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ONE

The Blackett Strait, Western Solomon Islands, approximately 2.30 a.m., 2 August 1943

The Japanese destroyer came out of the night at forty knots like a huge shark snarling across the lagoon. It struck the small American craft and cut it in half before disappearing into the blackness. Part of the fragile plywood and mahogany vessel sank almost at once, with two of the thirteen-man crew already dead. Sprays of gasoline were flung across the surface of the water, burning intermittently.

The young lieutenant in command of the craft had been at the wheel when the ramming had occurred. Fearing that the flames spreading across the water might reach the chewed-up remnants of the vessel and destroy them, he ordered the survivors over the side. In seconds, the crushing wake of the already invisible destroyer had extinguished the blaze. The eleven survivors, two of them badly hurt, hauled themselves back on board.

They remained huddled on the fractured, water-slopped deck until daybreak. As the sun edged over the horizon, the two ensigns and eight enlisted men looked to the lieutenant for instructions.

‘What do you want to do if the Japs come out?’ he asked. ‘Fight or surrender?’

The remaining half of the plywood coffin began to settle in the water, almost obscuring the inscription on its splinter shield: PT-109.


TWO

‘The problem is,’ said Sister Brigid, loudly enough for Sister Conchita to hear above the noise of the crowd, ‘when does an inconvenience transcend into sacrilege?’

Sister Conchita smiled sweetly and resisted the temptation to batter the elderly Irish nun about the head and shoulders with one of the carvings for sale on the table by the door leading to the refectory. On display were ebony walking sticks inlaid with mother of pearl, patterned pandanus baskets, vicious-looking stone war clubs and the engraved prows of several miniature war canoes, known as toto iso. Sister Jean Francoise should have been in charge of the stall, but Conchita could see the French nun through the open window, her habit hitched above her scrawny ankles, paddling contentedly in one of the rock pools on the white-sand beach, ignoring the visitors eddying around her. That left only Sister Johanna, and she almost certainly would be engrossed in dismantling and reassembling a piece of domestic machinery somewhere in the building.

In the reception room of the old stone building, the visitors to the mission’s first ever open day surged through the doors and out into the gardens leading down to the reef and the open blue sea beyond. Behind the house, wooded foothills swelled in green profusion until they merged into the extinct volcanic mountain in the centre of the small island. Marakosi was a beautiful enough mission station; it was a pity about the three elderly rapscallions who had made up its religious complement for so many decades and who were slowly driving Sister Conchita mad.

‘It’s all very modern,’ said Sister Brigid in tones that emphasized that the word was not meant as a compliment.

‘Please keep circulating,’ Sister Conchita exhorted the visitors, continuing to ignore the older nun. There was hardly room to move inside the house. ‘The whole mission and its grounds are open to you today.’

‘And don’t we know it,’ said Sister Brigid loudly, to no one in particular. ‘There’s not room left to swing a cat.’

There was no doubt about it, thought Sister Conchita, smiling until her face hurt, she would have to fetch Sister Jean Francoise back inside. The elderly French sister might be as crazy as a coot, but at least she seemed to have some influence on Sister Brigid. Perhaps she could keep the acerbic Irish nun quiet until the guests had left. It definitely was time to clutch at straws. Brigid was a sour, withdrawn woman who spent most of her time as far as Conchita could make out standing on the reef staring out at the lagoon. Officially she was in charge of housekeeping at the mission, but the layers of dust everywhere and the dreadful food they had been eating for the last month bore witness to her lack of commitment in these areas.

‘Excuse me,’ said Sister Conchita brightly, pushing through the throng like a very small but extremely determined running back. There were at least sixty visitors in the room and another two or three hundred scattered about the mission building and grounds. They were mostly Solomon Islanders, bolstered by a few expatriates from the nearby tiny district centre of Gizo, all attracted by the prospect of seeing what the notorious Marakosi Mission was really like. Leavening the attendance was a group of bewildered-looking American tourists who were staying at the government rest-house over at Munda, a nearby island. The Solomons consisted of a string of hundreds of beautiful and remote tropical islands, five hundred miles east of Papua New Guinea and a thousand miles north-east of Australia. The islands were difficult to reach, and the tourist trade was in its infancy.

There was a human log-jam at the door leading to the small in-house chapel used by the sisters for their private devotions. A bulky female American tourist in shorts stretched dangerously across her thighs had stopped in the open doorway and was brandishing a carved model of a turtle above her head.

‘Where do I pay for this?’ she demanded.

‘We must all pay for our transgressions eventually,’ said Sister Brigid coldly before Sister Conchita could reply, her voice rising and falling like a dagger plunging with deadly accuracy into a body. ‘How and when lies in the hands of the Almighty.’

Not if I get to you first, Sister Conchita promised herself vengefully, squeezing past and emerging from the front door of the two-storey mission house on to the stone terrace leading to the beach and the calm lagoon beyond. Blocks of coral jutting out into the sea broke the force of the waves thundering against them in the distance beyond the reef and provided a safe anchorage for smaller vessels. She stopped outside, luxuriating in the sudden peace, although even here her mind was registering automatically the improvements needed. The ancient and cracked mission bell used to regulate the nuns’ day with its strident summonses to matins, lauds, vespers and compline was suspended from a crossbar between two wooden posts that needed strengthening. It was tolled from the first sunrise Mass, and then regularly through the day to summon the nuns to meals and work sessions, ending with evening prayers.

Those visitors who had escaped from the heat of the house were scattered across the sand. The flower beds around the mission were overgrown and unkempt. A vegetable patch had surrendered almost completely to rough grass. Chickens and pigs wandered unchecked around the fringes of the crowd. A few dispirited yams struggled through the baked earth. It would not have been difficult to rotate the crops, with sweet potatoes following cabbage, but no one had made any effort to do so.

Conchita could not imagine why so many visitors had turned up. It might not be much, she thought, but the open day was probably the most interesting thing that had happened at the mission for generations.

