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			CHAPTER ONE

			‘Frogs are one of our early-warning systems; when they start to be endangered it’s time to take notice.’

			Nick Duncan, Port Vila, 1993

			SOME THINGS FROM THE past stay fresh in the mind of an old man: the curve of a young woman’s breast, the sheen of suntan on her legs. A look, a sidelong glance, so beautiful your mind takes a snapshot to retain it forever, images in which the colours never fade. Out to sea on a pristine morning on the gaff-rigged cutter Madam Butterfly with the ocean spray hitting your face, when you were young and strong and anything was possible. Friends, partners, business deals, government bribes, drink, fortunes to be made and lost, islands, women, children, hope. Anna and Marg, especially Anna and Marg, the yin and yang of womankind. They’re all there trapped in the brilliant blink of a flashlight, then stored as a lasting image. Mine as long as the lens in my mind remains clear.

			I am sitting on the verandah of my home in Vanuatu looking over Beautiful Bay. It is near the end of the wet season and the morning air carries a vague hint of crispness. As I seem to be doing more and more these days, I’m recollecting the past. When almost everything that is going to happen to you has already happened, memories occupy more of your time.

			Sitting in this large comfortable old cane chair, mentally meandering, flicking through mindscapes, I am attempting to banish what I have called ‘The killing-of-Anna dream’. I woke at dawn again this morning clutching the pillow and bawling like a little kid, choking back my grief, thinking the pillow was Anna. If I don’t exorcise this dream, cast out these demons, the dark shadows of the night will linger throughout this sparkling day in paradise.

			Welcome to Paradise; another time, a different pace. I’d read that recently on a large poster as I left the airport after picking up Saffron, my goddaughter, who was visiting me from Port Moresby. Beautiful Bay is about as much paradise as anyone can take; add a little phoney Hawaiian music, frame up, roll camera and let Tales of the South Pacific begin.

			Mine has been a fortunate life in so many ways, but in the end we live more in our head than we do in a place and lately there’s some alarming stuff happening in my head. More and more I seem to be recalling the blood, sweat and tears of my life in the islands. Nick Duncan. Billionaire? Sailor? Lover? Soldier? Killer? Dreamer? Pioneer? Nice guy? Bastard? Adulterer? What?

			Saffron disturbs my thoughts in a lap-lap sarong and bikini top, looking every inch a beautiful young woman. ‘Uncle Nick, the phone. It’s Great Auntie Marg.’ She giggles. ‘And she’s talking green.’

			‘What else,’ I sigh, then laugh, rising from my chair. ‘It’s morning, and her morning calls are always a dark shade of green.’

			Saffron, brought up in the islands where the pace of life is relaxed, asks, ‘But why is she always in such a hurry?’

			I shrug. ‘It’s her way. Yesterday is a lost opportunity, a list of tasks not completed, so today all must be recovered. Marg is always running to catch up with herself.’

			‘She’s seventy-seven! When I’m her age I won’t be jumping around like Jiminy Cricket.’

			‘You mean jumping around saving Jiminy Cricket,’ I retort. ‘May we be spared from all zealots, religious or green, God-botherers or self-appointed custodians of all creatures great and small.’

			‘What about frogs, Uncle Nick...and butterflies?’ Saffron asks mischievously.

			‘Ah, that’s different,’ I grin. ‘If you kiss a frog he may turn into a prince, and butterflies are born to become princesses.’

			‘You’re not really a cynic about the environment, are you, Uncle Nick?’ Saffron asks.

			‘No, but there’s a big difference between being concerned and being a zealot. Frogs are one of our early-warning systems; when they start to be endangered it’s time to take notice. Old man trees must be respected not turned into chopsticks and cardboard cartons. Moderation in all things, my dear.’ This last remark I recall coming from my Anglican missionary father when, as a child, I’d excitedly captured half a dozen of the same species of butterfly.

			‘Better hurry, you know how cranky she gets when she has to wait,’ Saffron cautions, seemingly satisfied with my reply. Some of the kids today really seem to care and don’t think nature is confined to the strip of grass beside the pavement where the dog takes a poo.

			Marg Hamilton’s morning calls from Sydney are always a machine-gun barrage of words, and usually I’m hit with a request. This time it’s ‘Nick, I need your help! Have the Japanese secured the fishing rights to your Marine Exclusive Economic Zone? Has that corrupt government of yours already signed away their rights? We’ve got to do something, darling! Did you know the Pacific tuna fishery is the last fishing resource not to be decimated by factory fishing!’

			That’s our Marg, straight to the point, no opening niceties, strictly business. Some item or other needs to be ticked off her inexhaustible list of crucial green issues, something that invariably involves my time or money or both.

			I’m in inter-island shipping, though she’s aware that I would, of course, know about the tuna resources in this part of the Pacific. She also knows damn well that nothing whatsoever happens swiftly in an island government department.

			‘Good morning, Marg. And how are you? Lovely day here on the island.’ I glance through the large picture window overlooking Beautiful Bay and then further out to the harbour. ‘Not a cloud in the sky, the bay is sparkling, God’s thrown a handful of diamonds into the water, the harbour beyond is like a millpond. Unusual weather, even for this late in the wet season.’

			The irony in my voice is lost on her. She’s probably got the phone tucked between her shoulder and chin the way women seem able to do, freeing both hands to make notes, fish in her handbag for the car keys, check her make-up in the mirror. How do they do that?

			‘Nick, is there any way you can find out quickly? I thought Anna might have been mixed up in it. These things usually take a year or two to resolve,’ she says, silently acknowledging that her agitation was merely for effect.

			I feel an involuntary pang of guilt at the mention of Anna’s name. Had she still been alive, she would almost certainly have been part of negotiations with the Japanese. And a small but significant percentage of the licensing fees would have been skimmed off the top as ‘Ongoing Consulting Fees’ or some such euphemism for appropriating the island people’s money. As well, you could bet your army boots there would be a significant backhander from the Japanese for facilitating negotiations; ‘smoothing’ is the common word.

			Marg Hamilton and Anna Til are the two women who have been equal halves of the whole of my loving, the greater part of my frustrations, probably the bulk of my infuriation and certainly most of the happiness and abundant love I’ve been blessed to receive. No man on earth, least of all myself, is sufficiently strong to manage two such beautiful, intelligent, articulate, stubborn and determined women who are opposed to each other in every conceivable way. Philosophically, in their aesthetic and gastronomic tastes (Marg eats pretty bland vegetarian; Anna, a contradiction as always, Japanese and French), in the movies, entertainment and music they love, I cannot imagine two people more at variance.

			Anna, in her day a superb example of the work of the Big Craftsman in the Sky, passed away four months ago at the age of sixty-six, so I would have welcomed a soupçon of tact from Marg, also once a finely chiselled edition of the Maker’s art. But even so soon after Anna’s death, Marg’s forthright opinions of the other woman in my life are unlikely to be tempered by mealy-mouthed niceties. She is too well bred to say so, but not only has she endured the ambiguities of her relationship with me, she has also outlasted her opponent and must feel that she therefore deserves certain rights. Women are by nature predatory creatures and I have long since understood that any influence I might have had on either Anna or Marg was based entirely on the constant threat that the other might gain the upper hand. Marg has waited a long time to have me all to herself again and she will make the most of it.

			‘No, I don’t believe Anna was involved,’ I say, deliberately keeping my voice matter-of-fact, abiding by the old rules even though there is no longer any need.

			‘Nick, it’s important we know the very moment they sign. The media will give it a big run. Bob Brown may be able to get some sort of brouhaha started in the senate and that’s very good for us.’

			‘Sweetheart, isn’t it about time you threw in the towel, put your feet up?’ I tease, mixing my metaphors. ‘Let the youngsters save the planet. Come to Beautiful Bay and live with me all the days of your life. God knows, collectively we haven’t got that many left. An insurance bloke told me recently that at my age they could estimate on average the number of minutes I could expect to live!’ I chuckle. ‘Minutes, mind you!’

			Marg laughs politely, ignoring my deliberately insensitive invitation. I already know she’d find it unacceptable, not only because of the too recent death of Anna, but also because it’s difficult to save the planet from Port Vila. ‘All the more reason to use one’s time productively,’ she replies primly.

			‘Please, Marg, not the schoolmistress,’ I tease. ‘It’s the least attractive aspect of your personality.’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous, Nick. I’m an old head and old heads are hard to find in the movement. There are plenty of marvellous young people prepared to throw themselves in front of a whaling ship, and while these confrontations are very important for the movement, of equal or even greater importance is the silent force, the behind-the-scenes work. The kids don’t know who to badger, threaten or compromise in Canberra.’ Then she cleverly gets back on track, ‘As I know you do in the islands.’

			‘I don’t know about this fishing business,’ I reply. ‘I don’t have the pull, the influence I used to have.’

			‘Nonsense!’ Marg cuts in. ‘You’re the grand patriarch and, unlike us, the islands still respect the wisdom that comes with age.’

			‘It’s changing fast, new generation, cocaine, piercings, youth culture.’ Despite myself I’m flattered that she has referred to me as the grand patriarch, even if it is a bit of an exaggeration. However, I am aware that it isn’t like the old days. Many of the new breed of politicians in the Pacific possess law degrees and almost all are university trained, a bequest to the youth of the various Pacific Islands from Australia, New Zealand, Britain or France. It doesn’t make them less open to corruption, only smarter at it.

			‘I’ll see what I can do; I can’t promise.’

			‘Good boy,’ she replies. I imagine her crossing the item off her list. Good ol’ Nick, always comes through. But I know from experience Marg usually has two requests. I have come to think of this tactic as the ‘double tap’. Moreover, she always makes the less important request first. A right jab followed by a vicious left hook. Suddenly she announces, ‘Nick, I hear you’ve been giving away money...a lot.’ A slight pause. ‘Is it Anna’s?’

			‘Would it matter if it was?’

			Another pause. ‘Well not now, I suppose,’ she says, drawing out the last word.

			‘Don’t go there, Marg,’ I say.

			‘Nick, will you help the zoo?’ Marg asks, ignoring my caution.

			‘Help? With what?’

			‘A frog. I know you’re rather fond of frogs.’

			‘You’ll need to be a bit more specific, darling.’

			‘The Southern Corroboree frog. It’s facing extinction.’

			Marg knows how to get my attention. ‘Ah, Pseudophryne corroboree, unique to Australia, habitat–Snowy Mountains. What, the amphibian chytrid fungus?’

			‘Yes, amongst other threats. Guy Cooper, one of the directors with me at Taronga Park, estimates there are less than two hundred left in the wild. We want to begin a recovery program.’

			‘Hmm, how much?’

			‘For the Corroboree only?’

			‘Oh, I see. There’s more?’

			‘Nick, you know there is! At least forty-seven Australian species face extinction, hundreds more worldwide.’

			‘Pliny the Elder said, “Out of Africa always something new”.’

			‘Nick, you’re changing the subject.’

			‘No I’m not. Some authorities suggest the fungus has spread across the planet from Africa in the last twenty years.’

			‘Well yes, Nick, thank you. The point is, frogs are dying. May I say you’re good for a hundred thousand dollars?’

			I pause deliberately to make her work for her money. ‘That’s a big ask.’

			‘She can afford it!’

			‘She? Watch your step, sweetheart. You and Anna–it’s time to stop. Anna is no longer here.’

			Marg doesn’t know how to watch her step, or how to take a backward one. ‘Darling, let’s face it. Anna only liked frogs for their legs, lightly sautéed with fresh garlic and a sprinkling of truffles.’

			I don’t take the bait. The antipathy between the two women was always going to continue beyond the grave. If the situation had been reversed and Anna had outlived Marg, she would probably have been even more vituperative. Nevertheless, Marg can’t have it both ways. I allow the silence to grow, then say, ‘Pity you disapprove so strongly of Anna. After all, it was her money, and as far as I’m concerned still is. I rather like frogs–frogs and butterflies; both so wonderfully diverse. But you’re right, frogs are having a terrible time. I tell you what I’ll do. I’ll send the money to the Bronx Zoo; they have an excellent frog conservation program underway.’

			‘You bastard, Nick! You’re being a deliberate shit! It’s different now!’

			‘What, now that Anna’s dead? Why is that?’

			‘Anna!’ Marg comes down hard on the name so that it seems to crack into two equal pieces, both parts whacking into my ear. ‘The only thing Princess Plunder ever did was rob the environment! You name it–fish, old-growth forests, animal habitat–she contributed in no small way to their degradation!’ Marg’s voice is filled with righteous anger. ‘It’s time to make restitution, and charity begins at home!’

			It’s one of the things I love about Marg; she’s not just tough and stubborn, she’s got a good mind and the courage of her convictions, not to mention a whiplash tongue when she’s riled. I know I’m defeated; she’ll get her money. But nevertheless I attempt to regain the upper hand. ‘Like you, Marg, Anna had a mind of her own. As a matter of fact, she made a number of significant bequests.’

			‘What, to the Institute of Chartered Accountants?’

			I laugh despite myself, so she knows she’s won. In the past I survived the invective of either of them by staying neutral, perhaps reflecting an ambivalence that has been the key to my relationship with both of them. ‘Enough,’ I say quietly.

			I wait. Usually there’s a fair bit of growling before the purring resumes, but Marg’s dulcet tone catches me off guard. ‘Nick Duncan, I’ve loved you for most of my life. I continued to love you even after I married the admiral. But at eighteen you were too young and at twenty-six I was too old for you. We started out as lovers and here we are, still the dearest friends.’ 

			I’m not fooled for a moment. She’s got what she wants and she’s much too intelligent to have another crack at Anna, for now. But I’m not fool enough to think the donation of the money will lead to a modicum of respect for Anna’s memory. Marg simply wants to keep a foot in the door in case she needs access in future. Yet, despite everything, I know she loves me and always has.

			I’ve often mused about how I could have loved and continue to love two such completely dissimilar women, both utterly convinced they were right in all matters. Absolute conviction must be a nice thing to possess, but it’s hell on everyone else.

			‘Nick, I have to go. I have a meeting this afternoon with Macquarie Bank. They’re still young–unlike the others who are all ruled by old men with paunches–and they’re considering throwing their support behind renewable energy. It looks very promising.’

			I glance at my paunch. ‘I see, and their money isn’t tainted?’ My voice is still a semitone too sharp.

			She ignores this. ‘I’ll call you in a couple of days, darling.’

			‘Yeah, righto, I’ll look forward to that. Morning business or evening pleasure?’ I ask, a touch acerbic. While Marg calls me often enough from Sydney, her ‘Lovely to speak with you, darling!’ calls always come in the evening when she’s through with her daily lists and is feeling mellow after a regulation gin and tonic.

			‘Bye, darling, love you!’ The phone clicks in my ear. Corroboree frog will be duly ticked off as business completed. It is something I had wanted to do anyway. When you mention that frogs are endangered, people are at best only vaguely concerned. Frogs are not a priority on the endangered species list, yet they are often the canary in the coal mine, one of the warnings that our environment is changing, usually for the worse.

			Despite the humidity outside, I walk back onto the front verandah and flop into the cane chair; the view over Beautiful Bay never fails to calm me. It’s too early for a drink, although I’m almost tempted. That’s yet another thing that has changed: the level in the Scotch bottle seems to be dropping more quickly since Anna died.

