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                        “No one should have to bear the pain and the anguish of man‟s 

                          differences and dogmas. Not even children. It never goes away 

                          despite the changes and the attitudes we adopt.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A journalist comes across a story which she pursues and finds it ending on a small island. 

It hurts all it touches and would hurt more if she let it go. In the end, she is faced with the 

Decision to tell or not to tell. 
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   A  SONG  FOR  PETER 

 
Gillian sat back in her chair and gave a sigh. She had an article to do for next month but 

the words and the vision were not there. Her boss would be unforgiving and she saw the 

look last month and knew it had to be right next time. Hannah the file clerk, told her to 

take a few days off and get inspiration. Inspiration! She would need more than that. Some 

music. That was what she needed. Gillian headed for her car in the underground car park 

and though about what venue would catch her mood. 

 

Eric, another journalist on the magazine, was standing next to his car, some two spaces 

distant to hers. He waved and then came over. “Busy? I‟m meeting someone shortly and 

your more than welcome to join us.” 

 

She smiled at him but really she needed more than that. “Thanks but not tonight. I have 

things to do.” 

 

“When ever I meet this person, it usually ends up in a story and costing me money 

somehow. Sure you won‟t come? Only a few minutes away. Rudi‟s Bar.” He waited a 

few seconds and then opened his door. “OK. Catch you tomorrow,” and then he was in 

and starting up. 

 

Gillian drove out into the cool air and decided on the Gateway Hotel for a coffee and 

change of scene. Then she passed Rudi‟s and thought „why not. Could have my coffee 

there. And Eric is not so bad.‟ She drove around the block and found a parking space and 

headed back. Inside there was quiet music and just a few people. Eric had just arrived 

before her and was talking to a woman. She was dressed in a brown skirt and white top  

and wore a small hat. She looked about in her early sixties. Gillian hesitated but at that 

moment Eric, looking for a suitable table, spotted her and gave a come on wave.  

 

“Gillian, this is Moira.” Then it was drinks, Gillian still deciding on her coffee. Eric was 

hanging out for a cigarette but that meant going outside, so he just smiled. “Well Moira, 

you sounded positive on the phone. Something of interest?” 

 

Moira had a drawl but not outback, more Lauren Bacall. More dusky. “Yes, as a matter of 

fact. Well to be accurate, probably.” 

 

“Probably?” Eric looked down his nose at her in a mock but friendly way. 

 

“Was in Cairns last week with Hetty, old friend, and she was telling me about this fellow. 

Peter. She met him on a cruise out to the Reef. He was up in the islands as a young boy 

during the war. Didn‟t get much detail from her, but she said he was a very interesting 

man. I think there could be something there for you, and hopefully me.” 

 

Eric nodded his head and looked at Gillian. “Sometimes there is a story and if it is taken 

up by our illustrious leader, there are „expenses‟ for Moira.” 
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Gillian knew everyone had sources, just hadn‟t met any of Eric‟s. Eric looked at her and 

pointed a finger. “You want a story? Good time of the year to visit Cairns.” 

 

She blinked. “Your story.” 

 

“Can‟t do for a while. Going to cover the Regatta in Perth then back to Adelaide. Sniff it 

out. Tell you what. If it makes an  issue, I‟ll sort out the expenses.” 

 

“No. My story and I will handle it.” She didn‟t even know why she said it. It just came 

out. The meeting concluded and obtaining a rough idea where she could find this Peter, 

they all walked outside and she parted company. There was still some serious music to 

catch up on that night. 

 

Next day and feeling very tired, she told the article Editor she was going north for a few 

days to follow up something and got a lecture on it better be worth it, etc. She had 

Hannah book an air ticket and hotel room and shuddered at the cost. The story better 

make a bonus.  

 

The following morning she was in the air and hours later touching down at Cairns 

International Airport. Despite being June, the heat still hit her with a bang. She headed 

for her hotel, which was impressive, and had a cold shower. Then after a cool drink, went 

downstairs and took a taxi out to the newsagency at Home Hill, in the suburbs. In fact she 

was feeling a bit of an idiot, for all she had was the name Peter and a big rambling 

Queenslander house painted orange. The newsagent looked her over and evasively said 

there were lots of orange houses and lots of Peters in the area. Then he relented and 

suggested two blocks down the street and turn left. A Peter lived there and the place was 

orange. Probably out fishing or at the Bowling Club. 

 

She thanked him and walked the required distance, finding the place. It was indeed 

rambling and some semblance of garden, but it just seemed to be missing something. 

Indeed it was also missing it‟s owner. She thought of leaving her phone number on the 

front screen door, but decided to try the Bowling Club first. That was easy as there were 

signs on street corners and she entered the air conditioned building where every one 

seemed to be sitting and drinking. Silly of her to think they played bowls. Many were in 

creams and similar shirts so she realised there had been games earlier. The bar man was 

the best place to start and he pointed to an elderly man having a drink with two others. 

 

The men saw her before he did, and they stopped talking. He looked around and she saw 

strong eyes. Lines on his face could have been age but she felt these suggested something 

deeper. “Peter?” 

 

It seemed an eternity before he nodded. The face strained. “Yes.” 