There was so much to do, and it looked as if she was going to have to do most of it herself during her stay, she agonized, heading for Sister Jean Francoise, who was still paddling happily, oblivious to the strangers all around her. Like the other two nuns on the station, she would be well into her seventies now, small and bird-like in her movements, her face lined and weathered brown by the sun, but still possessing traces of the pretty and vivacious country girl she must once have been before she came to the Solomons.

‘Sister Jean Francoise,’ coaxed Conchita. ‘We really do need your help in the mission. Do you think you could possibly spare us an hour or so?’

The French nun looked up from contemplating the smooth surface of the rock pool. She smiled beatifically, radiating an all-pervading charm.

‘In the mission?’ she asked with only a faint trace of an accent. ‘But I am the laundry and garden sister. I seldom enter the mission except to eat, pray and sleep.’ She paused, and then giggled. ‘Almost literally I have been put out to pasture.’

‘Even so, it is our first open day. There are so many people here. We could do with your help.’

‘Open day?’ Sister Jean Francoise looked about her vaguely, as if seeing the visitors for the first time. ‘Oh yes, I remember something about that. An effort to modernize us, I believe. Throwing the mission open to the public. I don’t understand. It is most unlike Father Karl to approve of such a thing. He is a very private man.’

‘I’m afraid that Father Karl is dead,’ said Sister Conchita.

An expression of sadness passed over the elderly nun’s face. ‘Oh yes.’ She nodded. ‘Now I remember. The poor man was ill for so long. You know, he got quite senile towards the end. It must be very sad, when your mind goes.’ She started hopping around the pool again, sending up tiny splashes of water. ‘I believe they’re sending a sister from Honiara to run the mission until a new priest is appointed, some American girl with a strange name. I wonder when she will arrive.’

‘I’m the new sister in charge,’ said Conchita. ‘I’m Sister Conchita. I’ve been here a few weeks now. That’s why—’

‘What an unusual name,’ mused Sister Jean Francoise. ‘Do you perhaps have Mexican antecedents? Of course, that would be nothing to be ashamed of. Perhaps you could teach the children at the school La Danza del Venado. That’s where they have to imitate deer, you know.’

‘I’m afraid I don’t dance. As for my name, I thought originally that I was going to be sent to a mission in South America after I had finished my training,’ said Conchita automatically. She had given this explanation many times since her arrival in the Solomon Islands. ‘So I picked what I thought would be an appropriate name for the region.’

‘And then they sent you here instead,’ said Sister Jean Francoise, placing a damp, sympathetic hand on the other nun’s arm. ‘I really don’t envy you, my dear. You’re so young and we’ve all been here so long. I imagine that the more senior members of the staff in Honiara prudently turned down the chance to reform us and left us to your best efforts. I’m afraid we’ve all got rather set in our ways at Marakosi.’

You can say that again, thought Conchita, trying to be philosophical and forget the litany of slights, insults and outright insubordination that had already been her lot at the hands of her new colleagues, ever since the mission vessel had delivered her at the island.

‘So, if you don’t mind, Sister,’ she said, indicating the mission building.

‘If I don’t mind what?’ asked Sister Jean Francoise, wriggling her toes sybaritically in the warm water. She looked across at a school of dolphins playing out in the lagoon.

With an effort, Sister Conchita forced herself to be patient. ‘I’d like you to help us inside.’

‘Why, certainly,’ said Sister Jean Francoise, raising an eyebrow in surprise and stepping out of the pool, slipping her feet into an ancient pair of flip-flops. ‘You only had to ask.’

The French nun started to walk towards the building. A thought seemed to strike her and she looked back. ‘By the way, who are you, my dear?’ she asked vaguely.

‘I’ve told you, I’m Sister Conchita.’

‘Ah.’ A twinkle appeared in the nun’s eye. Suddenly she seemed neither aged nor abstracted. ‘I expect you really want me in the mission to keep Sister Brigid under control. She can be something of a trial, I agree, and she doesn’t usually take to strangers because she’s so shy. She’s Irish, you know, and occasionally outspoken. She has the heart of a lion, though. During the war she guided the crew of a crashed American aircraft for three days through the Japanese-occupied territory to safety. It was so sad what happened to her after that. She hasn’t left Marakosi for ages. None of us have, I suppose. We must be adding a whole new meaning to the term ‘‘enclosed society’’.’

Sister Jean Francoise waved and walked away, nodding affably to the visitors she passed. Exasperated, Sister Conchita wondered how much of the Frenchwoman’s apparent senility was an act. She prepared to follow the other nun. There was so much to do that afternoon. There were refreshments to prepare and serve to the visitors, prescriptions to be made up and bandages cut in the dispensary, plans for a proposed new boarding school to be put before the other nuns, the kiln used for melting coral into limestone for walls to be serviced, and above all the eccentric and unpredictable sisters to be supervised in their idiosyncratic endeavours.

In spite of her resolve, Sister Conchita felt very tired. Impulsively she turned and entered the mission church, a large, sprawling building with a sloping red tin roof and thin white stone walls. If she were to take her problems to the Lord for a few minutes it would help.

It was dark and cool inside. In front of the altar table were rows of wooden benches placed on an earthen floor packed hard by the feet of generations and covered with woven mats and sand. A large upturned shell served as a font. A metal candle-snuffer leant against it. A hand-carved mahogany cross hung from one of the walls. Gratefully Conchita began to yield to the ambience of calm, something in short supply since she had arrived on the island.

She saw with a start that someone else was already inside the building. He was a white man of about forty, plump and dishevelled, in white shorts and a floral shirt. He was well below average height, resembling an aggressive jockey who had ridden too many losing horses. He was kneeling in front of the altar rail, one arm extended to rest on the carved wooden cross in an attitude of supplication. Instinctively Sister Conchita turned to leave him alone, but the man heard her and scrambled clumsily to his feet.

‘Pardon me,’ he said in a New York accent. ‘I was just resting. It’s so hot outside’.

‘For a moment,’ smiled Sister Conchita, embarrassed at intruding on what obviously had been a private moment, ‘I thought you might be claiming sanctuary.’