			I am becoming dismayed at my despondency, a mood that in truth has little or nothing to do with Marg’s call, but obviously has something to do with my recurring dream about killing Anna.

			I’ve always been a loner, content with my own thoughts, but never moody or churlish. I’ve observed such weakness and self-indulgence in other men and thought less of them for it.

			Now I know that if I should allow the small dark cloud of despair hovering above my head to envelope me, at the very least I will destroy this gorgeous day and be tempted to open the Scotch bottle far too early.

			In an attempt to dispel my gloom I try to dismiss the Marg Hamilton of Japanese fishing licences and recall the stunning twenty-six-year-old WRAN in Naval Intelligence who stole my virginity in March 1942, a month after I’d turned eighteen.

			By sailing Madam Butterfly, a twenty-nine-foot gaff-rigged cutter, across the Pacific from Java to Fremantle, I’d escaped the Japanese invasion with only hours to spare. It had been in Java that I’d first met Anna, the illegitimate daughter of a wealthy Dutch businessman and a Javanese woman who had died in childbirth.

			Anna was my first love, a young girl so beautiful that my heart still pounds at the thought of her at sixteen.

			Upon my arrival in Fremantle after a difficult and eventful month at sea, I was questioned by a Naval Intelligence team, which included Marg Hamilton. She took me home and joyously bedded me less than a month after Anna and I had said a tearful farewell, promising to be mutually faithful and to ‘wait’ for each other until we could consummate our love, however long that might take.

			Alas, at eighteen, the one-eyed snake is king. Marg snapped her fingers and I was halfway through undoing my fly buttons before the snap had echoed round the room. She taught me everything a boy should know in the limited time we enjoyed before I left for Melbourne to join the navy. Whereas Anna made my heart pound each time she appeared, the WRAN with the beautiful breasts and long legs gave me a hard-on every time I looked at her. Duplicity had come early in my long life of loving these two women.

			Later that year, on the 12th of December 1942 to be precise, while I was at Guadalcanal with the Americans fighting the Japs, Marg wrote to say she’d become engaged to a naval officer. In fact, to Commander Rob Rich who had been my commander at HMAS Cerberus, the naval training centre in Victoria I had attended as a recruit. While I’d been in the islands, Marg had been promoted and transferred from Fremantle to Melbourne, where she’d met him and fallen in love.

			I recall feeling cheated, deeply hurt and sorry for myself. In fact Marg had always been very careful to point out while I’d been with her in Fremantle that the privilege of sharing her bed was subject to her approval and should always be regarded as temporary. She was eight years older than I was and she announced in her practical way that this was an emotional chasm too large for either of us to leap.

			Nonetheless, battle-weary and suffering from malaria, I was shattered by the news of her impending marriage. I felt unloved and entirely on my own. My mother had died when I was five years old; my father, a missionary in New Britain, had declined to leave his flock and had almost certainly been captured by the Japanese and was probably dead. Anna had failed to arrive in Australia, so I told myself I had every right to assume she too was captured or dead. Now the only other person in the world I loved had jilted me.

			The fact that Marg was perfectly at liberty to share her affections with whomsoever she wished and that, in turn, I had barely given a thought to my absolute vow of chastity to Anna on the first occasion I had been seduced by Marg never occurred to me at the time. I recall that months later, when eventually it did, I explained my infidelity and settled my conscience by a process of retrospective reasoning.

			I’d seen Anna off at the quay in Batavia when she had escaped with her family on a merchant ship. But upon arriving in Fremantle I was to learn that the Japanese were sinking ships on the high seas whether they carried troops, civilians or refugees. So, I’d conveniently made myself believe that Anna had been a victim of such bombing, leaving me free to jump into bed with Marg. My logic, both belated and dodgy, was neat as a three-button suit.

			In fact, when I met Anna in Melbourne five years after the war ended and once again fell head over heels in love with a very changed and emotionally damaged woman, I was to learn that her ship had broken down on the south coast of Java, where she’d become a prisoner of the Japanese, forced to spend the war as the consort of the Japanese commander of the region, or to put it more bluntly, as a comfort woman.

			After leaving Marg in Fremantle, I had not been entirely faithful to her either. Shortly after I’d arrived in Melbourne to attend the officer training course at HMAS Cerberus, I had met a lovely little Irish Catholic redhead named Mary Kelly who, while assiduously preserving her virginity for her marriage bed, had been sweet enough to relieve me in other pleasant ways.

			In my mind this meant that I had technically remained faithful to Marg Hamilton. So I was filled with righteous anger that the woman I loved was going to marry a naval officer with a desk job, while I, weak with malaria, was risking my life almost daily in bloody hand-to-hand combat with the enemy to keep her safe so that she could fornicate with anyone she fancied.

			I had written to her every week while I’d been in the islands with the marines, and while her own letters never promised fidelity or suggested a shared future, I nevertheless had taken it for granted that she would be waiting for me, that I had matured sufficiently to jump the emotional chasm.

			The dreaded letter telling me the bad news had crossed one of my own telling her I was being repatriated from Guadalcanal; that the umpteenth dose of malaria had finally done me in; that I was to be sent to a military hospital in Victoria.

			I had lain naked in my tent under a mosquito net, drowning in my own sweat, teeth chattering, shivering from the fever raging through my body, imagining my homecoming. Boy soldier, broken by malaria, returns home a hero to claim his faithful love. She sits tearfully at his bedside holding his hand in the military hospital. When he finally recovers they walk together into the sunset. In my fevered imagination I could practically hear the violins in the background.

			Commander Robert Rich, Marg’s husband, was and always had been a great bloke. He subsequently welcomed me as a friend, and in the twenty years that followed he rose to the rank of admiral. Pretty bright in his own right, with the added advantage of Marg–a charge of dynamite in his life–there was no stopping his climb up the ladder. Together they raised two intelligent and thoroughly delightful children, John and Samantha, and appeared to be very happy. Alas, he was killed in a freak accident in 1965. While on a routine inspection at the Cockatoo Island Dockyards in Sydney, he was hit by a steel beam that fell from a crane.

			In the five years that followed, Marg grew weary of tea and sympathy, garden parties and official dinners, which she attended alone wearing her husband’s medals. While she’d enjoyed being the admiral’s wife and raising a family, she’d been a captive of her husband’s career. Now she found herself trapped in her new role as the admiral’s widow, expected by the naval establishment to do good works within the navy family.

			Marg is a woman with the energy of a buzz-saw and she was slowly rusting away in a corner of the work shed. At fifty-four she was a highly articulate and still extremely attractive woman who craved a new start, longing to walk out of the shadows cast by her former life. Finally, fed up to the teeth with fetes and charity functions, she resumed her maiden name and went to live in Tasmania.

			She joined the Australian Conservation Foundation and she became actively involved in the rolling battles to save the Tasmanian wilderness. She was among the first members of the United Tasmania Group, the world’s first green political party, which was formed in 1972. This led eventually to membership of the Tasmanian Wilderness Society, where the Tasmanian Greens were born as a political party and ultimately to her election as a member of the Tasmanian Legislative Council.

			Marg knew how to get things done, and quickly became a bloody nuisance in Hobart and as a lobbyist in Canberra where both Labor and the Coalition thought her political party at best temporary and at worst a bad joke.

			Always the closest of friends, she and I returned to a somewhat peripatetic though more intimate association after she went to Tasmania. I’d visit her in Hobart or Canberra when I was in Australia or she’d visit me at Beautiful Bay. It seemed I had finally managed to jump the emotional chasm.

			When she retired from the Tasmanian Legislative Council in 1985 she returned to live in Sydney. By that time she’d earned the sobriquet ‘Madam Termite’, for her ability to undermine the halls of conservatism and complacency that seemed particularly common in Tasmania, especially the Tasmania Club, which she regarded as the greatest single assembly of silly old farts in the land.

			Now, at the age of seventy-seven with all her marbles very much intact, she’s the Martin Luther King of climate change, preaching the hot gospel of global warming and the cold logic of melting icecaps. She’s the old woman and the sea, relentless defender and spokesperson for all creatures great and small, those that swim, fly, run, crawl, slither, hop, burrow or simply exist.

			When Marg began her crusade she lived in a lonely world where most politicians thought of her kind as tree-hugging ratbags. She and they have come a long way, but not without suffering the slings and arrows of the environment sceptics. Last year she was invited as a non-representative speaker to the Earth Summit, the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro and the very first conference to be held on the subject of environment and sustainable development. Her talk followed that of British explorer Robert Swan, the first man to walk to both Poles, who warned the world that the Arctic and Antarctic were showing alarming signs of change and drew attention to the size of the hole in the ozone layer over the Arctic. Her podium-thumping talk caused several representatives from the larger nations to walk out and the remainder to give her a standing ovation.

			Marg completed her speech by saying: ‘As the twentieth century totters to a close, one despotic oil-producing Arab nation has attacked another equally deficient in human rights. The organisation sponsoring this conference went to the defence of one of them in order to protect the flow of oil from the Middle East.

			‘Despite the pious rhetoric, this was the cynical protection of a cheap source of the material appropriately named “crude” that is destroying our planet. The road to Basra is not only littered with Iraqi dead but also with the hastily forsaken principles of nations whose politicians claim to care. This self-serving rescue mission is a clear indication of what the so-called forces for good will do to protect their right to continue to pollute the world in the name of progress.

			‘It is time to reclaim a world once beautiful but now slowly dying as we stand by and let these internal combustion bullies have their way with our planet. May they burn in a hellfire fuelled by an everlasting oil well!

			‘Green is a silent force; it is not a nation, it is you and it is me. It is every individual who loves and cares about the future of our planet. Our only weapons are our voices, but we will be heard! You cannot destroy, in the name of human progress, what God provided as necessary for all life on earth.

			‘Thank you.’

			I don’t suppose that anything Marg said was new or hadn’t been said by others. But the passion with which this seventy-six-year-old woman stated her convictions carried the audience. A minister in the federal Labor government brandishing a copy of the Sydney Morning Herald containing her speech called it a disgraceful diatribe by an ageing ex-Greens agitator who in her day was known to be a mischief-maker. To the general mirth of the House, a member of the Queensland National Party brought it up in Question Time, where he referred to Marg’s speech as a direct attack on democratic rule and a threat to the ANZUS Treaty.

			If I am beginning to sound like a fellow traveller, then I must confess that my conversion, like that of so many others, is only very recent. Anna’s world had no time for the climate debate and, to be fair, I gave the subject almost no thought until the advent of the Earth Summit.

			I guess we were all simply too busy kicking and clawing our way up the ladder to question our ambition or the morality of our actions. We may never have used a phrase such as ‘Greed is good’, but we also never questioned our right to have what we wanted, whatever the cost. While I loved Marg Hamilton, I thought her views a bit far-fetched at times, in fact most of the time, while Anna simply dismissed her as a raving fucking fanatic.

			I guess I’d always accepted that humans are by nature greedy and that altruism is rare in our species; enough is never enough and we cannot be too rich. Or, as Anna would say with an impatient sigh, or a naughty giggle, ‘Nicholas, if I don’t, someone else will.’

			If Marg saw the Iraq–Kuwait war as a disaster, Anna had very different views. In the early stages of her cancer, when she wasn’t so ill from the chemotherapy, she and I watched the bombing and the carnage on the road to Basra as American aircraft bombed the retreating Iraqi soldiers. I recall her saying with a shrug, ‘Well, at least it is good for my oil shares.’

			‘Isn’t it rather a risky time to be investing in oil?’ I suggested. While she never consulted me on money matters, and often dealt in big numbers, I was shocked when she told me the size of this particular transaction–a million dollars US.

			‘No, the price of oil was bound to go up,’ she said calmly.

			‘Was it worth risking so much?’ I asked.

			‘Nicholas, I was lucky to get them in the scramble to buy on the New York and London stock exchanges.’

			‘But surely the greater the price of raw material, of crude, the less profit to the buyer?’

			Anna laughed. ‘Not with oil; without it the world would grind to a halt.’

			Anna loved explaining the intricacies of a financial system that had made her perhaps the richest woman in the southern hemisphere. ‘They buy the crude from the supplier country and then add a percentage, predicated on all the costs they incur right up to the moment you use the bowsers, and with a good solid profit margin included.’

			‘Sure, that’s what we all do. I do in the shipping business. What’s wrong with that?’

			‘Nothing, but you don’t own the docks, the cranes, the passengers or the freight you carry, the terminal at your destination, the transport to the retailers or the retail outlet itself, as the oil companies do.’

			‘They own everything? I’ve never thought of it like that.’

			‘Yup, the entire distribution system, the six or seven stages it takes to go from a barrel of crude to the petrol pump, and each of these stages is a separate profit centre.’

			‘You mean they’ve already made a profit on the first stage, buying the crude and adding their mark-up, then they add an additional profit at each stage? Seven stages, seven additional profits...Wow!’

			She grinned. ‘Nicholas, you’re improving. I’ll make a financier out of you yet.’

			‘But that’s double dipping, it’s cheating the customer!’ I exclaimed.

			‘Cheating? If it is, it’s legitimate cheating. It’s capitalism and the joy of profit centres.’ Anna sighed heavily. ‘Nicholas, whatever is going to happen when I’m gone? These days you’re sounding more and more like the Green Bitch.’

			‘Steady on, darling. I won’t have you calling Marg that!’ I reproached her.

			Anna sniffed, ignoring my reprimand. Faced with a possibly terminal illness, she didn’t give a shit and the gloves were off between the two women. She openly called Marg the ‘Green Bitch’ and Marg in turn referred to her as ‘Princess Plunder’. I knew there wasn’t going to be any reconciliation.

			‘Nicholas, if I’m not here when the price of oil drops below twenty dollars a barrel, you must sell immediately,’ Anna instructed me. 

			I recall laughing and protesting, ‘Darling, I’m in the shipping business. If it doesn’t drop soon the company will probably go broke–diesel fuel is our greatest expense.’

			‘Try to understand, the higher the price of a barrel of crude the greater the profit to the oil companies.’

			Anna pointed to the screen, where as far as the camera eye could see, thousands of mangled trucks and piles of ordnance lay scattered along the road to Basra. The dead lay sprawled in their thousands in the fierce Arabian desert sun, many roasted and blackened, or grotesquely welded together in the back of still smouldering Iraqi army trucks. ‘This little war is eventually going to make me a lot of money, Nicholas,’ Anna asserted. She’d seen too much death and destruction in her life to take much notice of what was happening on the television screen.

			I shrugged, deeply saddened by her desire to make a killing in the market, because all the money in the world wouldn’t save my beloved Anna, yet she couldn’t let go.

			I guess Marg Hamilton represents the new, emerging, untried and inexperienced good of the new century soon to be upon us while Anna typifies the careless greed of the one coming to its end.

			I still think the odds are probably stacked against Marg as the wealthy countries maintain their voracious appetites for profit despite the cost to the plundered planet and the emerging nations become increasingly industrialised and demand their share of the goodies. But try telling Marg this. She, like Anna, is a poor loser, determined, even if single-handedly, to pry our tottering planet from the clutches of greed, capitalism and pollution which are causing the extinction of so many species that have no immediate economic value to humans.

			‘The last generation belongs to Princess Plunder, the next generation to our young people and their children,’ Marg claims optimistically. I hope she’s right. I lived through the sixties when flower power was going to change everything. I can only hope green power is more effective.

