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  ‘I’m going to get that bloody bastard if I die in the attempt.’ Lieutenant Grey was glad that at last he had spoken aloud what had so long been twisting his guts into a knot. The venom in Grey’s voice snapped Sergeant Masters out of his reverie. He had been thinking about a bottle of ice-cold Australian beer and a steak with a fried egg on top and his home in Sydney and his wife and the breasts and smell of her. He didn’t bother to follow the lieutenant’s gaze out the window. He knew who it had to be among the half-naked men walking the dirt path which skirted the barbed fence. But he was surprised at Grey’s outburst. Usually the Provost Marshal of Changi was as tight-lipped and unapproachable as any Englishman.


  ‘Save your strength, Lieutenant,’ Masters said wearily, ‘the Japs’ll fix him soon enough.’


  ‘Bugger the Japs,’ Grey said. ‘I want to catch him. I want him in this jail. And when I’ve done with him – I want him in Utram Road Jail.’


  Masters looked up aghast. ‘Utram Road?’


  ‘Certainly.’


  ‘My oath, I can understand you wanting to get him,’ Masters said, ‘but, well, I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.’


  ‘That’s where he belongs. And that’s where I’m going to put him. Because he’s a thief, a liar, a cheat and a bloodsucker. A bloody vampire who feeds on the rest of us.’


  Grey got up and went closer to the window of the sweltering MP hut. He waved at the flies which swarmed from the plank floors and squinted his eyes against the refracted glare of the high noon light beating the packed earth. ‘By God,’ he said, ‘I’ll have vengeance for all of us.’


  Good luck, mate, Masters thought. You can get the King if anyone can. You’ve got the right amount of hate in you. Masters did not like officers and did not like Military Police. He particularly despised Grey, for Grey had been promoted from the ranks and tried to hide this fact from others.


  But Grey was not alone in his hatred. The whole of Changi hated the King. They hated him for his muscular body, the clear glow in his blue eyes. In this twilight world of the half alive there were no fat or well-built or round or smooth or fair-built or thick-built men. There were only faces dominated by eyes and set on bodies that were skin over sinews over bones. No difference between them but age and face and height. And in all this world, only the King ate like a man, smoked like a man, slept like a man, dreamed like a man and looked like a man.


  ‘You,’ Grey barked. ‘Corporal! Come over here!’


  The King had been aware of Grey ever since he had turned the corner of the jail, not because he could see into the blackness of the MP hut but because he knew that Grey was a person of habit and when you have an enemy it is wise to know his ways. The King knew as much about Grey as any man could know about another.


  He stepped off the path and walked towards the lone hut, set like a pimple among sores of other huts.


  ‘You wanted me, sir?’ the King said, saluting. His smile was bland. His sun glasses veiled the contempt of his eyes.


  From his window, Grey stared down at the King. His taut features hid the hate that was part of him. ‘Where are you going?’


  ‘Back to my hut. Sir,’ the King said patiently, and all the time his mind was figuring angles – had there been a slip, had someone informed, what was with Grey?


  ‘Where did you get that shirt?’


  The King had bought the shirt the day before from a major who had kept it neat for two years against the day he would need to sell it for money to buy food. The King liked to be tidy and well-dressed when everyone else was not, and he was pleased that today his shirt was clean and new and his long pants were creased and his socks clean and his shoes freshly polished and his hat stainless. It amused him that Grey was naked but for pathetically patched short pants and wooden clogs, and a Tank Corps beret that was green and solid with tropic mold.


  ‘I bought it,’ the King said. ‘Long time ago. There’s no law against buying anything – here, anywheres else. Sir.’


  Grey felt the impertinence in the ‘Sir.’ ‘All right, Corporal, inside!’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘I just want a little chat,’ Grey said sarcastically.


  The King held his temper and walked up the steps and through the doorway and stood near the table. ‘Now what? Sir.’


  ‘Turn out your pockets.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Do as you’re told. You know I’ve the right to search you at any time.’ Grey let some of his contempt show. ‘Even your commanding officer agreed.’


  ‘Only because you insisted on it.’


  ‘With good reason. Turn out your pockets!’


  Wearily the King complied. After all, he had nothing to hide. Handkerchief, comb, wallet, one pack of tailor-made cigarettes, his tobacco box full of raw Java tobacco, rice cigarette papers, matches. Grey made sure all pockets were empty, then opened the wallet. There were fifteen American dollars and nearly four hundred Japanese Singapore dollars.


  ‘Where did you get this money?’ Grey snapped, the ever-present sweat dripping from him.


  ‘Gambling. Sir.’


  Grey laughed mirthlessly. ‘You’ve a lucky streak. It’s been good for nearly three years. Hasn’t it?’


  ‘You through with me now? Sir.’


  ‘No. Let me look at your watch.’


  ‘It’s on the list—’


  ‘I said let me look at your watch!’


  Grimly the King pulled the stainless steel expanding band off his wrist and handed it to Grey.


  In spite of his hatred of the King, Grey felt a shaft of envy. The watch was waterproof, shockproof, self-winding. An Oyster Royal. The most priceless possession of Changi – other than gold. He turned the watch over and looked at the figures etched into the steel, then went over to the atap wall and took down the list of the King’s possessions and automatically wiped the ants off it, and meticulously checked the number of the watch against the number of the Oyster Royal watch on the list.


  ‘It checks,’ the King said. ‘Don’t worry. Sir.’


  ‘I’m not worried,’ Grey said. ‘It’s you who are to be worried.’ He handed the watch back, the watch that could bring nearly six months of food.


  The King put the watch back on his wrist and began to pick up his wallet and other things.


  ‘Oh yes. Your ring!’ Grey said. ‘Let’s check that.’


  But the ring checked with the list too. It was itemed as A gold ring, signet of the Clan Gordon. Alongside the description was an example of the seal.


  ‘How is it an American has a Gordon ring?’ Grey had asked the same question many times.


  ‘I won it. Poker,’ the King said.


  ‘Remarkable memory you’ve got, Corporal,’ Grey said and handed it back. He had known all along that the ring and the watch would check. He had only used the search as an excuse. He felt compelled, almost masochistically, to be near his prey for just a while. He knew, too, that the King did not scare easily. Many had tried to catch him, and failed, for he was smart and careful and very cunning.


  ‘Why is it,’ Grey asked harshly, suddenly boiling with envy of the watch and ring and cigarettes and matches and money, ‘that you have so much and the rest of us nothing?’


  ‘Don’t know. Sir. Guess I’m just lucky.’


  ‘Where did you get this money?’


  ‘Gambling. Sir.’ The King was always polite. He always said ‘Sir’ to officers and saluted officers, English and Aussie officers. But he knew they were aware of the vastness of his contempt for ‘Sir’ and saluting. It wasn’t the American way. A man’s a man, regardless of background or family or rank. If you respect him, you call him ‘Sir.’ If you don’t, you don’t, and it’s only the sons of bitches that object. To hell with them!


  The King put the ring back on his finger, buttoned down his pockets and flicked some dust off his shirt. ‘Will that be all? Sir.’ He saw the anger flash in Grey’s eyes.


  Then Grey looked across at Masters, who had been watching nervously. ‘Sergeant, would you get me some water, please?’


  Wearily Masters went over to the water bottle that hung on the wall. ‘Here you are, sir.’


  ‘That’s yesterday’s,’ Grey said, knowing it was not. ‘Fill it with clean water.’


  ‘I could’ve swore I filled it first thing,’ Masters said. Then, shaking his head, he walked out.