‘Is that what it looked like?’ said the man vaguely. He began to move away from the altar rail. He did not come up to Sister Conchita’s shoulder. ‘A lot of people would like the chance of that in their lives, I suppose. To find a safe place, set aside from normal existence, especially if someone’s looking for you.’

‘Certainly, if that is what you seek.’ Conchita was surprised. The man looked more like a miniature hoodlum than a philosopher. She really must stop making snap judgements. ‘However,’ she went on, trying to marshal her thoughts, ‘some claim that sanctuary is in fact the spot where heaven and earth meet. In strictly legal terms, of course, the concept of using a church as a place to claim safety was done away with in the seventeenth century.’

‘That’s a shame,’ said the man. ‘You can never find a refuge when you need one.’

‘Of course,’ said Conchita, ‘it must be remembered that the guilty have never been protected merely by the presence of the sacred. A degree of repentance also has to be involved.’

‘Oh, that old thing,’ said the man. ‘I’m Ed Blamire, by the way. I’m with the tour party.’

‘Sister Conchita,’ said the nun, taking the small man’s extended hand. She hesitated, anxious to get back to her duties in the house but aware that somehow the visitor to the mission needed her. ‘What do you do for a living, Mr Blamire?’ she asked politely.

‘Oh, I’ve done a lot of things in my time,’ said the tourist. ‘Tinker, tailor, candlestick-maker, security, pilot, tree-hugger, I even dived for pearls off Hawaii for a time.’

‘Very interesting,’ said Conchita. ‘However, at the moment I feel that you are looking for something. Can I help?’

For a moment she thought the tourist was going to say something of importance to her. Then he shook his head and turned away.

‘One thing I haven’t been is a good Catholic,’ he said.

‘Welcome to the club,’ said Sister Conchita.

‘I remember one or two things though,’ said the man. ‘The letter kills but the spirit gives life, is that right?’

‘The Second Book of Corinthians,’ said the nun. ‘Very well, Mr Blamire, I shall be here at the mission if you would care to talk to me. Good afternoon.’

As she headed for the side door of the church, Blamire had turned back and was standing in front of the altar again, his shoulders slumped. Sister Conchita knelt in the aisle and prayed quickly for the other sisters at the mission, for herself that she might be fit for her new task, and for the tourist at the altar who seemed lost and troubled.

She emerged from the church to an area of the beach roped off from the rest of the mission grounds and hidden from sight of most of the visitors by the church building. A huge pile of coconut husks had been assembled to a height of ten feet above the ground. This was Sister Conchita’s brainchild. She had been preparing it for most of the month since she had arrived at Marakosi, ever since she had learned that it had been a mission tradition dating back to before the war that ships visiting the station would be greeted by a blazing pyre of husks set off by the nuns.

A wooden torch soaked in oil and a box of matches lay on the ground ready for the ceremony. Sister Conchita intended to wait until dusk, just before the open day was due to end, and then ignite the bonfire to bid farewell to the departing guests. She checked that everything was in place and went back round the side of the church to join the crowd.

She noticed with satisfaction that the other attractions she had organized for the day seemed to be drawing plenty of attention. Among the outer fringe of trees, Malaitan labourers from the local logging camp, supervised by a white overseer, were felling a kapok tree with a two-man power saw, while others were stripping the branches from several felled trees with economical blows from their bush knives. On a marked-out course on the sand, islanders were racing one another over a sixty-yard distance carrying heavy bags of copra on their shoulders.

Out in the lagoon, a dozen large canoes provided the incongruous sight of members of a brass band lustily playing ‘Abide With Me’ on their highly polished cornets, trumpets, tubas and trombones. This was the self-styled Silver Band of the Christian Fellowship Church, a recent breakaway denomination from the United Methodist Church of the Solomons. Its members had built a village called Paradise on the nearby island of New Georgia. The leader of the new church, the Holy Mama, who claimed to be the fourth member of the Trinity, was sitting approvingly in one of the canoes of the flotilla, waving his arms decorously in time to the music. He was an elderly islander wearing a long white robe and a shell-decorated turban. Sister Brigid and the other nuns had objected to his presence because he was reputed to have designated a dozen of the most attractive girls from his island as his personal angels. The more pragmatic Sister Conchita had felt, as the moment drew near, that her cherished open day threatened to be so lacking in entertainment that she was willing to overlook any teething troubles experienced by the CFC and the personal peccadilloes of its founder, as long as its instrumentalists could provide a selection of rousing hymns played roughly in tune.

On her way back to the mission house, Sister Conchita could not put the man in the floral shirt out of her mind. Had she ignored a cry for help? Mr Blamire had denied the fact, but perhaps she should have been more sensitive to his needs, whatever they might have been. It seemed to her that the plump man in the church had been very frightened.

By the time she arrived back inside, Sister Johanna had appeared from the recesses of the house. Tall and angular, with a face apparently consisting of little but straight planes, the German nun had a forbidding appearance. Her hands were deeply engrained with dirt and oil, brought about by years of toil as the mission’s mechanical genius. There were several smudges on her face. She greeted Conchita with a chilly nod.

‘So many people,’ she said gutturally. ‘One would almost suppose that your plan had been a success, Sister Conchita.’

Sister Brigid snorted. ‘Nonsense! It’s all an irrelevance. What are we to expect next? Swings and roundabouts? This used to be a working mission.’

‘Not for some years, as I understand it,’ said Conchita, before she could stop herself. She was at once aware from the severe expressions on the faces of the other sisters that she had made yet another error. ‘I believe that you have been more of a contemplative order lately,’ she said in an effort to redress the balance. ‘I have never served in a cloistered mission before.’

‘How long have you been in the Solomon Islands now?’ asked Sister Brigid after a chilly pause.

‘Six months.’

‘You are surely very young to have been appointed to a position of authority,’ said Sister Johanna. ‘Even over us.’

The other nuns laughed. Conchita resolved that they would not trample her underfoot again that afternoon.