			As I sit ruminating over the Misses Yin and Yang, Princess Plunder and the Green Bitch, each possessed of the same fanatical desire to destroy the values of the other, I am unaware that Saffron has walked onto the verandah until she coughs politely to catch my attention.

			‘Where will you take your lunch, Uncle Nick?’ she asks.

			I remind myself that while she didn’t mention it earlier she represents yet another female issue I have to contend with. Saffron wants permission to get a tattoo, a butterfly on the point of her shoulder. Joe Popkin, her grandfather and my partner in the shipping company, has refused his permission and she’s working on me to convince him. 

			Joe Popkin, who runs the Port Moresby shipping office, is a Black American married to a Tahitian woman, the delightful Lela. Their son, Joe Junior, married yet another, the fiery and beautiful Frances. The gorgeous Saffron, who has recently completed a Bachelor of Economics at Sydney University, is the result. ‘Would you kindly fetch me a Scotch and water, please, darling?’ I ask.

			She nods. ‘Uncle Nick, have you spoken to Grandfather Joe?’ Her eyes remind me of a starry night at sea.

			‘No.’ My bloody memory isn’t what it used to be. But then I suppose nothing is, in particular the area immediately below the belt line. One of the tragedies of growing old is that pretty is still pretty, the roving eye still takes in what it sees and the imagination is just as active, but alas, for most of us the one-eyed snake can no longer raise its head. I guess in theory this makes me a dirty old man.

			‘Will you?’

			‘No. Your grandfather is right; you’ll only live to regret it.’

			Saffron pouts and makes no move to get my whisky.

			‘Put one of those studs through your tongue instead,’ I suggest. ‘At least it goes largely unseen and you can remove it when you’re mature enough to realise that you’re a beautiful woman and don’t need any of that trendy crap.’

			She looks shocked. ‘Uncle Nick!’ she exclaims, dark eyes as wide as saucers.

			‘What?’

			‘Do you know what those are for?’

			I don’t, but instantly realise I’m in some sort of trouble.

			‘Fellatio,’ she says calmly and starts to giggle.

			‘Oh, gawd!’ I laugh to hide my embarrassment. It seems only yesterday she was a little girl holding my hand as we visited nature’s fairy lanterns, the ripe persimmons hanging from the bare branches of the trees lining my driveway.

			Her one-word explanation of the stimulatory use of a tongue stud together with her giggling has completely stolen my resolve. She knows I’m done for, mere putty, an old-man pushover. ‘Very well, I’ll have a word with Joe,’ I say gruffly. ‘But I suggest you think about it carefully; tattoos don’t rub off.’

			Saffron pecks me happily on the cheek, turns and wiggles her tight little bum triumphantly as she leaves to make my drink. ‘It’s called a tongue bar and there’s even a version that vibrates,’ she calls back, laughing. ‘I’ll bring your lunch out on a tray.’

			I don’t ask her how she knows all this. The kids these days seem to know everything and nothing very useful.

			Next evening Marg Hamilton calls. I’m relaxed, two stiff glasses of Scotch under my belt. I tell myself it’s an evening call, so no harm can come.

			‘Nick darling, I’m worried about you.’

			‘That’s very nice to hear but quite unnecessary,’ I laugh. ‘Saffron and I have been out on Madam Butterfly; it’s been a lovely day, good strong breeze, I feel ten years younger.’ Saffron’s a damn good sailor and does the hard work on board while allowing me to appear to be the skipper.

			‘I mean generally,’ Marg replies, not listening. ‘When we last talked you didn’t sound yourself. What’s wrong?’

			I’ve been unable to keep anything from her for as long as I can remember. It’s something about her tone of voice and the strength of her character. Even a casual question demands an answer. Maybe it’s because she listens with her eyes, and despite this being the telephone, I can sense her gaze fixed upon me. I clear my throat. ‘Old man’s dreams, nothing more,’ I reply, attempting to make light of the matter. ‘And I’m up and down all night.’

			‘Well, have you had a prostate examination lately?’ she asks in her practical way.

			‘No.’

			‘When was the last time?’

			‘Never. Marg, stop fussing!’

			‘And the dreams...What kind of dreams? Good ones? No, they couldn’t be, or you wouldn’t be complaining. I read recently that ex-servicemen often start having dreams as they grow older. They may feel guilt—’

			‘I’m not complaining!’

			‘Well of course not, not directly. But I can sense you’re distracted. Something’s wrong. What is it? The war? Anna?’

			‘Both,’ I reply lamely, knowing she isn’t going to let go.

			‘You’re grieving, Nick. Hardly surprising,’ she adds in a rare albeit offhand acknowledgement of her departed rival. ‘These war dreams... do you feel guilty?’

			I sigh. ‘God knows I have reason enough to feel guilty. Though probably least of all over what happened in the war. The Japs had it coming to them and I’ve never felt any remorse. Although I don’t suppose one ever quite gets over the business of killing.’

			‘Ah, then it’s Anna,’ Marg announces, as usual coming down hard on the name. ‘Is she in your dreams, these war dreams?’

			‘Yeah...somewhat,’ I mumble.

			‘Well, we’re going to have to do something about them,’ Marg says firmly.

			‘Like what exactly?’ I ask, slightly impatient. ‘I imagine it’s all a part of the process of grief and growing old. The past revisited. Elephants going to a predestined place to die.’

			‘Nonsense, you’re eight years younger than I am. It’s probably PTSD.’

			‘Huh? I beg your pardon?’

			‘From the war. I told you, I’ve recently read about it–Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.’

			‘The war! You mean like the Vietnam vets?’

			‘No, our war, the Burma Railway, Changi, Sandakan, the Middle East, New Guinea, the Solomons. We didn’t give it a fancy name then.’

			‘Do I need to remind you our war ended forty-eight years ago?’

			‘So?’

			‘So I haven’t had a sleepless night thinking about it from the day I was demobbed and exchanged my naval uniform for a cheap government-issue suit. That is, until about four months ago. It’s a bit bloody late for Post-Traumatic Stress whatever, don’t you think?’

			‘Nick, that’s when Anna died,’ Marg says patiently. ‘I think you should see someone. And you should definitely get that prostate checked.’

			‘What, a shrink? Nah.’

			‘Darling, it’s nothing to be ashamed of. I’ll ask around. I’ll be very discreet.’

			‘Marg, leave it alone!’ I protest. ‘It’s only started recently. I daresay it will pass.’ I laugh. ‘It’s probably the after-dinner glass of Scotch catching up with me...the years of after-dinner Scotches.’ I don’t tell her that my nightcap has turned plural three or four times over.

			Marg isn’t listening. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t use your name.’

			‘Wouldn’t matter if you did. Who’d know?’

			‘Oh, I see, feeling sorry for ourselves are we? The navy doesn’t forget its war heroes, darling.’

			‘Ha, ha. All those invitations to mess dinners must have been lost in the mail.’

			Marg’s voice grows concerned. ‘Should I come over to the island? I could help with your inquiries about the fishing rights.’

			Despite myself I burst into laughter. ‘I couldn’t think of a quicker way to scuttle your plans. As soon as the Department of Fisheries learned you were on the island, darling, they’d close everything tighter than a duck’s bum.’ I hope my mirthful outburst will distract her attention from me and bring it back to matters green, but I should know better. She’s tenacious. ‘You can trust me, Nick.’

			‘Marg, no quacks!’

			‘Nick, I’m only going to make a few inquiries. Bye, darling.’ I hear the click at the other end.

			‘Yeah, yeah,’ I mumble to myself. Marg Hamilton is on the warpath and somewhere along the line someone closely resembling Dr Strangelove will be tapping the end of his fountain pen on a desk and asking me a bunch of questions intended to reveal my innermost mind. X-rays and brain scans are certain to follow, with a urologist in the wings waiting to probe my arse with a surgical glove.

			A week later, with a couple of nightmares thrown in for good measure and five empty bottles of Scotch, I pick up the phone to hear Marg Hamilton on the other end. I groan; it’s a morning call. As usual there’s not so much as a greeting. ‘Nick, very exciting news. I’ve found just the chappie.’

			‘Chappie? What chappie? By the way, good morning, Marg.’

			‘Your Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, of course!’

			I sigh. ‘Why, of course! It’s confirmed then. Good. Now, may I get on with my life?’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous! Nick Duncan, you’re damaged...possibly severely damaged. You’re going to need help.’

			I’m certain she must feel the weight of my impatient sigh all the way down in Sydney. ‘Forget it, darling. I’m past repairing. Let it go, it will sort itself out.’

			‘No it won’t!’ she says emphatically. ‘You’ll simply have to fly over and see the psychiatrist I’ve found. Lovely man. You’ll enjoy him.’

			‘Enjoy him? I can well imagine.’

			‘Now, Nick, don’t start! Dr Freeman is one of the best in his field.’

			‘Free man, is that a pun?’ I say, in a feeble attempt to be clever.

			‘Of course not! He’s Jewish.’

			‘Well then, he’s probably got deep psychological scars of his own to attend to.’ Suddenly angry, I find myself shouting. ‘Bloody oath, Marg, will you leave me alone!’ And I slam down the receiver.

			But, of course, the phone rings again moments later, finally stops, then five minutes later starts to ring again. Somewhat calmer and ashamed of my childish tantrum I answer it. Her voice is triumphant. ‘See, I knew it! You’re in trouble, Nick. You can hang up all you like, but I’m not giving up on you. You need help. Now get Saffron to pack your bag and drive you to the airport and I’ll meet your plane on arrival. You can stay with me. Ring first and tell me the number of your flight.’

			I grin despite myself. ‘I have to be over next month for Saffron’s graduation, we’ll discuss it then. But if you don’t mind we’ll stay in a hotel.’

			Marg doesn’t take umbrage. She’s too busy to care for guests anyway. ‘Don’t disappoint me, Nick. It’s hard to get an appointment. I’ll have to pull strings; he’s top-drawer.’

			‘I’ll call from the hotel when we get to Sydney.’

			Silence, then her voice suddenly grows tender. ‘Nick, you do know that I love you, don’t you? I don’t want anything bad to happen to you, darling.’ She pauses and then gives a despairing choke. ‘I...I couldn’t stand it!’ I’m surprised to hear that she is crying.

			Christ! Anna and Marg! What must I have done in some previous life to deserve such an infuriating duo? Whatever it was, I am being punished for it in this one.

			‘Oh, by the way, your prostate is fixed as well,’ she sniffs.

			As it turns out Dr Freeman seems a decent sort of a cove, not at all as I’d imagined: in his early fifties I’d say, lean as a whippet, easy manner, no Sigmund Freud, very Australian. We’re seated facing each other in two club chairs, a large glass-topped coffee table between us. To one side, so as not to obscure his seated patient, is a vase of Easter lilies. Several competent watercolours and a large oil painting by Ken Johnson of a wild cliff-top and low cloud hang on the surrounding walls.

			His receptionist enters with a flat white for me, straight black for him, brought up from the coffee shop downstairs. I point to a framed photograph of a helicopter on his desk to my left. It shows him as a young army captain standing under the motionless rotor blades with four medics and the pilot. ‘Vietnam?’ I ask. He nods. ‘What–evacuating wounded from the jungle?’

			With a dismissive flap of the hand, he grins. ‘Yeah, long time ago.’

			‘That’s scary stuff,’ I remark. He doesn’t reply. ‘I’ve done a fair bit of that myself,’ I volunteer.

			‘What, flying helicopters?’

			‘No, no, jungle work. Solomon Islands, Guadalcanal, then New Britain.’ I feel I’m talking too much. I don’t want him to think I’m trying to compete. You know–my war was harder than your war, so stop whinging, son. Vietnam vets have had enough of that old-fart RSL bullshit.

			‘Mr Duncan...’ he begins.

			‘Nick,’ I interject. ‘Call me Nick, doctor.’ I’m a tad more nervous than I thought I’d be. It’s a great many years since I’ve been nervous during an interview. Having money breeds a certain self-confidence.

			He grins. ‘Ah, thank you, Nick. Please call me Tony.’ He looks directly at me. ‘Nick, why have you come to see me?’

			Somehow I’d expected him to know why I am here. Of course, his is an obvious opening question, yet I’m thrown by its directness. I stall for time, take a measured sip of coffee, put the cup down slowly. ‘I’m not sure where to start,’ I say guardedly, my tongue brushing the coffee from my top lip.

			Tony Freeman grins sympathetically. ‘That’s always the hard part.’

			What the hell, I think to myself. Psychiatrists are supposed to be interested in dreams. ‘I’ve started to have bad dreams, Tony.’

			He nods. ‘As we age, a lot of stuff may bob up. These dreams, what are they about?’

			I’m not going to tell him about Anna. ‘The war, fighting the Japs.’

			‘You said started–you’ve not had them before?’

			‘No, only in the past few months.’ I’m still not going to tell him about Anna. I don’t want to be hit with any of the grief shit people like him carry on about.

			‘Ah, this can be true of older war veterans who have functioned normally, never had problems for most of their adult lives, then during retirement things start to unravel.’ Tony Freeman pauses. ‘Frankly, we’re not sure why.’

			‘Unravel?’ I repeat. ‘You’ve got the wrong bloke, Tony. I think that’s highly unlikely in my case. Strictly speaking I’m not retired; as chairman of an inter-island shipping company I’m still busy and interested. Until four months ago the war was simply something that happened to me almost half a century ago. I occasionally talk about it over a few beers, but certainly not because I find it stressful. I was young and at the time I guess I regarded it as a rite of passage.’

			‘You said four months ago that changed?’

			Bastard’s got me! ‘Well...yes, Anna died...passed away.’

			‘Anna...your wife?’

			‘Personal partner, but much, much more than that.’

			‘I see. Then what happened?’

			‘Well, that’s when I started to dream, have nightmares.’

			‘Combat nightmares?’

			‘Yes, you could call them that, other things as well.’

			‘Such as?’

			I find myself becoming annoyed by his probing, each question leading me inexorably into what seems like a trap, some sort of admission of personal weakness. It only took him half a dozen questions to get to Anna. He’s good at this and I’m not. I don’t think I want to continue answering his questions.

			I am prepared to admit to myself that Anna’s death, despite my being prepared for it, has been a terrible shock, but I’m not ready to share it with anyone. Her memory is too precious, too private...too raw. He waits for my answer. It’s all too complicated–her imprisonment by the Japanese, her subsequent heroin addiction. She’s gone and I don’t want her judged, her memory sullied. 

			Tony Freeman wants to dig into my past, and while I understand why he needs to do so, I don’t like the process one little bit. He seems to sense my reluctance and doesn’t press the point but asks instead, ‘Has your sleep pattern changed since your partner died? Do you wake at night more frequently?’

			I grin. ‘You mean to take a piss?’

			‘Yes, or just wake up spontaneously?’

			‘Are they connected? The dreams and my over-active bladder?’

			‘Whatever the cause, sleep deprivation can have a pronounced effect on the unconscious,’ he replies.

			‘My need to take a piss several times a night started well before Anna’s death,’ I protest.

			‘Ah, the two things are probably not connected.’ He pauses. ‘Do you find yourself increasingly grumpy, impatient...even exasperated for very little reason?’

			I laugh, despite myself. ‘You’ve noticed.’