 

Gillian put out her hand. “Gillian Rush. I‟ve come a long way to find you and I hoped we 

could talk sometime. I don‟t mean to intrude but maybe later today? “I‟ll buy dinner.” 
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She waited for a reply but didn‟t get one. The man on his left hit his arm. “Don‟t knock 

an offer like that Peter.” Then the other one stood up. “Like a drink mam?” 

 

It was then that Peter stood up and faced her. Before she could answer his friend, he 

spoke first. “I don‟t know what you came to talk about but I usually ask a lady out. Join 

us for a drink if you like but we might leave it there.” 

 

“Pete! Not the right words. Miss, I‟ll buy you a drink and Peter will join you for dinner.” 

 

Peter went a little red in the face. “Bill, this involves me and as I said…” 

 

“Please Peter. I only have two days. At least we can eat.” Gillian used one of her best 

faces. Just a plain look. 

 

He gave a sigh and shrugged his shoulders. “Six thirty at the Islander in the main street.” 

 

She smiled lightly. “Thanks.” Bill left for the bar and Peter stood up. “I need to do a 

couple of things and scrub up a bit so I‟ll leave you to these two crooks.” He actually 

bowed his head a little then walked away. She noticed a slight limp. 

 

She arrived a couple of minutes late but he was waiting with a bottle of white wine on the 

table. “Hope you like wine?” It seemed to her this might go better than she felt earlier. 

All she needed now was to find out what it was he just might want to talk about. 

 

“Let‟s enjoy the food first,” he ventured, “then you can tell me what you came all this 

way for.” He smiled and she felt the slightly harsh statement wasn‟t intended to be that. 

Just a simple fact. He asked where she came from as he poured and from that, small talk 

followed. He didn‟t pry and she felt the wait would be a better tact. In fact if this was a 

waste, she had splurged on a few days in the sun and might even get to see some sights 

with company. 

 

When the dishes were cleared by a waiter, he turned from looking briefly out the 

curtained window and looked her in the eyes. She saw that same cloudiness and suddenly 

they shifted to look at two obviously overseas tourists who had ventured in. Then he took 

a sip and when he looked at her again, she saw pain.  

 

“You want to know my story? I don‟t really want to recall it to be honest. Hetty was nice. 

We got on well on the cruise out to the reef. She started me off and I said a few things but 

then I couldn‟t. Did you know she wanted to make love to me there, along the beach? I 

couldn‟t of course, whether I wanted to or not. Still she stayed with me that night at my 

place and we just held each other and looked at the moon” He looked into his glass. 

 

Gillian didn‟t say a word. What happened in the next two seconds would make or break 

it. 
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“Maybe a journalist should know. Care to come back to my place and we can sit in peace 

and you can make notes if you like.” 

 

She nodded and picked up her hand bag. They left and she drove back to Home Hill. 

Back to the big orange house. “Why orange?” 

 

He laughed. “Mate at Bunnings said they had a special on. Half price. I‟m wasn‟t 

fussed.” They mounted the steps and went to a spacious room with picture windows that 

had a view of the mountains to the west behind town. He offered coffee and she accepted. 

“Nice to sit here sometimes when a storm is brewing. Watch the lightening crack and 

snake down into the darkness. Where do I start? When I was little I suppose…..” 

 

                                                       *     *     *     * 

 

“Peter. Stay away from the edge or you‟ll fall in. Honestly.” His mother‟s voice came 

through to his mind but he still went and looked over the edge of the big wooden wharf 

into the lime green water. A school of fish darted by then disappeared underneath. 

Nearby the boat that they would be going on to his father‟s island, rocked slightly. He 

saw two fuzzy haired natives lifting boxes from the deck down into the inside. Black with 

old khaki shorts. In town they all looked like this. The women always wore colourful 

things. But he had heard that away from the town it was often the opposite. Manuka had 

said so. He would be sorry to leave her in Rabaul but his father and mother had decided 

that he should spend more time on the plantation. He was eleven years old and they had 

talked about St. Joseph‟s Boarding School in Townsville. He had reached a time when 

high school was looming. He shuddered. He hoped not to leave. His best friend Tom and 

Tom‟s brother Steve, were his greatest friends, and along with Bewodgy, they were all 

inseparable. But parents moved around as jobs came up and now they were gone. Tom 

and Steve were in boarding school in Australia and Bewodgy was living with his uncle in 

Lae. Despite their skin colour they were close as kids that age could be. Peterr missed 

them. 

 

They finally boarded the boat and it chugged out into the harbour. There were lots of 

boats and canoes and even a war ship. A small one but Peter looked at the White Ensign 

on the stern and knew it was the Australian Navy. After all this was part of Australia and 

why shouldn‟t it be here. It would be a long voyage, overnight and tomorrow they would 

reach Matanka Island where a smaller boat would take them to the copra plantation.  