‘As it happens, I’m twenty-six,’ she said, ‘but I feel that I’m growing older by the minute, Sister.’

‘Twenty-six,’ said Sister Johanna. ‘I have habits older than that.’

Sister Brigid cackled. It was strange, thought Conchita, how protective the other two nuns seemed of her, and how quick they were to come to the defence of such an apparently graceless and unpleasant woman.

‘You mustn’t tease the child,’ said Sister Jean Francoise vaguely. ‘I’m sure she means well. She’s new, that’s all.’

From out in the grounds there came a sudden crackling noise. This was followed almost at once by a muffled roar, and then by screams of terror from the visitors on the beach.

The sisters looked askance at each other. Conchita was the first to guess what was happening.

‘Someone’s set fire to the bonfire too soon!’ she said.

She turned and led the other nuns out of the house and down past the church to the roped-off area containing her laboriously prepared bonfire. Most of the other visitors were hurrying in the same direction, gathering by the ropes. The heat from the fire was almost unbearable. Thick clouds of smoke obscured the pile of coconut husks. A sudden swirling breeze parted the smoke, revealing the fact that the husks were now blazing.

One of the female tourists screamed and pointed at the side of the pyre. The other visitors took up her cry. Sprawling across the side of the blaze, almost in an upright position, was the body of a white man in a floral shirt. His eyes were open and he was staring sightlessly at the crowd. Two courageous islanders charged forward and dragged the smouldering body free of the husks. They hurled the man to the ground and beat out the flames with several of the empty sacks in which the coconuts had been collected.

Conchita forced herself to go forward. The islanders stood aside, shaking their heads dolefully. The nun knelt at the side of the man. Enough remained of his charred face and body to enable her to recognize that it was the tourist Ed Blamire, and that he was dead.

‘Take him up to the hospital,’ she whispered to the islanders, although she knew that it was too late to do anything for him. The two men took Blamire’s body by the shoulders and legs and carried him through the now silent and awe-struck crowd.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ said Conchita, rising and facing the visitors. ‘There has been a dreadful accident. I’m afraid that the open day must end at once. Will you please leave as quickly as possible.’

The crowd began to disperse in small shocked knots. Conchita saw that the other three nuns were accompanying the body back to the mission house. She hesitated, and entered the church through the side door to say a prayer for the dead tourist. Inside, the place was a shambles. The altar table had been knocked over, the crucifix had been torn from the wall, the shell font had been smashed and several benches had been overturned. Sister Conchita surveyed the carnage.

‘Sanctuary!’ she muttered to herself in horror.


THREE

‘Bigfella long sky tokk-im long me. Himi say work-im long boat all-same Noah,’ said the old islander with red betelnut-stained teeth, glaring defiantly at the men who had been threatening to kill him.

‘God has spoken to you and told you to build an ark like Noah’s,’ translated Sergeant Ben Kella of the Solomon Islands Police Force, wearily playing for time. He was standing among the gardens on a sloping hillside outside a small salt-water village on the coast of his home island of Malaita. The small plots of earth carved out of a clearing among the trees were given over to the cultivation of sweet potatoes, yams, taro and tapioca. The taro had been watered conscientiously, but the yams grew better in dry conditions and had been left to struggle as best they could through the cracked earth. The fertile ground in which the subsistence crops had been planted had been cut and burnt out of the forest and would be cultivated intensively for several more years before the villagers moved on to begin another patch. Usually the food would be tended by the women of the area, struggling with bush knives every day to keep the alang-alang grass and brambles at bay, but word had gone out that this afternoon there was to be a lethal payback. This was men’s work, especially if a ritual killing should turn out to be involved.

On the other side of the garden area, twenty or thirty young men from the village glowered at the old islander. They were clad only in shorts or loincloths under the blazing sun. Their faces were tattooed with the diamond lozenge marks of the fual alite, the nut of the alite tree. Without such tattoos a Lau man would not be admitted to a place of honour on Momolu, the island of the dead, when the time came for him to begin his long journey into the dark. Kella noticed that ominously some of the young men were carrying heavy sticks, while one elder was carefully assembling a pile of stones to throw at the ark-builder when the fighting began.

Kella sighed. So far this had been just another routine, uneventful one-man police patrol of the coastal villages, no different from dozens of others he had conducted lately. Then the government-appointed headman of this hamlet had sent for him with the disturbing news that Timothy Anilafa, an islander of unblemished reputation, acting completely out of character had spurned tradition and was defying village customs and the white man’s law by trespassing on cultivated land. Normally this would be a matter for the headman, and would not involve a government policeman, but several decades before, while he was still a child, Kella had also been appointed by the Lau Lagoon pagan priests as the aofia, the traditional justice-bringer of Malaita, charged to maintain the traditions of the ancient gods in this part of the remote Solomon Islands in the South Pacific. It was his responsibility to settle any religious disputes on the island while attempting, if possible, to keep news of his involvement from his police superiors in the capital, Honiara.

‘Is there no way that you can move your ark?’ he begged humbly in the Lau dialect. He had to raise his voice to be heard above the thundering of the adjacent waterfall, hidden by the trees and bushes of the undergrowth surrounding the garden area.

Timothy Anilafa shook his head stubbornly. ‘God told me to build it here,’ he said. ‘When the floods come, they will rise to just below the level of the gardens. This is the best place to build it to save the animals when they assemble.’

All eyes swivelled to regard the object of the controversy. The skeleton of Timothy’s vessel lay sprawled across a substantial corner of the village gardens. It was a ramshackle construction consisting of roughly sawn planks bound crudely together asymmetrically with vines and creepers, to form the rough-hewn outline of a boat about sixty feet long. So far only part of the hull had been laid down and the old man had made no effort to establish decks or even to caulk with pitch the lower half of the ark. It was most definitely a work in progress. However, for the toil of one elderly islander it was an impressive enough effort. The drawback was that because of its sprawling growth over the last few months, the vessel now covered much of the fertile land that provided the village with its basic supply of food.