			‘And do the dreams in some manner include your lifetime partner?’

			I feel myself frowning; he is back again with the same question. ‘Yes.’

			‘You mentioned earlier that you’d been involved in jungle warfare in the islands. Does this feature in your nightmares?’

			‘What, in a general or specific sense?’

			‘Well, for instance, does the dream experience take place at the same location?’

			‘Not always, though mostly it’s Guadalcanal; I’m on Bloody Ridge with the marines.’

			‘You fought with the American marines at Guadalcanal?’ he asks, obviously surprised despite his calm manner. ‘I thought you’d mentioned Guadalcanal earlier, but I’d always imagined Bloody Ridge was strictly an American battle.’

			‘It was. I was seconded from Australian Naval Intelligence–the coastwatchers section–where I worked as a Japanese translator for their Radio Intelligence Unit.’

			‘You speak Japanese?’

			‘Yes, I was born in Japan. My father was a professor of English, later turned missionary in New Britain.’

			‘Bloody Ridge? Radio intelligence? You said earlier that you fought in the battle?’

			Christ, is he trying to trap me? ‘I was present at Bloody Ridge manning the radio, listening in to the enemy field transmissions. Towards dawn on the second night, with the Nips coming at us from every direction, things got a little difficult. I had my Owen with me and fired at them as they advanced.’ I grin. ‘It was either that or a Jap bayonet in the guts.’

			Tony Freeman looked at me doubtfully. ‘Owen? Are you sure? I thought the marines were using Springfield rifles then. I always understood the Owen submachine-gun was exclusively used in battle by our forces. An Australian invention, isn’t it?’

			Fucking smart alec; now he doubts the veracity of my story. Suspects it’s bullshit. Stay calm, Nick, don’t pop your lid. Attempting another grin, I say, ‘I see you know your weapons history.’ I think twice–will I or won’t I bother to straighten him out? What the hell, let him think what he wants. He was in Vietnam and ought to know the drill.

			‘I received my training from the Special Forces Unit in Queensland where the Owen was my instructor’s preferred submachine-gun. We were trained to double tap, two shots, head and chest, in less than two seconds and, used correctly, deadly up to twenty-five yards. When I was seconded to the Americans I took my Owen along with four hundred rounds. Good thing I did as it turned out–there’s no better weapon for fighting at close quarters, or wasn’t at the time.’

			I am jabbering, anticipating, over-explaining, saying too much, in my own mind losing control. Freeman is obviously trying to get some sort of overall picture, threading the bits and pieces together to learn about Nick Duncan’s personal war. Not doing a bad job either and I have no reason to be angry with him. It isn’t that I don’t want to cooperate. It’s just that it is all so very bloody personal. I can’t see how spilling my guts to a psychiatrist will help, telling him how I wake up in the dark screaming and blubbing like a baby. I’m not prepared to share the whole fucking catastrophe with a stranger, even if he is a doctor.

			I hate the nightmares, hate revisiting the battlefield in the phantasmagoria of a dream, double tapping my Owen as the bastards advance, a Jap soldier getting close enough to lunge at me with his ridiculously long bayonet, parrying his thrust, reaching for the blade I keep secreted in my boot, coming in under his heart, seeing him sink to his knees, me staring down at the surprise on Anna’s beautiful young face as my wrist twists and the knife slices through the main artery from her heart. Then waking in the dark screaming, clutching the pillow, thinking I have Anna in my arms with a trickle of blood running from the corner of her mouth.

			‘And Guadalcanal is where, for the most part, these nightmares take place?’

			‘Look, doctor,’ I say, addressing him formally. ‘I’m grateful that you agreed to see me. I’m told you have a very busy practice, so I’m sure you won’t mind if we leave it there.’ I rise from my chair. ‘I’m grateful for your time, but after the graduation of my goddaughter–my primary reason for coming to Sydney–it’s back to the island.’ I take a breath. ‘There’s work to do before the dry season begins.’

			Tony Freeman shows no surprise. ‘Nick, it’s hard, very hard.’ He remains seated and starts talking in a quiet, steady voice. ‘A soldier never cries. If a mate is stitched up by a burst from an AK-47, dismembered by a mine blast or ripped apart by shrapnel, you don’t have time to grieve over him. The chopper comes down and you scoop what’s left of him into a plastic bag on the jungle floor or rice paddy and whisk the bits to Long Binh. A unit memorial service will be held before the end of the tour.’ He pauses momentarily. ‘But the feeling of numbness, emptiness, never goes away. You can’t tell your wife how you feel about your mate. The politicians who sent you over there don’t give a shit.’ Tony Freeman glances up at me briefly. ‘But sooner or later there comes a time to cry–for your mate, certainly–but also for yourself.’

			The feeling of numbness, emptiness, never goes away. His words strike hard, like a punch in the guts.

			On the night of my eighteenth birthday, after the first day’s sailing from Batavia, I’d pulled into an estuary along the coast of Java at sunset. Throughout the night I could hear the big guns as the allied battleships faced the Japanese navy in the Sunda Strait. I didn’t know at the time that USS Houston and HMAS Perth were sunk in the battle that followed. The next morning I’d witnessed the slaughter of nine Australian sailors from HMAS Perth who’d come onto the lonely beach in a Carley float. I watched helplessly as the natives hacked them to death with parangs in a killing frenzy.

			After the murderers departed, I was too afraid they might return to take the time to bury the dead, so I laid their mutilated bodies in a row on the beach, attempting in one instance to replace the head of a decapitated sailor. Using scraps of driftwood and string I fashioned a crude cross for each, placing it above their heads. Stricken with panic and frequently glancing over my shoulder, I recited an appropriate part of the burial service, a prayer I’d remembered from countless native funerals where I’d stood beside my father at the grave.

			I try to stop my thoughts, tell myself that Freeman as a young doctor working a chopper in Vietnam will have witnessed just about everything, and judging by what he’s just said, his experiences will have been hugely traumatic. I know I should pull myself together, but I can’t. Instead, I am consumed by sudden rage. For over fifty years I have buried the murders of those nine sailors so deeply, wrapping them in layer upon layer of pain and guilt, that I thought them safely gone, expunged from my memory. Now, in just eight words, he has resurrected that brutal morning on a lonely beach.

			‘You fucking bastard!’ I yell, then stumble blindly from the surgery. I stop at the reception desk long enough to fling a handful of fifty-dollar notes onto the desk of the surprised receptionist.

			Rushing into the corridor, I press the lift button and the indicator shows it is five floors up. I am shaking like a child, lips trembling. If anyone follows I know I will attack. I am six feet three inches tall, big-boned, heavy-set. Even at my age I pack a fair wallop, which many a lazy or drunk member of a native crew has felt to his regret. I look about me wildly, see the exit to the stairs and make for it. It is three storeys down to the street, and the sound of my boots echoes in the stairwell like the clappers of hell. I arrive, bursting straight onto the pavement, where I am forced to stop, to bend over, panting heavily, my hands gripping my knees. The adrenalin that fuelled my flight is now all but spent.

			I glance up, deciding where to go next. Across the street is a small park. Still panting furiously I start to cross towards it, not realising the traffic lights are against me. 

			Later I don’t recall the squeal of brakes or even the thump as the courier van hits me. I come to in the emergency ward of the Prince of Wales Hospital with Marg Hamilton sitting beside the bed.

			‘We’re having you moved to St Vincent’s Private,’ she says calmly. ‘Food’s much better.’ Then she adds, ‘While you’re mending they can do your prostate examination. I’ll make enquiries.’

			‘What? Where? How?’ I ask, looking about me, confused.

			‘Broken left leg–the doctor says you’ll probably be left with a limp–severe lacerations to your hip, dislocated left shoulder, possible concussion...this is not the jungle, Nick, you really ought to be more careful,’ she remonstrates.

			I wonder fleetingly if she knows about my spitting the dummy and running from Freeman’s surgery. Knowing Marg, she’ll keep that for a proper brouhaha at a more appropriate time when I’m capable of absorbing the full force of her displeasure.

			I sign myself out and I’m placed on a gurney and taken by ambulance to St Vincent’s Private in Darlinghurst where, unsurprisingly, I discover that Marg is a good friend of Doctor Light, the general registrar who attends me. They put a plaster cast on my leg and generally patch me up. I’m wearing more bandages than you’d find wrapped around a mummy. The drip into my arm must contain morphine because I don’t feel any pain. Exhausted, I fall asleep quickly and don’t remember Marg leaving.

			I wake up stiff as a board and bloody sore. It’s 6.30 a.m. and I press the buzzer to have a nurse come and hopefully slip me a painkiller and prop me up in bed. I think about yesterday and feel myself colouring...bloody silly old fart.

			Several hours later, sitting up in bed with my leg hoisted in the air, I look up to see Saffron enter my room. It’s a private room, so they allow her in this early. She takes one look at me and bursts into sobs, running over to kiss me, then she starts blubbing and talking at the same time. ‘Uncle Nick, Great Auntie Marg wouldn’t let me come last night,’ she tosses her dark hair mutinously, then rushes on, ‘so I got the Yellow Pages and called every hospital in the metropolitan area starting with the letter A and...and S for St Vincent’s was near the end of the list.’ She’s forced to catch a breath before continuing. ‘I called the public section and they checked and said you were in private. By the time I got through again it was nearly midnight and they told me you’d been given a sleeping pill and shouldn’t be disturbed.’ She pauses at last. ‘I’m so sorry...I’m so sorry,’ she repeats tremulously, fresh tears glistening, looking too beautiful for words.

			‘Ah, I was pretty zonked from the painkillers; probably a good thing you didn’t see me yesterday, you couldn’t have woken me with a baseball bat,’ I say, comforting her. Then add, ‘But I’m proud of you for trying. For taking Great Auntie Marg’s smack square on the chin then slamming her back with the Yellow Pages. She can be a very formidable old lady. Now, let me see your artwork, darling.’

			Saffron draws back, grabbing at the sleeve of her T-shirt. ‘No, no, Uncle Nick, you’re not allowed to see my tat until it’s finished!’ She rubs self-consciously at the point of her shoulder.

			I laugh. ‘What? Is it bad luck or something?’

			‘Could be,’ she says, wide-eyed. ‘No, not really,’ she laughs. ‘It’s just that I want you to see when it’s beautiful. In a couple of days it will have scabbed over, but it should have healed in a week or so.’ She winces, indicating my leg and the various bandages. ‘Does it hurt a lot?’

			‘Nah, probably not as much as your tat did.’ I abbreviate the word as she did, thinking it sounds friendlier.

			Her pretty face grows suddenly distraught. ‘Oh, Uncle Nick, you won’t be there! At my graduation!’ Then her hand flies up to cover her mouth. ‘Ooh, ah, I shouldn’t have said that! It’ll be fine, I promise,’ she cries, attempting to recover.

			While I live in Vanuatu, Joe lives in New Guinea and runs our shipping and transport business there. Joe Junior and our general manager are in America on a buying trip. Fiery Frances, Saffron’s mother and an accountant by profession who worked for Anna, has had her passport temporarily revoked pending an inquiry into alleged bribery, concerning several local politicians and the Ok Tedi mine. While it’s all show-trial stuff and as usual won’t come to anything, it means she too cannot attend. Marg has, of course, been invited, but she has to speak at a protest rally against Gunns, the timber-milling giant logging old-growth forest for woodchips to export to Japan. Saffron will be alone if I don’t attend.

			I laugh and reach for her hand with my good arm, taking it and holding it to my cheek. ‘There’s life in the old boy yet, my sweet. I wouldn’t miss your graduation for quids.’

			‘No, no, you mustn’t!’ she cries. ‘It’ll be too much for you.’

			‘Two days is a long time; I’ve always been a fast healer,’ I joke. I release her hand in case it seems mawkish. Joe Popkin’s grandchild is special, has been since she was a small child, bright as a polished button. At last count I am godfather to eighty children, their parents all employed by the company. Many of them are smart kids. All will be or have been educated by the shipping company. If they choose to work, they’ll have sound careers, some in government departments (Anna’s idea), but this one, Saffron, is the jewel in the crown. ‘Princess Saffron,’ I say quietly, then immediately regret my sentimentality, thinking it may embarrass her.

			‘Would you like a coffee, Uncle Nick? There’s a cafeteria in the foyer. I would have brought you one, but I wasn’t sure if you’d want it.’ Clever girl, she’s moved to keep the ship on an even keel.

			‘Love one, Saffy, flat white, no sugar, large and strong.’

			Saffron kisses me and hurries towards the door.

			‘Money!’ I yell.

			‘Got some!’ she yells back, not turning.

			Marg Hamilton appears seemingly moments after Saffron departs.

			‘Good morning, Marg,’ I say, not sure I’m thrilled by her arrival.

			Marg makes for the chair beside my bed, slightly breathless, clasping her large handbag. She bends over and kisses me. ‘I can’t stay long. After your unfortunate peregrinations yesterday, you’ve given me more than enough to do without having to play catch-up.’ She smiles, dropping into the chair. ‘How are you, darling? I couldn’t sleep a wink worrying about you.’

			‘Fine. Well, a bit sore, but I can’t complain. I’m lucky–it could be a hernia.’ It’s a feeble enough joke and she doesn’t respond. ‘Thank you for taking care of me yesterday, Marg. Did you pass Saffron on your way here?’

			‘Saffron? But she doesn’t even know you’re here. I phoned the hotel this morning to say I’d pick her up in the taxi on the way, but she didn’t answer.’

			‘She told me about how you’d banned her coming last night. She checked every hospital in the Yellow Pages.’

			Marg’s right eyebrow arches slightly as she prepares to defend herself. ‘When I called and left a message at five, she was still out gallivanting. She called me well after six, just as I was leaving for a dinner engagement and I told her you’d had a small accident, just so she wouldn’t be alarmed. You were out like a light even before I left, so I refused to tell her where you were.’ Marg attempts to further justify her action. ‘She’s always been a strong-willed child; she’d have ignored my advice and been over to see you in a flash.’

			‘She wasn’t gallivanting; she was at a tattoo parlour,’ I explain. Then realise what I’ve just said.

			‘A what?’ Marg’s eyes almost pop out of her head. ‘Did I hear you correctly, Nick? Did you say tattoo parlour? Why that’s...well I’m shocked. Deeply shocked! What on earth has she had done?’

			‘Got a butterfly as a tattoo, on her shoulder,’ I say calmly, trying to hide my amusement. ‘It’s her graduation gift from me.’ Please don’t let this stop now, God! I beg silently.

			Marg’s throat is wobbling like a turkey cock’s. Mid-wobble she senses my amusement. ‘It’s not true, is it, Nick?’ she exclaims, relaxing.

			I don’t want Saffron to be castigated over her tattoo. Marg has known her since she was a child and has always believed she has full reprimanding rights, earned when Saffron attended boarding school at the Presbyterian Ladies’ College here in Sydney. In a half-fib, I chide, ‘Just getting my own back, darling.’ Then add, ‘Saffy had every right to know where I was when she called you last night.’

			To my surprise, Marg apologises, a very rare event. ‘I wasn’t myself, Nick. I was worried and upset about you. I now realise I should have told her your whereabouts.’ She lifts her chin slightly, making up her mind. ‘I shall apologise to Saffron...although I wish you wouldn’t call her Saffy. Saffron is such a nice name.’

