collar and shorts and sandals
hurried aboard. His white hair glowed in the lantern light as he
crossed the deck to the wheelhouse.

‘Father Jack.’ Joe held out a big hand. ‘I’m
sorry I’m a couple of days late. I hope you didn’t think I’d
forgotten your evacuees.’

Father Jack grimaced. ‘After what happened
this morning, I’ve been thanking the Lord all day that they’re
still on Bathurst Island.’

Joe looked surprised. ‘Oh, what
happened?’

‘Don’t you know?’ The priest glanced from Joe
to Koko as he clambered down into the wheelhouse. ‘But of course
you wouldn’t,’ he added quickly. ‘You’ve been sailing all day from
the north-east.’ He drew a deep breath. ‘The Japs hit Darwin around
ten o’clock this morning. There were hundreds of aircraft—bombers
and fighters. They strafed the mission as they flew over us on
their way to the mainland.’

Joe was stunned. ‘Oh, my God. How bad was it
in Darwin, Father?’

‘We don’t really know. We got on the radio of
course to sound the alarm. But within minutes the Japs had jammed
the emergency frequency. We’re fearing the worst. There were two
attacks and so many aircraft.’

Joe and Koko exchanged anxious glances.

‘Well, we did manage to send the warning,’
Father Jack said, reading their thoughts. ‘And it’s almost fifty
miles to the mainland. There should have been enough time for
civilians to take cover and for the Army to man the anti-aircraft
guns. And there must have been some aircraft at the RAAF
station.’

‘Sometimes there is, sometime there isn’t,’
Joe said quietly.

‘We know the Japs met air resistance from the
Americans,’ Father Jack said grimly. ‘One of their planes crashed
into the sea about a mile offshore. We went out in a small boat and
picked up the pilot. He was alive.’

‘Alive?’ Joe’s eyebrows rose. ‘What did he
say, Father?’

‘Nothing much yet. He was conscious when we
found him floating in his life jacket. But he passed out in the
boat on the way to shore. He doesn’t seem to be hurt badly, just a
few bruises here and there. But he’s still unconscious. He’s up at
the house. Sister Mary’s been at his bedside since we brought him
in.’

‘He’s a lucky man,’ Koko said. He suddenly
frowned. ‘If he went down a mile out, how did you know he wasn’t a
Jap?’

‘We didn’t.’ Father Jack smiled benignly.
‘But we are missionaries here, Koko, and the pilot was a human
being in need.’

‘The boat’s secure, boss,’ one of the two
Aboriginal crewman said as they both appeared at the wheelhouse
door.

‘Well, we’d best be going up to the mission.’
Father Jack said. ‘We saw your sails hours ago so we had plenty of
time to prepare you a good meal.’ The priest looked at the
Aborigines and smiled. ‘I told cook to be sure she made enough for
Sunday and Monday as well.’

The black faces of Sunday and Monday broke
into wide white grins.

*

There were over three hundred
Aborigines living in the mission village. Supervised by the
missionaries, they raised livestock and grew most of their own food
in the surrounding fields. Any other requirements were brought to
the island by small supply vessels like Faraway or, in an emergency, by light aircraft.
As the group walked up to Father Jack’s house in the darkness there
were friendly waves from the shadows.

Father Jack’s cook, an old Aboriginal named
Rosie, served lamb stew and potatoes as soon as everyone arrived at
the house. Joe, Koko and Father Jack sat in the glow of a candle at
the kitchen table. Sunday and Monday ate outside on the front
porch. After the meal, Rosie brought a pot of tea to the white men
at the table. An hour later they were still speculating on the
aftermath of the air raids when a young white woman hurried into
the kitchen.

‘What is it, Sister Mary?’ Father Jack
asked anxiously.

‘The American flyer. He’s awake. He’s asking
all sorts of questions. He’s….’

‘He’s well and damn glad to be alive,’ a
voice with an American accent called out. A barefoot young man
wrapped in a bed sheet followed Sister Mary into the room. He had a
sharp angular face and dark hair. Joe took him to be in his
mid-twenties. The young man thrust out a hand, clutching the bed
sheet around him with the other. ‘I’m Captain Dan Rivers. I want to
thank you all for fishing me out of the sea.’