  Grey let the silence hang and the King stood easily, waiting. A breath of wind rustled the coconut trees that soared above the jungle just outside the fence, bringing the promise of rain. Already there were black clouds rimming the eastern sky, soon to cover the sky. Soon they would turn dust into bog and make humid air breathable.


  ‘You like a cigarette? Sir,’ the King said, offering the pack. The last time Grey had had a tailor-made cigarette was two years before, on his birthday. His twenty-second birthday. He stared at the pack and wanted one, wanted them all. ‘No,’ he said grimly. ‘I don’t want one of your cigarettes.’


  ‘You don’t mind if I smoke? Sir.’


  ‘Yes I do!’


  The King kept his eyes fixed on Grey’s and calmly slipped out a cigarette. He lit it and inhaled deeply.


  ‘Take that out of your mouth!’ Grey ordered.


  ‘Sure. Sir.’ The King took a long slow drag before obeying. Then he hardened. ‘I’m not under your orders and there’s no law that says I can’t smoke when I want to. I’m an American and I’m not subject to any goddam flag-waving Union Jack! That’s been pointed out to you too. Get off my back! Sir.’


  ‘I’m after you now, Corporal,’ Grey erupted. ‘Soon you’re going to make a slip, and when you do I’ll be waiting and then you’ll be in there.’ His finger was shaking as he pointed at the crude bamboo cage which served as a cell. ‘That’s where you belong.’


  ‘I’m breaking no laws—’


  ‘Then where do you get your money?’


  ‘Gambling.’ The King moved closer to Grey. His anger was controlled, but he was more dangerous than usual. ‘Nobody gives me nothing. What I have is mine and I made it. How I made it is my own business.’


  ‘Not while I’m Provost Marshal.’ Grey’s fists tightened. ‘Lot of drugs have been stolen over the months. Maybe you know something about them.’


  ‘Why you – Listen,’ the King said furiously, ‘I’ve never stolen a thing in my life. I’ve never sold drugs in my life and don’t you forget it! Goddammit, if you weren’t an officer I’d—’


  ‘But I am and I’d like you to try. By God I would! You think you’re so bloody tough. Well, I know you’re not.’


  ‘I’ll tell you one thing. When we get through this shit of Changi, you come looking for me and I’ll hand you your head.’


  ‘I won’t forget!’ Grey tried to slow his pumping heart. ‘But remember, until that time I’m watching and waiting. I’ve never heard of a run of luck that didn’t sometime run out. And yours will!’


  ‘Oh no it won’t! Sir.’ But the King knew that there was a great truth in that. His luck had been good. Very good. But luck is hard work and planning and a little something besides, and not gambling. At least not unless it was a calculated gamble. Like today and the diamond. Four whole carats. At last he knew how to get his hands on it. When he was ready. And if he could make this one deal, it would be the last, and there would be no more need to gamble – not here in Changi.


  ‘Your luck’ll run out,’ Grey said malevolently. ‘You know why? Because you’re like all criminals. You’re full of greed—’


  ‘I don’t have to take this crap from you,’ the King said, and his rage snapped. ‘I’m no more a criminal than—’


  ‘Oh but you are. You break the law all the time.’


  ‘The hell I do. Jap law may say—’


  ‘To hell with Jap law. I’m talking about camp law. Camp law says no trading. That’s what you do!’


  ‘Prove it!’


  ‘I will in time. You’ll make one slip. And then we’ll see how you survive along with the rest of us. In my cage. And after my cage, I’ll personally see that you’re sent to Utram Road!’


  The King felt a horror-chill rush into his heart and into his testicles. ‘Jesus,’ he said tightly. ‘You’re just the sort of bastard who’d do that!’


  ‘In your case,’ Grey said, and there was foam on his lips, ‘it’d be a pleasure. The Japs are your friends!’


  ‘Why, you son of a bitch!’ The King bunched a hamlike fist and moved towards Grey.


  ‘What’s going on here, eh?’ Colonel Brant said as he stomped up the steps and entered the hut. He was a small man, barely five feet, and his beard rolled Sikh style under his chin. He carried a swagger cane. His peaked army cap was peakless and all patched with sackcloth; in the center of it, the emblem of a regiment shone like gold, smooth with years of burnishing.


  ‘Nothing – nothing, sir.’ Grey waved at the sudden fly-swarm, trying to control his breathing. ‘I was just – searching Corporal—’


  ‘Come now, Grey,’ Colonel Brant interrupted testily. ‘I heard what you said about Utram Road and the Japs. It’s perfectly in order to search him and question him, everyone knows that, but there’s no reason to threaten or abuse him.’ He turned to the King, his forehead beaded with sweat. ‘You, Corporal. You should thank your lucky stars I don’t report you to Captain Brough for discipline. You should know better than to go around dressed like that. Enough to drive any man out of his mind. Just asking for trouble.’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ the King said, outwardly calm but cursing himself inside for losing his temper – just what Grey was trying to make him do.


  ‘Look at my clothes,’ Colonel Brant was saying. ‘How the hell do you think I feel?’


  The King made no reply. He thought, That’s your problem, Mac – you look after you, I’m looking after me. The colonel wore only a loincloth, made from half a sarong, knotted around his waist – kiltlike – and under the kilt there was nothing. The King was the only man in Changi who wore underpants. He had six pairs.


  ‘You think I don’t envy you your shoes?’ Colonel Brant asked irritably. ‘When all I’ve got to wear are these confounded things?’ He was wearing regulation slippers – a piece of wood and a canvas band for the instep.


  ‘I don’t know, sir,’ said the King, with veiled humility, so dear to officer-ear.


  ‘Quite right. Quite right.’ Colonel Brant turned to Grey. ‘I think you owe him an apology. It’s quite wrong to threaten him. We must be fair, eh, Grey?’ He wiped more sweat from his face.


  It took Grey an enormous effort to stop the curse that quivered his lips. ‘I apologize.’ The words were low and edged and the King was hard put to keep the smile from his face.


  ‘Very good.’ Colonel Brant nodded, then looked at the King. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘you can go. But dressed like that you’re asking for trouble! You’ve only yourself to blame!’


  The King saluted smartly. ‘Thank you, sir.’ He walked out, and once more in the sunshine he breathed easily, and cursed himself again. Jesus, that’d been close. He had nearly hit Grey and that would have been the act of a maniac. To gather himself, he stopped beside the path and lit another cigarette and the many men who passed by saw the cigarette and smelled the aroma.


  ‘Blasted chap,’ the colonel said at length, still looking after him and wiping his forehead. Then he turned back to Grey. ‘Really, Grey, you just must be out of your mind to provoke him like that.’


  ‘I’m sorry. I – I suppose he—’


  ‘Whatever he is, it certainly isn’t like an officer and a gentleman to lose your temper. Bad, very bad, don’t you think, eh?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’ There was nothing more for Grey to say.


  Colonel Brant grunted, then pursed his lips. ‘Quite right. Lucky I was passing. Can’t have an officer brawling with a common soldier.’ He glanced out of the door again, hating the King, wanting his cigarette. ‘Blasted man,’ he said without looking back at Grey, ‘undisciplined. Like the rest of the Americans. Bad lot. Why, they call their officers by their first names!’ His eyebrows soared. ‘And the officers play cards with the men! Bless my soul! Worse than the Australians – and they’re a shower if there ever was one. Miserable! Not like the Indian Army, what?’


  ‘No. Sir,’ Grey said thinly.