			She really is a grand old dame; always has to have a comeback. I guess at seventy-seven with all her marbles and with a burning desire to save a world from which she will soon enough be departing, she has to be admired, despite her sometimes overweening manner.

			‘That’s very gracious of you, Marg.’ Then thinking it’s probably better to delay the shock, I say, ‘By the way, do keep my little joke about the butterfly tattoo to yourself when Saffron returns. She’s gone to fetch coffee. Don’t want her getting ideas, do we?’

			‘I wasn’t fooled for a minute! As if she would go to a place like that!’ Marg snorts, her confidence in Saffron and her expensive education at PLC Pymble restored.

			Saffron bursts excitedly into the room, takeaway coffee in one hand and the Daily Telegraph clutched in the other. ‘Uncle Nick, you’re in the paper, on the front page! Look!’ She props, clutching the Telegraph to her breast. ‘Hi, Great Auntie Marg,’ she says tentatively.

			‘Saffron, it was quite wrong of me not to tell you the name of this hospital. I apologise without reserve.’

			If it’s not an effusive apology, Saffron has probably never seen Marg Hamilton contrite and I’d have to go back a fair way, too. I expect Saffron to accept gracefully, pretty eyes averted. No such thing. ‘That’s all right, Great Auntie Marg. No problems. I found out for myself,’ she says without rancour, cool as a cucumber, eyes fixed directly on Marg. The kid, like her mother, has plenty of fire. Then she remembers the newspaper and holds it out to me, crying, ‘You didn’t tell me you were a war hero, Uncle Nick!’

			‘Gawd! Spare me! What now?’ I accept the newspaper with my good hand, then, turning to Marg, ask suspiciously, ‘You have anything to do with this?’

			Unusually, she doesn’t look at me directly. ‘All accidents are reported to the police,’ she allows obliquely, ‘that’s how the reporters get onto these things.’

			‘That doesn’t answer my question. It’s almost a column on the front page!’

			Marg sniffs, then in a haughty voice says, ‘Well, ten days ago, Nick, you were complaining on the phone that you’d been forgotten. I simply mentioned it to a friend.’

			‘I wasn’t bloody complaining!’ I tap the paper. ‘This friend, he wouldn’t be the editor of this scurrilous rag, would he?’

			Marg Hamilton looks up, her chin thrust forward. ‘Well, at our fundraising dinner at Taronga Zoo last night I was sitting next to Guy Cooper, telling him about your offer to sponsor the frog-breeding program and he must have overheard. He’s also one of our directors...and well...it just slipped out about the accident. It was an upsetting day, and what with you lying here in hospital close to death...’

			Saffron’s eyes dart from one of us to the other, taking it all in. She is receiving a gratis lesson in female manipulation from Marg bloody Hamilton. 

			Billionaire Butterfly Collector & War Hero in Traffic Accident

			Sydney: Mr Nicholas Duncan, DSC, was injured in a traffic accident yesterday while crossing Macquarie St. Mr Duncan, 69, sustained a broken leg and multiple lacerations and is recovering in hospital.

			As Lieutenant Nick Duncan, RANVR, he served first with the Australian Naval Intelligence Services in New Guinea during the Second World War. Later he served as a radio intelligence operator with the American marines at Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands. There he was awarded the Navy Cross for valour by the Americans after the famous Battle of Bloody Ridge in 1943.

			Recovering from malaria and battle fatigue, Duncan received the Distinguised Service Cross from General MacArthur.

			Bloody Ridge was the first major American land offensive against the Japanese and, together with the battles at Midway and the Australian victories at Milne Bay and Kokoda, it is credited with turning the tide against the Japanese in the Pacific War.

			Widely reported to be a billionaire, Mr Duncan lives in Vanuatu, a popular tax haven for the very rich. He has shipping and transport interests in several Pacific nations.

			Perhaps surprisingly, Mr Duncan possesses the world’s finest and most valuable collection of butterflies from the Pacific region.

			Mr Duncan was intimately involved with the international financier, Ms Anna Til, until her recent death. Ms Til was also known as Madam Butterfly, the name of an infamous house of bondage she established in the 1950s in Spring Street, Melbourne.

			I slam the paper down and glare at Marg. ‘I don’t imagine you’ve read this arrant crap?’ I snort angrily.

			‘No, well yes, but I don’t usually read the Telegraph,’ she protests. ‘Don’t be angry, Nick. I mentioned your philanthropy and the fact that you’ve bequeathed your butterfly collection to the National Museum but they chose to ignore it. There will be harsh words to the editor, I promise. Although I don’t think at heart he’s a frog person.’ She hesitates momentarily. ‘By the way, darling, are you really a billionaire?’

			‘And the drop of acid about Anna at the end. Your doing?’

			‘Nicholas, how dare you! They must have dug up that part about the brothel from the newspaper archives. And I haven’t told them why you’re in Sydney.’

			‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, woman! That’s not why I’m here. When will you get it into your stubborn head that we’re here for Saffron’s graduation; the rest, including looking up my arse, is purely incidental!’

			‘Well, I do say!’ Marg exclaims, eyebrows taking off, expression suitably shocked, nose twitching. She glances over at the wide-eyed Saffron then announces, ‘Poor darling, your Uncle Nick most certainly won’t be there to see you receive your degree.’ She smiles sweetly. ‘Would you like me to come?’

			‘No! You’ll be in Tasmania!’ I cry, too loudly and too quickly. Saffron has turned away so neither of us can see her expression, which I dare say isn’t too difficult to imagine.

			‘Nick, you can’t go in your condition and the child should have someone there.’

			‘Just you watch me,’ I yell. I point to my goddaughter. ‘Saffron has arranged a wheelchair with a plank for my leg!’

			‘Clever girl,’ Marg sniffs. Glancing at her watch she adds, ‘Dr Light hasn’t been on his rounds yet. Who gave her permission? The cleaning lady?’

			I ignore the fact that she’s caught me out in a fib. Instead, exasperated, I sigh. ‘I don’t need permission. I’m just going! Okay?’

			Lips momentarily pulled tight, she doesn’t argue, then at last she smiles. ‘Well, I must be off; busy, busy, busy. I’ll see you tonight, Nick.’

			Saffron turns towards us, her face full of concern. ‘Great Auntie Marg, you must go to Tasmania, the old-growth forests are much too important.’ Then she adds, ‘Those Gunns people should be shot!’

			Marg looks pleased. ‘I’m glad you think so, dear. Obviously you’re not a protégé of your Aunt Anna.’ She reaches into her bag and removes a tissue and pats her lips. ‘Lipstick. Don’t want people talking, do we?’ She laughs then kisses me lightly on the forehead. ‘Well, it seems your Uncle Nick is to disregard all medical advice and have his own way as usual. Very well then, I’ll go to Tasmania with your blessing. You have my very best wishes, Saffron. We are all very proud of you.’

			Marg rises from the chair. ‘Thank you for the frog money.’ She stoops and pecks me on the cheek this time, whispering, ‘I do love you, Nick,’ then she kisses Saffron, slings her handbag over her shoulder and walks towards the door, at seventy-seven her step still light and her back ramrod straight. I think to myself, she must have inherited bloody good genes because she’s still a nice-looking woman.

			Marg turns at the door. ‘Oh, by the way, I spoke to Dr Freeman, and he may pop in to see you after he’s completed his rounds this afternoon. He’s the honorary at the clinic across the road, you know.’

			After she’s gone Saffron starts to giggle. ‘Thank you, Uncle Nick,’ she says, kissing me.

			‘Go on, Saffron, be off with you. You don’t have to hang around an old man.’ Then I remember. ‘Fetch my wallet, Saffy.’ I indicate the drawer at my bedside.

			Saffron retrieves my wallet. ‘Uncle Nick, I don’t need any money,’ she says, adding, ‘I’ve saved up the money for the tat.’

			‘Open it, I can’t with one hand,’ I explain. She opens the wallet. ‘See the Visa card in the first pocket? Pull it out and read it.’

			Saffron does as she’s told and her eyes grow large. ‘Uncle Nick!’ she exclaims. ‘It’s in my name!’

			‘It’s your combined twenty-first and graduation gift. The credit limit should be high enough for a good time, and low enough to satisfy your family. Every year we’ll add a little until you’re thirty-five. If you can’t support yourself by then your mother will be thoroughly ashamed of you.’ I know Joe Popkin hasn’t spoiled his grandchildren and Fiery Frances and Joe Junior have been equally careful not to indulge them.

			Saffron is trying hard not to cry.

			‘I can’t take the credit for it, Saffron. It was Anna’s idea.’

			Then suddenly she claps her hands. ‘I know just what to do! I’m going out to hire one of those electric wheelchairs and have a man fix a plank on it for your leg.’

			I feel a sudden lump in my throat and I’m damned if my eyes don’t start to lose focus. I point to the wallet. ‘No, no! It’s a lovely idea, but take my money for that, sweetheart.’

			Saffron looks directly at me. ‘Uncle Nick, how could you!’ A flash of something like anger momentarily crosses her pretty face.

			I laugh, trying to recover. Serves me right, it was arrogant of me. ‘Extremely generous, Saffron,’ I say quietly, suitably chastened.

			‘Oh Uncle Nick, I love you so much!’ she cries suddenly.

			Relieved that I’ve been forgiven, I say, ‘G’arn, give me a kiss and then be off. Come and see me tonight and show me your butterfly tat.’

			‘No!’ She laughs and then kisses me. ‘It will be all red and sore from the needle. You should have seen it last night! My arm was like one of those sausage balloons. You’ll have to wait for my graduation; the tat artist says it will be perfect by then.’

			‘Okay, then tonight we’ll share our pain, and commiserate with each other. Be sure to bring me a large flat white; a good cup of coffee is better for pain relief than a shot of morphine.’

			She too turns at the door. ‘Oh, by the way, Uncle Nick, I’m thinking of getting a tongue bar. Don’t worry, it’s only for decoration.’ She giggles. ‘I promise I won’t get one that vibrates!’

			‘Over my dead body, girl!’ I yell, grinning like an ape.

			‘See ya!’ Saffron flicks her dark hair away from her face and departs, her laughter echoing down the hospital corridor. That young woman is learning too much too fast, I conclude happily. Oh, dear, how much I love the mere thought of women. Marvellous creatures.

			Tony Freeman’s head appears at the door shortly after four in the afternoon. ‘Got a moment, Nick?’ he asks, as if nothing has happened between us.

			I shrug my good shoulder and grin, slightly embarrassed. ‘As you can see, I’m not going anywhere.’

			He points to the chair beside my bed. ‘May I sit down?’

			‘Sure, go ahead.’

			He seats himself and says, ‘Nick, I saw the piece in the paper this morning. Bloody Telegraph! Nobody needs that sort of gratuitous muckraking.’ He pauses then looks at me directly. ‘Your visit yesterday morning...it’s pretty clear that you’re not yet ready to talk. In fact, you may never be. But if and when you are, I’d like to think I could be of some help.’

			‘Tony, I apologise for what occurred...’

			Tony Freeman raises his hand. ‘Stop, Nick, there’s no need. But may I make a suggestion?’

			I grin, pointing to my leg in the air above me. ‘No way I can run from you this time.’

			He laughs. ‘You’re obviously a very articulate man. Sometimes it helps to put things down. Of course, it may not.’

			‘What, write?’ I ask, surprised. ‘Where do I begin?’

			‘Anna, write about Anna.’

			And bloody Marg Hamilton, I think to myself after he’s left. The yin and the yang, Princess Plunder and the Green Bitch, the two impossibly infuriating, frustrating, remarkable and totally loving females in my life!

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			‘Nicholas, bondage is all I know how to do, and fortunately it is something that is always needed by those who can afford to pay. Besides, heroin is expensive.’

			Anna Til, Port Vila

			THE SUN GOES DOWN early and quickly in the tropics; one moment it is a great fiery ball on the horizon, the next it plunges sizzling into the sea leaving a tincture of brilliant colour that quickly smudges to dusk and as soon darkens into night.

			All this happened as we left Beautiful Bay and motored around Iririki Island, where I pointed out the British High Commissioner’s residence and the British Hospital to Anna. By the time we could no longer see the harbour lights, a full moon was rising out of the darker line that indicated open sea. Navigation was going to be easy in the moonlight and I cut the motor and hoisted the mainsail to catch the strengthening land breeze.

			Anna stood in the stern of Madam Butterfly leaning into the light wind that lifted her long dark hair from her shoulders so that it flowed behind her. Her slim silhouette, silvered in the moonlight, reminded me of the Spirit of Ecstasy, the mascot on the radiator of a Rolls Royce Silver Ghost I had once seen.

			My heart started to beat faster as I realised that I had been thinking of Anna as an innocent sixteen-year-old, whereas at twenty-four she was not only a sexually and intellectually mature woman but a damaged one, way beyond my mental grasp and experience. During the war I had been blooded and had fought and killed the enemy at close quarters, but what I had seen as a young warrior in the heat of battle was quite different from her experience of the mindless cold-blooded slaughter of prisoners and perceived enemies by the Japanese.

			As a captive she’d been forced to become the consort of the regional commander, Konoe Akira, the scion of a famous Samurai family, a frustrated professional soldier and a highly complex personality. Like many privileged Japanese men of his generation he was an aesthete as well as a sexual aberrant. Struck by Anna’s extraordinary beauty and the idea that she was still untainted–new clay to mould–he took her as his own possession and began with great care to instruct her in his peculiar proclivities and aesthetic.

			He employed the services of two retired geishas to instruct Anna in the ancient art of kinbaku, a highly sophisticated form of erotic bondage. Under their instruction she proved a fast learner and soon began to partially satisfy the needs of Konoe Akira. Gradually she mastered the divine rope and with it the subtleties of erotic massage so that she could meet his stringent requirements and completely satisfy and, more importantly, gratify him, her natural talent for sexual domination confirming in his mind that he had chosen well.

			The two geishas had initially been brought from Japan to establish and supervise the running of a Japanese officers’ brothel known as the Nest of the Swallows. It was here that only the most comely Dutch women and girls, some as young as thirteen, were forced to become comfort women. Upon arrival and for several days thereafter, heroin suppositories were forcibly inserted into the anus of any recalcitrants to make them compliant. They soon became addicts and the threat of withholding the drug kept the girls working and willing to service even the most perverted and bizarre needs of their officer clients.

			Konoe-san was too much of an aesthete to resort to such crude tactics. He saw Anna as a part of the order and perfection he craved in his life and set about carefully and slowly coercing her so that it became her desire to please him.

			Anna was by nature strong-willed and not easily influenced. She had been brought up in the Dutch Calvinist tradition and possessed a strong sense of right and wrong. This conditioning may have presented an even greater challenge to the Japanese colonel. Even so, he made no improper demands or threats. She lived separately and away from him, and outwardly seemed to have a freedom of movement denied to any of the other Dutch women prisoners of war. His demands, while absolute, took into account her intelligence and natural desire to learn, and he cultivated in her an innate sense of beauty, discipline and perfection, so that this unfamiliar tuition quickly transcended any sense of morality. If she were forced to comply with his demands, then he would later assuage her feelings with a fresh insight into the nature of his arcane discipline or some exquisite aesthetic pleasure. He was always careful to bend this young and pliant twig slowly, taking great care never to snap it or inhibit the flow of young sap.