 

His father managed it for CSR. The youngest manager in this part of the islands, he heard 

him say once. Mum was confident and suntanned. She could cook and handle the native 

girls who worked on the place and fix anything that needed fixing. Except the small truck 

that they used on the island to pull the wagons to the dock. It was so old it often broke 

down but dad somehow kept it going. He was actually shorter than his wife, by not much, 

but he was nuggetty and he worked hard. Often without a shirt, he became tanned almost 

like the natives, whom he liked. Peter would see him sitting down for a break together, 

smoking, and trying to teach each other words. The boys had a good command of Pidgin 
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so they all got by. The local dialect was a sing song sound and his dad had mastered just a 

few words. But they all laughed. Perhaps that was all that mattered. 

 

Peter raced to the front of the vessel and hung over the bow. The water raced by and 

seemed to get sucked underneath. He could see fish darting to and fro, suddenly racing 

alongside then diving out of sight. His parents were sitting on boxes at the stern talking to 

three other people. They were huddled against the light breeze and not smiling. Out in the 

passage the water became choppy and the odd spray that came over the front, covered 

Peter in dampness. But it soon passed as the sun evaporated it within minutes. He 

wandered about and apart from a yell or two about not hanging over the side too far, he 

was left to his own. Peter felt that was not normal. His mother was always fussing, but 

today she was silent. 

 

They headed towards a spit of land that stuck out from the main island and the outline of 

buildings slowly appeared, then a wharf and lots of people. Half an hour later they had 

tied up and in exchange for the post delivery they took on several small crates. There was 

not much room now and everywhere you walked, one had to dodge and weave. Mum and 

dad stood with him and they seemed happier now but Peter wondered what had upset 

them. Then the ropes were cast off and they slowly moved away, this time towards the 

open sea. Mum opened her big carry bag and out came sandwiches and fruit. There was 

always fruit up here. Not the apples and oranges of the south but mangoes and bananas 

and custard apples. Bread when it came by boat or mum baked it in the outside oven. 

 

“What were you talking about dad, to those other people?” 

 

His father looked at his wife then cleared his throat. “Grown up business, Peter.” 

 

“Is it about the war? Lecky said the Japs had bombed the hell out of the Yanks at Pearl 

Harbour and…” 

 

His father cut him off with a clip over the ear. He didn‟t feel it and he knew it was not 

meant to be felt. Just letting him know who was boss. “What have I told you about 

swearing?” 

 

“Hell isn‟t swearing. You should hear what some of the others use. I heard you once.” 

 

His father took hold of his shoulders and looked into his eyes without talking. Peter was a 

bit taken back. He had not seen his father so uptight since the blight got into the copra a 

year back. His father let go and put his arm around him. “Sorry Peter. You are growing 

up so quickly, just like your brothers did. Soon you will be going away and finding out 

about the world out there. We want this time to be a time of memories.” He looked out at 

the water and spoke. “May be they won‟t be the memories we want.” 

 

Just then his wife joined them and sat on a case nearby. “You should tell him Will.” 

 

“What dad?” 
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“We thought the sinking of all those ships in Pearl Harbour might be just that. To prove a 

point or something and that would be that. But it seems the Japs are just starting. They 

are moving through the northern Pacific taking over everything. The Philippines has 

gone. That‟s what we heard today. Still they will meet their match if they try to take 

Singapore. It‟s British and it will never fall. Still it is a worry.” 

 

Peter took this in, whilst following a kestrel that had appeared and was following the 

boat. “But we are in the South Pacific. We are just too far away and who would want 

Malua or even Matanka?” 

 

“I hope you are right. I‟m sure Churchill will kick them back home pretty quick.” He 

gave his son a hug and moved to sit with his wife who was knitting. Peter stood up and 

looked over the side. A bright flash of colour caught his eye and then it was gone. He 

knew it was a coral trout or one of those fish the natives called a beggy. Why didn‟t 

people overseas just mind their own business and stop fighting? When he grew up he 

would get on the radio and tell everyone and maybe they would listen. 

 

At night they had hot soup and grilled fish the crew had prepared on the little stove 

inside. The men had bottled beer and his mother allowed him to have a small mug of 

sugared tea. Then they lay on thick mats that had been rolled away and with a light sheet 

to cover them they just looked at the stars. There were millions of them. Some twinkling 

and some steady. It was like Aladdin‟s Cave. He remembered the night they went to the 

outdoor pictures in Rabaul. Only this was real. Even better. He started counting but lost 

track. Finally the gentle rocking of the boat put him to sleep. He dreamt of stars then fire 

and black things without shape and finally nothing. 

 

Next day they were still chugging along and near lunch the sight of land and green 

mountains rising out of the sea. Peter recognised the mountain. It was Matanka and here 

they would leave the boat and pick up a smaller one to take them to home. What did dad 

say about home? He couldn‟t remember exactly but he knew this time may be the last for 

him here. Boarding school would be next. Still there were holidays and he would be back 

each time. Fishing and wandering about the rocks with Bewodgy‟s younger brother, 

Nifty, was fun. They had great adventures. It wasn‟t actually Nifty but that was about as 

close as he could pronounce it and no one minded. The native foreman had a daughter 

called Lehay, and she sometimes came with them but preferred to sit and swim a lot and 

not explore. Peter wondered if he would ever marry a native girl when he grew up. He 

knew it was frowned upon and you became some sort of outcast. No one talked to you. 