‘The headman and elders say that in the interests of the village you must move your most interesting and well-intentioned ark,’ Kella pointed out.

‘But the Lord told me in a vision that I must build it here,’ Timothy said triumphantly, like a card-player laying down a trump. Like most islanders, he practised Christianity in tandem with the old ways of magic, switching with ease from one to the other as the mood and needs of the moment took him. Kella could empathize with the old man. All the same, at the moment, all his tribal instincts told him that Timothy Anilafa had chosen the wrong spot for his shipbuilding project. It was out of balance with the feeling of the area.

As if to confirm this thought, the crowd of men on the other side of the garden started growling. Kella took care to remain where he was, as a token shield between Timothy and the wrath of his putative attackers. It was plain that the villagers were on the verge of destroying the vessel and sweeping the old man away with his project in the process. The problem was that Timothy genuinely believed that he had experienced a vision and would not step aside when his younger kinfolk surged forward. Desperately Kella cast about in his mind for a way of resolving the problem to the satisfaction of both sides, before the elderly villager got hurt. Somehow he had to facilitate the movement of the ark without offending its architect’s jumbled religious beliefs. The persistent drumming of the adjacent waterfall seemed to grow even louder in his ears as he racked his brain for a solution.

Vague memories of his Bible lessons at Ruvabi mission school twenty years earlier, before he had abandoned the white man’s religion, began to stir in Kella’s mind. He remembered Father Pierre prowling up and down the rows of desks in the overcrowded bamboo classroom in his bare feet and ragged cassock. The old man had hoped that Kella would one day enter the priesthood. He must have been severely disappointed when the youth had been summoned away by the custom chiefs, the hata aabu, those whose name must not be spoken, to undergo the calling and cleansing ceremony among the artificial islands of the lagoon. After that, as the aofia, he had been lost to the white man’s church for ever.

However, unbidden, one phrase from his dusty mission lessons leapt into Kella’s mind.

‘The springs of the great deep!’ he said loudly. ‘That’s what the Book of Genesis says about the ark.’

Timothy looked at him suspiciously. ‘When the Lord spoke to me—’ he began.

‘I am telling you what the Bible tells us,’ Kella interrupted, gently but firmly. ‘All the springs of the great deep burst forth, and the floodgates of the heavens were opened.’

‘That will assuredly happen again,’ nodded Timothy, regarding the policeman intently.

‘But where?’ asked Kella. The villagers were edging forward, all except the one in charge of the cache of stones, who was now engaged thoughtfully in selecting the sharpest ones. The policeman spoke quickly. ‘The waters of the earth rose first, before the rains came.’

‘And they will once more,’ said Timothy, as if speaking to a child. ‘That is why I must finish my ark soon, to be ready for the overflowing of those waters.’

Actually it looked as if it would take a fair number of years for the old man to complete that particular quixotic project, thought Kella, looking at the ramshackle collection of detritus that made up the vessel’s insecure and uncompleted base. ‘Where will the water rise around here?’ he asked rhetorically, indicating the gardens. ‘There are no springs. The women have to carry water all the way from the pool at the base of the waterfall to feed these plants.’ He paused for effect. ‘You must locate your ark close to the waterfall. Then you will be ready to float away in glory down to the river, and from there to the sea with ease when the rains come.’

Timothy frowned. The villagers stopped advancing. Kella drove home his point. ‘It was an understandable mistake,’ he said. ‘You have chosen the wrong place.’ He pointed in the direction of the unseen thundering waterfall. ‘That is where you should have built your ark, next to the cascade. Assuredly that is where the springs will erupt when the Lord decides to send his first flood before the rains come.’

Timothy Anilafa looked thoughtful. For all his zeal, he knew how much present danger he was in at the hands of his disgruntled wantoks. In the interests of self-preservation, he was not averse to a face-saving compromise. The village men, suddenly aware of Kella’s intention, chorused their agreement, their mood lightening. Melanesians delighted in long, hair-splitting arguments to while away the empty hours. Only the solitary man in command of the stones could not conceal his disappointment as he continued to crouch over his carefully selected missiles, like a protective bird on a nest.

‘The waterfall is only a hundred yards away along the track, on common land,’ said Kella. ‘Take the ark there and carry on with your building in peace. No one will bother you again. You will become a big man in the eyes of everyone. The waterfall is a sacred place for the gods. Perhaps they will unite with the Christian Bigfella and join with him to bless your efforts for years to come.’

It was a telling point. Nothing bore more weight in the Lau culture than an activity that obviously had secured the approval of the entire spirit world, pagan and Christian alike. Judiciously Timothy Anilafa nodded.

‘There is wisdom in what you say, aofia,’ he conceded. ‘But how will I move my ark? It is large and heavy.’

‘We will all help you,’ said Kella, setting an example by walking forward rapidly to the mangled heap. The rest of the islanders, understanding his purpose, followed him willingly and encircled the ark. They bent and with a series of groans lifted the sagging timbers from the ground, and staggered along the path previously cut and trampled down through the undergrowth. Away from the gardens, the branches of the towering trees in the tropical coastal rainforest intertwined overhead, suddenly almost blocking out the light of the sun. It was like a journey into a fast-falling night. The calophylum trees with their white bark and shiny leaves grew next to coconut palms and mangroves. Between the trees, the vines of the morning glory and the purple flowers of the bay bean curled above the tussocks of porcupine grass, making their progress difficult.

The group of perspiring men staggered beneath the weight of the rudimentary ark as they neared the noise of the waterfall. Pieces of the vessel broke off and dropped to the ground unheeded, their descent muffled by the moss carpeting the track. Kella and the straining islanders left a trail of this debris behind them as they neared the cascade. Kella was big for a Solomon Islander at six feet in height, and had been strong enough to play professional rugby league in Australia for two seasons, but even he was feeling the weight of the shared burden by the time the party emerged again into the sunlight.