			After nearly three years of conditioning and constant reinforcement Anna willingly became mistress to his needs, incapable of separating her personality from his commands and bizarre desires. His sudden vitriolic reprimands when she failed to meet his exacting standards would cause her great distress and as a result she would become even more determined to please him. Never for a moment did she think she was handmaiden to his perversion, but only that his ultimate gratification was her most ardent wish.

			Moreover, she came to believe that his insights into self-discipline and unyielding will were well worth the price of her bondage. More importantly, Konoe Akira instilled in Anna the idea that losing her virginity would mean the destruction of her perfection, that she would be impure and tainted forever, a beautiful portrait brutally slashed and destroyed. So graphic was this imagined sense of emotional and physical violation that it was to have repercussions throughout her life.

			I have since learned that it is not unusual for victims of a kidnapping to grow to identify with their captors. When I suggested to her that she was the innocent victim of her captor’s nefarious influence and that she had no alternative but to submit to the Japanese colonel’s authority, that she was truly, if unknowingly, motivated by a deep sense of fear and the need to survive, Anna was quick to disabuse me.

			‘No, Nicholas, this is not true! Ja, perhaps in the beginning, maybe it is so; I do not remember because from mijn mind all that is going. But later, this is not so. I want always to please him. I cannot fail. I will do anything to please him.’ She looked directly at me and shrugged her shoulders helplessly. ‘If now he walks in the door it would be the same.’

			In the five years Anna had been in Australia, she had perfected her English and spoke with almost no trace of an accent. Naturally gifted with languages, she had a sound grasp of grammar, but when she became overwrought with me, and only it seems with me, she reverted to the slightly accented and syntactically incorrect English she spoke when we first met in Java. Thus I always knew when Anna was upset, whereas to others she appeared enigmatic. This helped her to become a formidable negotiator and opponent, someone who could risk everything while appearing to be completely calm, or punish a miscreant or avenge a betrayal without raising her voice.

			However, Anna’s war was not to end in the company of her patron. Konoe Akira was recalled to Japan three months before armistice to run a military academy in Tokyo and was replaced by the regional head of the kempeitai, the fearsome Japanese military police, as ruthless and efficient as the German Gestapo but even more brutal. They were a force separate from the regular Japanese army, who feared these vicious enforcers almost as much as their victims did.

			The new commander, Colonel Takahashi, felt a great malevolence towards his predecessor and had made it his business as head of the kempeitai to be informed about his private life. A commoner of no breeding, he resented Konoe Akira’s Samurai ancestry and privileged upbringing. His aestheticism he regarded scornfully as mere pretension, an excuse for his highbrow perversion. Learning that Konoe Akira’s beautiful young bondage mistress remained a virgin, Takahashi determined to deflower her so he could have the pleasure of informing the previous commander that he had personally ravaged her.

			Shortly after Konoe Akira’s departure Takahashi sent a squad of six kempeitai to bring Anna to him. She fought like a tiger to resist them and, when finally subdued, was battered and badly bruised. The new commander, infuriated by her temporary disfigurement, could not bring himself to have his way with her until she was once again as flawless as she had been for his predecessor. She was imprisoned in private accommodation in the Nest of the Swallows, where the two retired geishas were ordered to oversee her recovery and administer heroin to make her more biddable.

			With the loss of Konoe Akira’s patronage Anna’s safety was no longer guaranteed. She knew Takahashi planned to despoil her. She also knew she would rather die than submit to him and so he would be forced to rape her. Afterwards he would almost certainly kill her or, even worse, send her to become a prostitute in the common soldiers’ brothel, where she would be expected to service up to thirty men a day.

			Nor did her enforced addiction to heroin help to overcome her fear of the psychological consequence of losing her maidenhead. Anna told herself that everything she had become with the help of Konoe-san would be destroyed: her self-esteem, willpower, sense of unyielding discipline and inner strength (the core of the persimmon tree), and the aesthetic appreciation he had inculcated; the fires he had lit in her psyche would be reduced to ashes. Without these gifts from the master Anna saw no point in continuing with her life. Whatever happened afterwards, she would, in her own eyes, be dog shit (her words).

			The day had finally arrived when she was completely recovered from the bruising and lacerations she’d received at the hands of the kempeitai. For the following two days she was denied her suppositories, so by the time Colonel Takahashi arrived to perform his long-anticipated defilement, it took all the resolve and discipline Konoe-san had taught Anna for her to hold herself together.

			He made her strip naked then stand to attention in front of him while he examined her closely to ensure she was unblemished. Then, seated at a desk, he offered her two glycerine suppositories containing the pure heroin and crystal amphetamine that her body craved, on condition she willingly gave him the pearl of her virginity. Anna affected compliance, feeling the relief and euphoria of the two drugs coursing through her bloodstream. She seemed to understand that she was beaten, the pain of withdrawal overriding her previous resolve. Meekly she invited him to partake of the traditional tea ceremony prior to sharing her futon. But first she offered, in the traditional geisha manner, to massage him.

			Anna had been well trained by the two geishas in this preliminary to seduction, and she felt the kempeitai colonel flinch as her pliant fingers worked deep into the muscles of his back and neck. She noted the tension under her kneading fingers and realised that despite his bombast and bullying Takahashi was feeling the strain of his new command. The first massage, known as unwinding the roots, was intended to relax his tension; it would be followed by the therapeutic massage, growing the lotus bud. Anna worked steadily, relaxing the tightly bunched muscles, her oiled hands eventually beginning to play the slippery eel, the transition from therapeutic to erotic massage.

			Soon she could sense his erection growing. ‘It is time to turn onto your back now, Colonel-san,’ she instructed quietly. Takahashi, his inhibitions overcome by her clever hands, rolled onto his back. Anna did as she had been taught by the geishas, working with the pads of her first and second fingers and thumb down the length of his erection in the finger dance, moving lightly from the exposed head to the scrotum, gently massaging his testicles, then back again with the ball of her forefinger in dragonfly dancing where she pressed, rubbed and released the pronounced veins that run the length of the penis, teasing, building, anticipating his climax. ‘Careful!’ Takahashi cried suddenly. ‘Oh, oh, oh! Oh, no!’

			He was horsemeat, no class whatsoever, his premature ejaculation no better than that of an over-anxious schoolboy. She grabbed him in the turtle’s neck, stroking firmly with her fist to maximise his pleasure. She could hear Konoe-san’s words instructing her on how to defend herself against rape: ‘Any object that is sharp and at hand will do. You can do it with a chopstick. Directly under the sternum, push it in and twist, it doesn’t have to go very deep.’

			Takahashi had shut his eyes, overcome by the ecstasy of release. Anna reached under the futon where she had concealed the razor-sharp crystal sliver she’d retrieved from a broken ashtray and, doing as she had been instructed, shredded his heart.

			Hunting through the dead commander’s uniform, she found the key to the private room in the Nest of the Swallows that led directly to a small enclosed garden, dressed quickly and hurried through the garden into the outer grounds. Avoiding the guards in the dark, she managed to climb over a concealed section of the surrounding wall.

			Anna hid for the remainder of the night and the next day, terrified of capture, little knowing that the second atomic bomb had fallen on Nagasaki and the Japanese had already surrendered. Anna had miraculously made it through the war.

			At the time we set sail on that glorious moonlit night, I knew that Anna had been a comfort woman and mistress to Konoe Akira, for whom she had learned the art of kinbaku bondage from the two retired geishas. The remainder of Anna’s story, apart from her addiction to heroin, was unknown to me. It would be some considerable time before Anna trusted me sufficiently to confide in me.

			I had invited her to come to Beautiful Bay, Port Vila, after meeting her again in Melbourne under what may seem less than fortuitous circumstances. She was the madam of a house of bondage called Madam Butterfly, in secret partnership with a lawyer named Stan McVitty and the wife of a senior police officer. McVitty was a partner in the law firm we used to help establish our war salvage business and owned the building and the majority share of Madam Butterfly, the remainder being split between Anna and the police officer’s wife. But to outsiders, Anna appeared to be the sole owner.

			Janine de Saxe, a lawyer in the same firm who took care of our company’s legal affairs, came upon the contract between the three partners by chance. Aware that I had been seeking the whereabouts of Anna van Heerden, a.k.a. Madam Butterfly, since the termination of the war in the Pacific, she discreetly mentioned the coincidence of the name Anna and the sobriquet Madam Butterfly, but pointed out that the surnames were not the same.

			Sufficiently intrigued by the two out of three matching factors, I caught a plane to Melbourne to discover it was indeed Anna van Heerden. She had been accepted as a refugee by Australia several months after the surrender of the Japanese and, having no documentation, she had acquired forged papers in the name of Anna Til. She later explained to me that the name Van Heerden carried too much baggage and she wanted a new identity. This was not entirely true, as I would later discover. As the killer of the Japanese commander, she was endeavouring to cover her tracks.

			What can I say? These things don’t usually work out, but as I had done on the first occasion, I fell almost instantly in love with this now astonishingly sophisticated and beautiful woman, the new Anna. I was well aware that having anything further to do with her may have been inadvisable, but there you go; in the affairs of the heart there are few logical decisions. I was in love with the madam of a house of bondage who was a heroin addict. It probably doesn’t get more potentially calamitous than this.

			When Anna eventually told me of her experiences as a prisoner of the Japanese she hadn’t broken down and wept as I might have expected. Nor did she seem in the least self-conscious about her new vocation. ‘Nicholas, bondage is all I know how to do, and fortunately it is something that is always needed by those who can afford to pay.’ She’d shrugged and added, making no apologies for her addiction, ‘Besides, heroin is expensive.’

			‘But aren’t you afraid of getting caught? Isn’t what you’re doing illegal?’ I’d asked.

			Anna had laughed. ‘Nicholas, if you ever have a problem with the law you must let me know. I can rope in at least two judges, half a dozen magistrates, a well-respected clergyman and God knows how many prominent lawyers and politicians, while a high-ranking police officer’s wife owns a share and several other officers are regular recipients of a brown envelope.’ She’d grinned mischievously. ‘So you can see, my profession ties up all the right people.’

			During this time in Melbourne we had discussed her addiction and she’d admitted that she would like to give up–become clean is the expression–but claimed she had attempted to do so in the past and had always succumbed to the drug. At the time I was unaware of Anna’s formidable will, but as I grew to know her I realised how powerful the addiction must be to have so completely mastered her. I rather naïvely took her at her word and immediately set about learning all there was to know about withdrawal from heroin.

			My advice was that if, and only if, the addict wishes sincerely to kick the habit, it would take a period of up to three weeks for the acute craving to subside and then another unknown period to overcome the psychological addiction, although another three weeks would probably be sufficient. Six weeks in all. It was also highly desirable for the addict to be away from her normal environment and her usual supplier. It was explained to me that heroin addiction has a psychological component that is very difficult to overcome: the addict believes implicitly that after one more hit they will be able to give up permanently. This conviction is unshakeable and overrides both willpower and logic. This is why it is important for the addict to be away from their normal environment and out of reach of any regular substance supplier.

			Anna finally agreed to come to Port Vila and attempt to get clean, although she stipulated that she could be away for no more than two weeks. My advice was that this would not be sufficient time to kick the habit and so I hatched a plan to kidnap her and to sail around the islands for six weeks, by which time she would likely be clean and sufficiently grateful to forgive me for taking her prisoner.

			She arrived on the noon plane from Brisbane, having first flown up from Melbourne. I was delighted to see her, fearing she might have changed her mind. I’d been warned that this was likely and could occur even when she was on her way to the plane. As I drove her from the airport Anna had only just thanked me for inviting her to Beautiful Bay when she produced a small box tied with white ribbon from her handbag. ‘Inside are eighty persimmon seeds. I have no suitable land in Melbourne. Will you help me to find a place to sow the seeds? Only five seeds now, because I am five years behind. Then, even if I am not here, you must sow one seed each year on my birthday.’ She turned and gave me a stern look. ‘You must promise me, Nicholas.’

			I smiled, taking the box and placing it in the pocket of my khaki shirt as I drove. ‘I promise, Anna, but why persimmon seeds?’

			‘I will tell you some day, not now,’ she answered quietly.

			After a light lunch at home I suggested Anna take an afternoon nap to recover from the eight-hour flight beginning early that morning in Melbourne. Then I proposed an evening sail, a picnic at sea on Madam Butterfly. The yacht had once belonged to her father, who had suggested I sail it from Java to Australia in 1943 to escape the Japanese, otherwise he would have been forced to leave it behind when he and his family fled the country. There was a tacit arrangement that it would be ours, Anna’s and mine, when we were reunited in Australia.

			Anna was thrilled at the prospect of seeing the beautiful cutter she had sailed in her childhood and which was known as Vleermuis. I had renamed the yacht Madam Butterfly, the nickname I had given Anna at sixteen, so very long ago when we had been out hunting butterflies and life had been so simple. Ironically, Madam Butterfly, in a bizarre twist of fate, had transmogrified into Anna’s professional name and that of her nefarious house of bondage.

			Anna, rested and smiling, had appeared at five o’clock wearing white shorts, a light blue shirt and, hanging from her shoulders, a white sweater, the arms of which were tied loosely below her neck. We’d talked at some length, over an afternoon tea of sponge cake cook had baked, about my need to live in the islands to run our shipping and war salvage business and she asked, ‘Is it to be forever? Will you not eventually return to Australia, Nicholas?’

			‘There would have to be a damn good reason,’ I grinned, looking directly at her. ‘With the exception of boarding school in Brisbane, you will recall I was brought up first in Japan, then on the island of New Britain, the son of an Anglican missionary. I am more familiar with the jungle than Queen Street, Brisbane. I guess I’m an island person.’

			Anna sniffed. ‘When there is no more scrap metal what will you do? This doesn’t seem a place where you can make real money.’

			‘Ah, it depends on how much,’ my hand swept over Beautiful Bay, ‘and what you want in life.’

			Anna’s English deteriorated and I could see she was upset. ‘Life? Ja, I have already two lives, Nicholas. One is goed, when I was growing up in Batavia. Then come the Japanese...’ She didn’t complete the sentence, jumping to the next. ‘Now I am lucky so I have another life, another chance, I must be sure.’

			‘You mean security? If we stay together, there is always going to be enough, Anna. After the war salvage scrap runs out, Joe Popkin, Kevin and myself are starting a small inter-island shipping line, people, parcels and produce.’ I laughed. ‘What Joe calls “freight and fright”! The leaky and unseaworthy vessels doing this now are always overloaded and carry twice the passengers they’re laughingly licensed to take on board. If a big storm happens out to sea it usually spells disaster. There’s a great need for a decent service and we already have a small fleet of vessels, and they’re a damn sight better than most of the leaky tubs sailing between the islands right now.’ I admit I said all this in an attempt to impress her, show her we were not sitting on our hands and were seriously planning for the future.

			Anna seemed to deliberately ignore or dismiss what amounted to an informal proposal from me...well, a toe in the water anyway. Her speech was slowly reverting to normal. ‘Property? It is expensive here?’ she asked.

			‘No, not really.’

			‘And when Port Vila grows, will property values increase?’

			‘Who knows? The natives are beginning to talk independence, though it’s years off yet, more a whisper than a demand. That is, if it ever happens. The various colonial powers are doing a pretty good job of keeping them in the dark.’