  Colonel Brant turned quickly. ‘I didn’t mean – well, Grey, just because—’ He stopped and suddenly his eyes were filled with tears. ‘Why, why would they do that?’ he said brokenly. ‘Why, Grey? I – we all loved them.’


  Grey shrugged. But for the apology he would have been compassionate.


  The colonel hesitated, then turned and walked out of the hut. His head was bent and silent tears streamed down his cheeks.


  When Singapore fell in ’42, his Sikh soldiers had gone over to the enemy, the Japanese, almost to a man, and they had turned on their English officers. The Sikhs were among the first prison guards over the prisoners of war and some of them were savage. The officers of the Sikhs knew no peace. For it was only the Sikhs en masse, and a few from other Indian regiments. The Gurkhas were loyal to a man, under torture and indignity. So Colonel Brant wept for his men, the men he would have died for, the men he still died for.


  Grey watched him go, then saw the King smoking by the path. ‘I’m glad I said that now it’s you or me,’ he whispered to himself.


  He sat back on the bench as a shaft of pain swept through his bowels, reminding him that dysentery had not passed him by this week. ‘To hell with it,’ he said weakly, cursing Colonel Brant and the apology.


  Masters came back with the full water bottle and gave it to him. He took a sip and thanked him and then began to plan how he would get the King. But the hunger for lunch was on him and he let his mind drift.


  A faint moan cut the air. Grey glanced abruptly at Masters, who sat unconscious that he had made a sound, watching the constant movement of the house lizards in the rafters as they darted after insects or fornicated.


  ‘You have dysentery, Masters?’


  Masters bleakly waved away the flies that mosaiced his face. ‘No sir. At least I haven’t for nearly five weeks.’


  ‘Enteric?’


  ‘No, thank God. My bloody word. Just amebic. An’ I haven’t had malaria for near three months. I’m very lucky, an’ very fit, considering.’


  ‘Yes,’ Grey said. Then as an afterthought, ‘You look fit.’ But he knew he would have to get a replacement soon. He looked back at the King, watching him smoke, nauseated with cigarette hunger.


  Masters moaned again.


  ‘What the hell’s the matter with you?’ Grey said irately.


  ‘Nothing, sir. Nothing. I must have...’


  But the effort to speak was too much and Masters let his words slip off and blend with the drone of flies. Flies dominated the day, mosquitoes the night. No silence. Ever. What is it like to live without flies and mosquitoes and people? Masters tried to remember, but the effort was too great. So he just sat still, quiet, hardly breathing, a shell of a man. And his soul twisted uneasily.


  ‘All right, Masters, you can go now,’ Grey said. ‘I’ll wait for your relief. Who is he?’


  Masters forced his brain to work and after a moment said, ‘Bluey – Bluey White.’


  ‘For God’s sake, get hold of yourself,’ Grey snapped. ‘Corporal White died three weeks ago.’


  ‘Oh, sorry, sir,’ Masters said weakly. ‘Sorry, I must have...It’s...er, I think it’s Peterson. The Pommy, I mean, Englishman. Infantryman, I think.’


  ‘All right. You can go and get your dinner now. But don’t dawdle coming back.’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  Masters put on his rattan coolie hat and saluted and shambled out of the doorless doorway, hitching the rags of his pants around his hips. God, Grey thought, you can smell him from fifty paces. They’ve just got to issue more soap.


  But he knew that it wasn’t just Masters. It was all of them. If you didn’t bathe six times a day, the sweat hung like a shroud about you. And thinking of shrouds, he thought again about Masters – and the mark that he had on him. Perhaps Masters knew it too, so what was the point of washing?


  Grey had seen many men die. The bitterness began to well as he thought about the regiment and the war. Damn your eyes, he almost shouted, twenty-four and still a lieutenant! And the war going on all around – all over the world. Promotions every day of the year. Opportunities. And here I am in this stinking POW camp and still a lieutenant. Oh Christ! If only we hadn’t been transshipped to Singapore in ’42. If only we’d gone where we were supposed to go – to the Caucasus. If only . . .


  ‘Stop it,’ he said aloud. ‘You’re as bad as Masters, you bloody fool!’


  It was normal in the camp to talk aloud to yourself sometimes. Better to speak out, the doctors had always said, than to keep it all choked inside – that way led to insanity. Most days were not so bad. You could stop thinking about your other life, about the guts of it – food, women, home, food, food, women, food. But the nights were the danger time. At night you dreamed. Dreamed about food and women. Your woman. And soon you would enjoy the dreaming more than the waking, and if you were careless you would dream while awake, and the days would run into nights and the night into day. Then there was only death. Smooth. Gentle. It was easy to die. Agony to live. Except for the King. He had no agony.


  Grey was still watching him, trying to hear what he was saying to the man beside him, but he was too far away. Grey tried to place the other man but he could not. He could see from the man’s armband that he was a major. By Japanese order all officers had to wear armbands with rank insignia on their left arms. At all times. Even naked.


  The black rain clouds were building fast now. Sheet lightning flecked the east, but still the sun thrust down. A fetid breeze broomed the dust momentarily, then let it settle.


  Automatically Grey used the bamboo fly-swat. A deft, half unconscious twist of the wrist and another fly fell to the ground, maimed. To kill a fly was careless. Cripple it, then the bastard would suffer and repay in tiny measure your own suffering. Cripple it and it would soundlessly scream until ants and other flies came to fight over its living flesh.


  But Grey did not take the usual pleasure in watching the torment of the tormentor. He was too intent on the King.
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  ‘All right, you guys, sort yourselves out,’ the King said. He waited until there was quiet in the hut and the lookout at the doorway was in position. ‘We got problems.’


  ‘Grey?’ asked Max.


  ‘No. It’s about our farm.’ The King turned to Peter Marlowe, who was sitting on the edge of a bed. ‘You tell ’em, Peter.’


  ‘Well,’ began Peter Marlowe, ‘it seems that rats—’


  ‘Tell ’em it from the beginning.’


  ‘All of it?’


  ‘Sure. Spread the knowledge, then we can all figure angles.’


  ‘All right. Well, we found Vexley. He told us, quote: “The Rattus norvegicus, or Norwegian rat – sometimes called the Mus decumanus—” ’


  ‘What sort of talk is that?’ Max asked.


  ‘Latin, for Chrissake. Any fool knows that,’ Tex said.


  ‘You know Latin, Tex?’ Max gaped at him.


  ‘Hell no, but those crazy names’re always Latin—’


  ‘For Chrissake, you guys,’ the King said. ‘You want to know or don’t you?’ Then he nodded for Peter Marlowe to continue.


  ‘Well, anyway, Vexley described them in detail, hairy, no hair on the tail, weight up to four pounds, the usual is about two pounds in this part of the world. Rats mate promiscuously at any time—’


  ‘What the hell does that mean?’


  ‘The male’ll screw any female irrespective,’ the King said impatiently, ‘and there ain’t no season.’


  ‘Just like us, you mean?’ Jones said agreeably.


  ‘Yes. I suppose so,’ said Peter Marlowe. ‘Anyway, the male rat will mate at any season and the female can have up to twelve litters per year, around twelve per litter, but perhaps as many as fourteen. The young are born blind and helpless twenty-two days after – contact.’ He picked the word delicately. ‘The young open their eyes after fourteen to seventeen days and become sexually mature in two months. They cease breeding at about two years and are old at three years.’


