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The parcel had arrived that afternoon and Nat had been the one to bring it to the room. Sarge looked at it briefly, totally distracted by other things on his mind. He glanced at the writing, noticed it was addressed to him personally, but wasn’t fussed about anything except what he knew was the most important thing at the moment. Detective Inspector Bernard Downs was otherwise known as Sarge because he hated the family names that had been passed down to him, especially Wilfred, his middle name, which few people knew and only the really close or those with a death wish repeated. People didn’t dare directly challenge him. Who would? He was a huge bear of a man, around six foot four in the old language and weighed eighteen stone, much of which was hard muscle. He would have been loathe to admit that his exercise regime had gone to rack and ruin the past three weeks, but he also hadn’t eaten much either, not as compensation, but because food seemed to be the last of his concerns.

Nat Johns, or to use his formal title Detective Sergeant Nathaniel Johns of the Queensland Police based in Cairns, was not only Sarge’s work colleague, or underling as Sarge often said, but was also Sarge’s closest friend. He was at a loss as to how to help. Sarge was the problem solver, however even this one was beyond him. All Nat could do was to watch and wait and be prepared to act when and if necessary. Nat was in his early thirties and Sarge about ten years older. Nat played on the age difference as much as Sarge. He had reminded Sarge frequently about Sarge’s thinning hair but his own dark hair, once peroxide blond and long to match the surfer image he cultivated but couldn’t live up to, was now attracting a few grey hairs. Twins will do that to you he thought. Age had nothing to do with it. Now with the tension in the room there was little chiacking going on. There hadn’t been for weeks. This was quite serious.

Sarge had hardly left the room. He saw no need to. Sarah his partner needed him. She didn’t say it, more the opposite in the few times she was conscious. She had had a rough time before the birth and during it. She had almost died. Sarge had been angry at first at what he perceived was the laxness of the obstetrician as he stood watching the man in action. Sarge’s second daughter was too far advanced in the birth canal and everyone had been caught unawares. The second birth was supposed to be easier than the first. Sarah was old at thirty-seven, but it was her second child and she was fit and had carried the baby well. One thing after another went in wrong in the three weeks of hell. Her waters broke and she was rushed to hospital and then her body decided that it didn’t want to give birth, nor did it want to keep the baby in the womb. Blood pressure fluctuated immensely, and contractions came and went. There seemed to be no rhyme nor reason. All the time Sarah was going downhill. They prepared for a caesarean birth but by then it was too late. The only wonderful thing was the baby’s heart beat and other vital signs remained strong. This little lady was a fighter and as her mother fought the battle of her life, the baby girl was born with no ill effects and a healthy set of lungs.

Sarge felt guilty that he’d only held his newborn daughter the once, just after she was born. Little Eloise Jean Downs was being very well looked after by the nurses and Sarge, when he went to stretch his legs, would always go don to the nursey and smile at his second daughter through the glass. Sarah didn’t have Eloise in her room. Sarah was that ill. Sarge thought that Sarah didn’t look like Sarah at all. Her hair was bedraggled, her skin wan, bags under her eyes and as fragile and thin as a dry twig. He also felt guilty about Katie, his eldest daughter, whom he had barely spent quality time with in the three weeks. Nat’s wonderful wife, Jess just took her under her wing and had taken a lot of the pressure off Sarge. Jess was one of those remarkable people who seem to be good at everything. Smart as a whip with two degrees under her belt, still gorgeously attractive even after having twins. Her long willowy figure had resumed its shape about a month after the birth of the terrible twosome as she called them. Her long raven hair showed no signs of grey without the use of dye. She could cook, she was brilliant at a range of sports and was one of those nurturing mothers who seemed to have gained those skills naturally. She wasn’t flawless, Sarge had told people at a dinner party only a couple of months ago, when people raved about her. He said that after all she had chosen Nat as a husband. Surprisingly almost everyone there agreed much to only Nat’s surprise. Sarge looked across at Nat and muttered a silent thank you before resuming his well-worn seat next to Sarah’s bed, where he held her hand much the same as he had done the past few weeks. It was the only thing he knew that might help. Nat saw the pained look on his friend’s face and then turned on his heel and went to help Jess with their temporarily enlarged family.