			‘Ja, the Dutch also, but in the end it happened there.’

			‘Yes, perhaps, maybe, who knows? The New Hebrides is a condominium, jointly ruled by the French and the British. This island is a bureaucratic nightmare; for a start, there are two sets of rules regarding property and that’s only the beginning of the complications.’

			‘What about industry? Cheap labour? This is a tax haven?’

			‘Nah, too far from anywhere, but you’re right, real-estate development is usually connected with industry and in terms of exports here on this island, as on most of the others, it’s coconuts and coconuts, coffee, cocoa and a bit of mining, with Nauru and its deposits of bird poo the exception. Although Port Vila as a tax haven has some small attraction to overseas buyers.’

			‘Ja, Java is also an island. After three hundred years it was still coconuts and coconuts.’ Anna spread her hands. ‘Then independence came and we, the Dutch, had nothing, not even coconuts. But it was okay, the people were free.’

			I chuckled. ‘Three hundred years is a pretty good innings, don’t you think?’

			‘Ja, but most of the islands are still ruled by white men. They should also be free.’

			‘There is some talk about New Guinea in the United Nations, but I don’t think it’s going to happen tomorrow.’

			‘Do you think it will happen? Do you want it to happen, Nicholas?’

			‘I must admit I haven’t given it a great deal of thought, but now that you mention it...yes, I think I do.’

			‘So, to buy property in the islands, not such a good long-term prospect, eh, Nicholas?’

			‘For investment purposes, I dare say, no,’ I grinned, ‘but as our own slice of paradise, a way of life, definitely good.’

			Anna cast me a scornful look immediately disguised as a smile. ‘Tush! Paradise? Paradise I know already! Java was paradise! The only paradise is security and money, Nicholas.’

			‘Anna, where does all this come from? Property? Security? Money? You’re twenty-four years old, there’s lots of time for those later. I know things have been pretty tough, in fact ghastly for you, but don’t you deserve a little fun?’ I laughed. ‘We could take Madam Butterfly and sail around the world!’

			Anna looked genuinely horrified. ‘No! I cannot! I must not! I must start now! Property, it is safe.’

			‘C’mon, Anna, what do you really know about property? Safe as bricks, but also slow as bricks, crumbling as bricks. Real estate sits in one place slowly decaying, it just isn’t a good proposition.’

			‘Like a yacht?’ Anna interjected, pointing at Madam Butterfly in the bay below. ‘My rich clients tell me to own a yacht is to make a hole in the water to throw money into. Ha, you are wrong, Nicholas! Future development!’

			‘And you know this for sure?’ I asked.

			‘Not me, my clients, they know. Only the very rich or influential come to enjoy my services at Madam Butterfly. They talk and I listen. The Olympic Games is coming. You’ll see, Melbourne will change, Sydney also. I have rich clients who come down from Sydney. They are all buying property to develop later.’

			‘Anna, that takes money, property development takes real money.’

			Anna smiled proudly. ‘Madam Butterfly is not cheap. I have already bought two workers’ cottages in Abbotsford, near the brewery. It is slums now and cheap and I think a good investment.’

			My heart sank. If Anna had aspirations as a property developer, no matter how small, it meant she’d hang on to Madam Butterfly as her main source of income and information from her rich clients. This was not the scenario I had in mind for us. ‘Near the brewery? Can’t see that area improving much in the years to come,’ I said dismissively.

			‘It’s a start,’ Anna said quietly. There followed an awkward silence between us. I sensed she was aware of my unspoken disappointment. Then she said suddenly, ‘Nicholas, we can do this together.’

			‘What, buy slum houses?’ I said somewhat disparagingly.

			‘Property. My rich clients call it from rents to riches, buying at teardown prices and selling at skyscraper rates.’

			‘In your dreams, Anna! We’re in scrap metal merging into the shipping business. My two partners will think...well I don’t know what they’ll think, but it won’t be about property development, that I can assure you.’

			Unaware at the time of the training she had received at the hands of Konoe Akira, I simply regarded Anna’s determination to succeed as the result of her appalling experiences under the Japanese. Now as a single woman in a dog-eat-dog world where nobody seemed to care what happened to her it was hardly surprising that she wanted financial security; something more anyway than the income, uncertainty and associated problems that I felt sure would be involved in running an illegal high-class whorehouse. But what the hell did Anna know about buying rundown houses for future property development?

			Even if I thought it a good idea, and I didn’t, I couldn’t ask my two American partners, Kevin Judge and Joe Popkin, to get involved. They’d think I’d popped my lid. I smiled inwardly. In my mind I could hear Kevin saying in his Chicago slum accent, ‘It dat cockamamie island, Nick. Too much fuckin’ sun, baby! Put some ice inside’a yer hat, wear dem dark glasses and take a aspro!’

			Joe, on the other hand, would listen carefully, then shake his dark head slowly like the swing of a pendulum. ‘I don’t think so, Nick mah man. Dis prop-o-zee-tion ain’t for such as me. Nosirree! Did you say dis chick, she got herself a heroowin habit, like she a smack queen? If she bin chasin’ da dragon she gonna burn, man, burn!’

			I dismissed the idea of Anna’s property dreams more or less out of hand, but if I didn’t want to lose her from my life, I’d have to think of something else to capture her imagination. Although I was beginning to realise that I wasn’t really all that close to possessing her.

			Increasingly, Anna struck me as the kind of woman one could never take for granted. Beautiful as she was, she was never going to be someone’s handbag. Still, romance wasn’t what this visit was all about. It was about helping her. While I was certain Anna would not take kindly to being kidnapped and so forced to go through the long and painful process of heroin withdrawal, in the end she would understand. I even saw myself as a bit of a hero, although I wondered if I possessed the strength of mind to persist when things got really bad, as I had been told they assuredly would. This was, I realised, a test for both of us. It might even decide whether we had a future together. I was risking the loss of any affection she may have felt for me.

			Whereas my passion had been rekindled almost immediately, Anna appeared hesitant and unable to recover the spontaneous affection she had shown when we’d first known each other. Despite my declaration of love, she had not yet expressed any feeling for me. I recalled my churlish and self-indulgent assumptions when Marg announced she was going to marry Rob Rich, and told myself I had learned my lesson and had no right to expect anything simply because we’d shared a relationship in the past, although I was fairly confident something good, something close, remained between us. I convinced myself that, at the very least, she had decided to trust me, even though her experience may have taught her to trust no one else. She had come to Beautiful Bay with eighty persimmon trees to plant, trusting me enough to charge me with planting one each year on her birthday. Eighty seeds adds up to a long time. I decided rather arrogantly perhaps that she would eventually learn to love me again. It was a chance I had to take.

			When we had finally finished our tea I rose and took Anna’s hand. ‘Come,’ I instructed, ‘the gardeners have prepared the soil; you have five persimmon seeds to plant.’

			Anna became strangely excited. ‘Where will we plant them, Nicholas?’

			‘Well, eventually there will be eighty trees. I’ve measured the length of the driveway, and planting them ten feet apart would take the last tree almost exactly to the front gate.’

			Anna planted the first five seeds, carefully smoothing the soil over each with her palm. I handed her a watering can then moved a short distance away so that she could baptise each seed in what seemed to be a private ceremony of grief. As she completed the last one I heard her sob, ‘Sayonara, Konoe-san.’ It would be many years before I knew the story behind the seeds.

			Which brings me back to the moment when I stood watching Anna, the wind lifting her hair and her slender body reminding me of the Spirit of Ecstasy. Although she was patently nobody’s mascot, in the short time we had been reacquainted I realised that she had become a woman with an iron will, and a quick, clever and inquiring mind; a woman who backed her own instincts. The next six weeks would not be easy.

			I had provisioned, fuelled and taken on board sufficient water, bought all the toiletries, creams, cleansing lotions, unguents, whatever she might need, with the help of the little French assistant at the chemist shop. We’d blushed mutually when she’d thoughtfully included a packet of sanitary napkins and I’d stupidly asked her what they were. I’d purchased a dozen knickers from La Petite Boutique owned by a very large woman with a mole on her nose, petite as a female elephant. I bought six pairs of shorts and the same number of tops, two sets of ladies’ pyjamas, two sweaters, two sunhats in case one blew overboard in a sudden breeze, a weatherproof jacket and bad-weather gear. In each instance I guessed her size, erring half a size larger and hoping for the best. I knew nothing whatsoever about female clobber, so stuck to shorts and shirts, skirts and dresses being well beyond my grasp. As an afterthought I even purchased chopsticks from one of the Vietnamese shops in town, thinking that while she was accustomed to knife and fork she might prefer the chopsticks she would have used under the Japanese.

			The decision about when to tell Anna was easy enough–after the moonlight picnic when hopefully she’d had a couple of glasses of champagne and felt relaxed. If Anna was a little sozzled it might be easier for her to accept what I had decided to do.

			While Anna had agreed to go cold turkey for a week, the expert advice I had received was that she would almost certainly have brought a secret supply (a stash) with her to Beautiful Bay in case her withdrawal became unbearable. However, I reasoned that she wouldn’t have brought any heroin on board, surmising that she would not have the privacy to give herself a fix. If she’d brought any with her she’d chase the dragon before we left, wanting to be at her best for the evening picnic and knowing we’d return before midnight. Chasing the dragon is a way of imbibing heroin by smoking it so that there are no outward signs, no needle marks to reveal addiction. As I previously mentioned, all this apparent expertise I had acquired was second-hand and I had no way of knowing what might happen. I was, as the saying goes, flying blind.

			Dinner was simple enough: cold roast chicken, new potatoes and a mixed salad. At the suggestion of a French chef I knew on the island I’d purchased an expensive bottle of French champagne named Cristal. He assured me it was a great drop and, in the name of l’amour, he’d presented me with two champagne glasses and lent me an ice bucket. Dessert was a gooseberry mousse bought from a French patisserie in Port Vila.

			The open sea was calm with the breeze persisting and I tied the tiller to a fixed course that would take us to a small island. I spread a cloth on deck and we sat on cushions. Anna, I noted, knelt quite naturally in the geisha style with her feet tucked under her, back straight, so that she was balanced on the back of her heels. I confess I thought nothing of this at the time, nor the fact that she assumed control of the food, serving me personally, completely attentive, seemingly waiting for my approval with each mouthful. She placed no food on her own plate until I was forced to remark, ‘Anna, you are not eating?’

			‘It is a pleasure to watch you,’ she replied.

			‘Hmm, I’ll have to watch my table manners,’ I grinned, then added, ‘Perhaps a little chicken...a small glass of champagne to keep me company?’ I added casually, hoping like hell I remembered the instructions my mate the chef had given me on how to pop the cork without it flying off into the sea. (‘This is not professional,’ he’d sternly advised me.) I reached over and lifted the bottle from the ice bucket, removed the foil and untwisted the loop of wire, then eased the cork out of the bottle with a small and professionally perfect pop. A wisp of gas escaped from the bottle before the fizz of white bubbles appeared and started to pour spontaneously from the spout. I panicked. Grabbing frantically for a champagne glass, I filled it to the brim with froth and bubbles.

			‘Shit, what now?’ I exclaimed involuntarily.

			‘Let it settle,’ Anna laughed, adding, ‘You did that very well. Add a little more when the bubbles have settled.’

			So much for Mr Suave. ‘We must drink to the good fortune that brought us together again,’ I said, trying to recover my poise while handing her the now settled and half-filled glass.

			Anna’s expression suddenly saddened. ‘Oh, Nicholas, I hope it will be nice for us.’

			My heart skipped a beat knowing what must come when we’d completed the meal at about the time we reached the small island, which Anna would expect us to sail around before heading back to port. I knew I could no longer delay telling her of the plan to keep her captive at sea. ‘Anna, there has been a lot of water under the bridge, but it is still the same bridge, same bricks, same railings to hold onto so that we don’t fall; it has two ends and meets in the middle.’ I held up my glass. ‘To us...to meeting in the middle.’

			We clinked glasses and Anna took a tiny sip, her eyes cast downwards. Oh, God, what is she thinking? Then she looked up at me directly and to my relief her eyes, clearly seen in the moonlight, were smiling. She waved her glass so that her gesture seemed to encompass Madam Butterfly. ‘Oh, Nicholas, it was like this when I was a child, in this same boat, Papa and me, we would go out and have a picnic on board and find a small island and make a fire and sleep there for the night. In the morning we would sail home.’

			‘We can do that!’ I said with alacrity. ‘There is a tiny island called Hat Island, less than an hour away to the north-east. It’s only a narrow strip of beach but the tide is out and we’ll be awake before it comes in again. I have sleeping bags on board.’

			I saw a hesitant look appear on Anna’s face before it was masked by a soft smile. ‘I am not ready yet, Nicholas.’

			‘What? To sleep on a sandy beach and wake up in paradise?’ I grinned. ‘I’ll wake you up with a cup of coffee, condensed milk, hot and sweet as early-morning sunshine.’

			Anna looked directly at me. ‘You know what I mean, Nicholas. I cannot now sleep mit you. I have kept myself for you, always you, but now it is not yet the time.’

			Anna’s grammar had deteriorated, she was upset, though I couldn’t help wondering whether it was because she knew she would wake up needing a fix or because she wanted more time for our renewed relationship to develop. I reached out and took her hand. ‘Anna, there’s plenty of time. It’s not why you’ve come and I understand. I promise you will be safe.’ I grinned, adding a little lamely, ‘Safe from my clumsy clutches on the beach.’

			‘No! No! You are not clumsy, Nicholas! Some other time I would love to stay on this island, but tonight we go home.’ She squeezed my hand. ‘I want to wake up in Beautiful Bay where I have planted the seeds for the persimmon; that is enough for now; I cannot want more.’

			‘Anna, it’s only twenty minutes’ sailing. We’ll go ashore and I’ll make a fire and you can have that coffee tonight and not in the morning.’ Oh shit, what now? Should we stay on board? Should I tell her now? Face the consequences? Get it over with? The island wasn’t much more than a jumped-up coral reef. In profile it looked like a hat with a strip of beach and a tuft of jungle at its centre, but if Anna was going to resist me, there was less chance on shore of her falling overboard or getting knocked about. A yacht of just thirty feet is all bits and pieces, awkward angles and it’s very easy to fall and hurt yourself. If I needed to restrain her it would be a lot easier and safer to do so ashore. I had no idea what to expect or how she might react when I told her what was in store for us.

			‘Yes, that will be nice, darling,’ she replied, her voice once again relaxed, syntax perfect.

			Anna hadn’t called me ‘darling’ very much in the few weeks we had known each other the second time around and I confess I ached to hear it as an endearment, no matter how casual. Now, knowing what I was about to do, the trust it implied filled me with dread.

			We reached the island not long afterwards. Bathed in the moonlight, the strip of white sandy beach gleamed against the dark backdrop of the silhouetted jungle. If I say so myself, it looked wonderfully romantic. ‘Our own desert island,’ I quipped as we reached the shallows and I dropped anchor close in.

			We waded ashore, the water not much above Anna’s knees. The sou’-westerly had almost dropped away and the humidity, always present at this time of the year, was somewhat alleviated by an offshore breeze.