  ‘Holy cow!’ Max said delightedly in the awed silence. ‘We sure as hell’ve problems. Why, if the young’ll breed in two months, and we get twelve – say for round figures ten a litter – figure it for yourself. Say we get ten young on Day One. Another ten on Day Thirty. By Day Sixty the first five pair’ve bred, and we get fifty. Day Ninety we got another five pairs breeding and another fifty. Day One-twenty, we got two-fifty plus another fifty and another fifty and a new batch of two-fifty. For Chrissake, that makes six-fifty in five months. The next month we got near six thousand five hundred—’


  ‘Jesus, we got us a gold mine!’ Miller said, scratching furiously.


  ‘The hell we have,’ the King said. ‘Not without some figuring. Number one, we can’t put ’em all together. They’re cannibals. That means we got to separate the males and females except when we’re mating them. Another thing, they’ll fight among themselves, all the time. So that means separating males from males and females from females.’


  ‘So we separate them. What’s so tough about that?’


  ‘Nothing, Max,’ said the King patiently. ‘But we got to have cages and get the thing organized. It isn’t going to be easy.’


  ‘Hell,’ Tex said. ‘We can build a stock of cages, no sweat in that.’


  ‘You think, Tex, we can keep the farm quiet? While we’re building up the stock?’


  ‘Don’t see why not!’


  ‘Oh, another thing,’ the King said. He was feeling pleased with the men and more than pleased with the scheme. It was a business after his own heart – nothing to do except wait. ‘They’ll eat anything, alive or dead. Anything. So we’ve no logistics problem.’


  ‘But they’re filthy creatures and they’ll stink to the skies,’ Byron Jones III said. ‘We’ve enough stench around here as it is without putting more under our own hut. And rats are also plague carriers!’


  ‘Maybe that’s a special type of rat, like a special mosquito carries malaria,’ Dino said hopefully, his dark eyes roving the men.


  ‘Rats can carry plague, sure,’ the King said, shrugging. ‘And they carry a lot of human diseases. But that don’t mean nothing. We got a fortune in the making and all you bastards do is figure negatives! It’s un-American!’


  ‘Well, Jesus, this plague bit. How do we know if they’ll be clean or not?’ Miller said queasily.


  The King laughed. ‘We asked Vexley that an’ he said, quote, “You’d find out soon enough. You’d be dead.” Un-quote. Hell, it’s just like chickens. Keep ’em clean and feed ’em good and you got good stock! Nothing to worry about.’


  So they talked about the farm, its dangers and its potentials – and they could all appreciate the potentials – provided they didn’t have to eat the produce – and they discussed the problems connected with such a large-scale operation. Then Kurt came into the hut and in his hands was a squirming blanket.


  ‘I got another,’ he said sourly.


  ‘You have?’


  ‘Sure I have. While you bastards’re talkin’ I’m out doin’. It’s a bitch.’ Kurt spat on the floor.


  ‘How do you know?’


  ‘I looked. I seed enough rats in the Merchant Marine to know. An’ the other’s a male. An’ I looked too.’


  They all climbed under the hut and watched Kurt put Eve into the trench. Immediately the two rats stuck together viciously, and the men were hard put not to cheer. The first litter was on its way. The men voted that Kurt was to be in charge and Kurt was happy.


  That way he knew he would get his share. Sure he’d look after the rats. Food was food. Kurt knew he was going to survive if any bastard did.
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  Twenty-two days later Eve gave birth. In the next cage, Adam tore at the wire netting to get at the living food and almost got through, but Tex spotted the rent just in time. Eve suckled the young. There were Cain and Abel and Grey and Alliluha; Beulah and Mabel and Junt and Princess and Little Princess and Big Mabel and Big Junt and Big Beulah. Naming the males was easy. But none of the men wanted their girls’ names or their sisters’ or their mothers’ names attached to the females. Even mother-in-law names were some other man’s passion or relation of the past. It had taken them three days to agree on Beulah and Mabel.


  When the young were fifteen days old, they were put into separate cages. The King, Peter Marlowe, Tex and Max gave Eve until noon to recover, then put her back with Adam. The second litter was launched.


  ‘Peter,’ the King said benignly as they climbed through the trapdoor into the hut, ‘our fortune’s made.’


  The King had decided on the trapdoor because he knew that so many trips under the hut would excite curiosity. It was vital to the success of the farm that it should remain secret. Even Mac and Larkin knew nothing about it.


  ‘Where’s everyone today?’ Peter Marlowe asked, closing the trapdoor. Only Max was in the hut, lying on his bunk.


  ‘Poor slobs got caught for a work party. Tex’s in hospital. The rest are out liberating.’


  ‘Think I’ll go and liberate too. Give me something to think about.’


  The King lowered his voice. ‘I got something for you to think about. Tomorrow night we’re going to the village.’ Then he yelled to Max, ‘Hey Max, you know Prouty? The Aussie major? Up in Hut Eleven?’


  ‘The old guy? Sure.’


  ‘He’s not old. Can’t be more’n forty.’


  ‘From where I’m at forty’s old as God. It’ll take me eighteen years to get that old.’


  ‘You should be so lucky,’ the King said. ‘Go see Prouty. Tell him I sent you.’


  ‘And?’


  ‘And nothing. Just go see him. And make sure Grey isn’t around – or any of his eyes.’


  ‘On my way,’ Max said reluctantly and left them alone.


  Peter Marlowe was looking over the wire, seeking to the coast. ‘I was beginning to wonder if you’d changed your mind.’


  ‘About taking you along?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘No need for you to worry, Peter.’ The King got out the coffee and handed a mug to Peter Marlowe. ‘You want to have lunch with me?’


  ‘I don’t know how the hell you do it,’ Peter Marlowe grunted. ‘Everyone’s starving and you invite me to lunch.’


  ‘I’m having some katchang idju.’


  The King unlocked his black chest and took out the sack of little green beans and handed them to Peter Marlowe. ‘You like to fix them?’


  As Peter Marlowe took them out to the tap to begin washing them, the King opened a can of bully and carefully eased the contents onto a plate.


  Peter Marlowe came back with the beans. They were well washed and no husks floated in the clean water. Good, the King thought. Don’t have to tell Peter twice. And the aluminum container had exactly the right amount of water – six times the height of the beans.


  He set it on the hot plate and added a large spoonful of sugar and two pinches of salt. Then he added half the can of bully. ‘Is it your birthday?’ Peter Marlowe asked.


  ‘Huh?’


  ‘Katchang idju and bully, in one meal?’


  ‘You just don’t live right.’


  Peter Marlowe was tantalized by the aroma and the bubble of the stew. The last weeks had been rough. The discovery of the radio had hurt the camp. The Japanese Commandant had ‘regretfully’ cut the camp’s rations due to ‘bad harvests,’ so even the tiny desperation stocks of the units had gone. Miraculously, there had been no other repercussions. Except the cut in food.


  In Peter Marlowe’s unit, the cut had hit Mac the worst. The cut and the uselessness of their water-bottled radio.


  ‘Dammit,’ Mac had sworn after weeks of trying to trace the trouble. ‘It’s nae use, laddies. Without taking the bleeding thing apart I canna do a thing. Everything seems correct. Without some tools an’ a battery of sorts, I canna find the fault.’


  Then Larkin had somehow acquired a tiny battery and Mac had gathered his waning strength and gone back to testing, checking and rechecking. Yesterday, while he was testing, he had gasped and fainted, deep in a malarial coma. Peter Marlowe and Larkin had carried him up to the hospital and laid him on a bed. The doctor had said that it was just malaria, but with such a spleen, it could easily become very dangerous.


  ‘What’s a matter, Peter?’ the King asked, noticing his sudden gravity.


  ‘Just thinking about Mac.’