But if he stayed on Waimeny there would be no one to talk about you and it probably 

would be alright. Why don‟t grown ups work these things out like us? 

 

The plantation boat was waiting and soon the family was on board. There was not a lot of 

room after the cargo was loaded and Earle Whitmore was coming with them. He was a 

company overseer who moved about the CSR holdings. Will knew him from early days 

and they got on well. He ate with them but had his own quarters. Peter‟s mother thought 
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he should be married. Bewodgy confided in him, before he left, that he had seen a native 

girl climb out of Whitmore‟s window early one morning, so he didn‟t need to be married. 

 

The trip took three hours and was fairly calm. Still dad insisted that he and his mother 

wear a lifejacket, just in case. Peter and Will threw in fishing lines and soon a reasonable 

catch was on the floor of the boat. Then the island appeared. Their island. Soon the boat 

slowed and tied up at the small jetty that had been built to load the copra. A few natives 

were waiting and greetings were exchanged. Emma, Peter‟s mother, announced she 

needed a cup of tea and grabbing a bag in each hand, made towards the house that stood 

up on a small rise. The house itself was surrounded by green foliage and a red roof of 

corrugated iron stood out to give it contrast. Peter was told to carry something and a 

couple of the natives took the rest. The remaining locals started unloading the stores from 

the boat. 

 

The house girl was all smiles and the stove was already lit. She knew the missus liked a 

cuppa anytime of the day. Peter had dropped the bag he carried from the boat and ran to 

his room. It was just as he left it. The big window was propped open and he looked out at 

the sea. To the left was Pirate‟s Hill. Well he called it that. Nifty and Peter would clamber 

about it when Peter wasn‟t doing lessons or jobs, and they had found a cave. Not a real 

cave, just an overhang that was dry when it rained, which was most days in the wet. The 

boys had made a pretend telescope from a cardboard tube, and kept lookout for pirate 

ships. Peter would go up there tomorrow and take some of the chocolate and biscuits he 

had managed to obtain in Rabaul. The Chinese trader liked him and gave it to him as a 

secret gift. Peter remembered him saying something about there may be no more if 

rumours were true but wouldn‟t say what they were.  

 

That night everything was more relaxed than other nights recently. It was if the world 

was a million miles away and here in Waimeny Island, it was just them and no one 

existed elsewhere. Will and Whitmore sat outside after dinner, and smoked. Mother knew 

they were thinking of the war to the north of them but didn‟t interfere in the men‟s 

business. She also knew that one day it might become all their business.  

 

They all slept the sleep of people who needed a long rest. The boat journey although 

mostly sitting about, was all the same, physically draining. Earle Whitmore was on edge 

when he boarded the boat but it now seemed as a weight was removed from his 

shoulders. However news of the war with Japan was unsettling. Although thousands of 

miles away, these things spread quickly. With the Philippines gone under it was a lot, lot 

closer. Last night he and Will had talked a bit about it and what might happen if it got 

close. It was unlikely with the British in force at Singapore and the Aussies would make 

sure not one ever landed on Australian soil. However New Guinea was also Australian 

soil, so to speak, and for that matter, the islands stretching away to the north like the 

Solomons and New Britain and New Ireland. In these places there may be courage and 

determination, but just a handful of Australians and their friends to keep the enemy out. 

 

The Americans were an unknown force. Will had heard some of what had happened at 

Pearl Harbour. The bush telegraph was always active in Australia but so was government 
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censorship, and no one really knew what was happening. It could be a very long time 

before any Yanks appeared in the South Pacific. Still chances were they would overlook 

a small island like theirs, anyway. 

 

The days settled down into normal routine. Peter made token efforts at his schooling and 

was surprised when his mother didn‟t follow up on him. She seemed normal yet not 

normal. He thought she had big things on her mind, the way she looked constantly out to 

sea.  

 

“You right mum?” he asked one day, but got a smile and a hug for his answer. He let it 

go. More time to fish and play. Around the headland to the east, a small estuary came in 

from the sea and wound a couple of hundred yards inland before petering out at a small 

rock barrier. At low tide, he and Nifty would walk up the sandy bottom and clamber over 

the rocks to sit and muck about in the fresh water pool behind it. It was cool and 

anywhere out of the humidity was a blessing. In the wet season they couldn‟t swim on the 

beach as the big stingers sometimes came in. A native labourer died a terrible death the 

first month he was here. It upset everyone a lot. 

 

Pirate‟s Hill became a sort of lookout for the two boys and sometimes they got Lehay to 

join them. She found wild fruit and things and they would sit there scanning the sea for 

Japanese ships with their cardboard tube. A real telescope would have been great but 

Peter‟s father made the only one on the island, off limits to the children. 

 

Then two things happened which changed  the process of daily living. One wet night, a 

gust of wind brought down a small palm tree. Quite common in storms but this tree not 

only had the radio aerial attached to it, it also crashed through the tin roof at the end of 

the house and damaged the radio. This meant they now had no communication with 

Matanka. Not a major problem as they would continue their plantation business and wait 

for the next boat to take off the bagged copra. Then a request to CSR for a replacement 

and one day months later, a boat would come and life would be back to normal. 