Everyone stood up and shook hands. The
pilot’s dark eyes narrowed when he saw Koko’s face in the candle
glow.

‘It’s all right, mate.’ Koko said quickly.
‘I’m as Australian as steak and eggs.’

‘Sit down, Captain.’ Father Jack gestured to
a chair. He turned to Sister Mary. ‘Ask Rosie to prepare another
plate and would you fetch my dressing gown, please.’ He turned back
to the pilot. ‘Are you sure you feel well enough to be up, young
man?’

The pilot grinned. ‘Nothing wrong with me
that a square meal won’t fix, Father.’

A few minutes later, clad in Father Jack’s
too-small dressing gown and heartily eating a generous serving of
stew, Captain Rivers fielded questions about the air raids on
Darwin.’

‘I don’t think it could have been worse,’ he
said somberly. ‘By the time we all realized what was happening,
half the ships in the harbor and a lot of buildings had been hit.
Everyone was caught completely by surprise.’

‘But we sent a radio message,’ Father
Jack interjected. ‘We warned Darwin the Japanese were
coming.’

‘Yes, but no-one sounded the alarm. Ten
American P-40 fighters had left Darwin for Koepang twenty minutes
earlier, then radioed in saying they were returning on account of
poor weather. The radio operators thought the planes you saw were
the Kittyhawks coming back.’

‘Were you flying one of them?’ Joe asked.

‘No, I was left behind because my airplane
was unserviceable. I was in a hangar on the airfield when five of
the Kitty’s landed just minutes before the Japs arrived. They were
all shot up on the ground. The five still in the air were so
outnumbered they didn’t have a chance. Some of those poor guys had
never seen an enemy aircraft before.’

‘Have you, Captain?’

‘Yes, I was with the US Army Air Force in the
Philippines.’

‘But if your plane was unserviceable, how did
you get shot down?’ Koko asked.

‘Our maintenance guys kept working on
it during the raid. They finished it about an hour after it ended
and I was ordered to fly to Batchelor Field to join a
small P-40’s squadron there. I just got airborne when the Japs came
a second time. This time it was high-altitude bombers. But they had
fighter cover. A couple of zeros spotted me and chased me out over
the ocean. When they caught up with me I took them on. I knocked
one of them out but the other one got me. Suddenly I was smoking
bad and going down. I almost made it to the strip here at the
mission. I don’t know what happened to the zero I hit but the other
one must have figured I was a goner and took off. He would have
gone back to cover their bombers. Only thing was, there were no
fighters in Darwin to take them on.’

‘What about the RAAF Wirraways?’ Joe
asked.

‘There’s only nine or ten and they were sixty
miles south at Batchelor Field. And it was probably just as well
because they wouldn’t have stood a chance. The Wirraway’s top speed
is a hundred and fifty. Zeros can do more than double that and
they’re armed with better guns.’

Joe sighed resignedly. ‘Was the
steamer Zealandia still in
port?’ he asked.

‘Yes, the Jap Betty bombers really did
a job on the docks. The Zealandia
took direct hits. Why do you ask?’

‘My sister was to be evacuated on
her.’

The captain looked at Joe, then Koko. ‘You
guys from Darwin?’

Joe nodded. ‘I’m the skipper of a
coastal trader, the ketch, Faraway. Koko’s sailed with me for years. He has
family in Darwin too—his mother. We’re on our way there now. We
called in at Bathurst to pick up evacuees.’

‘When do you leave?’

‘At first light tomorrow.’

‘I must get back to my unit,’ the pilot said
anxiously. ‘I figure today’s raids were just to soften Darwin up
for a Jap landing. You will take me with you, won’t you?’

Joe glanced at Father Jack. ‘Yes. If Father
Jack says you’re well enough to travel.’

*

The scattered thunderstorms had cleared
by morning. With the first streaks of dawn’s light, eight part
Aboriginal children carrying all their worldly possessions in brown
paper parcels tied up with string boarded Faraway. Koko told them to sit down on the deck,
out of the way of the workings of the ketch, until she was
underway. As the sun lumbered up out of the ocean burning off a
steamy early morning mist, Sunday and Monday hoisted the sails and
the ketch put to sea, leaving Father Jack and a crowd of blacks
waving on the jetty.

