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Glossary of Acronyms Used in Kathleen, Keeper of Secrets
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	AIF – Australian Imperial Force (overseas-service army units)

	AWAS – Australian Women’s Army Service 

	BOM – Bureau of Meteorology (Australian weather agency)

	HQ – Headquarters

	HMAS – Her Majesty’s Australian Ship (Royal Australian Navy vessel prefix)

	HMS – Her Majesty’s Ship (Royal Navy vessel prefix)

	LHQ – Land Headquarters (Australian Army high command)

	MP – Military Police

	PM – Prime Minister

	PSP – Pierced Steel Planking (perforated steel planking - Marston Mat)

	RAAF – Royal Australian Air Force

	RAF – Royal Air Force (United Kingdom)

	RAN – Royal Australian Navy

	SS – Steam Ship (merchant-shipping prefix)

	USAAF – United States Army Air Forces (predecessor of the USAF)

	WRANS – Women’s Royal Australian Naval Service

	[image: A map of australia with cities

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]



	




	Contents:

	Preface:  Australia Declares War

	Part One:   1941-42

	Chapter 1:  Passes & Persuasion

	Chapter 2:  Second War Front

	Chapter 3:  Catching Her Breath

	Chapter 4:  Train, Boat & Plane

	Chapter 5:  Operations Bunker

	Chapter 6:  Cyclone Hits Darwin

	Chapter 7:  Body in the Water

	Chapter 8:  Code-room Crisis

	Chapter 9:  Christmas Lights

	Chapter 10:  Barras & Big Birds

	Chapter 11:  Crocodile Teeth

	Chapter 12:  Berry Springs

	Chapter 13:  First Shot Over Darwin

	Chapter 14:  A Town on Edge

	Part Two:   1942-45

	Chapter 15:  Nineteen Minutes

	Chapter 16:  Second Day of Attacks

	Chapter 17:  The Investigation

	Chapter 18:  A Week Passes

	Chapter 19:  Striking Back

	Chapter 20:  Hudsons Rolling

	Chapter 21:  Warehouse Dance

	Chapter 22:  PT Boats

	Chapter 23:  Boots on the Ground

	Chapter 24:  Wooden Sharks

	Chapter 25:  Hideout

	Chapter 26:  Commendation

	Chapter 27:  Digger’s Rest Café

	Chapter 28:  A Nice Day in NT

	Chapter 29:  Firestorm

	Chapter 30:  A Town in Ruin

	Chapter 31:  The Tin Chapel

	Chapter 32:  Spitfire Wings

	Chapter 33:  Missing Donovan

	Chapter 34:  Goodbye Jack

	Chapter 35:  Flying Circus

	Chapter 36:  Lest We Forget

	Chapter 37:  Cease Fire Declared

	Chapter 38:  Decommissioning

	Chapter 39:  The Big Question

	Historical Key Milestones:   1941 – 1945

	Author Profile

	



	


Preface:  Australia Declares War

	Monday 8 December 1941,  9:00 p.m. (Eastern Summer Time)

	Historical national broadcast by the Prime Minister of Australia

	The Right Honourable John Curtin MP, Prime Minister of the Commonwealth of Australia, and Minister for Defence Co-ordination

	 “Men and women of Australia, we are at war with Japan. That has happened because, in the first instance, Japanese naval and air forces launched an unprovoked attack on British and United States territory; because our vital interests are imperilled and because the rights of free people in the whole Pacific are assailed, the Australian Government this afternoon took the necessary steps which will mean that a state of war exists between Australia and Japan.
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	Tomorrow, in common with the United Kingdom, the United States of America and the Netherlands East Indies Governments, the Australian Government will formally and solemnly declare the state of war it has striven so sincerely and strenuously to avoid.

	Throughout the whole affair, and despite discouragement, the Australian Government and its representatives abroad struggled hard to prevent a breakdown of discussions. Australia encouraged the United States to retain the diplomatic initiative on behalf of the democratic powers. We did not want war in the Pacific.

	The Australian Government has repeatedly made it clear, as have the Governments of the United Kingdom, the United States and the Netherlands East Indies, that if war came to the Pacific it would be of Japan’s making. Japan has now made war.

	I point out that the hands of the democracies are clean. The discussions and negotiations which have taken place between Japan and the democracies were not merely an empty bandying of words on the democracies’ part. Since last February it has been the constant aim and endeavour of the democracies to keep peace in the Pacific. It has been a problem fraught with grave difficulties but, in the view of the democracies, it was a problem that was capable of being overcome.

	Accordingly, the best brains of the democracies were brought to bear on the problem. It will stand on record that the President of the United States himself, the American Secretary of State, Mr Cordell Hull, the British and the Dominion Governments, worked untiringly and unceasingly. Yet, when the President of the United States had decided to communicate direct to the Japanese Emperor a personal appeal for Imperial intervention on the side of peace, the war government of Japan struck.

	That war government, set on aggression and lusting for power in the same fashion as its Axis partners, anticipated the undoubted weight of the President’s plea and shattered the century-old friendship between the two countries.

	For the first time in the history of the Pacific, armed conflict stalks abroad. No other country but Japan desired war in the Pacific. The guilt for plunging this hemisphere into actual warfare is therefore upon Japan. The recapitulation of events I have given you is necessary so that we in Australia may correctly assess the issues involved.

	The stern truth is that war has been forced upon us, not because of stubborn resistance on the part of the democracies to every demand that Japan made, but because Japan chose the method of armed might to settle differences which every other country involved was ready and willing to settle by negotiation and arbitration. By so doing, Japan chose the Hitler method.   

	While its diplomatic representatives were actually at the White House; while all the democratic powers regarded the conversations as continuing; Japan ignored the convention of a formal declaration of war and struck like an assassin in the night.

	For, as the dawn broke this morning, at places as far apart as Honolulu, Nauru, Ocean Island, Guam, Singapore and British Malaya, guns from Japanese warships, bombs from Japanese aircraft, shots from Japanese military forces struck death to United States citizens and members of its defence forces, to the peaceful subjects of Great Britain and to her men on ships and on the land. The Pacific Ocean was reddened with the blood of Japanese victims.

	These wanton killings will be followed by attacks on the Netherlands East Indies, on the Commonwealth of Australia, on the Dominion of New Zealand, if Japan can get its brutal way.
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	Pearl Harbour – USS Arizona

	Australia, therefore, being a nation that believes in a way of life which has freedom and liberty as its cornerstones, goes to the battle stations in defence of the free way of living. Our course is clear, our cause is just, as has been the case ever since September 1939, when we stood in the path of Hitlerism and declared that we would stand out to the end against ruthless and wanton aggression. I say, then, to the people of Australia: give of your best in the service of the nation.

	There is a place and part for all of us. Each must take his or her place in the service of the nation, for the nation itself is in peril. This is our darkest hour. Let that be fully realised. Our efforts in the past two years must be as nothing compared with the efforts we must now put forward.

	I can give you the assurance that the Australian Government is fully prepared. It has been in readiness for whatever eventuality that might arise, and last Friday the initial steps were taken and fully carried out. From early this morning the Service Ministers of the Cabinet and the chiefs of the fighting services have done everything that has to be done by them. The War Cabinet met and put into effect the plan devised for our protection.

	This afternoon the full Cabinet met, and I am able to announce to you prompt decisions on a wide variety of matters, all of them vital to the new war organisation that confronts us.

	All leave for members of the fighting forces has been cancelled. An extension of the present partial mobilisation of Navy, Army and Air Forces is being prepared. The Minister for Home Security will tomorrow confer with Army authorities on air-raid precautions. Regulations will be issued to prohibit the consumption of petrol for purposes of pleasure. A conference will be held by the Minister for Supply with oil companies on the storage of fuel and the security of that storage.

	Arrangements will be made for all work on services that are essential nationally to be continued on public holidays in future, while, in this connexion, all transport services will be concentrated upon necessary purposes. The Minister for Labour will leave for Darwin immediately to organise the labour supply there. An examination will be made to ascertain what retail establishments should continue to trade after six p.m. so that we may conserve light, coal, transport services.

	These are some of the things decided upon quickly, but in no atmosphere of panic. There are other things that the Government has done. These, by their nature, are secret. But, in total, what has been done today adds up to complete provision for the safety of the nation.

	Tomorrow, the War Cabinet will meet again, as will the Australian Advisory War Council, when the Leader of the Opposition and his colleagues will be fully apprised of every phase of the position. The Parliament of the Commonwealth will assemble on Tuesday of next week.

	One thing remains, and on it depends our very lives. That thing is the co-operation, the strength, and the will-power of you, the people of the Commonwealth. Without it, we are indeed lost. Men and women of Australia: the call is to you, for your courage, your physical and mental ability, your inflexible determination that we, as a nation of free people, shall survive. My appeal to you is in the name of Australia, for Australia is the stake in this conflict.

	The thread of peace has snapped, only the valour of our fighting forces, backed by the very uttermost of which we are capable in factory and workshop, can knit that thread again into security. Let there be no idle hand. The road of service is ahead. Let us all tread it firmly, victoriously.

	We here, in this spacious land where, for more than one-hundred-and-fifty years, peace and security have prevailed, are now called upon to meet the external aggressor. The enemy presses from without. I have said that our forces are at their battle stations. They are not alone. It is true also that Japan is not alone.

	But, as I speak to you tonight, the United States, Great Britain and her Colonies and Dominions, which include the Commonwealth of Australia and the Dominion of New Zealand, the great federation of Russian republics, the Netherlands East Indies and China are associated in the common cause of preserving for free men and free women not only their inheritance, but every hope they have of decency and dignity and liberty.

	We Australians have imperishable traditions. We shall maintain them. We shall vindicate them. We shall hold this country and keep it as a citadel for the British-speaking race and as a place where civilisation will persist.