 

The second thing that happened was when the pick up boat arrived. There was great 

consternation and Peter saw the captain and his parents in a huddle with serious faces. 

When his mother walked away crying, he knew it was bad news. He was older now, he 

told himself, and should be in on what happened on the island. Peter walked up to his 

father and doing his best to sound grown up, said simply, “Is there something I should 

know dad?” 

 

The captain and Earle sort of looked in other directions and Will felt his son was no 

longer a young kid. After a moment of silence, he put his hand on Peter‟s shoulder and 

looking him in the eye, said “Singapore has fallen to the Japs. They are headed for New 

Guinea and we can‟t stop them.” 

 

Peter took a few seconds to absorb this then turned away and walked to the house. He 

found his mother sitting in a chair staring out the open window. “Peter,” she said without 

turning her head, “you need to pack your port. You and the other children have to go to 
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Rabaul on the boat this afternoon. The captain will try to arrange passage to Port 

Moresby for you. Mr. Styles will look after you.” 

 

“What about you and dad? And Mr. Whitmore and the others? We all should go.” 

 

Then she looked at him and reaching out for his hands with hers, said “It‟s not that easy. 

Your dad is the manager and has a responsibility to the company to stay and look after 

the place. We don‟t think they will be interested in this island. There is nothing on it 

except coconuts. Mr. Whitmore will stay and help him.” 

 

“And you mum?” 

 

“My place is with your father. You know he can‟t cook. We‟ll be alright. Before the 

cyclone season we will close up and join you.” 

 

The tears welled up inside him. “I‟m not going without you and dad. You can‟t” 

 

His mother knew the pain in his heart. He had a whole lifetime to experience and she 

knew that pain would subside. Perhaps never go away. She hoped a little would be tucked 

away in there. She looked back at the open window. “Your father and I have decided. 

Hurry, the boat has to leave soon.” 

 

“No.” he burst out crying and then instinct overtook him. He turned and ran from the 

room, through the outside door and into the plantation. He just kept running. Emma ran to 

the door and yelled after him but to no avail. Her heart swelled at pride for her son. He 

was growing up, Then logic prevailed and she hurried down to the jetty. 

 

There was consternation and yelling and then whilst the captain and his crewman were 

securing their load, the other adults checked the buildings and the plantation. Will yelled 

himself hoarse but no sign of his son could be found. He was running now, spurred on by 

fear and anger. The boat could not wait much longer, and without the boy, he was putting 

his family in harms way. The sweat poured off him and every glimpse of Peter turned out 

to be just a piece of vegetation. When the boat‟s whistle blew, he stopped and with a final 

look about him, walked quickly back through the trees and down to the craft. The others 

arrived just before him. His wife was crying and he put an arm around her shoulder for 

comfort. Just as much his comfort as hers  

 

So it was a sad farewell. Lehay and Nifty were standing in the stern looking at the shore 

and a slow wave from the men saw the last hope, motor out and turn towards the sea. 

Whitmore said he would have another look around and headed off along the track 

towards the storage shed. Will and Emma walked slowly up to the house. 

 

Peter could not see. He could not see for the tears that streamed from his eyes. Yet he ran 

and somehow seemed to go on without falling. Eventually he stopped and sank down to 

the ground and just sat there. He could faintly hear his name being yelled but he didn‟t 

care. Nearby was a hollow fig tree and he vaguely remembered it from when they swam 
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in the freshwater pool above the estuary. He crawled over where the side had rotted 

away, and sat. He sat for ages. The afternoon sun seemed to sink and the thought crept 

through him that he needed to do something. Suddenly he felt a sound, then heard 

rustling on the other side of the tree. He froze. Was it his father? Mr. Whitmore? Japs? 

He could hardly breathe yet he dare not move. 

 

It came around the tree and framed itself in the open side. “Struth Peter, you really upset 

the applecart now.” It was Nifty, grinning from ear to ear. 

 

Peter nearly choked then he cried. 

 

“It‟s OK,” said Nifty. “It‟s me. I found out you weren‟t on board so I jumped off the boat 

and swam to the rocks as we passed the headland. The captain swore at me but didn‟t 

stop. This was the second place I looked for you.” 

 

Now Peter was laughing. “We‟re both stupid. Now what do we do?‟ 

 

“Gotta go back. What can they do? Give us a belting probably then hug us. Come on.” 

 

They walked slowly back through the bush and then the copra trees. Feeling a bit more 

confident, if not cocky, they walked into the kitchen where Peter‟s parents were sitting, 

and said as a duo “What‟s for tea mum?” 

 

Needless to say, neither boy got any dinner that night. Nifty was sent down to the native 

quarters and Peter got a clip under the ear and sent to bed. His mother just avoided his 

youthful face. He didn‟t cry as he lay there with the moon just starting to rise and the 

incessant mosquitos droning outside his net. He just tried to take it all in then gave up and 

fell asleep. He awoke around two am for a reason he didn‟t know and found a plate of 

sliced paw-paw next to his bed. That would have been from his mum. 

 

Next morning the feeling of in trepidation as he entered the main living area but there 

was nothing directed at him. Everything seemed as normal. His father asked if he was 

alright and when Peter nodded his head, went off to the shed. His mother made toast then 

sat down opposite. “That was a foolish thing you did yesterday. We were very upset. 