As soon as the vessel came out of the
lee of the land a fresh westerly filled her sails. Joe set a direct
course for Darwin across Beagle Gulf and Faraway began to leave a bubbling wake astern.
With the vessel making such a good turn of speed, Koko told the
evacuees to stay seated where they were on the deck and to keep a
sharp lookout for ships and aircraft.

Captain Rivers climbed part way up the
companionway steps and handed Joe a mug of tea. A moment later he
climbed up into the wheel house with a cup of his own. He wore his
pilot’s fatigues and moved with sure-footed agility in spite of the
motion of the vessel. He stood beside Joe at the wheel, sipping
tea, watching Sunday and Monday nimbly trimming the sails.

‘Those two Aborigines,’ he said after a
few moments. ‘It’s hard to tell one from the other. Are they
twins?’

Joe grinned. ‘Yes, they are.’

‘Have they got real names?’

‘Sunday and Monday are their real names. One
was born just before midnight on a Sunday and the other an hour
later, or so the story goes.’

The pilot turned his attention to the sky and
the water.

Joe handed him a pair of binoculars. ‘Do you
think the Japs will come back today, Captain?’

‘Hard to say,’ the pilot raised the glasses.
‘If they’re going to land they’ll come by sea. If they think they
missed anything worth hitting yesterday there may be another air
strike. But if they accomplished all they wanted to do yesterday
they may not be back for a while.’

‘God, let’s hope so.’ Joe gestured toward the
women and children on the deck. ‘At least until I get this lot
ashore and on their way to Adelaide.’

‘How long before we reach Darwin, Joe?’

‘About six hours if this wind keeps up. A lot
longer if it doesn’t.’

‘Can’t you start the engine?’

‘We’ve only got enough petrol to run the
engine for an hour at most.’

The American lowered the glasses. ‘How come
you’re ferrying their kids to the mainland anyway?’

‘All the island missions were told the Navy
would be evacuating them. But the ships never arrived. The mission
on Bathurst is one of the lucky ones. It’s close to Darwin, so some
of the private coastal vessels have been picking up a few at a time
This lot is the last to leave.’

‘But there’s still plenty of people left
there.’

‘Just blacks. The government only evacuates
whites or half-whites. Father Jack and Sister Mary don’t agree with
that. That’s why they’re staying on. He told me last night they
must do what they feel God wants them to do.’

The captain sipped more tea and swallowed.
‘What are you going to do, Joe? There won’t be much work for a
coastal trader in these waters now.’

‘I know,’ Joe said grimly. He felt the
wind ease and shouted at Sunday to Monday to sheet-in the sails.
‘The last few months there’s been shortages of everything. Now
there are practically no cargoes at all. Even if there were, I
can’t get the petrol I need. And the bank’s screaming because I’m
behind on the boat payments. Soon they’ll have to deal with the
Army or the Navy because Faraway
will probably be commandeered soon after we get to
Darwin.’

‘So where does that leave you?’

‘Since I’ll no longer be performing an
essential service, the Army will call me up like everyone else.
This damn war has changed everything for everyone.’

‘You can say that again.’ The American
drained the last of his tea. ‘Last summer I was looking forward to
getting out of this man’s Army and going home to New Mexico. Now
I’m in the Top End of Australia. Three weeks ago I didn’t even know
where it was.’

‘What kind of work do you do in civvy-street,
Captain?’

‘I’m an engineer.’ The captain raised the
binoculars again and scoured the ocean. After a few moments he
said: ‘Look, over there.’ He pointed over the port bow. ‘What’s
that?

Joe took the glasses. About three or four
miles off he saw a small vessel travelling towards them under
power. He handed back the binoculars. ‘Looks like a small private
craft. Must have been able to scrounge up enough fuel to get out of
Darwin. As they eyed the little boat the wind suddenly dropped
again. Robbed of air the sails flapped noisily. In minutes the
ketch was wallowing in a sloppy sea.

Koko came to the wheelhouse from the fore
deck. ‘Looks like that’s all the air we’re going to get for a
while, Skipper. We’ll be sitting ducks if the Japs come back again
today. What do you reckon? Do we start the engine?’

‘I suppose.’ Joe said. ‘But I don’t think
we’ve even got a gallon of petrol.’