Everyone had stepped up at the police station. It was a close-knit community. The Commander had taken on much of the administration and directing of resources that Sarge as head of CID had been forced to let slip. Sarge was told that if he came into the office he would be arrested and taken back to the hospital and handcuffed to Sarah’s bed. Nat had become lead investigator and after his effort of overexuberance in the same role when Sarge took a holiday in New Zealand, he had learnt his lesson. He achieved more when he tried less. He learnt to delegate especially to Detective Constable Liz Rhodes who had proven invaluable since transferring to CID and gaining qualifications. They made it work. There was no other option. Sarge had been there at the Cairns police station since graduating. He had risen to sergeant reasonably quickly and basically organised the uniform operations never once taking credit for doing what he knew others should have been doing. People senior to him had wanted him for years to seek promotion but he had always turned down any requests. He was comfortable with that. A series of incidents changed all that and he quickly resumed the trajectory that he had once started out on. He would deny it, but he was the heart and soul of the station and if anyone from a junior constable to the commander wanted to know something or was seeking advice, Sarge was the first person that was asked. He in turn would never fail to put things aside for anyone. As such with Sarge needing help and support, no-one thought twice about it.

Katie had been in after school to see her sister and her mum. This was her first year at school and she was a bit bored. She knew how to read and count before she started and in the first few weeks didn’t see what else school offered as she had mastered all that was being taught. Sarge would have liked to have taken credit for the genes passed on, but he knew that Katie’s mum, being a professor at James Cook University teaching marine science, having many papers and books published and able to run rings around him in arguments, deserved the kudos. Katie had been initially frightened when she had first seen her mother after Eloise was born. Sarah had tubes in her. She was getting transfusions, had mask across her face and literally looked like death warmed up. Katie didn’t often cry but she sobbed her heart out into her father’s broad shoulder that first visit. There was nothing that Sarge could do to explain. Words wouldn’t wash away the hurt. He had no words to explain to her why anyway. Gradually Katie became used to seeing her mother the way she was. Jess brought her in daily, lugging the twins, now almost one, with her every time. The twins had been born there and the maternity staff loved having any of their young ones come ‘home’. Sarge couldn’t fault Jess who looked on at her best friend with such sympathy and empathy. She too would have been shocked and known how close Sarah had come to death but was still the same jovial woman who could raise a slight pained smile on Sarah’s face. Sarge owed her and Nat big time. It was something that he knew might take a lifetime to repay. Jess always dragged Sarge away so that Sarge and Katie would look at Eloise together. Jess had asked about the name. She knew that the Jean was the name of his late aunt who had raised Sarge after he had been orphaned at the age of four. Sarge explained that Sarah had insisted on the Eloise as that had been the name of Sarge’s mother, the two sisters reunited in a new life.

Lights were being flicked off everywhere as the hospital went into quasi night mode. It meant little to Sarah. Sarge had lost track of time anyway. His days were punctuated by offers of meals and drinks, visits from Jess and Katie and Nat and the occasional nap. In the half light his fingers trailed over the parcel Nat had left behind. He looked idly at the stamps and saw that they were from New Zealand. Very carefully he unwrapped the parcel, took out a covering letter and some very old books, that looked like diaries. Underneath there were some other notes. He quickly looked at the signature on the covering letter. It was simply a couple of individual letters GMcW. With sudden interest he began to read.
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Sarge fingered the letter and stared across at Sarah who was seemingly sleeping. It was hard to tell. She was dosed up on a variety of concoctions that were supposed to assist her body to heal itself. Eloise would be their second and last child. He could not take the risk that the woman he loved so much would have to go through this ever again. She would fight him over it, and fights she usually won, but not this time. She wanted to fill their huge home on the shores of their almost private and secluded beach south of Cairns, with children. He knew they could afford it; inheritance and hard work had made it so, but he could not afford to lose her. Even now he felt guilty for the pain and suffering that she had gone through. He rarely cried but he had been caught out many times in the past three weeks when the tears would flow and he could not stop them. Sometimes it was something simple that triggered his tear ducts, like the music playing constantly, music that she loved and seemed to ease the pain perhaps even more than the drugs were doing. Sometimes it was catching the silhouette of Katie or seeing the shape of Eloise’s nose that were so like their mother’s that set him off.

Sarge held his partner’s hand and began to read.

“Dear Inspector,

I have been made aware of your current circumstances and I assure you that my thoughts are with you at the moment. There is little I can do from over here, however if you can think of anything, I would be most grateful for a call.”