  ‘What about him?’


  ‘We had to take him up to the hospital yesterday. He’s not so hot.’


  ‘Malaria?’


  ‘Mostly.’


  ‘Huh?’


  ‘Well, he’s got fever all right. But that’s not the main trouble. He goes through periods of terrible depression. Worry – about his wife and son.’


  ‘All married guys’ve the same sweat.’


  ‘Not quite like Mac,’ Peter Marlowe said sadly. ‘You see, just before the Japs landed on Singapore, Mac put his wife and son on a ship in the last real convoy out. Then he and his unit took off for Java in a coastal junk. When he got to Java he heard the whole convoy had got shot out of the water or captured. No proof either way – only rumors. So he doesn’t know if they got through. Or if they’re dead. Or if they’re alive. And if they are – where they are. His son was just a baby – only four months old.’


  ‘Well, now the kid’s three years and four months,’ the King said confidently. ‘Rule Two: Don’t worry about nothing you can’t do nothing about.’ He took a bottle of quinine out of his black box and counted out twenty tablets and gave them to Peter Marlowe. ‘Here. These’ll fix his malaria.’


  ‘But what about you?’


  ‘Got plenty. Think nothing of it.’


  ‘I don’t understand why you’re so generous. You give us food and medicine. And what do we give you? Nothing. I don’t understand it.’


  ‘You’re a friend.’


  ‘Christ, I feel embarrassed accepting so much.’


  ‘Hell with it. Here.’ The King began spooning out the stew. Seven spoons for him and seven spoons for Peter Marlowe. There was about a quarter of the stew left in the mess can.


  They ate the first three spoons quickly to allay the hunger, then finished the rest slowly, savoring its excellence.


  ‘Want some more?’ The King waited. How well do I know you, Peter? I know you could eat a ton more. But you won’t. Not if your life depended on it.


  ‘No thanks. Full. To the brim.’


  It’s good to know your friend, the King thought to himself. You’ve got to be careful. He took another spoonful. Not because he wanted it. He felt he had to or Peter Marlowe would be embarrassed. He ate it and put the rest aside.


  ‘Fix me a smoke, will you?’


  He tossed over the makings and turned away. He put the rest of the bully in the remains of the stew and mixed it up. Then he divided this into two mess kits and covered them and set them aside.


  Peter Marlowe handed him the rolled cigarette.


  ‘Make yourself one,’ said the King.


  ‘Thanks.’


  ‘Jesus, Peter, don’t wait to be asked. Here, fill your box.’


  He took the box out of Peter Marlowe’s hands and stuffed it full of the Three Kings tobacco.


  ‘What’re you going to do about Three Kings? With Tex in hospital?’ asked Peter Marlowe.


  ‘Nothing.’ The King exhaled. ‘That idea’s milked. The Aussies have found out the process and they’ve undercut us.’


  ‘Oh, that’s too bad. How do you think they found out?’


  The King smiled. ‘It was an in and out anyway.’


  ‘I don’t understand.’


  ‘In and out? You get in and out fast. A small investment for a quick profit. I was covered in the first two weeks.’


  ‘But you said it would take you months to get back the money you put out.’


  ‘That was a sales pitch. That was for outside consumption. A sales pitch is a gimmick. A way of making people believe something. People always want something for nothing. So you have to make ’em believe they’re stealing from you, that you’re the sucker, that they – the buyers – are a helluva lot smarter than you. For example. Three Kings. The sales force, the first buyers, believed they were in my debt, they believed that if they worked hard for the first month, they could be my partners and coast forever after – on my money. They thought I was a fool to give them such a break after the first month. But I knew that the process would leak and that the business wouldn’t last.’


  ‘How did you know that?’


  ‘Obvious. And I planned it that way. I leaked the process myself.’


  ‘You what?’


  ‘Sure. I traded the process for a little information.’


  ‘Well, I can understand that. It was yours to do as you pleased. But what about all the people who were working, selling the tobacco?’


  ‘What about them?’


  ‘It seems that you sort of took advantage of them. You made them work for a month, more or less for nothing, and then pulled the rug from under them.’


  ‘The hell I did. They made a few bucks out of it. They were playing me for a sucker and I just outsmarted them, that’s all. That’s business.’ He lay back on the bed, amused at the naïveté of Peter Marlowe.


  Peter Marlowe frowned, trying to understand. ‘When anyone starts talking about business, I’m afraid I’m right out of my depth,’ he said. ‘I feel such an idiot.’


  ‘Listen. Before you’re very much older, you’ll be horse-trading with the best of them.’ The King laughed.


  ‘I doubt that.’


  ‘You doing anything tonight? Oh, about an hour after dusk?’


  ‘No, why?’


  ‘Would you interpret for me?’


  ‘Gladly. Who, a Malay?’


  ‘A Korean.’


  ‘Oh!’ Then Peter Marlowe added, covering at once, ‘Certainly.’


  The King had marked Peter Marlowe’s aversion but didn’t mind. A man’s a right to his opinions, he’d always said. And so long as those opinions didn’t conflict with his own purposes, well, that was all right too.


  Max entered the hut and crumpled on his bunk. ‘Couldn’t find the son of a bitch for a goddam hour. Then I tracked him down in the vegetable patch. Jesus, with all that piss they use for fertilizer, that son-of-a-bitching place stinks like a Harlem brothel on a summer’s day.’


  ‘You’re just the sort of bastard who’d use a Harlem brothel.’


  The King’s snarl and the raw grate of his voice startled Peter Marlowe.


  Max’s smile and fatigue vanished just as suddenly. ‘Jesus, I didn’t mean anything. It’s just a saying.’


  ‘Then why pick on Harlem? You wanna say it stinks like a brothel, great. They all stink the same. No difference because one’s black and another’s white.’ The King was hard and mean and the flesh on his face was tight and masklike.


  ‘Take it easy. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean nothin’.’


  Max had forgotten that the King was touchy about talking crossways about Negroes. Jesus, when you live in New York, you got Harlem with you, whichever way you look at it. And there are brothels there, an’ a piece of colored tail’s goddam good once in a while. All the same, he thought bitterly, I’m goddamned if I know why he’s so goddam touchy about nigs.


  ‘I didn’t mean nothin’,’ Max said again, trying hard to keep his eyes off the food. He had smelled it all the way up to the hut. ‘I tracked him down and tol’ him what you said.’


  ‘So?’


  ‘He, er, gave me something for you,’ Max said and looked at Peter Marlowe.


  ‘Well, hand it over for Chrissake!’


  Max waited patiently while the King looked at the watch closely, wound it up and held it close to his ear.


  ‘What do you want, Max?’


  ‘Nothin’. Er, you like me to wash up for you?’


  ‘Yeah. Do that, then get to hell out of here.’


  ‘Sure.’


  Max collected the dirty dishes and meekly took them outside, telling himself by Jesus one day he’d get the King. Peter Marlowe said nothing. Strange, he thought. Strange and wild. The King’s got a temper. A temper is valuable but most times dangerous. If you go on a mission it’s important to know the value of your wing-man. On a hairy mission, like the village, perhaps, it’s wise to be sure who guards your back.


  The King carefully unscrewed the back of the watch. It was a waterproof, stainless steel.


  ‘Uh-huh!’ the King said. ‘I thought so.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘It’s a phony. Look.’


  Peter Marlowe examined the watch carefully. ‘It looks all right to me.’


  ‘Sure it is. But it’s not what it’s supposed to be. An Omega. The case is good but the insides are old. Some bastard has substituted the guts.’