Anyway what is done is done.” Then she gave his hand a squeeze. “Your dad and I are 

proud of you for doing what you believed was right. You are going to grow up the right 

way. That‟s provided the war lets you.” 

 

He went down to the shed and started helping with light jobs. He caught his father 

smiling at one stage. There were no words just that understanding. One day ran into 

another. After school work there was some jobs to do either around the house or packing 

shed. Sometimes he went out into the copra plantation. Other times he played on the 

beach, often with Nifty, or lay on the ledge at Pirates Hill and looked for ships. They saw 

none. 
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The days ran into weeks and with a packing shed full of bags, everyone waited for the 

company boat to return. With it would be a radio and supplies for the next boat could be 

months, if ever. It was made clear in firm but kind tones that Peter and Nifty would be on 

the return trip. Peter agreed reluctantly. 

 

There may be a Book up there that outlines the events and destinies of every single thing 

on this earth, both in the next second and in the years ever to come. Man may make plans 

and feel he has control of his life. The former is subjective but the latter is false. There 

was a boat but it was not in the plan.  

 

They had just cleared the morning dishes from the table and Earle Whitmore was making 

for the veranda to have a smoke when they heard a scream from the nearby native huts 

followed by a shot. Everyone just froze. Whitmore had broken into a stride to reach the 

doorway when through the opening rushed men in uniform with rifles. Little men with 

oriental faces. A rifle butt crashed into the foreman and he sprawled backwards onto the 

floor. Emma screamed and Will knelt down to see what he could do. A boot came up and 

sent him flying backwards. Then a voice of authority from outside and all was quiet. The 

Japanese soldiers quickly parted and all came to attention as an officer strode in. He 

looked the group over and yelled some words. From outside another soldier appeared and 

bowed to him then looking at the family, spoke a few words they could understand. 

“You. We here. Nippon island yes. Obey no hurt.” 

 

The officer spoke at some length and then turned and left. Peter was terrified. He clung to 

his mother who was trying to push him behind her legs. The tears would not come yet he 

could feel them waiting to rush out and spill across the floor. Two soldiers remained with 

rifles pointed at them, whilst the others disappeared outside. Peter‟s father had blood 

running down his face from where the boot had collected him but he shrugged off a 

caring hand from his wife and tried to do what ever he could for his foreman who was 

struggling to get up. Peter broke away from his mother and grabbing a chair placed it in 

front of the injured man, who managed a weak smile. Suddenly one of the soldiers strode 

forward and with a brutal lunge, kicked Peter in the knee sending the child screaming and 

onto his backside. A sobbing Em bent down to her son without a thought of the 

consequences. There was none, other than the soldier throwing the chair into a corner. 

 

Some yelling and noises came from outside then quietness. Just the sound of the surf on 

the beach and the sea birds wheeling overhead was heard. The humidity became 

oppressive. Suddenly the soldier who had a smattering of English reappeared and 

motioned them outside. “Go out. Go works place. Here Officer.” 

 

They helped the foreman out and stood in the sun. Peter saw a lot of soldiers but his 

parents could start to take in what was happening. There seemed to be about fifteen or so 

and a large fishing type boat at the jetty. Then they were shunted and pushed towards the 

packing shed. Emma quickly covered her son‟s eyes at one spot but not before he saw 

Rabel, the native foreman, laying on the ground. He wasn‟t moving. Neither was the 

other man near him. Emma started to cry then they were inside the shed, and the stifling 
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heat for the shutters that served to keep out only the rain, had been lowered. Two soldiers 

remained outside and the door was shut behind them. 

 

Will found a gap in the metal wall and had a quick look. “They all seem to be staying at 

the goods store.” The goods store was basically a large roofed area without walls down 

towards the jetty. “The officer and someone else are in our house. I can just see the door.” 

The heat was becoming a problem. Whitmore murmured something to Peter‟s father and 

the latter walked around to the south wall where he cautiously raised a couple of metal 

flaps near the top of the wall. Immediately they felt the breeze coming in on that side of 

the building and it afforded some relief. Peter remembered the drainage flaps at the 

bottom of the walls and quietly lifted these up. Outside were thickets of vegetation and 

thus not visible. Will quickly put a couple of crates in front of each opening to hide them 

from inside and more refreshing air started to circulate. 

 

Their position now was starting to take shape. No one knew whether they would survive. 

The horror stories from Singapore gave them little hope. Peter‟s father spoke in a firm 

voice to them, without regard to whom may be listening. “I give us zero chances of 

living. We are nuisances and at any time we will probably be killed. I hope it is quick 

when it does happen.” 

 

Emma was sobbing and he took her hand. “Sorry Em. I didn‟t think it would ever go like 

this.” 

 

“What about Peter? Surely not a child.” 

 

Will didn‟t answer her but shook his head and she broke down crying. 

 

“I could escape through the drainage flap. Plenty of room. And hide in the jungle till they 

go.” Peter blurted this out with a half sparkle in his red eyes then looked down at his feet. 