They were on a treeless plateau by the side of the waterfall, halfway down its mighty descent. Water crashed to the river a hundred feet below, while spray hurtled spitefully across the level surface, soaking everyone. At Kella’s command, the villagers lowered what was left of the shattered and contorted structure of the ark to the ground and stood back. Some of them were grinning slyly. It was obvious that the new site was vastly inferior to the one that Timothy had originally selected on the village gardens. The sun beat down steadily on the flying spray, producing an eerie mist that drifted across the ground and swirled to the height of a man’s waist.

Kella could see that the old man was coming to the same conclusion as the other villagers. Angrily he was beginning to react to being duped. With a sinking heart, the police sergeant realized that his problems were not yet over. In a spurt of rage, Timothy Anilafa kicked out at the ark with his callused bare foot. Now the villagers were laughing openly at him. Kella moved forward to stop the old man from launching himself at his tormentors.

Then the islanders stopped laughing. They were looking at the edge of the forest. A small, undistinguished rodent was crouching among the undergrowth, its whiskers twitching suspiciously. A beatific smile appeared on Timothy Anilafa’s face.

‘Emperor!’ he said caressingly, almost as a greeting.

No one else on the plateau spoke. Kella moved to one side to get a better view of the rat. He could not recognize its species, but surely the old man was not right? The Emperor Rat, once indigenous to Malaita, had not been seen for the best part of a hundred years. In the 1880s, a British colonial administrator, driven half mad by loneliness and the effects of the sun, and with too much aimless time on his hands, had noted the animal’s existence in excruciating detail in his notebooks. Then it had vanished on to the international registers of extinct species. Over the decades, some islanders claimed to have seen examples of the creature deep in the bush, but there were no recorded official sightings. Yet here was the villager greeting the shy, twitching creature almost as an old friend.

The Emperor Rat lurched forward and then walked steadily towards what was left of the ark. It stopped beneath an overhanging spar and looked back towards the trees. A second, smaller rat, as undistinguished as the first, emerged and scurried over to its mate. The two animals hesitated for a moment, and then were lost inside the dark recesses of the structure. Kella could hardly believe what he had just witnessed, but he did his best to take advantage of the moment.

‘You have your first pair,’ he told Timothy Anilafa. ‘Now you must continue with your building here and wait for others to follow. It might take a long time, but the creatures of the island have taken their first steps to assist you in your venture. You have your first animals, the rarest in the whole of the Solomons.’

The old villager nodded, for once lost for words. Kella looked at the other islanders. No one was laughing any more. All were regarding the ark and its builder with sudden awe. Of such incidents were legends established. Kella clapped Timothy on his scrawny shoulder.

‘Nganwi ilana,’ he said respectfully, giving the old man the traditional title bestowed upon islanders who were not priests but who had displayed indisputable proof of being able to see into the future. For the sake of peace in the village, he hoped that the completion of the ark would occupy the remaining years of the venerable old man’s life, thus giving him local prestige in his evening years, together with a sense of purpose. At the same time, fortunately for his welfare, it was very unlikely that he would ever be called upon to test the plainly unseaworthy vessel before the eyes of his peers.

All in all, it was proving a most satisfactory state of affairs. The policeman decided that it was time to bring an end to proceedings and quit while he was still ahead. He gestured to the other islanders.

‘Fetch-im mary bilong you quick time,’ he suggested.

The men started to hurry back through the trees to bring their wives up to continue work on their now uncluttered gardens. Kella followed them down the slope at a more leisurely pace. Overhead, hornbills crashed their wings like cymbals through the air. A sense of well-being pervaded him. The sudden appearance of the Emperor Rats had been, almost literally, a godsend as far as preserving the peace in the area had been concerned. He did not intend, however, to make any mention of the event in his end-of-tour report. It was likely to be misunderstood by his superiors in the capital. There were some matters with which it just did not pay to bother his expatriate bosses. What they did not know could not hurt them. Especially, decided Kella, when he did not fully understand them himself.

The sergeant glanced at his watch. He decided that he would spend the remaining hours of daylight walking along the beach to the adjacent village of Haarumou. He had heard rumours that an elderly carver of traditional pan pipes there was refusing to practise his craft any longer because he had been threatened by a Gossile, one of the ghost-children who dwelt among the graves of women who had died in childbirth. The Gossile were reputed to spend their time making pan pipes for the gods. Sometimes they took umbrage if a human being developed the art too well, and would move in on the unfortunate man to harass him.

Kella’s sharp ears heard someone climbing the wooded hill towards him. The noise was too loud to be made by a local, but very few expatriates visited this part of Malaita. Circumspectly Kella stood behind a broad banyan tree until he could make out who the newcomer was. A few minutes later he glimpsed the portly form of Sergeant Ha’a toiling up the slope, gasping audibly for breath, giving a creditable impression of a tyre with a slow puncture. Like Kella, he was wearing the khaki shorts and shirt and red beret of a member of the Solomon Islands Police Force. Kella stepped out from behind the tree and waited for Ha’a to see him. The other sergeant wiped the sweat from his eyes and squinted uncertainly through the trees.

‘I’ve been looking for you all damn day,’ he complained when he recognized his colleague. ‘You’re overdoing this juju-man bollocks. You don’t have to make yourself invisible just for my sake!’

Sergeant Ha’a was a rotund, amiable Western Islander with jet-black skin, a flashing white smile and a reedy tenor voice that had once secured for him a minor reputation as a singer of comedy country-and-western songs on the northern club circuit when he had attended a course in Yorkshire. His bowdlerized rendition of ‘Your Daddy Ain’t Your Daddy, But Your Daddy Don’t Know’ had once even secured him a brief spot on a BBC Radio Light Programme talent show, a taste of fame that Ha’a had relished almost to the point of obsession. As a result, he now spent much of his time applying to attend more courses, of any description, in Great Britain, so that he could return and live the dream once more. In the meantime, he was noted for his addiction to the relatively mild fleshpots of Honiara. It would have taken considerable efforts on the part of his superiors to shoehorn him out of his air-conditioned office in the capital.