Sarge smiled as he recognised the formality of the letter. Georgina McWalter was always very businesslike. She must have been pushing fifty, with the initial impression of her being someone’s lovely grandmother, but Sarge knew that there was a steely side to one of the New Zealand Security Intelligence Service’s department heads. She had worked her way up from a field agent in her youth to the informal head of the service. When they had met only last year, she had a presence that filled a room. Given she was quite short and carrying extra weight, that may seem strange, but Sarge had seen the due deference that others gave her without it having to be asked. The way she dealt personally with the literally explosive issue with a drug dealer at Christchurch airport still sent a shiver down his spine. He read on.

“Your involvement in the major drug investigation last year in which you put you and your family at risk is a debt that New Zealand people will be in forever. The fact that you wanted nothing in return says so much about the person you are. The offer of a free holiday still stands. I know of your innate fear of flying, but I can’t bring our little islands closer.”

Sarge wondered how many people knew now about just one of his fears. It may as well be plastered all over the Cairns Post. He pondered what else she knew.

“In my position I have a huge amount of resources and when your name came up last year, I was forced to pay due diligence and see whether and how far you could be trusted. The same applied to your partner, Sarah and your uncle. Your name was flagged for a number of reasons, all of which were good. Your uncle Ray Downs also required quite a deep search especially as he came up as a former member of the Australia’s Joint Intelligence Organisation years ago. If that is news to you then I apologise, however what I also found was that your grandfather, Ray’s father, had a distinguished career during the Second World War. He worked very closely with our Combined Intelligence Centre and our own special forces. Many of the incidents and activities that he was involved with are still sealed from the public, both here and in Australia. I have managed to procure a diary of a New Zealander who worked with him at one point that may be of interest to you and your uncle.”

Sarge stared at the page and wished that his uncle, the man who had raised him with his aunt after his parents’ deaths when he was only four, was here to read this. But Ray was visiting his son, Frank, in Bologna. Ray had offered to fly back when Sarah became ill, but Sarge insisted that he stay in Italy as he had only just arrived and Sarge didn’t know how long Sarah would be stuck in hospital. Ray extracted a promise to receive a phone call every night in return. Sarge thought that the parcel should really have gone to his uncle and felt a bit awkward that information about his own dad’s and his uncle Ray’s father would be read by himself first. It was a real privilege he knew, something that his cousins equally deserved. Sarge never knew much about his grandfather. He knew he had been in the war and fought on islands in the Pacific, knew he was a crack shot, but little else because apparently his grandfather never even spoke to his two sons about his war service. He had merely returned to the family sheep farm out at Croydon and simply shut that phase of his life away. Sarge glanced at the number of books still partially wrapped up. He returned to the letter.

“I would appreciate the return of the diary when you have finished with it. The books are originals and need to be put back into the archives. Do not photocopy or scan them. There is still quite sensitive information in them. I have sent you the originals not only so that you can verify what is in them as being accurate, but any copying of them by me would possibly have been discovered, and there would be hell to pay. One of the benefits of being the head of a department and also having my build is that you can secrete things away and won’t get searched.”

Sarge was quite concerned that Georgina had taken a huge risk for him. He was also very curious as to what was actually in the diary and how they related to his grandfather. A deep sigh came from Sarah and she opened her eyes briefly and tried to smile. He squeezed her hand and felt the slight attempted squeeze in return. His heart melted and he leant over and whispered something in her ear. She closed her eyes in return almost as if Sarge’s words about Katie and Eloise acted as an analgesic. Her breathing seemed to settle and the constant beep on the heart monitor, to Sarge, seemed to be more regular. He thought sometimes words are all that are needed.

He looked back at the words on the paper.

“The diary belonged to a man of New Zealand birth who lived on an island in the Caroline Islands chain in what is now known as Micronesia. I suggest you get a detailed map to orientate yourself. Your grandfather was sent to the island to ensure the man’s safety. The man was one of the early Coastwatchers that gave the joint AIF and NZEF military command information about Japanese ships and troop deployment in the Western Pacific.  The story of what took place has never seen the light of day and it needs to remain that way. We have made some big mistakes in the past.