	Men and women of the Commonwealth of Australia, it is my solemn duty tonight to sound a tocsin! I proclaim a call unto you. I do it in the words of Swinburne:

	Come forth, be born and live,
Thou that hast help to give,
And light to make man’s day of manhood fair;
With flight outflying the sphered sun,
Hasten thine hour and halt not till thy work be done.

	God bless you all.”
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Chapter 1:  Passes & Persuasion

	Saturday 6–7 December 1941 – Melbourne, Victoria

	Lance-Corporal Jane Clarke burst into the narrow dormitory at Victoria Barracks with the unstoppable energy of a just released whippet at the gate. Sunlight followed her through the doorway and fell across Kate Sullivan’s bunk, where she was polishing the brass buttons of her AWAS tunic.

	“Kate!” Jane sang, waving two flimsy leave passes. “Forty eight glorious hours are given to us, and you, my pious friend, are coming dancing.”

	Kate looked up, eyebrow arching. “Dancing?” She set the final button down and closed the tin of Brasso, wiping her hands on a rag. “Is that the one held in the service hall in South Melbourne?”

	“Yes. Floorboards, swing band, toe-stomping Yanks, and twice as many uniforms as ladies.” Jane leaned on the bunk post, curls bobbing beneath her forage cap. “You need a night off. Heaven knows HQ won’t collapse without your presence for 48 hours.”

	Kate exhaled a patient breath. “Jane, you know dances aren’t my scene. Too loud, and too many wandering hands.”

	“That’s half the fun,” Jane shot back. “Come on, two lovely AWAS girls in crisp khaki? We’ll knock them sideways.”

	Kate smiled at the mental picture, Jane in bright lipstick, herself in sensible heels, then shook her head. “If I say yes, you’ll owe me.”

	“Name your price.”

	“Church tomorrow morning. Ten o’clock service, Collins Street Church of Christ.”

	Jane groaned theatrically. “Blast, the ceiling will fall, but” she extended a pinky finger, “deal.”

	Kate hooked her own pinky. “Deal. Now let me finish packing my laundry bag.”

	An hour later they were elbowing through the Bourke Street crowd, civilian shoppers intermingling with khaki, RAN blues, and the emerald uniforms of newly arrived Dutch pilots bound for Java. Trams clanged past; the scent of roasted chestnuts lingered by a street cart. Christmas garlands, made sparse by rationing, dangled above the windows of the Myer store.

	“We’ve three shillings of spending coupons each,” Jane declared, patting her ration book. “Enough for polish, stocking mends, and a dab of perfume.”

	“Stockings?” Kate queried. “You know rayons laddered the moment the inspector looks at us.”

	“Then we buy boot polish and pretend our legs are silk.” Jane winked.

	Inside Myer, they joined a queue of nurses and ATS land-girls outside the cosmetics counter. A sign read “Limit 1 lipstick per customer, No Exchange.” Behind glass sat slender metal tubes labelled Victory Red and Rose of Empire.

	Jane examined shades, conspiratorial. “The Rose will suit your colouring.”

	Kate laughed quietly. “Only if it’s gone by Monday reveille. Makeup’s banned on parade.”

	“We’ll scrub it off with carbolic soap if we must.” Jane purchased two tubes, a tiny pot of Coty powder, and a bottle of clear nail varnish.

	At haberdashery they found remnants: a roll of black grosgrain ribbon (“for hair bows,” Jane insisted), replacement buttons, and a spool of darning silk for Kate’s oft-patched stockings. As they left, sirens wailed, not those of an air-raid but tram bells making room for an Army convoy. Three lorries rumbled past, canvas sides marking AIF 9th Division in faded stencil. The men inside looked drawn, training rifles between boots.

	Jane sobered. “They’ll be in Libya by March, poor beggars.”

	Kate nodded. Reports from Europe dominated their evenings: RAF raids over Bremen, U-boats prowling the Atlantic, the siege of Leningrad tightening like a vice. Every casualty list she typed in Melbourne HQ felt suddenly personal when she saw real faces behind the numbers.

	Australia had already declared war on Germany on 3rd September 1939, the same day as Britain, marking the country’s second entry into global conflict in a generation. In Melbourne, the declaration had swept through the city like a cold front, shocking and bracing. Recruitment lines had formed within hours outside Victoria Barracks. Families rationed without protest, blackout curtains had become as common as lace ones, and children grew up speaking of Luftwaffe raids with a mix of fear and fascination. By the end of 1941, nearly every household knew someone in khaki. Yet for many, the war had remained abstract, European, far away.

	Back at the barracks dormitory they commandeered a shared mirror. Jane brushed Victory Red across her lips, blotting with a ration chit. “There. Instant morale.”

	Kate unscrewed the clear varnish and applied a single coat to her tidily cut nails. Army regulations frowned on coloured enamel, but transparent gloss passed muster, as long as it vanished by Monday. She powdered her nose, cheeks showing only a modest glow.

	“Hair loose, please,” Jane ordered. Kate loosened her hair clip and raked through her short silver-blonde waves.

	“Beautiful,” Jane declared, then clipped a small grosgrain bow behind Kate’s ear. “Perfect civilian disguise.”

	“Except for the uniform,” Kate quipped ironically.

	Jane’s grin widened. “My dear Kate, uniforms are practically love letters these days.”

	Kate pinned her AWAS cap at a jaunty angle. She did not mention that she wore the cap as armour, for the brass badge of duty kept wandering eyes respectful.

	The South Melbourne drill hall glowed under blackout slats, strings of paper lanterns hanging moon-like from the ceiling. Outside, a throng of service personnel queued: Americans from the escort carrier USS Saratoga, New Zealand artillerymen on leave, and RAF boys in blue greatcoats. A band inside tuned instruments, trumpet scales and a snare drum shuffle.

	Kate and Jane reached the desk where two Red Cross ladies ticked names and pinned paper numbers to lapels.

	“Welcome, ladies,” the elder volunteer beamed. “Refreshments in the west corner, remember sugar is rationed.”

	Inside, the hall’s timber floor gleamed from a recent polish. A banner read “Melbourne Allied Services Social, Dance Away the War.” The band struck up Glenn Miller’s “In the Mood” and couples spiralled into quick-step.

	Jane led Kate toward lemonade urns. “We’ll start with sugar, move to men.” Kate sipped and scanned the room. She saw a group from the 2/6th Battalion, cloth badges frayed. One soldier had a fresh sling. The music looped and laughter fought against gloom.

	A tall Australian flight sergeant approached. “Evening, ma’am, dance?”

	Jane stepped in. “My friend’s first, but I’m next.”
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	Kate hesitated; the sergeant waited politely. She set down the lemonade. “I’ve forgotten every step.”

	“Trust my boots,” he said.

	They circled the floor. He guided firmly, with consideration, and thankfully, with no showy spins. “Name’s Frank Keogh, RAAF. Maintenance crew for Hudson bombers at Laverton.”

	“I’m Kate.” She didn’t add rank. They talked: shortages of spark plugs, how cold metal turned brittle at altitude, how Germany’s night fighters stalked British bombers. Kate listened, filing details like she did casualty figures, quiet ledger lines under music.

	When the tune ended, Frank thanked her and returned to friends. Jane swooped in, cheeks glowing. “You looked positively cheery!”

	“I survived without broken toes,” Kate replied, cheeks warm. The dancing continued and so did the action around Kate:

	
	• A British gunner told Kate about Malta convoys, voice cracking when he mentioned HMS Ark Royal.

	• An American lieutenant taught Jane a jitterbug step at double-time, cap flying off mid-turn.

	• A YMCA hostess served weak tea and arrowroot biscuits, apologising for tiny sugar lumps.

	• A Navy stoker from HMAS Sydney, on shore before her fatal voyage, showed Kate a photograph of his baby daughter and said, “War makes ordinary moments seem holy.”



	Near midnight the band closed with “We’ll Meet Again.” Everyone joined the chorus; the hall vibrated with hope and fear. Kate’s voice faltered on the last line, emotion rising unexpectedly. Jane squeezed her hand. “Church tomorrow, remember.”

	Curfew lamps painted Collins Street pale amber, and the usually noisy trams rested on their tracks. In the peaceful quiet, Kate and Jane walked arm in arm, heels clicking on the pavement.

	“It was… better than I expected,” Kate admitted.

	Jane bumped her shoulder. “Wait till next time.”

	“Hmmm…. we’ll see about there being a next time,” Kate teased.

	When they reached the barracks, the sentry on the gate checked leave passes, eyeing Jane’s smeared mascara with a smirk. She saluted; he returned it, then whispered, “Evening ladies, war will still be here Monday.”

	Kate climbed into her bunk near 0100. She had washed her face, careful to remove every trace of polish and powder, though it left a pleasant smell of rose soap. She lay awake thinking of bomber ranges, sugar shortages and the dance’s final refrain.

	Finally she prayed in the silence: gratitude for safety, strength for work ahead, mercy for men crossing dangerous skies. Then sleep claimed her.

	*   *   *

	Sunday at 0745 hrs the stone façades of Collins Street still held the grey chill of an early summer dawn. Kate buttoned the last hook of her AWAS jacket, smoothing the lapels with precise fingers. The khaki fabric sat crisp where she had pressed it; only the faint acid scent of Jane’s nail varnish lingered in the boarding house bedroom.

	From the next iron bed, Jane  groaned, rolling in a tangle of regulation blankets.

	“Why does your God schedule things for sparrow’s hours?” she muttered.

	“He schedules them for ten,” Kate said, smiling as she pinned on her slouch hat. “I schedule them for nine so we aren’t late.”

	Jane peeked at the bedside clock. “A whole hour early, criminal.” She flopped upright, hair sprung in auburn curls. “All right, Captain Christian-Duty, just let me salvage last night’s face.”

	Kate raised an eyebrow. Even hours after the dance, with its two hours of Glen Miller on scratchy records and Navy boys from HMAS Australia twirling partners until the blackout bell, Jane’s forehead still glittered with half-rubbed powder. 