  The King screwed the case back on, then tossed it up in his hand speculatively. ‘Y’see, Peter. Just what I was telling you. You got to be careful. Now, say I sell this as an Omega and don’t know it’s a fake, then I could be in real trouble. But so long as I know in advance, then I can cover myself. You can’t be too careful.’


  He smiled. ‘Let’s have another cup of Joe, business is looking up.’


  His smile faded as Max returned with the cleaned mess cans and put them away. Max didn’t say anything, just nodded obsequiously and then went out again.


  ‘Son of a bitch,’ the King said.


  

  Grey had not yet recovered from the day Yoshima had found the radio. As he walked up the broken path towards the supply hut he brooded about the new duties imposed on him by the Camp Commandant in front of Yoshima and later elaborated by Colonel Smedly-Taylor. Grey knew that although officially he was to carry out the new orders, actually he was to keep his eyes shut and do nothing. Mother of God, he thought, whatever I do, I’m wrong.


  Grey felt a spasm building in his stomach. He stopped as it came and passed. It wasn’t dysentery, only diarrhea; and the slight fever on him wasn’t malaria, only a touch of dengue, a slighter but more insidious fever which came and went by whim. He was very hungry. He had no stocks of food, no last can and no money to buy any with. He had to subsist on rations with no extras, and the rations were not enough, not enough.


  When I get out, he thought, I swear by God that I’ll never be hungry again. I’ll have a thousand eggs and a ton of meat and sugar and coffee and tea and fish. We’ll cook all day, Trina and I, and when we’re not cooking or eating we’ll be making love. Love? No, just making pain. Trina, that bitch, with her ‘I’m too tired’ or ‘I’ve got a headache’ or ‘For the love of God, what, again?’ or ‘All right, I suppose I’ll have to’ or ‘We can make love now, if you want to’ or ‘Can’t you leave me in peace for once,’ when it wasn’t so often and most times he had restrained himself and suffered, or the angry ‘Oh, all right,’ and then the light would be snapped on and she would get out of bed and storm off to the bathroom to ‘get ready’ and he would only see the glory of her body through the sheer fabric until the door had closed and then he would wait and wait and wait until the bathroom light was snapped off and she came back into their room. It always took an eternity for her to cross from the door to the bed and he saw only the pure beauty of her under the silk and felt only the cold in her eyes as she watched him and he could not meet her eyes and loathed himself. Then she would be beside him and soon it would be silently over and she would get up and go to the bathroom and clean herself as though his love was dirt, and the water would run and when she came back she would be freshly perfumed and he loathed himself afresh, unsatisfied, for taking her when she didn’t want to be taken. It had always been thus. In their six months of married life – twenty-one days of leave, being together – they had made pain nine times. And never once had he touched her.


  He had asked her to marry him a week after he had met her. There had been difficulties and recriminations. Her mother hated him for wanting her only daughter just when her career was launched and she was so young. Only eighteen. His parents said wait, the war may be over soon and you’ve no money and, well, she’s not exactly from a good family, and he had looked around his home, a tired building joined to a thousand other tired buildings amid the twisted tramlines of Streatham, and he saw that the rooms were small and the minds of his parents were small and lower class and their love was twisted like the tramlines.


  They were married a month later. Grey looked smart in his uniform and sword (hired by the hour). Trina’s mother didn’t come to the drab ceremony, performed in haste between air raid alerts. His parents wore disapproving masks and their kisses were perfunctory and Trina had dissolved into tears and the marriage license was wet with tears.


  That night Grey discovered that Trina wasn’t a virgin. Oh, she acted as though she was, and complained for many days that, please darling, I’m so sore, be patient. But she wasn’t a virgin and that hurt Grey, for she had implied it many times. But he pretended that he didn’t know she had cheated him.


  The last time he saw Trina was six days before he embarked for overseas. They were in their flat and he was lying on the bed watching her dressing.


  ‘Do you know where you’re going?’ she asked.


  ‘No,’ Grey said. The day had been bad and the quarrel of the night before bad, and the lack of her and the knowledge that his leave was up today was heavy on him.


  He got up and stood behind her, slipping his hands into her bosom, molding the tautness of her, loving her.


  ‘Don’t!’


  ‘Trina, could we—’


  ‘Don’t be foolish. You know the show starts at eight-thirty.’


  ‘There’s plenty of time—’


  ‘For the love of God, Robin, don’t! You’ll mess up my makeup!’


  ‘To hell with your makeup,’ he said. ‘I won’t be here tomorrow.’


  ‘Perhaps that’s just as well. I don’t think you’re very kind or very thoughtful.’


  ‘What do you expect me to be like? Is it wrong for a husband to want his wife?’


  ‘Stop shouting. My God, the neighbors will hear you.’


  ‘Let ’em, by God!’ He went towards her, but she slammed the bathroom door in his face.


  When she came back into the room she was cold and fragrant. She wore a bra and half slip and panties under the slip, and stockings held by a tiny belt. She picked up the cocktail dress and began to step into it.


  ‘Trina,’ he began.


  ‘No.’


  He stood over her, and his knees had no strength in them. ‘I’m sorry I – I shouted.’


  ‘It doesn’t matter.’


  He bent to kiss her shoulders, but she moved away.


  ‘I see you’ve been drinking again,’ she said, wrinkling her nose.


  Then his rage burst. ‘I only had one drink, damn you to hell,’ he shouted and spun her around and ripped the dress off her and ripped the bra off her and threw her on the bed. And he ripped at her clothes until she was naked but for the shreds of stockings clinging to her legs. And all the time she lay still, staring up at him.


  ‘Oh God, Trina, I love you,’ he croaked helplessly, then backed away, hating himself for what he had done and what he had nearly done.


  Trina picked up the shreds of the clothes. As though in a dream, he watched as she went back to the mirror and sat before it and began to repair her makeup and started to hum a tune, over and over.


  Then he slammed the door and went back to his unit and the next day he tried to phone her. There was no answer. It was too late to go back to London, in spite of his desperate pleading. The unit moved to Greenock for embarkation and every day, every minute of every day, he phoned her, but there was no answer, and no answer to his frantic telegrams, and then the coast of Scotland was swallowed by the night, and the night was only ship and sea, and he was only tears.


  Grey shuddered under the Malayan sun. Ten thousand miles away. It wasn’t Trina’s fault, he thought, weak with self-disgust. It wasn’t her, it was me. I was too anxious. Maybe I’m insane. Maybe I should see a doctor. Maybe I’m oversexed. It’s got to be me, not her. Oh Trina, my love.


  

  Trina sipped her martini and smiled the special smile that a starlet smiles to producers, particularly one that has a juicy part in a movie ready to begin production. ‘You’re looking very well, Mr. Durstein. Isn’t the rain miserable?’


  Max Durstein was not looking at all well and he was not feeling well, hating London, hating the downpour, hating Sunday, hating the V2s that fell on London Town. He fought out of his hat and his raincoat and put them on top of the steaming pile of soaking topcoats.


  A freezing squall battered the windows of the large hotel reception room that looked out on the bleak puddles of Piccadilly. He shuddered and wished himself to Los Angeles and the sun and the warmth.


  ‘You’re looking well, Mr. Durstein,’ Trina said again.


  ‘Yeah,’ he replied sourly. He was tired and his ulcers hurt and his arches had fallen and he had been given the same smile for years – but only when he had a movie on the planning boards and not when his last film had been panned – but he remembered that this little harpy had a good film under her girdle and the trade moguls had picked her as potential box office draw, and she would fit ‘Dolly Saunders’ to a rubber glove.