The documents need to be returned to me within a fortnight. Remember, make no copies and do not tell the story beyond your immediate family or it will be denied quite vociferously by both the New Zealand and Australian governments. The truth won’t be believed anyway, but it is something I thought you should know. This is my way of offering you a personal thanks for what you and your family have done and that includes your grandfather. He made a promise and kept it to his grave. He was a brave and honourable man and it seems to have been passed down. Inspector Downs, sometimes because of my profession, trust is a rare commodity. It is a complicated thing but something I have no qualms placing it in you.

Yours

GMcW

Sarge reached across and kissed his partner on her forehead and in the shade light of a bedside light he began to read.​
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Georgina McWalter didn’t miss anything, Sarge smiled as he thought about the efficiency and intelligence of the woman that he only had seen for a few days in what seemed a lifetime ago. On a separate sheet of paper, she had outlined a few other interesting facts about what was happening in the Western Pacific as the Japanese pushed south. She also listed a couple of books to read for background information. Sarge made a note of those because he had no idea really about how close Australia came to being invaded by the Japanese. The separate page indicated that she had done her research well and had read them the diary probably in its entirety. A fleeting feeling of irritation and jealousy passed across his mind; she knew her grandfather better than he did at this moment. That was soon replaced with a feeling of gratitude, because without her, he would just assume his grandfather, Wilfred Aloysius Downs was just someone who had gone to war and then spent the rest of his years just as a sheep farmer. There was something more to the man whose faded picture still hung on the wall back up in Croydon. There were no photos of him in battledress which was odd because most families at the time placed portraits of their sons dressed up ready for war, front and centre in the loungeroom, and it was almost sacrilege to remove them as houses were handed on generation to generation. 

Sarge decided that he needed somewhere to sit and properly examine the diaries. He wished he had the proper equipment to handle such precious items and then he gave a quiet laugh. If ever there was a place that had special gloves and sanitary conditions, it was a hospital. He checked Sarah and then walked out to the nurses’ station. The two women on duty were quietly chatting and didn’t notice him waiting politely. They were used to being summoned to rooms by buzzers, otherwise they spent the evening shift occasionally doing rounds, filling in forms, watching patient monitors or finding things to occupy themselves. Even in the high dependency ward, where some of the best nurses were, there were periods of inactivity. One of the nurses must have sensed that he was there. She looked up startled and then apologised for her reaction, explaining that all the patients were confined to their beds and visitors had left ages ago. She was aware of who he was and of course why he was there. Special dispensation had been granted. He wasn’t aware of that and that the rules had been broken to allow him to stay with Sarah day and night. He was a stickler for rules and would not have accepted the changes if he’d known they were out of the ordinary. In fact, what he was about to ask, was something that he felt he shouldn’t. The nurse smiled and said that it was no problem to have a small table brought into the room and then she took him to the storeroom and told him to help himself to any equipment he needed.

Sarah was in a private ward in the ICU, but the rooms had been constructed to accommodate three beds for use in an emergency. Sarge had been provided with a bed in the room which was highly unusual, but Sarah’s obstetrician had specifically instructed that to occur. He was of the mind that not all recovery is based on pure medicine and some needs to come from within, aided by the love and support of someone close to the patient. The obstetrician may have been in his fifties, but he was definitely not old school. There was space for a table as well in the room if a couple of the visitor chairs were removed. While Sarge deftly carried the table in after rearranging the furniture, the nurse wheeled an office chair in for him. He very graciously thanked her, however she waved that away saying that at least it got her away from playing cards on the computer. Sarge was very confident that that was something she never did.

Sarah was working as a research assistant at this very same hospital when she met Sarge many years ago. Her thesis that many benefits could be gained by examining and using the toxicity of the poisonous sea creatures on the reef, to heal certain illnesses had been plagiarised by her supervising professor; the same professor who had a terrible reputation for harassing the nursing staff and making unwanted advances to them. Sarah complained to the university about his theft of her idea and was able to back it up with all her own notes. He was summarily removed from the research projects, forcing him not only out of the hospital, but in the end out of Cairns itself. Sarah never knew it, but she was seen as a hero and godsend by the nursing staff and this was passed down over the years. She was something special and when she arrived for the birth of Eloise and everything went awry, many nurses felt that they had an opportunity to pay something back. The fact that her partner was also seen as one of the most upright and admired citizens in Cairns made it even more important to go that extra mile. Sarge and Sarah were completely oblivious of the reasons behind all their special treatment and would have felt embarrassed by it and insisted that it stop if they had known.