“I won‟t leave you here. It‟s a selfish idea.” 

 

“Will?” Emma looked at her husband. A sort of pleading in her eyes. 

 

“No dear. Twenty odd soldiers will find him on this island. Even if they don‟t, he could 

be here for years before anyone come. Starving to death is horrible. We stay together.” 

 

There was no more discussion. Darkness fell and the sounds of the ocean were overtaken 

by the noises of soldiers cooking and settling in for the night. No one brought any food. 

Peter heard his mother ask his dad why but didn‟t hear the reply. He did hear his mother 

sit on the floor rather heavily. There was no water and they were all parched. 

Dehydrating in the humidity. Suddenly Peter stood and looked about. Then without 

explanation ran to the drainage flap and on all fours disappeared outside. 

 

“Peter?” His mother‟s words were in vain. All they could see was the swaying greenery 

and not a sound. Will shook his head. “Why now? Still he just might make it. We won‟t 

in here.” 
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Next minute there was a scuffling noise and Peter reappeared pushing a container before 

him. When he stood up they saw water. Cool water. “I remembered the rain water drum 

outside.” They all smiled and shared the water. His mum gave him a hug. 

 

Sleep was intermittent. Each had their own thoughts. Even when they drifted off, the 

mosquitoes made sure it was not for long. The first pale strands of light filtered into the 

shed along with noises of men. The smell of cooking fires brought on the need to eat. No 

one came. There was little chatter. Earle Whitmore was in pain and needed some 

treatment. Then around 9am the sounds of someone and the door was pushed open. It was 

difficult to see against the light, just a dark outline then it became a little clearer. It was 

the soldier who had spoken a few words yesterday. “Up. Here office talk.” Then he stood 

aside as the officer, with sword in hand stepped in. He looked about and said something 

to which the others laughed. Then he spoke to them. Loud words with much gesturing 

and then abruptly turned and left. “We go other lands. Stay you. Men watch.” He went to 

turn when Emma spoke. 

 

“Food please. We need to eat.” She made hand signs to get her message across. 

 

There was no delay in his reply. “Enemies Nippon. Will not need eat. Say pray. Soon,” 

and he pointed to the roof. The men knew he was pointing to the sky. When you face the 

certainty of death you take nothing in. Some try to fight to the end but they knew there 

was nothing they could effectively do. The door was shut and no one spoke. Then the 

door opened a little and a few old and spotted bananas were hurled in before it closed 

again. 

 

In the afternoon they heard the soldiers packing and moving about and then quietness. 

The sound of the boat moving out to sea jolted them back into reality. “Perhaps they have 

gone?” Whitmore gasped. Will shook his head and mentioned something about the words 

„men watch.‟ Then he walked along the wall looking for a peep hole, finding an old nail 

hole and putting his eye to it. “I can see two, no, three of them sitting under the busted 

palm tree over there. Holes too small to see further.” 

 

They waited. They waited for hours and soon the sun had moved down low and the light 

began to fade. It is never slow in the tropics. One moment it is there and the next it is 

gone. The clinking of some glass and laughter, then the sound of rifles being loaded, 

made them stand up and look at each other. The door was thrown open and two soldiers 

came in. The failing light did not disguise that they were slightly drunk and on a mission. 

Whitmore knew what was happening. He stepped forward uttering “Stay away.” He 

didn‟t get a chance for more. The rife shot knocked him backwards and he collapsed into 

a pile of old cans. The noise in the shed was loud. Will sprang in front of his wife and a 

soldier used his barrel as a club and knocked the valiant husband to the ground. The 

soldier aimed his weapon at the groaning form below him and pulled the trigger, but 

Peter had sprung forward to his father and took the deadly projectile in his side. Even as 

he was thrown sideways by the force of the shot, blood was staining his singlet and 

shorts. He fell to the ground, motionless. 
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Emma fell onto her son only to have a rough hand pull her back and push her to the 

ground. Will got up on his knees, his head spinning and seeing his family disintegrate 

before him. The second soldier aimed his rifle at Will and the sound of a firearm echoed 

around the shed. It was followed by two or three more shots and a smoke haze permeated 

the room. It took Will a second or two to realise he was not shot and that the soldier in 

front of him a minute ago was laying face down next to him. His eyes took in another 

soldier laying in a pool of blood at the door, then he saw his wife trying to get up. As he 

helped her she screamed and cradled her son who lay still and covered in blood. 

 

“Sorry we couldn‟t get in earlier.” It was an American drawl that seemed to pervade the 

air. “How‟s the boy? They had one outside and we had to get him before he warned these 

two.” Will could see two men in dungarees who were not Japanese. The light was almost 

gone and so was his sense of reasoning. Whitmore with blood running from his shoulder, 

and another man, were picking up the young boy and moving towards the door. 

 

“The island is clear for now but they will come back for sure. We have a boat in a small 

creek over there.” They moved off into the night. Peter had to be put on a large piece of 

metal sheeting as carrying him made more blood come out of his wound. Stars were out 

but Will knew the way and that made it easier for the newcomers. Behind the beach, 

where the little stream came in, they found a small boat tied up and some water drums on 

the bank. “Sub reconnaissance. Hank and I came ashore for water and a look and nearly 

got caught by a Jap patrol boat leaving. We…..” He didn‟t finish but whipped out his 

pistol as a noise behind them caught his ear. 