‘I would have thought that it would have made a nice change for you to get back to your roots like this,’ commented Kella sarcastically.

Sergeant Ha’a shuddered. ‘I’m from the west,’ he said. ‘We don’t make such a big thing about fresh air as you primitive Malaitans. I’m here to take you over to Honiara sharpish. There’s a government ship waiting for us at Auki. Your attendance is urgently requested at Government House. Apparently there’s some sort of flap on.’

‘What about?’

Ha’a shrugged indifferently. ‘I operate on a need-to-know basis,’ he told the other policeman. ‘And believe me, the older I get, it’s surprising how little I really need to know.’


FOUR

‘The good news,’ said Robinson, the Secretary for Internal Affairs, ‘is that we have an interesting assignment for you, Sergeant Kella. He gave a wintry smile. ‘The bad news, I’m afraid, is that it will take you away from your niche on Malaita.’

Kella shifted in his chair. He always felt uncomfortable in any of the offices in the administrative block of the Secretariat in Honiara, and this one was no exception. Robinson, the Secretary, was an African retread, with thirty years’ overseas service behind him. On the shelves were carvings of masks and animals, evidence of long official colonial sojourns in what had once been the Gold Coast, British Somaliland and Cameroon, names that were no longer even detailed on maps of the continent in this era of independence.

‘I know nothing of the customs and traditions of other parts of the Solomons,’ said Kella hastily. ‘I would be of no use to you outside my own island.’

‘You haven’t always been much use to us on Malaita,’ grunted Chief Superintendent Grice sourly. ‘The last time you got into trouble over there, we had to send a dozen policemen to get you out.’

The expatriate policeman glowered at Kella. The pair of them had experienced a number of run-ins over the past few years when the Malaitan had, in Grice’s opinion, put his duties as the aofia before the administration of the law.

‘Nevertheless,’ said the Secretary smoothly, ‘I think we can agree that Sergeant Kella’s knowledge of his area, and in particular his unique position in the, er, local religious and cultural hierarchy there, have been of considerable benefit to the authorities on a number of occasions, unorthodox although his position and approach may sometimes have been.’

Kella looked out of the office window at the single main coastal street that made up the capital, with its population of three thousand people. One side consisted mainly of corrugated huts left behind by the US forces after the war and now used as shops. The other side of the road was occupied by government offices, supplemented with a few more permanent stone buildings, including the exclusive Guadalcanal Club and the ornate Mendana Hotel. Behind the offices was the sea, skirted by the finger of Point Cruz Wharf. Casuarinas added a splash of colour to the afternoon somnolence.

‘Of course, if you want to put your faith in a witch doctor,’ shrugged Grice, once again washing his hands of the matter under discussion.

Accustomed to such displays of overt hostility, Kella ignored his superior. Robinson looked pained. He was a thin, pinched man in his early fifties who had devoted much time and effort over the latter stages of his career to maintaining his balance on the shifting, shrinking sands of the British Empire and, unlike Grice, had learned enough at least to pay lip-service to local observances.

‘We’re going to send you to the Western District,’ he explained. ‘It’s rather a delicate mission.’

Grice harrumphed through his nose at the thought of his rebellious sergeant being tactful or discreet.

‘That would be the Alvaro logging station in the Roviana Lagoon, then,’ said Kella. He tried to conceal the relief he was feeling. For a moment he had feared that he was going to be sent on another overseas academic course. He had almost lost count of the number he had undertaken, starting with his BA at the School of Philosophy, Anthropology and Social Enquiry at Melbourne University. Since then he had studied for varying periods of time at the London School of Economics and the University of Manitoba, as well as serving attachments with police forces in the USA, New Zealand and Fiji. In the early days he’d believed that Chief Superintendent Grice genuinely thought he was helping in the personal and professional development of his local subordinate, but lately it had been fairly obvious that it was just to keep the unpredictable Kella out of his hair, even if it did mean acting as a part-time travel agent for him.

Robinson looked surprised. ‘How did you know that?’ he asked. ‘We’ve done our best to keep it quiet.’

‘It couldn’t be anywhere else,’ said Kella. ‘Most of the labourers employed there are from my own island of Malaita. Presumably that’s the reason why you need me.’

‘Correct,’ said the disconcerted Secretary for Internal Affairs. ‘Spot on, in fact. We’ve had reports of trouble at the station. The logging efforts are being sabotaged, people being beaten up, that sort of thing. We’d like you to look into the matter, Sergeant Kella. The Malaitans there will talk to you. You might be able to get to the bottom of the problem.’

Chief Superintendent Grice’s disgruntled expression showed that he did not share the Secretary’s confidence in his subordinate’s ability, but he said nothing. Kella was inclined to agree with him. Sending a Lau man to investigate a crime in the Western Solomons would be akin to asking an Inuit to intervene in an inter-tribal squabble in Dahomey.

‘Do you have any idea who’s behind the attacks?’ he asked.

‘There’s some talk of an independence movement being involved, said Robinson. ‘Nothing concrete, though. That’s one of the aspects we’d like you to investigate.’

‘But carefully,’ added Chief Superintendent Grice. ‘The situation’s very delicate in the west. There’s even talk of them wanting to secede from the Protectorate. For God’s sake don’t go blundering in like a bull in a china shop. Show some finesse for once.’

‘Even more important than that,’ said the Secretary for Internal Affairs, wincing at the policeman’s bluntness, ‘we want you to be very careful in your dealings with the Alvaro Company. I don’t have to tell you how important their logging business is to the economy of the Solomons. Our total revenue in the Protectorate last year, including a substantial grant-in-aid from the UK, amounted to less than a million and a half pounds sterling. We need new industries in the Western District.’

‘Even if they’re ruining the forests there?’ asked Kella. ‘They used to have some of the largest freshwater crocodiles in the world on Alvaro. I hear they’ve all gone now.’

Like they were on Guadalcanal, he thought. But that had been due to the activities of bored US servicemen stationed on the island after the war who had spent their weekends idly taking pot shots at the creatures.