With everything set up, Sarge began to carefully look through the various elements of the package. Each numbered book of the complete diary was in a plastic pocket for protection. He selected the first, eased open the pocket and slid the precious hand-written book onto the table. With gloved hands and tweezers standing nearby he looked at the first page.

Diary of James Reardon mid-April 1942 on the island of *****  

18th April 1942 

Received a letter from Major Charles Delaney NZEF today from what I thought was a new crew member of the shallow bottomed trading boat docked at the jetty. If he is a South African as he claimed, I am a Martian. I’ve met many Australians in my time and it doesn’t matter how he twists his vowels, he can’t hide that accent. As a New Zealander it is much easier to be a South African. That’s what I have known as around here for years. I liked Delaney up until today. He asked little of me except to send radio reports of anything the Japanese were doing that I spotted. He was very interested in ships in particular. In return I got some hard to get supplies smuggled in. It worked fine for me. I was used to the equatorial heat and felt I was doing my bit for those back home. I checked out the man before me. “Long and lean like a string bean” came to mind. He looked pretty young to be a sergeant but that was his rank according to the letter. There was no point in me going crook at him. It wasn’t his fault that he was here. The major thought that I needed babysitting and that this soldier would keep me out of trouble and protect me should the Japanese arrive. The Japanese owned this island anyway, but they left us alone and rarely visited. I flicked through the rest of the guff and wondered who was going to babysit who. That was until I read the report that came with the letter.

“Review of Private Wilfred Aloysius Downs 

We had a couple of new recruits handed to us from the AIF to train for deployment as observers on some of the islands way up north in preparation for an expected push by Japan further south. They have had some training in Australia and have been handpicked for us based on their potential to work on their own. One has stood out in the eight-week period of training. Sergeant Wilfred Downs has shown a willingness to put his head down and get stuck into the task at hand. Our company consists of twenty trainees, a corporal who is to train the men in radio communications, a sergeant major and myself who will train the men in camouflage, living off the land and hand to hand combat. 

Downs has proven so adept at the use of the radio equipment that he appears very capable of teaching others how to use it. He informed me that he had access to radio transmitters and receivers on his family farm. That is evident as he seems to know more than our corporal. 

He is by far and away the best shot in the company. Apparently, that is also due to where he lived. He has told me that during the late twenties and early thirties the family lived on the plague of rabbits that infested the farm. Wool and lamb prices were down and his family struggled through drought after drought. Even bullets were expensive so in order to make sure that the rabbit could be killed and eaten, a head shot was preferred and only one bullet was to be used. He said that with a .22 he could take out a rabbit comfortably at two hundred yards. I found that difficult to believe as the accuracy drops significantly after one hundred and fifty yards due to the weight of the bullet, its speed and trajectory drop. I was proven completely wrong on the firing range as he factored those in quite easily when he borrowed my old .22. I pointed out that he wouldn’t have had to shoot rabbits from that distance, but this tall, lean and quite laconic young man laughed and asked if I had seen the flat, almost desert expanses of North Queensland. He pointed out that there was no cover and with eagles soaring above, rabbits were very skittish and circumspect when they left their burrows. The sound of a shot coming from nearby would see them head below the ground for hours. So, according to him, distance and reducing the amount of gunpowder in each bullet was the answer. That was when I learnt that he could prepare his own bullets by weighing the grains of powder used. On the range with a 303 I have never seen anyone better. I got the impression that he thought what he was capable of was normal. He never made a fuss about it at all.

In hand to hand combat he was willing to learn from the beginning. He was able to use his height and reach to advantage. Based on his previous experience he has either been very lucky or very good. He was demoted from corporal to private but that was overturned and he was promoted to sergeant. Apparently, the striking of an English officer was justified on review. That officer had tried to prevent Downs’ platoon leaving Singapore so that his own troops, who would be arriving later, could board instead. Downs had led the platoon from Malaya to Singapore after his lieutenant and sergeant were killed. He took the platoon to safety cutting across Japanese lines without the loss of another life. There was a citation for bravery has been issued but Downs turned it down.