	Kate reached for the enamel kettle, poured two cups of weak boarding-house tea and passed one over. “Drink. Then put your hat on straight, boots shined.” She smiled. “Dad always said punctuality was a virtue,  a sermon by example.”

	Jane took a sip, a grimace crossing her face. “Your dad must like sermons shorter than this tea is strong.”

	The Bourke Street tram rattled north-east, its ding carrying over the cobbles. Sunday travellers were sparse: a nurse in matron-grey, two elderly congregants clasping hymnbooks, an airman from Laverton huddled against the wind.

	Kate and Jane sat side-by-side, knees aligned, service caps in their laps. Outside, the city stirred: milkmen’s rattling carts, shops closed for Sunday, blackout curtains being rolled to half-mast now that daylight excused their absence. Posters on telephone poles read: SALVAGE WASTE PAPER FOR MUNITIONS or BUY WAR LOAN BONDS.

	Jane watched shop windows slide past, draped mannequins wearing ration-friendly skirts. “There’s that blue dress I wanted,” she sighed. “Ten coupons! I might as well be buying a Spitfire.”

	“You bought enough yesterday,” Kate reminded her. Sand-coloured stockings, a bar of Cuban rouge “for courage,” and a replacement hair ribbon, items now safely tucked under Jane’s bunk.

	The tram clanged to a halt opposite the Church of Christ, an imposing sandstone rectangle with a tall central arch and twin broken-arrow spires reaching into pale sky. The battered noticeboard read SERVICES 10 A.M., 6 P.M. / WAR PRAYER HOUR THUR. 7:30 P.M.

	Jane craned her neck, exclaiming, “It is as big as a town hall.”

	“Melbourne Tabernacle borrowed their architects,” Kate explained, stepping down. “It has seating for six hundred.”

	“And they’ll all stare at my cuticles.”

	“No, they’ll stare at the uniform,” Kate corrected, “and pray we blot Hitler’s copybook.”

	They entered through a cedar-panelled vestibule which smelt faintly of lavender polish. A deacon wearing a dark suit greeted them, noting caps with a respectful nod. Kate led Jane down the central aisle;  the sun through high stained glass dappled pews in shades of ruby and indigo.

	The congregation was a cross-section of wartime Victoria: farmers in city best, matrons wearing feather boas saved from pre-ration days, RAAF flight sergeants with thin white stripes, a scattering of American uniforms from the 8th Squadron’s reconnaissance detachment who were down from Townsville for engine overhauls.

	They found seats halfway along. Jane fidgeted, smoothing skirt pleats. “Remind me, do I stand or kneel?”

	“Stand for hymns, sit for prayers and sermon, no kneeling to be done today.” Kate handed her a worn hymnal.

	The pipe organ boomed the opening chord of “Guide Me, O Thou Great Redeemer,” its reverberations climbing the rafters. Kate sang alto, voice steady; Jane followed a beat behind, lips moving on half-remembered lines.

	The preacher, Reverend Osborne, grey-haired with spectacles flashing, read from Psalm 46: “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.” He spoke of European battlefronts, of mothers waiting for telegrams, of comfort built not on circumstance but promise. He mentioned ships sunk in the Atlantic, yet insisted “the darkest sea still lies under providence brighter than midday sun.”

	Jane whispered, “He could advertise sunlamps with that line.”

	Kate suppressed a smile.

	Reverend Osborne closed with a prayer for “troops in Libya, sailors in the Java Sea, and airmen scanning northern skies should Japan over-reach.” At the last petition, murmurs rippled, Melbourne’s anxiety tangible.

	After the final “Amen,” the crowd funnelled into a side hall rich with the scent of scalded grounds, wood polish, and Anzac biscuits. Folding tables bore urns and enamel mugs. A hand-lettered sign declared “Sugar ½ teaspoon only, share for victory!”

	Jane sniffed. “Army coffee served in civvy China, a luxury.”

	They accepted mugs, blew on the surface. Across the room two nurses from Heidelberg Repat Hospital waved; Kate knew them slightly from courier duties.

	Conversations eddied:

	“Convoy HX-161 made Halifax, praise God.”

	“My lad’s with the 2nd/14th at Tobruk, got his first Christmas parcel.” “They say Japan mobilised Fifth Division in Taiwan, Tokyo denies, of course.”

	A junior naval officer, Sub-Lieutenant Bruce Clarke (no relation to Jane), approached, cap tucked under arm. He saluted informally. “Ladies. Good to see khaki among the navy blue.”

	Kate nodded politely. Jane offered a bright smile. “We needed a quiet shore-leave.”

	Bruce gestured at two companions: Corporal Stan Williams (RAAF radio mechanic) and Private Alfie Rhodes (AIF ordnance). Their badges glinted in the hall’s meek light.

	Stan, fair and freckled, tilted his mug. “Mind if we share this corner?”

	“Please,” Kate said, stepping aside.

	Small talk followed, weather warm for early December, tram shortages, blackout drills. Jane’s laugh chimed; Bruce responded with easy jokes about naval hammocks swinging in heavy seas.

	Kate listened, measuring tone. The men were respectful, their banter edged by fatigue. All had heard fresh rumours of submarine sightings off Rabaul, of the tightened supply chains to Singapore.

	Alfie, eyes darker for sleeplessness, asked, “Are they moving your lot north, too?”

	Kate offered the stock answer. “Pending redeployment. The details classified.”

	He raised palms. “Understood.”

	Stan changed subject with relief. “There’s a little Italian café off Lygon Street still serving pasta, within ration, honest. We’ve permission to scrounge dinner passes tonight. Care to join us? Four seats open.”

	Jane’s glance at Kate flashed entreaty and adventure, please! Kate considered Monday’s duty roster, 0600 reveille. Yet connection mattered, morale mattered.

	“We could,” she began, “if we finish by twenty-one hundred. We report early.”

	“Done.” Bruce saluted with theatrical flair. “We’ll meet you outside Flinders Street steps at eighteen-thirty sharp.”

	“Sharp,” Kate echoed, reaching to shake hands. Alfie’s grip was warm, calloused.

	Jane’s eyes sparkled. “What does one wear to dinner when coupons are scarce?”

	“Clean collars and gratitude,” Stan laughed.

	*   *   *

	Kate and Jane stepped into the noon glare. The trams clanged along the street and across Prince’s Bridge, on the muddy Yarra rowers were slicing ripples beneath St Patrick’s spires.

	Jane exhaled. “I survived church without spontaneous combustion.”

	“The half verse you sang was a good effort. You need to go more often so you can actually learn the tunes.”

	“More than half a verse, I’ll have you know!” She swung her cap by the chin-strap. “And it wasn’t awful, actually, it felt… grounding.”

	They strolled toward Russell Street where Jane bought a single white carnation from a curb-side stand. “For the boarding-house windowsill,” she explained. Kate suspected it was really for Jane’s own reflection.

	An afternoon newspaper board caught their attention: JAPANESE NOTE TO THAILAND, MASS TROOPS NEAR BORDER. Jane bit her lip. “If they jump, we are going to be busy.”

	“We already are,” Kate said quietly.

	At 1500 hrs they climbed two flights to their room. Kate polished her boots again; Jane did her ironing, humming snatches of last night’s dance tunes.

	“You’re different after that service,” Jane observed, folding her blouse.

	“How so?”

	“Less… coiled. Like you let someone else hold the reins for an hour.”

	Kate paused, her brush poised over boot toe. “Perhaps I am.” She thought of Reverend Osborne’s Psalm, of the hush during prayer. “Though I still have to saddle the horse tomorrow.”

	Jane placed the carnation in a glass, straightened it. “Then tonight we share pasta and pretend coupons don’t exist.”

	“Until twenty-one hundred,” Kate reminded.

	“Cinderella clause acknowledged,” Jane saluted jauntily.

	Dressed again in pressed uniforms, caps set square, they caught the 18:10 tram to Flinders Street. The station facade glowed orange under streetlights just kindling. Crowds eddied, sailors on weekend leave, families in Sunday best, buskers playing “I’ll Walk Beside You.”

	Bruce, Stan, and Alfie waited near the clocks. A fourth man stood with them, Sergeant Bill Marr, Signals Intelligence, showing a small moustache and keen eyes. Introductions exchanged, they set off on foot up Swanston then Lygon Street, chatter weaving easily between them.

	Bill asked Kate about clerical systems; she parried with interest in cipher keys, careful not to stray over classified lines. Jane quizzed Bruce on shipboard superstitions; he described “paring nails only after crossing the Line” and “never whistling in a gale.” Laughter floated above tram bells.

	La Trattoria Piccola occupied a terrace with striped awnings. Inside, candles flickered in Chianti bottles; a wartime menu on brown paper listed Spaghettini con Verdure and Minestra di Ceci, vegetables and chickpeas standing in for meat.

	They squeezed around a small table. Giovanni, the proprietor, produced bread slices thin as surrender slips. Wine was re-labelled grape cordial, but he winked while pouring.

	Conversation deepened. Alfie spoke of Tobruk sieges recounted by mates; Stan described oxygen tank failures in Catalinas; Bill admitted his work involved “listening to dots and dashes from Tokyo at unsavoury hours.”

	Kate felt a strange levity, danger acknowledged without despair. Each story built camaraderie just like sandbags layered against a rising flood. All questions to the ladies on their role came back ‘classified,’ which seemed to impress the gentlemen; these ladies were not to be messed with.

	Bruce asked Jane to dance to the café’s scratchy phonograph; they shuffled between tables, laughter swirling with garlic steam. Kate declined Alfie’s shy offer, citing regulations on public dancing in uniform after 2100. He nodded, unfazed at the invented rule and talked on.

	Over a dessert of tiny plum tarts, they turned to future leave plans. “We might reconvene at Luna Park come January,” Stan proposed. Bill raised a brow. “Assuming world affairs cooperate.”

	Kate met Jane’s eyes. They both knew January could look vastly different. Outside, clocks chimed 2105. Kate stood. “Cinderella’s coach.”