The engine died less than half an hour later
just as the small boat they had sighted earlier passed them heading
in the other direction. It was a sloop and looked to be in poor
condition. The vessel wasn’t close enough to hail but two people
could be plainly seen sitting in the cockpit. Captain Rivers
trained the glasses on her transom. Under the crusted salt and
grime he could just make out her markings.

She was the Groote Eylandt Lady.

 


 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


 


The Darwin Civil Hospital near Myilly Point
was almost brand new, having recently replaced a decrepit old
facility on the same site. It was widely regarded as one of the
most modern and well equipped in Australia. In spite of being
severely damaged by bombs during the first raid, the police and the
military brought in a steady stream of casualties throughout the
day. Most of the badly wounded were dock-workers or sailors from
ships sunk in the harbor. There were scores of men suffering bullet
and shrapnel wounds and scores more blackened and burnt from bomb
blasts and burning oil. Doctors and medical staff were stretched
beyond their limits and were grateful for any volunteer assistance
they could get.

After Sergeant Maxwell had dropped Faith off,
she worked continuously all through the afternoon and night. She
labored hard and willingly, soothing the wounded awaiting
treatment, holding candles for doctors performing operations
without electric power, and disposing of the seemingly endless bags
of soiled medical dressings in incinerators outside the building.
Faith even surprised herself at what she was capable of in the face
of so much bloodshed and human suffering.

By the early hours of the morning the
hospital seemed to have the worst of the emergency cases under
control. Everyone, including Faith, was exhausted. Then word came
through that because of the risk of another air raid at first light
on the nearby Larrakeyah Army Barracks and the possibility of the
hospital being hit yet again, all patients were to be moved to the
military hospital at Berrimah several miles away. Army vehicles
began arriving just before dawn to transfer hundreds of seriously
wounded patients on stretchers.

Faith rode over to the military
hospital in a truck with a number of badly burned sailors from
the USS Peary. Some of them
were so young they were still in their teens. At Berrimah, she
helped to carry them inside and get them settled into the hospital.
With all the beds already filled, many by patients transferred from
another hospital at the RAAF station which had been hit badly in
the second raid, casualties from the Civil Hospital were put on
mattresses scattered around on the floor in corridors and outside
on verandas.

It was mid-morning when Sergeant Maxwell
found Faith, almost dead on her feet, helping to prepare food in
the hospital kitchen. On the way home to the sergeant’s house she
fell asleep in the police van.

*

The wasn’t even a ripple on the sea
when a fresh north-easterly swept across Beagle Gulf around noon.
In seconds, Faraway’s listless
sails filled with air and the ketch came alive and charged
southward at almost eight knots.

The evacuees, who had gone below
earlier seeking relief from the searing midday sun, quickly came
back up on deck to feel the cooling wind on their skin. As the
mainland drew closer, Sunday and Monday climbed to vantage points
in the ratlines. But long before anyone sighted land, an ominous
pall of black smoke towering high in the sky was visible over the
Port of Darwin. Anxious to get home as fast as he could, Joe kept a
steady hand on the helm, never allowing Faraway to wander even a fraction off-course,
while Koko constantly trimmed the sails and Captain Rivers kept a
sharp lookout for Japanese raiders through raised
binoculars.

The wind held. Just before
sunset, Faraway shortened sail
and glided into the Port of Darwin. There
was a stunned silence on the deck of the ketch. The entire area was
devastated. Every strategic target seemed to have been demolished
in the raid. Only the leper colony on nearby Channel Island
appeared to have escaped the wholesale destruction. It was now
almost thirty hours since the Japanese warplanes had unleashed
their fury, but oil fires were still burning on the shore and the
port area was strewn with debris. As Joe spun the wheel to avoid
hitting some floating rubbish he was horrified to see a burnt,
bloated body break the surface of the oily water and realized that
the sea was still giving up her dead.