The other area that he excelled in was surprising. All recruits were given a two-day test at the end of training and released into a small section of the jungle carrying only a knife and a canteen. They had to survive on their own and not be spotted by the corporal, sergeant major or myself. Only Downs managed to last the full forty-eight hours without being spotted. In fact, none of the other recruits had come across him at all during that time. When at last he turned up, he still had a full canteen of water, but also some water pouches made out of a wild pig he had killed. Not only did we have pork on the menu the night of his return courtesy of what he brought back, but also some fish he had caught using a bone from the pig and a line made out of the fine strands he had stripped from the broad leaf plants in the jungle. The impression I got was that he could have quite easily have stayed out there for a few weeks.

I recommend that he be assigned straight away to the Coastwatchers contingent (M Force) without any need for further training.

Captain George Caldwell NZEF
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I spent the evening getting Sergeant Downs up to speed. He insisted I call him Wilf. I said that was all right as that was a good South African name. He looked at me in disbelief but I said that it actually was. Wilfred was a common German/South African name. I told him a little bit about the island saying it was part of the what are known as the Caroline Islands. The island was very small and I and the natives lived a very basic life; living mostly on fish caught in the huge lagoon and some wild pigs in the tropical jungle and wild goats that were up on the high craggy peaks of the mountain. The island was a strange mix of volcanic rock and coral atoll. There was really only one village on the edge of the lagoon where a small jetty had been constructed so that shallow bottomed trading vessels could tie up to. The only entrance into the lagoon was by a narrow passage through the reef outside. As such we had few visitors.

The head of the villagers was known as the soumas en kousapw, but chief was much easier to say. The family blood line was important and the chief’s close family were accorded special privileges. For example, traditionally they would get the first fish caught because they were of noble birth, although the current chief had forbade that. However as brave warriors they were expected to lead the hunt for wild pigs because they were hard to find and extremely dangerous when cornered. They had to climb the cliffs and mountain to kill the goats that lived up there. There was little hope of domesticating these creatures because there was nowhere to farm on the island. The volcanic soil and the tropical heat meant that the jungle regrew quickly if the natives tried to clear it. The island consisted of fine white sandy areas, thick jungle and bare rocky peaks. It was not a good place for farming so the women gathered roots, seeds, berries and fruit while the men in the main fished. The food in the lagoon was plentiful.

I saw him looking at the huts, one of which had been given to me by the villagers. They saw visitors in the traditional way and invited them into their homes as guests and fed and looked after them. I had been ‘visiting’ for four years already and in about four thousand more, I told Wilf, that I might be considered to be seen as a distant relative. The houses were very basic and designed to be easily rebuilt after typhoons and storms demolished them. Wilf seemed a bit surprised, but I informed him that this happened frequently and quite violently from mid-year onwards. Even modern-day building materials wouldn’t have been able to withstand the winds and the occasional tidal surges that washed away the village so there was little point in having something too permanent. Over the many seasons I had learned when such storms would come and would simply head into the shelter of the jungle and on to higher ground with the rest of the village. What we couldn’t predict were the tsunamis that came when there was an earthquake out at sea. There was little time to run when the water was sucked out of our lagoon only to come back with such a force as to destroy all before it. The pigs and the birds in the jungle would sense it first and headed for higher ground before we even felt anything. I told him that I had lived through one tsunami and a few typhoons in my time, but one thing I said he had to get used to was the fact that there were always storms and rain.

Traders, like the one who had brought him, would come and bring trinkets and man-made materials in exchange for coconuts, dried fish and shells. The villagers had little else to offer them. Some traders told the natives that on some islands, women were offered for their goods, but that was something the chief on the island of ***** would never permit. That didn’t stop them asking every time they visited. I was one of only a few white visitors who had stayed any length of time. From what I understood, I told him, I had set the record years ago. At the turn of the century, missionaries arrived but they made no inroads and the weather, being so hot and often so wet, made them move on. As a consequence, unlike some of the islands around, the villagers never grew up as Christians. I also told him that people from other islands would come for special ceremonies and sometimes some of their young women stayed and some of those on this island left. These ceremonies were lavish and the villagers would fish and hunt for days beforehand as every guest had to be well fed. 