	The men settled the modest bill despite protest. On the footpath Bruce saluted. “Thank you, ladies. If we cross paths again, may it be under quieter skies.”

	Jane slipped the white carnation into Bruce’s top pocket. “For luck,” and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

	The tram hummed down Swanston Street, city lights half-obscured by blackout shrouds. Jane leaned against the window, whisper-singing “Moonlight Serenade.” Kate held the trolley strap, her mind replaying the sermon line “help in trouble.” Trouble loomed, yet this day had been a haven of community and simple courtesies that war could not ration.

	As they walked from their stop, Jane tugged Kate’s sleeve. “Thank you, for church and for pasta.”

	Kate smiled. “Best weekend ration I’ve had in months, including the dance.”

	They climbed the stairs, boots muted on linoleum. Tomorrow the teleprinters would clatter, requisitions will pile high, and rumours of Japan would crawl closer. But tonight, two servicewomen slipped into the narrow boarding-house beds with city music still humming in their ears, and peace, however fragile, settling like a sheet over their tired shoulders.

	They slept, unaware that in less than six hours, when the Pacific clock turned, radios would erupt with words that would redraw duty rosters, maps, lives, and change Australia forever.

	 

	 


Chapter 2:  Second War Front

	Monday 8–10 December 1941 - Southern Command HQ, Melbourne

	The telephone at the end of the narrow boarding-house corridor shrieked while the horizon was still black. Two long rings: Southern Command’s emergency code. Kate shoved aside blankets and slid her feet into slippers, reaching automatically for the dressing gown draped over a chair back. 

	Jane clutched the receiver, night-dress hitched high with the cord wrapped around her fingers. “Understood, Major,” she whispered, then pressed a hand to the mouthpiece. “Kate, they’ve hit Pearl Harbor. Signals staff to report Immediately.”

	In one breath Kate measured the time zone gap: Hawaii’s early Sunday, Melbourne already Monday morning. 0755 in Honolulu was 0455 here the next day; Headquarters had called them inside ten minutes of the first bomb. They quickly dressed and buttoned their jackets, ran a comb through their hair and headed out the door. Observations first, decisions second, chaos could always be coaxed into a ledger.

	The two women moved quickly with purpose. Jane was tucking her hair beneath her forage cap, pinning it firm. Kate watched her for a beat. “Your new stripe suits you.” Jane’s promotion had only happened last week.

	Jane gave a lopsided grin. “Let’s see if I deserve it by lunch.”

	A humid dawn smeared the Yarra with weak orange as the tram rattled over Princes Bridge. The car was half-full of uniformed men and a handful of sleep-deprived nurses; none spoke. None knew of the attack on Pearl Harbour. A boy on the platform waved an early edition of the newspaper with a standard headline. The ink wouldn’t catch up with the news for hours. 

	The tram screeched to a halt by the drill hall gates, and the two women disembarked, moving swiftly. Kate noticed Jane’s shoulders square up just a touch more than usual, the lance-corporal stripe on her sleeve newly stitched, standing out against her uniform.

	As they entered the drill hall Captain Trevor Law, Signals duty officer at the HQ, thrust a folder of intercepts at Kate.

	“Pearl Harbor’s burning. This is our Dunkirk, only inland,” he muttered gravely. “General Blackmore wants a rolling intelligence digest... yours.”
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	Pearl Harbour, Hawaii, U.S.A.

	Major-General Rupert Blackmore, blood-shot eyes and bulldog jaw, spoke in clipped phrases: “One digest page every half-hour until Canberra formalises our posture. And cut rumours off at the knees, Captain.”

	Kate set to work at a draughty desk near a window left open for fresh air and incoming pigeon telegrams. She spread intercepts, jagged Morse transcripts, half-deciphered naval flashes, desperate Dutch requests for kerosene in Java and, from them, carved sentences with the precision of a surgeon. Each new sheet she filed under the codeword JACKET, the Allied tag for Japanese operations, pencilled in large capitals atop the daily log.

	Jane came and went, her mind crackling with patterns and rhythms. Though officially ranked below Kate, she worked like a lieutenant: finding inconsistencies in call signs, pointing out duplicate cipher routes, offering suggestions with a quick tap on Kate’s shoulder and a muttered, “Compare that with Wake Island’s frequency from last week.”

	Between her trips to the decryption room, she brought coffee, cheer, and the kind of sanity that comes with someone gifted with quiet competence. At one point, she placed a small square of shortbread on Kate’s blotter. “I found a little treasure in the post room, though it’s probably three weeks old and stale.”

	Kate broke it in half and passed it back. “Rationing in action.”

	Kate checked her watch compulsively. Thirty-eight minutes since the last confirmed intercept and nothing from Hawaii since 0517. The silence spoke louder than static. She dictated a coded update to HQ Brisbane with new prioritisation tags, logged casualty figures as unknown, and made a quiet mark in the ledger’s margin: Silence may indicate loss of comms, but not a loss of resistance.

	By midday the rooms smelled of scorched chicory coffee and blackout paint. Kate’s typewriter ribbon was fraying, her fingers mottled purple, but the digest cycle held. She reported: Enemy believed engaging multiple theatres; Australian mainland at Condition YELLOW pending War Cabinet decree; rail priority northbound for fighter-aircraft crates.

	A telephone call from the Prime Minister’s office demanded casualty projections for the Australian garrison in Hawaii. Kate found nothing certain, the query was political theatre, but she answered with probabilities couched in calm language, then peeled her gaze from the receiver to prevent a frustrated scowl from slipping through as impatience in her careful military tone. Under the desk, her heel tapped a staccato Morse: Hold fast. Hold fast.

	They paused for ten minutes in the Records Annex. Someone had laid out tea, black, tepid, and a tin of condensed milk. Jane appeared with a radio tucked under one arm, volume low, earpiece dangling. “The Yanks haven’t struck back yet,” she said quietly. “But they will. You can just feel it.”

	Kate didn’t respond. She was watching a map of the Pacific, her fingers tracing air routes, refuelling points, chokepoints. “Singapore,” she murmured. “Manila. Rabaul. The enemy will move fast.”

	A RAAF liaison officer, Flight Lieutenant Munro, stormed in, uniform jacket unbuttoned, paperwork flapping.

	“Locomotives, Captain! Twenty-four P-40 crates and Merlins heading north and I have no engines!”

	Kate matched his urgency but not his volume. “Priority code, weight per crate?”

	“A-one. Twelve tons each,” he barked impatiently.

	She rang Rail Control, invoked the magical word JACKET, and secured two diesel-electrics inside four minutes. Munro stared like she’d conjured them from the ether. She nearly laughed; the mystery of logistics always impressed pilots who thought only in horsepower and wide blue skies.

	Later, Chaplain O’Donnell conducted a ten-minute service in an empty storage room, where benches pressed into makeshift pews. Psalm 46 echoed off the File Room walls: “God is our refuge… therefore we will not fear, though the earth be removed.” Kate tucked the line into the notebook’s fly-leaf beside her own motto: Sort, Simplify, Solve. Jane slipped in beside her, boots creaking, whispering, “If the war’s just started, let’s hope this isn’t the last quiet minute we get.”

	Blackmore’s verbal orders became curt scribbles thrust across the map table. Under her pen, his fragments changed to grammar, then action: petrol requisitions, blackout drills, leave cancellations. Each neat paragraph tightened the city’s readiness to face danger.

	Just before three a rumour spread, of smoke seen off Port Phillip Bay, snapping nerves. Phones screeched and voices shouted down corridors. Forty minutes later reconnaissance reported it was merely a fishing smack engine fire. Kate pinned a yellow tag on the situation map: “False alarm but instructive.” She refused to feel ashamed of the relief flooding her stomach.

	Every war office has its ghosts haunting the corridors, those silently and efficiently going about their business. Jane drifted in and out, depositing decrypt slips, collecting used carbon sheets for burning. Her lance-corporal stripe gave her access to more rooms than most realised, and she used it to navigate between cipher hubs and intelligence desks with a quiet authority.

	At one point she murmured, “They’ll strike Malaya next, their chatty operators use the same colons.” Kate blinked: pattern recognition was half the game. She scribbled MALAYA threat potential in red, initialled JC for Jane Clarke, and routed it to Naval Intelligence. Though rank mattered, intelligent insight mattered more. They shared a glance, one that spanned their difference in standing, but not in minds.

	Jane returned with more than messages, it was a small book of pressed flowers which had been found in a coded envelope. Kate opened it: pages torn from a German poetry book. “Someone’s personal cipher. A lover?”

	Jane nodded. “Maybe it kept them sane.”

	The canteen delivered congealed stew at four, untouched on desks while pencils scraped. When Jane made a second pass, Kate pressed a chipped enamel mug into her hand and forced her to swallow three spoonfuls. “Fuel, soldier,” she ordered.

	“Ma’am, yes ma’am,” Jane said, mock-saluting with the spoon. The act earned a genuine laugh from Kate and a few sidelong grins from nearby officers.

	Outside, trucks rumbled along St Kilda Road. Men on bicycles rode ahead of each convoy, whistling to warn pedestrians. The city had begun to move with a purpose it hadn’t known it possessed before this.
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	Pearl Harbour, Hawaii, U.S.A.

	At 2100 hrs, Prime Minister John Curtin addressed the nation. The wireless crackled phrases that would be printed in schoolbooks: “Every man and woman must give the last full measure to secure victory.” Kate transcribed verbatim, the heavy fountain pen sliding like a violin bow in confident strokes. The text would reach every unit south of the tropics within the hour, for her shorthand made national conviction tangible.

	She dispatched the final digest of the day, thirteen paragraphs, distilled from hundreds of fragmentary facts. In the margin she allowed herself one private note, invisible to the carbons: Courage is an administrative act.

	The blackout began. Engineers fitted cardboard visors over streetlights; tram interiors glowed dusky amber. Kate and Jane left HQ after sixteen straight hours, shoulder to shoulder, captain and lance-corporal, ledger-keeper and cipher-runner, both smelling of ink and turpentine.