 

“Don‟t shoot. I live here.” Then a timid and frightened Nifty stepped out and Emma put 

out her hand to him. “He‟s one of us,” she said. 

 

“OK. Looks like two trips. We need to be out near beyond the point in under one hours 

time. Just about do it.” The boat was loaded with the most needy first and whilst one 

seaman remained, the other started the small petrol engine and it disappeared through the 

low surf and into the darkness. Peter, his mother and Whitmore were passengers. 

 

Whilst the overseer could hardly stand and was obviously going into shock, he insisted 

they look after Peter first. He was taken below with some difficulty down the hatch. Then 

the seaman returned to the boat and headed out into the darkness towards the island. Two 

crewmen manned the big gun on the submarine‟s bow. 

  

Later that night all were aboard the submarine and it slowly moved away. When it was 

well clear of the island and known reefs, it would submerge. Peter was on everyone‟s 

minds. The medical orderly had been around casualties for a long time. Starting off as an 

ambulance officer before the war, he automatically found himself as a medical person. 

He was unsure but optimistic. The bullet had gone through the side wall of his stomach 

and with luck no vital parts appeared to be touched. His knee cap was broken. The 

biggest danger was shock and that was now apparent. The pale still form was 
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heartbreaking to see. Still they could do little more than treat the young boy as best they 

could and pray to God he made it. His parents held him tight for the entire journey. 

 

Hank sat with them in the tiny cramped area where Peter lay, and explained to Will and 

Emma that when the two sailors had seen the patrol boat leaving, they hid and waited for 

darkness but not before having a cautious look around and discovering that three still 

remained and were apparently guarding the big shed. Who was in the building was 

unknown but they reckoned it had to be someone on their side. They had crept forward to 

take the enemy by surprise but the soldiers had suddenly moved into the shed and it 

meant trying to quietly get rid of the outside one first, in case the other two did something 

terrible at the sound of an attack. As it was, it was very close. 

 

Nifty said they came and took the natives without warning. The few men were dragged 

away and there were horrible sounds from the bushes where they had gone. The three 

native girls were herded down to the beach. He had slipped into the bushes and hid. Later 

when he found his uncle lying in the long grass, he knew that his family were dead or 

gone. He ran and ran and then just fell down and cried. He saw the little boat in the creek 

but didn‟t know whose it was, so he hid and waited. 

 

                                                            *     *     *     * 

 

Gillian just sat and listened. She did not interrupt. Didn‟t want to. Her eyes moved to the 

old man who had just related a poignant yet terrifying tale of a time a long time ago. 

When he stopped talking, he just looked at her then out into the night. To Gillian it 

seemed as though one moment she was in an all action movie and then suddenly nothing, 

just quiet.  

 

“Another drink? Coffee?” 

 

She shook her head. “I won‟t. I‟m a bit churned up. No I don‟t know what I am. That 

was, is, incredible.” She thought he might be letting a tear come but she couldn‟t see any. 

Maybe their were no more tears left. “You or any one should not have suffered so much. 

Especially you at your age.” 

 

„War doesn‟t discriminate. I try to forget but sometimes I can‟t. Probably why you‟re 

here now.” 

 

Some lightning flashed over the mountains and she could feel the warmness in the air. 

“Storm perhaps?” 

 

“Probably.” He didn‟t add anything and she felt comfortable with that. He was that sort 

of person. 

 

She wanted to know but was a bit hesitant. Then she just asked. “What about the people 

afterwards. Your family?” 
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He cleared his throat. “I survived.” There was a smile on his face for the first time. 

“Obviously since I am here. We got back to Moresby and did what they could for me. 

Must have been a tough bugger. Then a plane to Townsville and a long time getting 

better. Dad joined up a few weeks later and was sent to New Guinea when things got bad. 

He wasn‟t so lucky with his bullet I imagine. The Army said he died saving his country. 

Mum and I stayed in Townsville. She went about 25 years ago. Nearly 26 to be exact. 

Every time I have paw-paw I think of her.” 

 

There was a silence but Gillian didn‟t speak. 

 

“Anyway, Whitmore worked for the Land Army. He was lucky to survive that shoulder 

wound. Ended up down in Innisfail after the war. Used to see him every year when I 

started working and was up this way. Long gone now. Had a few letters and cards from 

Hank the American when I was younger but they stopped. Went back to Lae in the sixties 

to look for Nifty or Bewodgy. Couldn‟t find them. So here I am.” He stood up. “Leave it 

to you about what you want to do with all this. Time is creeping up on me and don‟t 

rightly care now. Once it was personal. Now, I just don‟t know.” 

 

Gillian didn‟t know either. She thanked him, even venturing a hug and with a smile left 

him standing at the front gate. She now had a demon to face. 

 

Eric was already in when she opened the door. “Welcome back. All fired up? What have 

you got?” 

 

“A lot wiser and mature. There was a story but not for publication. Not just yet anyway.” 

 

 

                      The End 

 

 

Jimmy Brook 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