‘Do you see what I mean?’ exploded Grice. ‘He’s a loose cannon! You can’t send this man up there. Who knows what he’ll get up to?’

‘I expect Sergeant Kella to do his duty, simply that, whatever his private views might be,’ said the Secretary for Internal Affairs crisply. ‘He will fly to Munda as quickly as possible, investigate the sabotage attempts at the logging camp and put a stop to them. Frankly, Mr Grice, I cannot think of anyone else in your police force capable of undertaking such a hazardous task. Are your duties clear, Kella?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Kella, rising.

A thought occurred to the official. ‘By the way, will you still have authority among your people when they are so far from their home island?’

Kella had been wondering the same thing. He had spent a few months in the Western Solomons during the war, but all he knew about the islands was that the women were supposed to be sexually voracious, and that in the the old days, known as the time before, headhunters had been so successful that human skulls were still being retrieved in remoter areas.

‘I don’t know, I’ve never tried,’ he said. ‘It should be all right. Ramo diingana.’ He translated for the benefit of the others. ‘The chief is still a chief in his canoe, wherever he travels.’

‘I sincerely hope you’re right,’ said the Secretary for Internal Affairs. ‘Thank you, Sergeant Kella, that’s all. Chief Superintendent Grice, will you remain behind for a moment. Good morning, Sergeant.’

‘Mind you,’ said Kella, stopping at the door, unable to resist a final word. ‘The Roviana gods may be stronger than mine, and then the lagoon spirits will have home advantage.’

Before he could close the office door behind him, Kella could hear the voice of Chief Superintendent Grice raised in anger as the policeman argued with the Secretary for Internal Affairs. Kella and Grice had a long history of disputes and the senior officer would not be happy with any assignment that gave his subordinate such a degree of autonomy as this one, especially in territory that was virtually unknown to the sergeant and was so remote from the control of his superiors.

As he started to walk away, he heard the Secretary for Internal Affairs’ voice raised decisively in a tone that invited no denial. ‘That’s as may be. Kella may be a law unto himself, but he’s also a bloody good policeman. I don’t have to remind you that there are only three indigenous university graduates in the Solomon Islands and that Kella is one of them. Like it or not, Grice, he represents the future of these islands. Let him get on with his job.’

Kella had left the building and turned right to walk to Police Headquarters, past the flame trees lining Mendana Avenue, before he heard his name being called. He stopped and turned. The tall, grey-haired figure of Welchman Buna was hurrying after him. Buna was a reserved, dignified man with an exact triangle of beard. Always smartly dressed, even in the midday heat, he was wearing a shirt and trousers with precise creases. He showed no signs of perspiring. He was one of the local members of the council advising the High Commissioner on island affairs. It was common knowledge that before long, elections would be held for a proposed Legislative Council, giving much more power to the islanders. It was also known that Buna was unobtrusively nursing the Roviana Lagoon area, his own district, and that he was a certainty for election.

Little was known about his background. Early in his life he had been picked out by the Methodist missionaries working in the Western Solomons as a pupil of exceptional promise and had been given a place at their secondary school, Goldie College. There he had confirmed his potential. With the coming of the war to the west, he had disappeared from sight. Several years later he had reappeared, almost out of nowhere, on Guadalcanal. For a time he had worked as a clerk in one of the town banks. He had embarked upon a course of study at evening classes held at the Government Primary School and had been an almost permanent resident of the Honiara Public Library in his spare time. He had been an assiduous pupil, for he now spoke perfect English, with just a faint trace of pedantic hesitation, as if he was constantly translating the language in his mind and checking it in an invisible primer.

Now that Buna was a full-time politician, his source of income was a mystery and a subject of considerable gossip. So far he had made so little impact on the Advisory Council that he was known as the Invisible Man. Kella, for one, guessed that this was not due to diffidence but a desire on the part of the ambitious Roviana man to bide his time.

‘Sergeant Kella,’ Buna said politely. ‘How good to see you. I believe that you are going to Roviana to look into the problems at the logging camp.’

‘That’s right, Mr Buna,’ Kella said. Buna certainly had his contacts, but so did most of the local politicians.

‘You may find the situation in the west a little inflamed,’ said the politician. ‘I know that I can depend upon you to treat the matter with your usual common sense.’

‘I shall do my best,’ said Kella.

‘Of course, but there’s one more thing, I’m afraid.’ Buna seemed to be experiencing difficulty in digging the words out. He had the appearance of a man not accustomed to asking for favours. Finally he said, ‘When you return from this tour of duty in my region, I would appreciate it if you would report to me – unofficially, of course – and give me your opinion of things as they stand in Roviana. Would you do that for me?’

‘Certainly,’ Kella said, wondering what was coming next. He waited for the politician to say more, but Buna merely nodded and turned and hurried away. After a few yards he stopped and turned back.

‘Perhaps you would be good enough to do so before you make your official report to the Police Commissioner,’ he said, before turning and continuing his journey.

Kella strolled down to the wharf and looked at the cargo ships being loaded with copra. He thought uneasily about his assignment in the Western Solomons. Not only were the two cultures completely different, but while the gods of Malaita, apart from the shark-worshippers, were mainly land-based, in the lagoon the water gods held sway. They were known to be furtive. They hid in the sea itself, and in rivers and lakes. No outsider would ever know when he had placed himself in danger by trespassing in a tambu sacred place. Kella’s mana would certainly be overpowered by that possessed by the Roviana ghosts.

He would need all the help he could get on this occasion, thought the sergeant. He wondered if there was any hope of it coming from one particular direction. He had heard over the grapevine that the fiery Sister Conchita had been transferred to the Western District recently. The young nun certainly had a powerful mana of her own, supplied by her faith. He hoped she might be persuaded to share it with him. Whether her presence in the Roviana Lagoon might turn out to be a good thing or a bad one, Kella had no means of foretelling. Almost inevitably, however, he thought with a slight lifting of his spirits, it should be eventful.
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