	“Think rationing starts at breakfast?” Jane asked.

	“Well, if it does,” Kate said with a tired smile, “we’ll requisition coffee under the War-Necessities Act.”

	Her joke, paper-thin, held. They crossed St Kilda Road among silhouettes: soldiers posting wardens, nurses trudging to temporary wards, civilians hauling blackout curtains. Overhead, stars reclaimed a darkened sky not yet raked by searchlights. Kate looked up, steadied by the thought that starlight was older than any war.

	That night, she laid on her bed and silently prayed for her family in Grenfell, and for strength to meet whatever was to come, and faith to stay strong as the evils of war comes to her island nation.

	Kate felt the war in the soles of her shoes long before she heard its guns. Oil-stained footprints lay like bruises across the marble foyer of Army Headquarters. Mechanics from the Albert Park workshops had trudged through at dawn, boots dripping oil, and the stains still gleamed when she stepped off the lift at nine-o-five.

	The building’s hush had altered too. Telephones no longer trilled so much as barked; messengers half-trotted, clutching buff envelopes to chests that rose and fell too fast for a sultry December morning. Under the skylight, a civilian typist wept noiselessly while her corporal fiancé pressed a folded posting order into her palm and hurried on. War had reached even the timid corridors of St Kilda Road, shook them like a tin roof punched by hailstones.

	Kate paused outside Corridor D and smoothed the pleats of her khaki skirt. Cotton clung to her calves; Melbourne’s humidity had arrived early, but she resisted loosening her collar. Discipline outward, calm within. God is not the author of confusion, but of peace, the verse on her Bible’s fly-leaf reminded her. She inhaled and set off, heels clicking as she passed walls lined with portraits of long gone generals.

	At Major-General Rupert Blackmore’s outer office the adjutant, Captain Trevor Law, looked up from a tower of requisition slips. His eyes were rimmed violet-grey.

	“Morning, Sullivan. He wants you straight in, no waiting.”

	Trevor’s voice lacked its usual banter. She removed her felt slouch hat, tucked a stray wisp of silver-blonde hair behind tight hairpins, knocked twice on the frosted door marked COMMANDER – SOUTHERN DISTRICT, and stepped inside.

	Blackmore stood by the window, tunic immaculate. Between thumb and forefinger he tapped an unlit briar pipe, a slight, steady click. Kate saluted smartly.

	“At ease, Captain. Come to the sill.” He gestured. “Tell me what you see.”

	Trams chimed along St Kilda Road; commuters bowed over placards blaring JAPAN AT WAR WITH U.S. & BRITAIN. Beyond the plane tree avenue, the Shrine of Remembrance brooded under a lid of sagging cloud.

	“I see a city pretending it has time, sir,” Kate said.

	Blackmore’s craggy face creased. “A neat synthesis, exactly why I’ve sent for you.” He pocketed the pipe, crossed to his desk, and lifted a single War Cabinet sheet stamped MOST SECRET AUSTEO. “Canberra confirmed my appointment last night, overall commander of the Northern Defence Zone. I sail for Darwin in forty-eight hours.”

	Darwin. The name had thundered through mess lines and newspaper columns since Monday night, but hearing it here made the war personal.

	“I’ll prepare your briefing folios, sir.”

	“You’ll do more than that.” He slid the sheet toward her. “You kept the wheels turning in Melbourne: signals digested, rumours filtered, Cabinet cables in plain English. I told Land Headquarters I need you with me.”

	Keeping her voice steady, Kate replied, “You’re posting me north?”

	“Seconded as my personal assistant. Classified as Confidential Secretary, Northern HQ.” His grey eyes held hers. “Will you go?”

	There could be only one answer. “Yes, Major-General.” Relief softened his features. 

	“You will be on a train to Sydney tomorrow morning, a coastal steamer to Townsville, then an RAAF Hudson hop. We’ll publish your new role only after you’re past through Katherine. When you get to Sydney, you will have a three day leave to visit your family. They are just the other side of the Blue Mountains as I recall. My feeling is that they may not see you for some time after that.” He paused before stating, “Darwin will test you: forty-degree days, rain like you have not seen before, mozzies big enough to salute. The uniform protocol loosens, drill skirts, open collars, but discipline can’t. Keep them steady, Sullivan. In fact, keep me steady too!”

	She tucked the straps into her satchel. “I will do my utmost, sir.”

	For a moment the only sound was a fly worrying the windowpane. Then Blackmore squared his shoulders. “I know you will. You are dismissed. Go collect your travel documents from Captain Law, and pack light. The north is hard on luggage.”

	*   *   *

	Outside, clouds pressed low over Port Phillip Bay. Kate crossed the foyer; greasy footprints still showed the mechanics’ passage. At the telegraph counter she drafted a message to her parents:

	TRANSFERRED STOP 3 DAY LEAVE STOP SEE YOU THURSDAY STOP LOVE KATE.

	The three shillings paid, she left the foyer and walked back to the command room. She was not to reveal her new posting, so quietly tidied up her desk and systems ready for the person who would replace her. Jane noticed her manner had changed but was too busy to question her. In the afternoon when Kate disappeared, Jane assumed she had been sent on an outside errand. Later that evening Kate hurried through drizzling rain to Women’s Barracks B and up to her room, where Jane sat cross-legged on a foot-locker, darning socks.

	“You look like you’ve swallowed a grenade,” Jane observed.

	“I’m bound for Darwin, tomorrow.”

	Jane’s eyes widened. “Signal branch?”

	“Personal aide to the new commander. Major-General Blackmore’s shifted north and I leave tomorrow morning to Sydney by train.”

	“Well now, he’s a sensible man to choose you.” Jane dove into her locker and tossed a bundle of cotton blouses into Kate’s arms. “You’ll need these. Cotton breathes, even when the Wet tries to drown you, which it will.”

	Kate laughed despite the knot under her stomach. “What does Darwin smell like?”

	“Hot rust, overripe mangoes and fear of the unknown, according to what Matron McCrae says.”

	She packed swiftly: khaki drill, two linen frocks, toiletries, medical card, leather-bound Bible, shorthand notebooks, spare ribbons for the Underwood typewriter. Jane pressed a small tin into her palm. “Eucalyptus ointment, prevents chafing under the collar. And you keep writing to me.”

	“I will do, Jane, and you’ll fold the newsletter properly while I’m gone?”

	“Who else but me?” Jane winked, then softly said, “Godspeed, Kate.”

	Mess dining at 1800 hours was subdued. Staff officers spooned mutton stew in a silence broken only by the scrape of cutlery. Between mouthfuls Kate reread her travel orders. A Catholic padre went from table to table offering blessings; she accepted with a polite nod, murmured a verse quietly when he moved on. Wars made allies of most believers, with differences kept to footnotes.

	That evening Trevor Law arranged a pot of Ceylon tea in the signal office, loose leaves, not bags. He poured into two chipped blue mugs.

	“The best I can do before rationing bites,” he said. “To Darwin, and to keeping the Southern District from drowning in red tape after you go.” He lifted his mug in salute to Kate. They sipped, listening to rain tap the iron gutters. Telephones rang at intervals; every call seemed to bring new coordinates, new anxieties. Kate wondered how many of those anxieties she would soon shoulder.

	“Write if you need anything,” Trevor said, touching the rim of his mug to hers, the added with a grin, “even for news of footy scores.”

	“I will. Look after Melbourne for me.”

	He grinned, the weariness briefly gone. “The city will be waiting for you to come back, Sullivan.”

	Barrack-room lights dimmed at 2200. Kate knelt by her bed, rolled khaki socks into tight bundles, and laced her boots together across the valise handle. She slid her Bible into its canvas slip, then opened her notebook, she never went anywhere without a notebook. Its pages were blank, she decided her next adventure would start afresh for the next deployment. On the first leaf she pencilled:

	DARWIN ORDERS - 9 DEC 41

	“Let all things be done decently and in order.”

	Footsteps in the corridor faded. She clicked off her lamp, lay back, and traced the ceiling’s faint geometry with her gaze. Somewhere beyond the brick walls a tram bell chimed midnight; somewhere further, across black oceans, carriers steamed south. Kate whispered a prayer, simple, direct: for her parents’ peace, for clarity in chaos, for the men and women she would soon serve beside. Sleep came in broken shards, broken by half-dreams of pounding typewriters, aeroplanes, and tropical rain. 

	[image: Image]

	At four-fifteen, before the duty bugler’s call even sounded through the dormitory, Kate rose, heart steady, and dressed for the last Melbourne dawn she would see for who knew how long. She then said goodbye to her best friend, holding back her emotions as she hugged Jane tightly before leaving.

	She arrived at the Southern Cross station before dawn. Steam hissed from the Riverina Limited. Kate checked her ticket, valise, hatbox, and slip of paper bearing her trip escort details. Why she needed an escort she had no idea.

	She did not have to wait long. Sergeant Colin Donovan emerged through the throng, uniform pressed, helmet-badge polished. He was a shade over six-foot, twenty-seven years of age by her guess, with sandy hair clipped neat and a Burrinjuck lilt to his greeting.

	“Captain Sullivan? Sergeant Donovan, Military Police escort. I have orders to see you safe to Sydney, ma’am.”

	“Thank you, Sergeant.” She shook his calloused hand. Despite the early hour his eyes were alert, blue as a cloud break. “Have you been north before?”

	“Only as far as Townsville, ma’am. Reckon Darwin’s hotter.”

	“I’m told it melts one’s starch.” She smiled; he returned a tentative half-smile, instantly formal again.

	He hefted her valise, his effortless swing proved strong arms, then led her to her second-class sleeper which was furnished with two facing bunks, a table bolted to the wall and a louvred window half-jammed with grit.

	“I’ll be one carriage behind,” he said, saluting. “Just shout out if you need anything at all.”

	“Understood, and thank you.”