Joe steered past two naval launches
ferrying wounded military personnel to Catalina flying boats moored
in the harbor. Their crews looked surprised to see a private vessel
entering the harbor with children scattered around her decks.
As Faraway drew closer to what
remained of the wharf, Joe could see that the hospital ship
Manunda, although badly damaged, was
taking on stretcher cases and preparing to sail. Beyond the
Manunda, half the hull of the
steamer Neptuna lay partially
submerged on its side. It had been blown in two when
her cargo of munitions blew up

From a distance it appeared that many
more casualties were laid out on the dock area. But as the ketch
drew closer, the putrid stench of decomposing flesh wafting over
the deck made it plain that the casualties on the shore were in
fact corpses, stacked up in piles like firewood. Suddenly all the
children began to cry and Joe told Koko to get them below. Moments
later, a naval launch drew alongside and an angry officer ordered
the Faraway out of the harbor
area.

Joe steered out from the
shore and sailed toward the lower reaches of Frances Bay, past the
town’s pearling fleet anchorage, to a patch of shallow water close
to the edge of Darwin’s huge mangrove swamps. There Sunday and
Monday lowered the sails. Even before the anchor had taken hold,
all the passengers were anxious to get ashore. Joe called everyone
around him on the aft deck.

‘Right, from what we’ve seen, it looks like
the authorities in town have their hands full, so we’ll probably
have to fend for ourselves.’ Joe turned to Dan Rivers and Koko.
‘Captain, you’ll want to get back to your unit right away, and
Koko, you’d better get over to Myilly Point, so I’ll take you two
ashore first.’ He turned to the children. ‘Then I’ll take you lot
ashore a few at a time and we’ll see what can be done about getting
you out of Darwin. If anyone gets lost or separated, come back to
the anchorage here and sing out. Sunday and Monday are staying
aboard to mind the boat.’

It was dark when the dinghy reached the shore
at the edge of the mangroves. Koko jumped out and took off at a
run, slipping and sliding through the mud, heading for Myilly
Point. When the captain clambered out he hesitated, then turned and
stepped back into knee-deep water and grabbed the dinghy by the
gunwales.

‘It’ll be pitch black in a few minutes, Joe.
I think I’d better walk into town with you and those kids. I figure
it’s the least I can do.’

‘You’ll make better time on your own,
Captain.’

‘I know that, but I’m going to go with you
and the kids.’ The American pushed off the dinghy. ‘Now let’s hurry
it up. I know there’s crocodiles and snakes in these
mangroves.’

When the last of the children were put
ashore, Sunday rowed the dinghy back to the ketch. Then everyone
struggled through the mangroves to dry land and up to a railway
line on higher ground which ran parallel to the shore. They
followed the tracks in the darkness towards town. Joe led the way,
with the children grouped behind him and Captain Rivers bringing up
the rear. They walked for about half a mile through heavily bombed
scrub to the town railway station. Somehow the railway line itself
had miraculously escaped being hit.

The station was deserted except for two
military police trucks parked on the platform. As the weary group
straggled in, the headlights of the vehicles on the platform above
them suddenly lit up. The doors swung open and several provosts
jumped out with drawn revolvers.

‘Stop right where you are, you lot.’ a loud
voice shouted out.

Blinded by the glare, everyone stopped dead.
The Aboriginal children clung to each other, frightened out of
their wits. Captain Rivers stood perfectly still holding two of the
smallest youngsters by the hand.

‘Who are you?’ The loud voice belonged to a
provost sergeant. He was standing about twenty yards away with his
Luger pointed directly at Joe. ‘Where do you think your going with
those Abos?’

‘I’m Joe Brodie, the skipper of the
coastal trader, Faraway.’ Joe
squinted through the glare. Now he could see the provost sergeant
and the gun. ‘Put the bloody gun down. Do I look like a Jap or
something? I’ve brought these children here to be
evacuated.’

‘Are you bloody mad?’ the sergeant shouted.
‘Lepers can’t come near anyone. Take them back to Channel Island
where they belong. We know they’ve been sneaking over to the
mainland and setting up camps in the mangroves. I’ll shoot anyone
who takes a step closer.’

‘They’re not from Channel Island. We’ve just
sailed in from Bathhurst Island.’

The sergeant hesitated. He seemed unsure what
to do next.

‘It’s okay, Sergeant,’ the captain called
out. He walked toward the platform. ‘It’s true. I sailed over with
them. I’m Captain Dan Rivers, United States Army Air Force.’

‘It’s only okay when I say it’s okay,’ the
sergeant shouted. ‘So don’t come any closer, Yank. Nobody’s going
anywhere. Darwin’s under martial law now. That means Australian
military provosts are in charge here.’