I had some grasp of their language and said that was important for him to try to learn it too rather than the pidgin English some of the traders used to communicate. I said that he would gain instant respect for just trying and that I would teach him as best I could. I had already asked permission from the chief to see if Wilf could stay. The chief was caught in a dilemma as Wilf was deemed as a guest and had to be treated well; but the chief was still very unsure as Wilf had brought with him two rifles and they were seen to be unfriendly items. The rare times the Japanese came they carried rifles and waved them threateningly at the villagers. The chief thought that was not the way of things on *****. In the end I was able to convince the chief and Wilf was allowed to stay and live in my hut which was slightly away from the village. I was led to understand that if Wilf caused harm, I would be joining him on the next boat out of here.

25th April 1942 

Today was Anzac Day but as South Africans Wilf and I could hardly walk along the beach pompously marching although that would have been very entertaining for the villagers and would see them laughing uproariously and flashing their magnificent white teeth in wide mouth grins. It didn’t mean that much here anyway. We were in another war and once again we Kiwis and Aussies were joined together in arms. I was not a soldier but Wilf was every bit of one. He cleaned both rifles carefully and I’d seen him sort out the ammunition he’d brought using a balancing home-made scale to match the weights of each bullet as accurately as he could. He has learnt fast in a week and has a smattering of words that he doesn’t hesitate to use. The villagers are very patient with him and overlook his mistakes. They are oh so polite. Today he tried to get him to pronounce the name of one of the rays that live in the lagoon. He mangled it so badly that sounded like the word they use to describe faeces. They must have laughed about it later but not one word of rebuke was uttered. Perhaps they saw it as appropriate. When there are few fish caught and they have to cook up a ray, it certainly tastes like shit in comparison to the other delightful fish we eat. Wilf has taken to helping them fish. He hasn’t mastered the technique for casting nets but he’s bloody good with a fishing spear. For someone who was raised in the outback of Queensland he swims like a dolphin.

Today we were invited to go on a goat hunt. Wilf took his rifle. He never went anywhere without it, but he held it like a walking stick and did a pantomime walk of an old man that had even the chief laughing. When we reached the cliffs, some of the young men started to scramble up them. The goats up above looked at them as usual with disdain. It was rare that any goats were caught as they would watch and then when a spear was raised by a villager standing on a precarious ledge, they would simply disappear behind a mound of basalt. Wilf watched for a while at the lack of success. When the last of the young men had managed to climb down and the hunt declared over, Wilf raised his rifle. Some of the villagers had never heard the sound of a rifle before and it frightened not just them but the goats too. When a goat came tumbling down the hillside, killed as if hit by a stone, the villagers were amazed. One man pointed to the hole that was in the centre of the head of the goat and Wilf smiled. The villagers thought that the sound of the rifle had called upon the gods in the sky to smite the goat. Wilf didn’t try to dissuade them.

By the light of beeswax candles tonight, I showed Wilf the codebooks I used for the radio transmitter and receiver. He had seen me use it and verbally send a report of anything we had seen. Every two days it had to be done. This was another night of teaching him how to use the codes.  It was important that he act as a backup in case something happened to me. He knew how to use the radio, but the codes were quite complex. I had committed them to memory over a number of years and the books I brought out were covered in dust and had been gnawed at by insects. Wilf was a quick learner or I was a good teacher; probably the former. What had taken me many months, he had picked up in a week. Also, within a week I had suddenly become quite fastidious like him. Normally I would just walk along the beach before going to bed. Now when he cleaned his rifles, I found myself cleaning and polishing my telescope and binoculars that I would take out on my daily surveillance of the coast. I usually took the same route and after the goat hunt today Wilf joined me again. He pointed out things on the land that I hadn’t noticed. Like that the small fissures in the rocks were actually entrances to small caves. He pointed out that if anything happened, these were possible defensive positions. He was thinking like a soldier and I was thinking like a beach bum, which was my preferred ideal career. He said that perhaps some of the equipment, especially the backup batteries for the radio and the hand cranked generator that was to be used if the batteries all were dead, could be stored in the caves. He thought that he would leave a rifle there too. The caves weren’t far from where the natives hunted for pigs and where the goats were and he wondered whether they might like to leave their heavy hunting spears there rather than carry them to and from the hunting grounds. The had much lighter fishing spears for the lagoon. I told Wilf when we got back that I would suggest it to the chief and that it should be me to talk to the chief because who knows what rude words Wilf may accidentally use. I then told him that he had used the word pek to mean ray when it meant something totally different. Tonight was the first time I saw him smile. 
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