  He cursed under his breath, what a dreck name – Dolly Saunders! How is it possible when I pay so much money to a lousy writer that the least he could do was to invent a name that has impact. Dolly! The name made him feel sick. But, he told himself, that’s what a producer is for – to take no-talent and make it talent, to take a nothing name and give it grandeur. Gotta think of a name!


  He looked at Trina, not listening to her chatter, not listening to his automatic answers, but thinking of a name. The name must be a name of names. Harlan. Possible. But not enough sex. Harlan Foy? Coy Harlan?


  ‘What’s your name?’ he asked abruptly, bursting into Trina’s patter.


  ‘Trina John.’ She was astonished. Who the fat pig in hell does this slob think he is, anyway, to ask me that when the cocktail party’s in my honor to celebrate my role, Princess Zenobia, in Spears on the Volga?


  ‘I know that,’ he said testily, letting the cigarette ash join the rest of the white stains on his blue pinstripe suit. ‘I mean your maiden name, darling.’


  ‘It was Trina Johnson.’ Actually it was Gertrude Drains. Trina kept a sweet smile on her face but inside she was spitting blood. Gerty! She could still hear her mother calling her. Gert, wipe your nose. Gerty do this, Gerty do that. And again, after two whole years of not thinking about her mother, Trina spat a stream of curses on the smelly harpy fishwife who bore her. Thank God I got away from her, thank God!


  ‘You were married, weren’t you?’


  ‘Oh yes. He was a Colonel in Intelligence. His name was Grey. My present husband’s name—’


  ‘I know. Billy Stern, the agent.’ He looked at her.


  Trina was svelte and looked like a lady, but she had that so necessary quality of dirt somewhere mixed up with the lady. She dressed well. Hips okay. Legs long. Dress tight around the buttocks. Easy to bed. He was sure because Billy had indicated, round about, that she was cooperative. Christ, what a business! But no good, that’s what he’d heard.


  Grey? Possible. Harlan Grey? How about Harlana Grey? No. Harlana Lunt! That’s it. Rhymes and has class to boot. Harlana Lunt! Everything, it has everything.


  ‘Why the smile, Mr. Durstein?’


  ‘I liked your “Princess,” darling,’ the producer in him was saying. ‘And it’s making a bundle. With luck you may be a star one day. Sell tickets, that’s the only thing that counts. You’ve got a lot of talent.’ ‘I’ll say,’ he told himself. ‘But in bed you haven’t. Not according to Jules.’


  ‘How’s Jules these days?’ he asked.


  ‘He talked a lot about you while we were shooting. A nice man, and such a talented producer. A darling.’ She let her eyes mist prettily. ‘I think producers are so important. He helped me so much.’ She let this fall, then brightened in the right way, taking care that she didn’t stand too tall in her shoes, for this Durstein was small. ‘I’m so happy the public is paying so much to see Spears. Jules was saying that they’ll make their costs back in the first twenty weeks.’


  That’s a lie, Durstein told himself, seething. Why, that rotten little picture cost well over a hundred thousand pounds! Jules always was a liar, and a thief. And an assassin. But still, he had knifed him but good out of the Four Swords in Hell project, and the thought warmed him nicely.


  ‘Interesting,’ he heard himself saying. He was still looking at Trina. He’d take her if he could get her cheap. But Billy can be a hard trader if he knows that one of his clients has a chance. Yes, she’d fit. But how much . . .


  ‘Money,’ he said aloud.


  ‘What about it, Mr. Durstein?’ Trina bubbled happily as though the word was a witty remark.


  ‘Money’s the only thing that counts in the business. Money making films.’ He smiled a false-toothed smile, patted her buttocks paternally, but Trina knew that it wasn’t really paternal. And Durstein kept his hand there, just too long, just enough to let her know that he was interested. How much, depended on her. ‘Maybe I can do something for you in my next picture. Of course, that depends.’


  His eyes were quite cold and calculating. Trina looked at them and while her face smiled, her eyes told him, it also depends on how much.


  Across the smoky room, Billy was talking to Jules and his eyes were on Jules, listening to his plans for his next film, how he might be able to up Trina’s money and sweeten the part a little. But Billy’s senses were concentrating on Durstein and Trina and he was watching them closely. As to Jules, well, Jules had served his purpose and he’d be damned if he let Trina play in another of Jules’s second features. Not for five thousand. Well, for ten, maybe. But the ‘Dolly’ role was what he wanted for Trina. Yes, he told himself, that part she’d play like a house afire. And with a little of the Billy luck, he’d get the part for her.


  He saw, with cynical amusement, Durstein’s hand on her buttocks and the linger of it. Good. Don’t have to show Trina any of the tricks. That bitch learned them with her mother’s milk. When Durstein wandered away, Billy excused himself from Jules.


  He walked through the crowd of neophytes and hangers-on and out-of-work actors and actresses and protégés and columnists and newspapermen, and for each he had a crack and a smile – for those of any importance. When he got to Trina, she was sipping another martini.


  ‘Go easy on the liquor,’ he warned.


  In an equally low voice Trina snapped back. ‘Go to hell! I can drink this slop until the cows come home. If I want to drink, I’ll have a drink.’


  Billy was smiling, but inside he wasn’t. ‘How’d you get on with the Creep?’ he asked, using Durstein’s nickname. It came from way back. Durstein’s first picture. The Zombie Creeps. Made a fortune.


  ‘Fine.’ She looked across the smoke and saw that Durstein was talking to one of the columnists. ‘He didn’t say anything except he “might do something for me in his next.” ’ She swallowed the martini quickly and took another from the waiter as he passed. She didn’t particularly want one, but she did it to annoy Billy. One of her great pleasures in life was baiting Billy, and he hated the smell of gin so she always drank gin.


  Billy looked at her, bound to her by the great mutual hatred they had for one another. ‘Bathe in it for all I care.’


  ‘On your money?’


  Then they began to quarrel viciously. As only a husband and wife can quarrel in a crowded place. Quarrel so that no one knows that they are quarreling or feeling the fury facaded by exterior calm.


  Billy cursed himself for marrying her. But it was the only way he could make her and the only way he could get her signed. His investment had paid off. Princess had started her soaring, and there was a good chance that Durstein would give her ‘Dolly.’


  ‘I don’t know what I ever saw in you.’ She sipped her gin, the sweet smile on her face. Boiling inside.


  ‘That’s easy. You saw “career.” You knew I was a star maker—’


  ‘My ass. I got the job. I worked for it. In more ways than one. I’ve got the talent. All you did was introduce me.’


  ‘Without me—’


  ‘Hello, darling,’ Trina purred as Winter Smith, another bosomed starlet and another possible for ‘Dolly’ breasted the crowd. ‘You look tired. You’re lucky not to be working.’


  ‘Oh but I am, darling. I’m studying my next role. A big one. You’ll read all about it in a few days. I’m just ecstatic.’


  When she had passed, Trina turned to Billy. ‘Bitch.’ Then she picked up where they had left off. ‘Without you I might be better off.’


  ‘Pity. I have your contract.’ Billy was tired of the quarrel. They had always quarreled. And she was terrible in bed. Nothing. How could she look so good and act so sexy and yet be so cold was beyond his belief. But she was. ‘I’ll bet you gave Grey one hell of a time.’


  ‘I did not. I loved the Colonel—’


  ‘Lieutenant,’ he said contemptuously. ‘Once you begin to believe your own publicity, you’re up the creek.’