‘Sergeant,’ Joe said quickly ‘take a look at
these children. They’re not lepers. They’re all healthy. Look at
their skin. It’s quite normal. None of them are disfigured or
deformed. I just want to hand them over to the authorities for
evacuation.’

‘It’s too late to evacuate anyone, now. All
the government people and civilians have gone south and all the
Abos have gone bush. As I told you, the provosts are in charge of
everything now. So I’m telling you lot to go back where you came
from.’

‘You’re not in charge of me.’ Captain Rivers
walked towards the sergeant. ‘I’m going back to my unit if there’s
anything left of it. Are there still Americans left at the RAAF
station?’

‘There’s not much left of the station. The
Yanks have set up bush camps out of town the same as we have. But
if you’re lucky you might find some of your MPs around town.’

‘What about the Northern Territory Police?’
Joe asked. ‘Are there any officers still here?’

‘Yeah, they’re still here. Most of them are
still burying dead sailors down on the beach by the harbor.’

‘Is Sergeant Maxwell there?’

The sergeant nodded. ‘I think so.’

‘I want to go and talk to him about these
children.’

‘You know Sergeant Maxwell, do you?’

‘Yes. My father was with the Territory Police
for years.’

‘All right then. But those kids don’t move an
inch.’ The sergeant holstered his revolver. He turned to Captain
Rivers and cocked his head toward the platform. ‘All right, you can
come up now too.’

Dan Rivers looked at the children gathered around
him. They all looked very frightened. He turned back to the
provost. ‘If it’s all the same to you, Sergeant,’ he said quietly.
‘I figure I’ll just hang around here until Joe gets back.’

*

Koko ran across the mile and a half wide neck of land
which separated Frances Bay from Myilly Point without stopping.
Streets he had known since boyhood now suddenly seemed alien and
strange. Open doors of deserted homes swung eerily to and fro. Now
and then, plaintive sounds pierced the night as abandoned household
pets searched for absent owners and scraps of food. There were bomb
craters everywhere, and on many blocks of land there was only
rubble where houses had stood the day before. Apart from the
passage of an occasional military vehicle, Darwin had become a
ghost town.

As he neared Myilly Point, Koko was glad to see the
destruction didn’t seem to be quite so bad. Apart from the new
hospital which had been hit and obviously abandoned, there seemed
to be little damage to the nearby houses. Without breaking his
stride he bounded over the low white picket fence surrounding his
mother’s garden and rushed through the back door.

Koko called out his mother’s name. There was no
answer. He called out again but still there was no reply. He
fumbled in the darkness in the kitchen drawer where he knew his
mother kept a torch. Finding it, he shone it ahead of him as he
hurried through the passageway to the front of the house. Koko
stopped in his tracks when he saw an empty whisky bottle on the
floor outside his mother’s bedroom. Then he saw her black kimono
lying in shreds on the living-room floor. At once he knew something
was terribly wrong. The bedroom door was ajar. With his heart
pounding, he pushed it open and shone the torch inside. He cried
out in anguish when the light fell on Aki’s lifeless body.

*

Sergeant Maxwell was about to climb into his
utility when Joe reached the police barracks on the Esplanade. The
policeman looked tired and grim-faced. When he saw Joe he managed a
tight smile.

‘So you made it back all right, Joe?
Someone said they thought they saw Faraway coming into Frances Bay. I was just about
to go home and tell Faith. She’s at my place. I expect she’s awake
by now. She worked fourteen hours straight at the hospitals last
night.’ The sergeant opened the door of the van. ‘Hop
in.’

‘Thank God, she’s all right.’ Joe’s relief
showed on his face but he made no move toward the vehicle. ‘Tell me
what the hell is happening here, George. I just brought some
children and a shot-down American pilot over from Bathhurst. I
anchored at the edge of the mangroves and when we walked down to
the railway station we were held at gun point by the Army
provosts.’

Maxwell sighed and shook his head. ‘They are
in charge now, Joe. They are mostly just young militia conscripts
and they’re being a bit heavy-handed. But the town went mad
yesterday after the raids. Everyone was scared the Japs were going
to land any minute. People just dropped everything, abandoned their
homes and businesses, and headed south any way they could. And it
wasn’t just civilians. Most of the airmen at the RAAF station
deserted and they were joined by a lot of soldiers and sailors. It
was like rats deserting a sinking ship. Then the looters went to
work. There’s hardly a house in town that hasn’t been
vandalized.’