	A whistle shrilled; the locomotive jerked, iron clanked, and the train eased northwards. Kate settled by the window; Melbourne’s lamps blurred into gold ribbons. She opened the notebook.

	0600 - Departed Melb. Weather humid, low cloud. Escort Sgt Colin

	Donovan, competent first impression.

	She tapped the pencil. Colin. Strong, straightforward, faint air of country courtesy, charming but maybe a little unpredictable, not brusque, duty-obsessed most likely. An ally she hoped, though not yet a confidant. 

	City buildings dwindled. Market gardens slid by, then open paddocks appeared silvered with morning dew. As the sun-edge left the horizon, Kate pulled down the shade, turned to the little table, and unfolded the day’s orders. Numbers, acronyms, latitudes. She began to memorise. At ten-fifteen, as the train thundered past Seymour, Sergeant Donovan knocked softly. He carried two enamel mugs and a parcel wrapped with brown paper.

	“Galley sent surplus cocoa,” he said. “Thought you might prefer it to the trolley tea.” He set the parcel on the table. “And a sandwich, the cook insisted. Corned beef.”

	“Thank you.” She accepted the mug, inhaling the chocolate-sweet steam. “You’ve rescued my breakfast, Sergeant.”

	“Part of the brief, ma’am.” He hesitated, query in his voice. “They say we’ll cross the Murray by noon, this train hardly ever goes further north.”

	“Yes, I know. My family is in Grenfell, so I will get to see them before continuing on with the rest of the journey.”

	He offered a shy nod and withdrew.

	She unwrapped the sandwich of thick, homely slices, certainly not canteen fare, and ate slowly. The drink of cocoa warmed her. Outside, sheep paddocks rolled in soft greens. She lifted her notebook again.

	1030 - First act of unsolicited kindness from Donovan who providing food and cocoa. Noted.

	Mid-afternoon the train rattled through Albury; Kate stretched cramped legs on the platform while the crews changed gauges. Donovan stood discreetly beside her, scanning travellers. A Salvation Army quartet played Blessed Assurance near a refreshment stall. The hymn drifted over the rails, familiar notes ringing clear. Kate hummed under her breath; Donovan’s posture eased fractionally, but he said nothing.

	By dusk, and now back on the train, she began yawning and decided to try for a few minutes of sleep. The train’s clatter adopted a rhythm: north-ward, north-ward, north-ward. Melbourne lay far behind; Darwin waited in the tropics, beyond the unknown. Kate closed her eyes and let sleep claim her at last, steady as the rails guiding her north for the rest of the night.

	She woke with a start to the noise of road-crossing bells, tidied herself and opened her cab door to find Donovan at the end of the passageway waiting to escort her to her connecting train.

	Kate only had to wait an hour before her next journey. When she was ready to climb aboard , Donovan dismissed himself to start his own three day break. “I will meet up with you at the harbour for our trip north to Townsville. So with your permission, I will say goodbye. Enjoy the time with your family.” 

	“Thank you, enjoy your break too.” And with that he was gone. For now.

	 


Chapter 3:  Catching Her Breath

	Thursday 11–13 December 1941 - Grenfell, central west New South Wales

	Kate’s west-bound train halted at Grenfell with a hiss of steam and the squeal of hot iron. Two crows flapped off the station roof as she stepped down, boots crunching on the buff-coloured ballast. Heat rushed at her with the odours of sun-baked wheat stubble and warm eucalyptus oil. Dust the colour of toasted oats whirled softly around her.

	A battered Bedford ute sat beside a stock ramp. Her younger brother, Tom, lounged against the bonnet, one boot heel up, Akubra tipped back.

	“Major Sullivan at last,” he drawled. “Mum said you’d be taller; I told her the Army doesn’t stretch people, just thins them out.”

	Kate laughed, dropped her kitbag, stepped into his arms and hugged him hard. “I’ve missed you, trouble-maker. And no, I am still a Captain.”

	“I hear you’ve been courting typewriters.”

	“And lots of telephones,” she added. “They ring even in my sleep.”

	They rattled along the dirt road, dust pluming behind. Tom pointed out small changes, the new wind pump on North Ridge, the stand of young gums planted near the tank, the neighbour’s paddock still to be harvested of the wheat crop, which was looking good this year.

	“Mr Fletcher’s lad enlisted, RAAF. He’s never even seen a plane up close but says he’ll fly a Kittyhawk inside six months.”

	“Well, I guess confidence counts for something,” Kate murmured.

	Tom shot her a side-eye. “And you, big sister? I hear they are moving you from Melbourne?”

	She hesitated. Her posting orders were stamped Classified; even the destination line read only “Northern Area, December ’41.” The fewer who knew, the safer.

	“Sorry, I can’t say,” she answered. “Need-to-know only.”

	Tom whistled. “Sounds important.”

	“It is. But I’m still only a secretary who happens to salute.”

	Dusty paddocks rolled past, the sheep grazing in clusters. Beyond a shallow gully the Sullivan homestead appeared, weatherboard walls silvered by many decades, the corrugated roof winking under the noon sun, a wrap-around verandah shaded by pepper trees.

	Their mother, Martha, waited at the garden gate, apron flapping. The moment Kate climbed out, Martha’s arms swallowed her.

	“Oh, my dear girl, how I have missed you.” Martha held her daughter at arm’s length, then declared “Hospital food clearly disagrees with you but we’ll fix that in no time at all!”

	“It’s Army food, Mum,” Kate corrected, smiling. “Which, believe it or not, is definitely better than hospital food.” Laughing, they walked to the house.

	Inside, the great pine table groaned with activity: preserving jars on cooling racks, a loaf of fruitcake still in its tin. The kitchen smelled of cloves and simmering tomato relish… and home.

	“Put the kettle on, love,” Martha instructed, wiping her hands. “And slice that fruitcake before it attracts flies.”

	They sat, Martha, Tom, and Kate, and the talk flowed effortlessly: the early heatwave, shearers in short supply, rumours of petrol rationing. The wireless, propped on the dresser, crackled through static:

	“Japanese forces advance through the Malay Peninsula…”

	Martha flicked the volume low. “ That is enough war for one day.”

	Kate’s father, Henry, entered at dusk, broad-shouldered and dust-smudged, the brim of his hat damp with sweat. He shook Kate’s hand formally, then pulled her into a silent loving embrace that lasted the turn of the clock’s pendulum.

	As they ate their supper of lamb stew, roasted carrots, fresh damper, Henry spoke first of the harvest.

	“Yields were ordinary, but at least prices are up. A war feeds everyone’s ledger.” He buttered another slice. “How’s Army life?”

	Kate stirred her stew. “Busy. We keep things moving.” She sensed her father’s question before it formed.

	“Moving where?” he asked.

	“North,” she admitted without detail. “That’s all I can say.”

	Henry nodded slowly. “If someone says ‘classified,’ that’s the end of questions,” he said, turning the conversation to more every day matters.

	After plates were cleared, Henry lit his pipe on the verandah. Stars emerged, brilliant, sharp, innumerable, not hindered by city lights. Out beyond the windbreak a solitary crow gave a final hoarse caw. 

	Kate joined him, nursing tea. “Dad, if things grow difficult on the farm, you’ll ask for help won’t you?”

	He puffed blue smoke. “You know neighbours stick together. We’ll manage.” A pause. “I know your job matters in this war, Katie. We’re all proud of what you are doing.”  Touched by his words, Kate nodded.

	Inside, Martha prepared the guest room, which had been Kate’s old room before she left for the city and then joined the Army. Its iron bedstead and crocheted quilt was unchanged but for the dust she whisked away. On the nightstand she placed Kate’s old dog-eared Bible, the inside cover bearing her own pencilled verse: “Fear not, for I am with thee.”

	Kate washed travel grime from her face, unpinned her hair, picked up her old Bible and leafed through the well-thumbed pages. She now carried one that zipped up, which was better for travelling. Outside, Tom strummed a few uncertain chords on the old banjo, practicing for the Christmas social. The days had caught up with her and she slipped into bed, gave a faint smile at the home-made melody and drifted to sleep before finishing her prayer.

	[image: Image]

	First light found Kate collecting eggs. The hens clucked indignantly at being awakened earlier than usual. Tom lounged on the fence, teasing: “City soldier doesn’t know which end of a chicken is business.”

	“I know which end is warmer than a barracks pillow,” she retorted, depositing the eggs into a tin.

	Mid-morning, Mrs McIver arrived astride her shaggy chestnut mare, a basket swinging from her arm. Dismounting, she dusted the saddle with her gloves, moving with quick strides towards the house kitchen. 

	“Morning, Martha! And there’s our Kathleen, look at you.” She hugged Kate, eyes bright. “They say Singapore’s in danger. You shipping out?”

	Kate offered the standard line: “I’ll be reassigned soon though the location is classified.”

	Mrs McIver sniffed. “Government secrets!” She pressed the basket into Kate’s arms, the jars of quince jam,  slab of honeycomb and two knitted socks in plain view. “ For you to take some sweetness and warm your feet wherever they send you, my dear.” They all laughed, though a tremor lay beneath. Kate silently wondered what on earth she was going to do with warm socks in the tropics.

	After Mrs McIver rode off, Henry and Kate hitched the dray and rattled to the far paddock to mend a broken fence strainer. The work was sweat-heavy, rhythmic. Henry handed her wire pliers without a word; she twisted the length until it twanged tight.

	“You remember,” he murmured approvingly.

	“Well, my hands do, not so sure about my back though.” The sun settled its heat on their shoulders; magpies carolled overhead.

	On the ride back they spoke of nothing but sheep weights and rainfall records. Yet every silence in between words seemed to say, “stay safe.”

	Kate borrowed the ute to drop jam jars at the country store. Inside, the bell tinkled over the door, and Mr Rudd, the storekeeper, greeted her.

	“Miss Sullivan! So good to see you. I’ve posted your mother’s catalogue order.” He adjusted wire-rim glasses. “You’re headed off again?”

	“Soon.”