			I quickly collected sufficient driftwood for a small fire. The tinder was somewhat damp from the receding tide and so I removed my shirt and used it to flap the curl of smoke to fire, casting it aside as the kindling licked into flame. I boiled the billy and tossed in a couple of tablespoons of coffee from a jar, then pouring the dark liquid into two tin mugs stirred in a generous portion of sweetened condensed milk. ‘Nothing nicer than this after a good dinner,’ I said, the moonlight so bright that I could see the blue rim of the white enamel mug and the steam rising from the surface of the coffee as I handed it to Anna. ‘Careful, it’s very hot,’ I cautioned. Reaching for my own cup, I placed it on the sand and sat on my haunches facing her.

			Anna blew at the lip of the mug and then took a tiny, cautious sip, drawing back. ‘Hmm, hot...delicious,’ she announced. She looked at me through the steam rising from the surface of the mug. ‘We must do this more often.’

			‘Anna, there is something...’ I began.

			Her expression was immediately cautious. ‘Something? What is it, Nicholas?’

			‘Please understand it is for your own good,’ I stammered.

			‘What?’ she asked sharply, lowering the mug. ‘What is for mijn own good?’

			‘Coming clean, the heroin, your addiction.’ I was making a hopeless mess of explaining.

			Anna glared at me. ‘So?’

			‘So, well, we are not going home tonight. We’ll be at sea six weeks, then you’ll be cured... clean.’

			‘You bastard! You fucking bastard!’ I managed to jerk my face away just as the scalding hot coffee hit. There followed a moment when I felt nothing and then an excruciating pain spread across my chest and the side of my neck. I jumped to my feet, rushed across the narrow beach and dived into the shallow water.

			When I emerged, I turned and stood facing the beach, water dripping from my hair and body. Anna had reached the shoreline and was stepping into the water holding my own mug of coffee. In the bright moonlight I could see the rage in her eyes and the curl to her lips. ‘Come, there is more, you bastard!’ she snarled, then furiously splashing towards me she hurled the contents of my mug at me, the coffee splashing harmlessly into the surf a foot or so short of where I stood.

			‘Anna! Anna! Please,’ I cried, arms spread wide, palms open as I started to walk towards her.

			‘Dog shit!’ she screamed and hurled the empty mug at me.

			I rushed forward and grabbed her. Lifting her out of the water, I held her tightly against my scalded chest. She managed to get one arm loose and I felt her long fingernails rake the side of my face and down across the section of burned skin on my neck. The pain was so intense I gasped and for a moment lost it. ‘You bitch!’ I yelled furiously, then lifted her across my shoulder and ran splashing onto the beach. I couldn’t think what to do next except perhaps to hurl her angrily onto the wet sand. But then suddenly I started to laugh, and carrying her towards a coral rock worn smooth from the constant pounding of the tide, I sat down and placed Anna across my knee. Holding her down with one hand, with the flat of the other I gave her a damn good spanking. She jerked, cried out, then realising she couldn’t escape my grasp, she started to whimper and moan with each whack, but when she let out an anguished cry I immediately stopped spanking and removed my restraining hand. It was to be the first and last time I would ever raise my hand in anger to a woman.

			Anna lifted herself from my knee, sobbing and panting. I was surprised to see that her beautiful blue eyes were no longer angry, her expression seemed contrite, almost loving. ‘Oh, Nicholas, you are bleeding!’ she cried. ‘Your beautiful face!’

			‘It’s not my face, woman! It’s my bloody neck and chest!’ I yelled, attempting to show that I was still upset.

			‘Oh, Nicholas, you are hurt so very bad. We must go home, to the hospital. There is a hospital, ja? You showed me when we were going out from the harbour, the British Hospital.’ While she was attentive and sympathetic as she examined the burns to my skin, she appeared to take no responsibility or show any regret for her action.

			I had a couple of tubes of paraffin-based salve on board, but realised the burns covered my neck and most of my chest. The ointment, if it helped at all, wouldn’t last me two days. I’d treated a few burns on board our salvage vessels where crew had been injured in the engine room. You did the best you could at the time but got them to the nearest port where there was a mission clinic or hospital. A bad burn in the tropics festers quickly and can lead to the direst consequences. I recall on one occasion I had watched helplessly while a young boy, a member of the crew from Pentecost Island, died as a result of burns received when a valve in the boiler room had broken and we were three days out from the nearest port.

			I was hurting like hell and knew just by looking down at my chest that I was badly burned across most of it. I could feel the skin on my neck starting to tighten. ‘Come, let’s go home,’ I announced quietly. Then, attempting a grin, I turned to Anna and pointed to the outcrop of jungle. ‘From now on this will be named Coffee Scald Island.’

			Anna had defeated me. We would try many more times to beat her addiction, but she was destined, despite almost yearly visits to clinics in Switzerland and the Betty Ford Clinic in America, to chase the dragon for the remainder of her life. She was the most disciplined person I would ever know, her strength of character and determination as an opponent were legendary, her independence often infuriating, but in this one thing she was a slave to the dragon.

			What’s more, while she was attentive and loving during the week she remained on the island while I was treated for second-degree burns, she never apologised or ever mentioned the incident directly again. My chest and neck healed well but a small white scar that refused to suntan remains on my neck from the scratch to remind me every morning as I shaved that I was in love with a damaged, dangerous and unpredictable woman.

			Oh yes, and one more thing. In the months that followed Anna started to visit Beautiful Bay for a week each month but we still did not make love. I confess I was growing impatient. ‘Give me a little more time please, darling,’ she would plead.

			The first few times we’d gone to bed together I had attempted to caress her. I’m a big bloke with big hands, but I was not inexperienced in the art of pleasuring a woman and I don’t believe I was clumsy or rough. But instead of the warm welcome with which these preliminary explorations had been received from partners in the past, there had been with Anna a compulsive tightening and flinching away and great emotional distress. It was obvious that I was having quite the opposite effect from the one I had come to expect. Anna had not resisted me; the spasms brought on when I touched her vulva, let alone her clitoris or vagina, appeared to be totally beyond her control.

			On the third occasion my forefinger had gone exploring the situation had ended in tears. ‘Anna, what is it? Am I hurting you?’

			‘No, Nicholas...it’s...it’s...’ She broke into fresh sobs.

			‘It’s what, darling?’ I persisted gently.

			‘I don’t know! I don’t know!’ she howled, her abject misery almost palpable. ‘Oh, Nicholas, I want always to please you so much! Only you, I have kept myself for you and now...I...I...am no goed!’

			‘Sshh, sweetheart, it will happen, give it time, you’ve been through a lot, darling.’

			But it didn’t. It was obviously psychological and beyond her control. Eventually I was forced to give up.

			In every other way except penetration Anna proved wonderful– her hands were magic instruments, her mouth generous and she would leave me sated while never allowing me to reciprocate. I could kiss her and fondle her breasts and try in every other way I knew to satisfy her without being allowed to go near the forbidden region I had termed, for the sake of my own sanity, the Grotto of Not.

			The paradox was that while I was undoubtedly in the hands of an expert at pleasing a male, I still longed to consummate our relationship, to truly possess her and bring us to a mutual climax, in order, I told myself, to remove the terror I could see in her eyes.

			As I had done with her heroin addiction, I set out to discover all I could about any psychological cause for Anna’s seemingly pathological fear of penetration. It should be remembered that this was at the beginning of the 1950s when psychiatric therapy was not as commonly used or symptoms as correctly diagnosed as perhaps they are today. Furthermore, in those days the stigma of mental illness made a visit to a psychiatrist almost unthinkable.

			I went to Melbourne University Medical School, where I contacted a psychiatrist named Dr Denmeade, a man in his mid-forties who had qualified in medicine here and then taken his psychiatry degree and practised in the United States, recently returning to take an associate professorship at Melbourne University.

			I learned from him that Anna’s condition, or what might have been her condition, had a name. It was termed vaginismus and is defined as the involuntary spasm of the pelvic floor muscles surrounding the vaginal opening. This involuntary contraction occurs in anticipation when a partner attempts to penetrate or even in some cases touch the vagina.

			Professor Denmeade pointed out that unconsummated marriage is probably a condition as old as human existence, the first recorded diagnosis of vaginismus being in the eleventh century. ‘It is common in arranged marriages and in women who have been sexually assaulted in childhood or brutally raped. It is the vagina in panic,’ he went on to explain, ‘where typical intercourse becomes physically impossible. This is estimated to occur in up to fifteen per cent of the female population,’ he’d concluded.

			However, I couldn’t be certain I was on the right track because Anna was emphatic that she wouldn’t see the professor, and no amount of persuasion could convince her. ‘I am not mad or psychotic, so why do you want me to see this professor, Nicholas?’

			‘Well, it may help, darling. He may be able to explain why this happens to you. Don’t you think its worth a try?’

			‘Agh...It’s all mumbo-jumbo, those guys are nuts!’ she exclaimed. I argued further but got nowhere, Anna stubbornly resisting any attempts to get her to the professor.

			On one occasion I’d even said, ‘Are you secretly frightened of a cure?’

			‘What do you mean by that?’ she’d replied dismissively.

			‘Well, sometimes I feel that by giving yourself to me something will change in you.’

			Anna laughed; it was a clumsily put question. ‘Don’t talk crap, Nicholas!’ She had risen and abruptly left the room. I recall feeling at the time that I’d nevertheless touched on something.

			Anna, while seeming to enjoy my advances in bed and my caresses above the waist, still involuntarily resisted even the slightest dalliance below it. The Grotto of Not was effectively out of bounds.

			While I had been prepared to kidnap her in an attempt to cure her heroin addiction, I certainly wasn’t going to attempt to overcome her fear of intercourse by forcing myself into her.

			That I didn’t persist may well be a sign of weakness on my part, but on every occasion I had attempted the preliminaries, it had ended in copious tears. Our closeness was being placed in jeopardy and, I told myself, love isn’t only about a well-dipped dick bringing her to a climax. Anna was otherwise doing everything in her power to please me and took obvious delight in doing so. Sometimes the smaller picture becomes the more valuable in the gallery of human experience. Or so I attempted to convince myself.

			Had I known at the time about Anna’s three years of conditioning by Konoe Akira, which ultimately led her to the absolute conviction that the loss of her virginity meant the destruction of her perfection, her intellect and aesthetic appeal, I would have been much closer to understanding her fears.

			The carefully inculcated sexual complex the nefarious Japanese colonel had planted in Anna’s mind meant that no man could be permitted to enter her. She had already killed to defend this absolute belief. The blood and horror of killing Takahashi when he’d attempted to force her to disobey her master’s instructions seemed the perfect reinforcement needed to bring about the condition of vaginismus.

			Professor Denmeade stressed that it was the patient herself who must effect the cure with the help of a practised psychiatrist, and until Anna was willing to embrace both factors, acceptance and treatment, it was unlikely that she would recover from her deeply entrenched fear of male penetration. ‘But she will still be capable of enjoying clitoral stimulation,’ he concluded.

			I then explained that Anna had also resisted my attempts at clitoral stimulation. Denmeade then suggested this might be an additional psychological factor and until Anna was willing to undertake therapy her rejection of my attempts to touch her was also likely to be permanent.

			‘Have you tried oral sex?’ he asked. ‘It may well be that your finger represents the male phallus while your tongue doesn’t.’

			I hadn’t, and while today this would seem a curious omission, I should point out that in the early fifties most women thought of oral sex as somehow perverted, almost never performed out of marriage, and even within only under duress.

			If women avoided fellatio, it was absolutely taboo for any decent, self-respecting middle-class male to engage in cunnilingus. This was the preserve of heavily pomaded gigolos with dark sideburns and pencil moustaches who spoke with thick Spanish accents. Putting it into crude male parlance, a cock was clean, a woman’s fanny wasn’t. This was a belief held not only by males but also by many women at the time.

			I was fairly sure that Anna, despite her background as a captive of the Japanese and as a comfort woman in the Nest of the Swallows, would not have experienced a male using his mouth to bring her to climax. She may well never have climaxed to a Japanese soldier during penile penetration either.

			But, of course, this was all speculation on my part. All I possessed was a smattering of knowledge concerning her captivity; what had actually happened to her I was yet to learn. I had no idea, for instance, that Anna was still a virgin. While she had told me she’d kept herself for me, that I would be the first, I had taken this to mean the first lover she would accept of her own free will.

			As a comfort woman, I incorrectly surmised that she had been raped daily, that in her mind she couldn’t yet separate the loving act from the brutal one and hence the involuntary vaginal resistance. I convinced myself that with time, gentle handling, love, patience, tenderness and trust, I would eventually prevail.

			I truly loved Anna; moreover, in a much more basic way, I craved a mutual sexual experience and the sense of sharing that comes with two lovers coupling, being as one, generous with the sheer joy of knowing and exploring each other’s bodies.

			But I was getting absolutely nowhere. Anna rejected my tongue as she had my finger, sobbing as she tried to accept me, but failing, her tears and her flinching expressing the depth of her distress. ‘Please, a little more time, darling,’ followed as usual.

			After the fourth time she had rejected cunnilingus I finally lost patience. ‘Christ, Anna! How long is a little more time? Don’t say that! I’m sick of hearing it! Fucking sick and tired of hearing...Please, a little more time, darling,’ I cruelly mimicked.

			‘Oh, Nicholas, I am so sorry. Maybe I can go away. I am no goed,’ she said tearfully. Anna, so strong in most things, trembled like a child.

			Despite my frustration and eagerness for the ultimate satisfaction of possessing her, I felt a right bastard for being so impatient. If I’d known what the Nips had done to her in captivity I’d have gone out and killed a few more of the little yellow bastards.

			I also couldn’t bear the thought of her leaving me a second time. ‘Anna, I love you!’ was all I could manage just then and even this was said with a lack of gallantry or graciousness.

			Anna continued to care, to leave me physically satisfied, and her tenderness went some way to appeasing my ardent desire to please her sufficiently to at least bring her to a spontaneous orgasm. As the weeks merged into months it became apparent to me that she was damaged, possibly beyond recovery.

			I hadn’t ever thought of finding the ultimate pleasure I sought from another woman, even though in moments of stress Anna had begged me to do so. ‘Nicholas, I understand, we can still be together!’ Then one evening sitting on the verandah watching the moon coming up over Beautiful Bay and enjoying a glass of what had now become Anna’s favourite champagne, she turned to me and said, ‘Nicholas, do you remember the first night, when we sailed to the small island in the moonlight?’

			‘Anna!’ I exclaimed, jabbing my forefinger to indicate my neck. ‘You mean I’m supposed to forget?’

			‘No, not the coffee! What happened next.’

			Was there no end to this woman’s lack of remorse? For a moment I thought to chasten her further. But her gorgeous smile and show of wide blue eyes was all it took to forgive her clumsy question. Despite myself, I was forced to chuckle, recalling Anna across my knee, her wet shorts stretched tight across her dear little bottom. Whack! Whack! Whack! ‘You got what was coming to you, Madam Butterfly, a damn good spanking.’

			She pointed across the bay to the glorious, impossibly big moon. If there had been a string attached to it I would have described it as dangling just above the arched rim of the ocean. ‘Tonight it is a full moon, Nicholas. Would you do it again, please, darling,’ she asked softly, eyes demurely downcast. Then she looked up and grinned wickedly. ‘I haven’t had a decent orgasm since that night.’
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