‘Mine included, I suppose?’ Joe said
resignedly

‘I expect so, Joe. But I drove by it earlier
today. It looks okay.’

‘But, if everyone’s gone, who doing the
looting?’

‘Mainly servicemen. The barracks in town have
been deserted. The soldiers are carting stuff off to bush camps.
Some of them told me they’d been ordered by their officers to swipe
anything that was useful. The rest are stranded civilians who can’t
get out of town, or sailors off ships that got wrecked or sunk in
the harbor. They’re breaking into homes just to get a feed and a
roof over their heads.’

‘What a damn mess,’ Joe said angrily. `What
am I supposed to do with the children I brought from Bathurst?’

‘The Army told me there’s a freight train
leaving Larrimah for Darwin late tonight. It probably won’t be here
until sometime tomorrow. As soon as it’s unloaded it will going
straight back. They won’t allow civilians to board it; it
contravenes some stupid regulation I suppose. But I got the
Territory Administrator to persuade the Army to turn a blind eye if
the few remaining civilian women in Darwin travel on it as far as
Katherine. They’ll have to ride on open flat-top wagons but it’s
the only way out now. I’ve told Mrs Maxwell and Faith that they’d
better be among them. Perhaps we can get your kids on it too. Where
are they?’

‘Still at the railway station. The provost
sergeant won’t let them move. He thinks they’re from the
leprosarium on Channel Island.’

‘Oh, God.’ The sergeant threw up his hands.
‘And what about the American pilot?’

‘He’s staying with them until I get
back.’

‘Come on.’ Maxwell opened the door of the ute
and climbed in.

Joe quickly got in beside him. ‘Where are we
going, George?’

‘There are some American military police
further down the beach. We’ll tell them about their pilot, then
we’ll all go back to the station.’

‘What are the MPs doing on the beach?’ Joe
asked as the ute swung out onto the Esplanade.

‘They’re trying to identify Americans
among the bodies that keep coming up out of the harbor. We’ve been
burying men on the beach all day with no way of telling the
nationality of most of them. In this heat we’ve had to move
quickly. There were so many bodies we even had to send some out to
sea for burial. And we’re not getting them all. The ones that
surface down near the mangroves will be eaten by the crocs, I
suppose.’

Joe closed his eyes and grimaced. After a
moment he said, ‘How are you going to convince the provosts to
release the children?’

‘I’ll tell them I’ve got permission
from their commanding officer to use my discretion regarding
evacuees.’

‘Have you?’

‘No.’

‘What if he checks with the Army?’

‘They’ve got more important things to do than
deal with a jumped-up provost sergeant who thinks he’s a real
policeman, Joe.’

Joe glanced at the sergeant. ‘You could get
yourself into a lot of trouble, George.’

‘We’ll all be in a lot more trouble if the
bloody Japs land. Oh hell...’ Maxwell turned his head quickly to
Joe. ‘What did the provosts do with Koko?’

‘Nothing. He didn’t go to the station, he
went straight home.’ Joe sensed something in Maxwell’s tone. ‘Why
do you ask?’

‘I’ll have to go and pick him up. It will be
better if I turn him over to a senior army officer than let the
provosts grab him. There’s no telling what they’ll do. I’ll take
Aki in at the same time.’

Joe eyes widened in amazement. ‘But why,
George. Why?’

The sergeant swung off the Esplanade and
braked sharply beside a cluster of men and military vehicles on the
beach. ‘Because they’re Japanese, Joe. That’s why.’

*

Dan Rivers was sitting in the middle of the
platform with the children, when Sergeant Maxwell’s ute and a US
Army military police jeep pulled up beside the provosts at the
station. He got up quickly and walked over to them.

‘Sir.’ A Negro MP sergeant saluted smartly.
He nodded towards Joe. ‘This civilian says he brought you in from
Bathurst Island, Captain. Is that so?’

‘Yes. I was shot down yesterday. What’s left
of the airfield, Sergeant?’

‘Not much, sir. The Japs really did a
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