	“Keep that head down,” he said softly. Kate smiled at his kind words and nodded. A squat farmhouse dog trotted round the doorway wagging its tail in welcome. Kate gave it a scratch behind the ear, then purchased a packet of eucalyptus drops, her small luxury for the long train journeys.

	On the way home she drove the back road along the creek crossing. Two local girls waved from bicycles; she waved back, swallowing a lump in her throat. Only a few years back, she’d been in their place, cycling carefree along that same dusty track yet, in some ways, it seemed a lifetime ago.

	Chores done, the family gathered on the verandah with lemonade. Lorraine Henderson, an old school friend, cycled up, skirts flapping. She’d come to catch up with Kate and to say goodbye.

	“I’m teaching the younger years now,” Lorraine said, pushing hair from her face. “I’ve got thirty-six kids now. Half the male teachers enlisted.” She handed Kate a small parcel of pages of children’s drawings. “These are for a bit of colour in your life when khaki seems dull.” Kate was delighted,  touched by the thoughtfulness of the bright gift.

	They talked until dusk: remembering old dances and the one radio that sometimes picked up American swing music, sharing the local gossip. Then, saying goodbye with a fierce hug and an admonishment to keep herself safe wherever the Army took her, Lorraine rode away. 

	Martha lit the hurricane lamp. “Kate, will you sit a moment?” She produced a small framed photograph of Kate at seventeen, standing beside Dusty, her favourite horse, in show ribbons.

	“Take it,” her mother said. “Hang it by your bunk.” Kate hugged the frame as though it were breakable crystal. “I’ll take the photo but not the frame.”

	Stars spilled across the black sky. Her dad drew the family closer for a goodnight prayer. Tom doffed his hat as the four of them formed a small circle and Henry prayed, plain words but sure.

	“Lord, guide our Katie northward. Keep her steady in mind, heart and direction. Let Your peace go before her and Your hand uphold her. Amen”

	Tom added softly, “And Lord, bring her back fast.”

	Martha gently squeezed Kate’s fingers. No one cried as yet, tears would come later, perhaps.

	Midnight came and Kate could not sleep. The windmill squeaked; a sheep bleated in the distance. She slipped outside, feeling the earth under her bare feet, it’s cool dryness giving off a subtle aroma of straw and clay rather than red dust. She brushed the pepper tree trunk. Remember this night, this peace, she told herself. Carry it north.

	*   *   *

	Sunrise painted the paddocks a warm gold. Martha kneaded dough at the kitchen bench, flour dust motes swirling in a sunbeam. Kate, sleeves rolled, cut apple slices for a pie.

	“You always measured things the same way,” Martha said, adding milk. “Pin-point accurate. Even biscuits.”

	“The Army likes it like that,” Kate replied, sprinkling cinnamon. 

	Just then, Tom burst in, waving Fridays morning paper. “Churchill’s speech, it’s printed in full. Listen: We have taken a great and terrible resolve…” He faltered, scanning Kate’s face. “Will it get worse?”

	“Yes,” she said honestly. “But our resolve will only get stronger.”

	Henry entered and said, “Tom, help me drop feed at the south trough.” He tipped his hat to Kate. “Will you ride with us? Dusty needs stretching.”

	Kate nodded; the pie could wait. They mounted, Henry on the bay mare, Tom on a wiry chestnut, Kate on Dusty. Hooves thudded along the dusty track, accompanied by the sounds of magpies warbling. At the trough, Kate dismounted to check water flow, fingers cool in the muddy seep.

	“Tank’s holding,” Henry said. “We’re ready for either drought or deluge.”

	Kate patted Dusty’s neck. “Take care of them,” she whispered as she leaned into the horse, who snorted as though he understood.

	Late morning, Kate walked with Martha into town to deliver jars of preserved goods for the Primary School’s Christmas raffle. Miss O’Rourke, the new principal, met them at the steps.

	“You came home!” she exclaimed, hugging Kate. “Your mother brags of you often.”

	“I suspect she may have indulged in some embellishment,” Kate laughed.

	Inside, bright crayon posters covered walls, kangaroos in Santa hats, airplanes dropping parcels rather than bombs. Kate’s throat tightened. She knelt beside a table of paper chains. Small hands touched her uniform sleeve.

	“Are you going away to stop the bad people?” a boy asked.

	“I’m going to help in keeping everyone organised,” she answered. Classified and true.

	Back outside, a dry northerly wind gusted. Martha adjusted her hat. “Children can sense when change is about to come.”

	“So can mothers,” Kate said softly, as she looped her mother’s arm.

	Once back home, they lunched under the shade of a large starched cloth just off the verandah, enjoying the bounty of cold roast, beetroot, mustard pickles and lemonade. Lorraine surprised them by riding over again, bringing a gift of wild honey in a jar.

	“You look more rested already,” she teased Kate.

	“That is a temporary illusion,” Kate said dryly. She passed a folded scrap of paper to her friend. “My mailing address. The Censor will read it, so keep your gossip general and cryptic.”

	Lorraine accepted it gravely. “I’ll send you old exam papers for excitement,” she grinned.

	Henry cleared his throat. “Lorraine, we may ask the school to house evacuees if bombing reaches Sydney. Keep that thought in mind, will you.”

	Lorraine nodded, eyes widening. The conversation grew sober, talk turning to the “what ifs” of life changing in the uncertain days ahead.

	That evening the small weatherboard church hosted its annual “Carols and Cakes.” Benches lined the lawn, hurricane lamps hung from iron hooks, and a scratch band of fiddle, banjo, and accordion fought a losing battle with tuning but not with enthusiasm.

	Tom played two songs on his banjo, “Click Go the Shears” and, half-embarrassed, “Keep the Home Fires Burning.” Kate joined a group of girls harmonising “Silent Night.” Mrs McIver led the cake auction, hamming bids for humour until every sponge fetched thrice its worth. The school children performed several songs which brought joy to every face.

	Between songs, Mr Fletcher asked Kate quietly, “Will the enemy reach us here, do you think?”

	She looked at the string of kerosene lamps, the children chasing moths in the glow. “They’ll try to reach everywhere but we’ll meet them first.”

	He squeezed her elbow. “Godspeed, Kate.”

	Late that night, Kate sorted her kit on the guest-room bed. Uniform pressed, extra hosiery rolled tight, compass pouch stowed. In the inner pocket of her tunic she placed Martha’s verse and the seed Tom had slipped into her palm “for luck” he had said quietly. Lorraine’s honey nestled in the folds of her tunic and her Bible fitted neatly beside her socks. She hesitated, then added the crayon drawing a child had given her, a small figure saluting beneath a sun. It took up no space but felt weighty with trust implied.
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	Pre-dawn coolness draped the paddocks. Sheep bleated at a water-trough; a kookaburra laughed somewhere beyond the dam. Kate stood outside in full dress uniform. Her family formed a small circle, breathing out clouds of steam into the morning chill.

	Henry spoke, voice low and husky. “Our Kate is off to classified horizons. We let her go, but we stand watch over her with our prayers.”

	Martha tucked a sprig of wattle into Kate’s breast pocket. “A bit of home to pin you down.”

	Tom, eyes reddening, thrust forward a small tin. “Boiled lollies. For killing the taste of that horrible train tea.” They hugged long and hard.

	They prayed, short, fervent: for guidance, for courage and a safe return. Then Henry swung her kitbag onto the ute tray and they set off.

	The station smelled of creosote ties and diesel smoke. The 0915 east-bound engine growled, carriages rattling. A few enlisted men waited, duffels at their feet, cigarettes glowing.

	Kate hugged her mother last; Martha’s eyes glistened but she smiled. “Write what you can, my dear girl, black out what you must.”

	Kate boarded. As the train lurched, she found the window and raised her hand. Her family stood waving, a tableau against endless ochre grass and grey-barked gums; a piece of her heart was being left behind with them.

	Grenfell slid away: the church, the store, the dusty lanes, all shrinking, then gone. She sank back onto the seat, thankful for a family that stood beside her. She whispered, this time not to family but to the One they trusted their lives with, “Here I am, Lord. Send me.”

	The train gathered speed, steel wheels clanking. North awaited: a crowded Sydney platform, then the sea voyage, arriving eventually to Darwin’s humid edge of war. She closed her eyes and felt the rhythm of the track under her boots. Faith filled the space that fear tried to claim.


Chapter 4:  Train, Boat & Plane

	Saturday 13–15 December 1941 - Sydney → Townsville → Darwin NT

	The train slid into Sydney Central at five-thirty in the evening under a flat grey sky. Steam hissed; gulls screamed for scraps. Surprisingly, Donovan was waiting on the platform. He greeted her with a simple nod and a hello, then picked up her valise and shepherded her through the milling khaki to a waiting Bedford staff car. Their driver was a freckle-faced corporal, who looked barely sixteen, and spoke so fast his tongue nearly tripped him.

	Traffic crawled across the Harbour Bridge behind vegetable lorries and Army despatch riders. The cab-radio blurred with overlapping voices: shipping schedules, red-alert rumours, the scratch of dance music faint behind the static. Kate leaned forward, catching a glimpse of a headline on a street vendor’s poster, WIDE WAR MENACES AUSTRALIA, and felt an odd lurch, as if those words pointed directly at the seat she occupied.

	Garden Island dockyard bristled with cranes and temporary timber sheds. Sailors shouted from the deck of a cruiser being stripped of peacetime fittings; American stevedores loaded tinned beef under a salty haze. A petty officer checked Kate’s orders, nodded at Donovan’s escort papers, and waved them toward the coastal steamer MV Carpentaria, an unremarkable collier hurriedly repurposed for use as a troop carriage. Its patched grey hull bore fresh camouflage, still tacky in places.

	Kate’s cabin was a narrow box of metal and scrubbed lino just above the waterline. She stowed her valise, paused to breathe in the blend of paint, rope tar, and distant diesel, unmistakably the smell of a working ship, and then she ventured topside for departure.