  ‘At least he was a man.’


  Trina couldn’t even remember Grey’s face. The only time she’d ever felt herself desperate for him was the day he left. When he’d thrown her on the bed and ripped her clothes off. My God, she felt weak as she remembered. If only he had continued. And beat her too. She had really wanted him that moment and wanted him as a woman had never wanted a man. But he wasn’t a man. He had just left – weak and with tears streaming down his rotten faceless face. Men! There aren’t any.


  The men she had tried were nothing. And Grey, whom she felt could be a man, whom she loved as much as she could love, whom she tried in every way to force into rage enough to take her as she wanted to be taken, Grey had failed her. He had failed her. Failed to be a man.


  Trina’s cold eyes were on Billy. She knew Billy was seething with rage. But he’d do nothing but quarrel. Nothing. He didn’t understand her and he never would and it was true, she had married him because he was the agent. And she would stay with him while he was the agent. That was one thing he was good at.


  Then, sharp-eyed, she noticed Winter Smith with Durstein, close and intimate and huddled together. From the corner of her mouth she hissed at Billy. ‘You’d better go and break that up. That bitch’ll do anything to get the part.’


  Billy smiled cynically as he left. ‘But you won’t?’


  

  ‘Are you all right, Grey?’ Colonel Jones asked.


  ‘Oh, yes, sir, thank you.’ Grey came to and discovered that he was leaning weakly against the supply hut. ‘It was – was just a touch of fever.’


  ‘You don’t look too good. Sit down for a minute.’


  ‘It’s all right, thank you. I’ll – I’ll just get some water.’


  Grey went over to the tap and took off his shirt and dunked his head under the stream of water. Bloody fool, to let yourself go like that! he thought. But in spite of his resolve, inexorably his mind returned to Trina. Tonight, tonight I’ll let myself think of her, he promised. Tonight, and every night. To hell with trying to live without food. Without hope. I want to die. How much I want to die.


  Then he saw Peter Marlowe walking up the hill. In his hands was an American mess can and he was holding it carefully. Why?


  ‘Marlowe!’ Grey moved in front of him.


  ‘What the hell do you want?’


  ‘What’s in there?’


  ‘Food.’


  ‘No contraband?’


  ‘Stop picking on me, Grey.’


  ‘I’m not picking on you. Judge a man by his friends.’


  ‘Just stay away from me.’


  ‘I can’t, I’m afraid, old boy. It’s my job. I’d like to see that. Please.’


  Peter Marlowe hesitated. Grey was within his right to look and within his right to take him to Colonel Smedly-Taylor if he stepped out of line. And in his pocket were the twenty quinine tablets. No one was supposed to have private stores of medicine. If they were discovered he would have to tell where he had got them and then the King would have to tell where he got them and anyway, Mac needed them now. So he opened the can.


  The katchang idju-bully gave off an unearthly fragrance to Grey. His stomach turned over and he tried to keep from showing his hunger. He tipped the mess can carefully so that he could see the bottom. There was nothing in it other than the bully and the katchang idju, delicious.


  ‘Where did you get it?’


  ‘I was given it.’


  ‘Did he give it to you?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Where are you taking it?’


  ‘To the hospital.’


  ‘For whom?’


  ‘For one of the Americans.’


  ‘Since when does a Flight Lieutenant DFC run errands for a corporal?’


  ‘Go to hell!’


  ‘Maybe I will. But before I do I’m going to see you and him get what’s coming to you.’


  Easy, Peter Marlowe told himself, easy. If you take a sock at Grey you’ll really be up the creek.


  ‘Are you finished with the questions, Grey?’


  ‘For the moment. But remember –’ Grey went a pace closer and the smell of the food tortured him. ‘You and your damned crook friend are on the list. I haven’t forgotten about the lighter.’


  ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve done nothing against orders.’


  ‘But you will, Marlowe. If you sell your soul, you’ve got to pay sometime.’


  ‘You’re out of your head!’


  ‘He’s a crook, a liar and a thief—’


  ‘He is my friend, Grey. He’s not a crook and not a thief . . .’


  ‘But he is a liar.’


  ‘Everyone’s a liar. Even you. You denied the wireless. You’ve got to be a liar to stay alive. You’ve got to do a lot of things...’


  ‘Like kissing a corporal’s arse to get food?’


  The vein in Peter Marlowe’s forehead swelled like a thin black snake. But his voice was soft and the venom honey-coated. ‘I ought to thrash you, Grey. But it’s so ill-bred to brawl with the lower classes. Unfair, you know.’


  ‘By God, Marlowe—’ began Grey, but he was beyond speech, and the madness in him rose up and choked him.


  Peter Marlowe looked deep into Grey’s eyes and knew that he had won. For a moment he gloried in the destruction of the man, and then his fury evaporated and he stepped around Grey and walked up the hill. No need to prolong a battle once it’s won. That’s ill-bred, too.


  By the Lord God, Grey swore brokenly, I’ll make you pay for that. I’ll have you on your knees begging my forgiveness. And I’ll not forgive you. Never!


  

  Mac took six of the tablets and winced as Peter Marlowe helped him up a little to drink the water held to his lips. He swallowed and sank back.


  ‘Bless you, Peter,’ he whispered. ‘That’ll do the trick. Bless you, laddie.’ He lapsed into sleep, his face burning, his spleen stretched to bursting, and his brain took flight in nightmares. He saw his wife and son floating in the ocean depths, eaten by fish and screaming from the deep. And he saw himself there, in the deep, tearing at the sharks, but his hands were not strong enough and his voice not loud enough, and the sharks tore huge pieces of the flesh of his flesh and there were always more to tear. And the sharks had voices and their laughter was of demons, but angels stood by and told him to hurry, hurry, Mac, hurry or you’ll be too late. Then there were no sharks, only yellow men with bayonets and gold teeth, sharpened to needles, surrounding him and his family on the bottom of the sea. Their bayonets huge, sharp. Not them, me! he screamed. Me, kill me! And he watched, impotent, while they killed his wife and killed his son and then they turned on him and the angels watched and whispered in chorus, Hurry, Mac, hurry. Run. Run. Run away and you’ll be safe. And he ran, not wanting to run, ran away from his son and his wife and their blood-filled sea, and he fled through the blood and strangled. But he still ran and they chased him, the sharks with slant eyes and gold needle teeth with their rifles and bayonets, tearing at his flesh until he was at bay. He fought and he pleaded but they would not stop and now he was surrounded. And Yoshima shoved the bayonet deep into his guts. And the pain was huge. Beyond agony. Yoshima jerked the bayonet out and he felt his blood pour out of him, through the jagged hole, through all the openings of his body, through the very pores of his skin until only the soul was left in the husk. Then, at last, his soul sped forth and joined with the blood of the sea. A great, exquisite relief filled him, infinite, and he was glad that he was dead.


  

  Mema twisted violently in her sleep and then she was wide awake. It was dusk. She glanced at her watch, glad to be awake and at the same time sorry that it was not yet morning. It was only eight o’clock and she had been asleep only half an hour. It was even too early yet for the night creatures to be about. She listened. Yes, the jungle was still quiet. In an hour or so the tempo would change.


  She was lying on her side, half curled up, as she always slept, on the big clean, starched bed. Surrounding her was the protective mosquito cage.


  It was much more pleasant to sleep in the cage than under a confining mosquito net. It was like being in a gossamer box and the box was within the large bedroom and the bed was within the box – box within boxes, selves within selves. A mosquito cage was expensive, and only the very well off could afford one. It was expensive
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