	Against a grey sky, the Harbour Bridge’s arch receded; people from balconies of seafront terraces flashed white handkerchiefs at soldiers leaning over the rails. Kate felt the deeper tremor of engines underfoot as they passed through the Sydney Heads and into open sea. When the land disappeared entirely, she felt a small, private blue-vertigo for a moment, being surrounded by ocean and sky only. She shook the feeling off, it was just a short boat trip up the coast on quiet seas, to be enjoyed.

	Donovan was at the rail two sections forward, making a casual sweep of the crowd with military-police eyes before refocusing on the skyline. Kate studied the set of his shoulders, square, economical, betraying both vigilance and the barest hint of first-trip curiosity. 

	The steamer’s routine was simple: breakfast at six, decks cleared for lifeboat drill at ten, mess line at thirteen-hundred, volunteer details or letter writing in the dog-watch hours. Kate borrowed a corner of the wireless room to review classified dispatches she’d been handed at embarkation, fuel statistics, harbour defence diagrams, half-legible telegraph traffic logged PM Darwin 0933/9 Dec. She built a skeleton summary on a single sheet, reducing six pages of raw chatter to three neat bullet points a commander could use.

	That evening she joined the mess queue just behind a lean RAAF corporal balancing an incomplete crystal-set on his palm. “The name’s Alf Newman,” he said as he passed the salt. Within minutes he was explaining radio principles on his dinner tray with pepper grains and crumbs, Donovan listened over the rim of his tea mug. The corporal’s enthusiasm was contagious; by the time dessert arrived Kate had learned the basics of wavelength beats and understood enough to ask why Japanese transmissions sometimes slipped under Allied radar screens.

	“Because we’re still using last year’s antenna lengths,” Alf answered, half sheepish, half proud. “We’ll catch up though, we are cobbling parts in Brisbane by the crate.”

	Donovan chuckled. “Reckon you blokes invented bush mechanics.”

	Kate admired the matter-of-fact way these men, and thousands like them, solved problems with wire, tape, and sheer refusal to fail. She didn’t realise, that it matched the mindset Blackmore valued in her: just enough calm analysis to keep the improvisation pointed in the right direction.

	Sleep proved difficult. Steel bulkheads amplified the engine throb; the bunk pitched with every swell. Sometime past midnight a heavy clatter echoed overhead. Donning her cloak, Kate stepped into the passage, colliding with Donovan in shirtsleeves and boots half-laced.

	“Thought I’d better have a look,” he said.

	On deck they found nothing more sinister than a coal scuttle overturned by wind. Still, Kate lingered. A belt of damp air pressed against her skin; clouds lumbered east, hiding the moon. Phosphorescence swirled round the bow, each pulse of the screw sending green sparks up the hull. Donovan tuned his gaze towards the dark horizon.

	“Quiet, isn’t it?” he murmured.

	“Too quiet?” She tried for lightness.

	“It’s quiet enough to listen for things we’d rather not hear.” He tipped his head toward the bridge. “They’re running blackout strict. The Captain says Jap subs might prowl this far south.”

	Kate decided to ask the question that had been on her mind, “Colin, I am a bit confused as to why I needed an escort on this trip?”

	“Actually you don’t. It seems your boss and my boss where talking, and it seemed you and I had both been logged on the same trip to Darwin, and your boss thought that I could be your escort since we were travelling together. And I am truly pleased to be at your service,” Colin said with a wide, cheeky smile. 

	Kate returned the smile, folded her arms against the breeze and headed back to her cabin. For a moment she forgot all about the danger that could be lurking under the waves.
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	By late afternoon of the 14th the Carpentaria nosed into Cleveland Bay, the sky bruised deep purple at every edge, clouds towering like unfinished cathedrals. Wet heat hit instantly. Kate’s blouse glued itself to her back before she’d even cleared the gangway. Townsville docks clanged with the echo of hammer on steel, American voices twanged across stacked crates labelled .45 CAL BALL. Cane-sugar dust mixed with diesel fumes; Castle Hill’s pink granite loomed above tents stencilled 5th CGH.

	Transport officer Lieutenant Laurie Kendall waved them into the back of an open Bedford and shouted over engine clatter: “The Hudson is scheduled for oh-six-hundred tomorrow, assuming the bloody clouds behave.” He nodded at the bruise-coloured horizon. “The wet might ground us for days.”

	The temporary barracks behind the wharf were corrugated-iron furnaces, ceiling fans turning sludge-slow. Kate changed into a cotton blouse and poured half a canteen across her wrists. Donovan reappeared minutes later, uniform fresh despite the steam, and passed her a brown-paper parcel.

	“Galley cook sent these, corned-beef sandwiches. He said officers somehow seemed to forget to eat.”

	She smiled genuine thanks, breaking bread at the scrubbed pine table beneath a guttering hurricane lamp. They talked in soft voices, about how the war had snapped the elastic of ordinary schedules, how Donovan’s father had joked that his eldest would end up nowhere warmer than Yass and yet, here he was.

	Thunder cracked mid-conversation; rain hammered iron sheets so loudly Kate pressed palms to her ears. Donovan leaned across the table, still talking, and she found herself reading his lips instead of hearing him, an odd intimacy forged by noise. When the downpour shifted to steady drumming he offered a half-bow and withdrew, leaving her alone with the racket, half eaten sandwiches and her notebook, now spattered with rain spots.

	She wrote:

	Townsville 14 Dec. Rain deafening; humidity 95 %. Donovan resourceful, calm. Waiting on weather.

	It was how she made sense of waiting time: set down the facts, step back, let patterns emerge when they chose.

	Kendall burst in from the signals hut, greatcoat soaked. “The cloud shelf has broken inland, Hudson’s cleared for flight at dawn,” he announced. “Pack your gear, Captain. Luggage 0500 at the fuel dump.”

	Inside the roar of rain’s aftermath, Kate filed a final dispatch and closed the official ledger. She allowed herself an deep breath of anticipation.

	Dawn cracked yellow over sodden runways, steam rising in curtains. The Lockheed Hudson stood waiting, olive drab, dual engines ticking in low idle. Kate climbed the ladder, valise stowed, and found a seat opposite Donovan, who settled his kitbag between his boots. The flight sergeant ran through lifebelt instructions, pointed to rifles strapped beneath the seats “should the natives get restless,” and slammed the hatch.

	Engines thundered. Rubber tires bumped, skidded; the aircraft hauled itself into humidity so thick it seemed a second sea above the first. Kate watched the green quilt of rainforest scroll beneath, rivers brown as roo-hide snaking to the Gulf, nothing man-made except a solitary tin roof flashing like a lost coin. She glanced at Donovan across the aisle; he managed a lopsided grin, mouthing all right? She gave a thumbs-up.

	High over country unbroken by road or rail, she reached for the notebook and wrote only the essentials:

	Depart Townsville 0804 hrs. Course WNW to Daly Waters. Cabin temp estimated 38°C. Engines sound.

	Outside the window, clouds tattered into islands. Somewhere beyond that sky lay Darwin, unfinished, exposed, waiting to be organised. She pressed knuckles to the glass, willing the anxious static within her brain to line itself into columns the way dispatches did.

	The Hudson droned. A short fuel stop at Daly Waters, then direct north to Darwin. Hours later a ribbon of dusty highway appeared, then the silver waters of Beagle Gulf and Darwin Harbour far off, reflecting midday sun like a shard of mirror laid against the top end of the continent. Kate’s pulse steadied. Whatever chaos lay beneath those clouds, she would meet it armed with clarity, and perhaps, if the track record of Colin Donovan held, supported by people who understood the worth of a calm word and presence at the exact right moment.

	As the Hudson began its descent, the new life waiting for her below swung its doors wide open.

	*   *   *

	Monday 15th, the Lockheed Hudson shouldered through a tier of pale cloud and burst into sun. Kate’s first sight of Australia’s northern capital came as a single, blinding stripe of water: Darwin Harbour glinting silver white like a sheet of hammered tin. The aircraft banked westward, dropping altitude. As her eyes adjusted, details came into focus; mangrove-fringed coves, a neat grid of low buildings, two fuel tanks gleaming on Stokes Hill, and, beyond that, open water the colour of cold steel.

	In the seat opposite, Sergeant Donovan leaned forward, palm braced on a spar, intent on the same vista. Someone behind muttered an oath at the emptiness of the land; someone else murmured that any place this remote might make a man forget he owned shoes. Kate felt neither impulse, only a thrill of challenge prickling her scalp and the faintest tug of apprehension as she spotted the slender fingers of an anti-submarine boom stretching across the harbour mouth, its floats already weather-stained.

	The Hudson’s wheels touched down on the dusty strip at Parap Aerodrome; brakes squealed and the tail settled. Heat hit through the thin fuselage skin before the engines even idled. Two ground crew in dripping khaki ran a ladder to the hatch. The air filled with the smell of avgas, eucalyptus smoke from a distant rubbish burn, and sunbaked earth.

	“Welcome to Darwin,” the flight sergeant called, unlatching the door.

	Kate stepped onto the ladder and felt damp humid air clamp around her like a heavy blanket. The sky burned crystalline blue; cicadas shrilled from somewhere beyond the boundary fence. She raised a hand in reflex against the glare and carefully descended.

	On the cracked tarmac a tall figure in an open-necked shirt and slouch hat waited beside a dusty Ford staff car. Colonel stripes on his epaulettes, desert boots scuffed. He removed his hat, revealing hair hacked short as punishment for the climate, and extended his rather large hand.

	“Colonel Lionel Hartley, RAAF Area Headquarters,” he introduced himself, voice rough with perpetual dehydration. “Major-General Blackmore’s running late due to an inspection at Adelaide River. He asked me to fetch his indispensable Captain Sullivan.”

	“Appreciated, Colonel.” Kate smiled, then glanced toward Donovan, who set her valise on the ground and saluted.

	“Sergeant Colin Donovan, Provost escort, sir.” Hartley noted, handshake brisk. “You’ll keep that uniform weight down, Sergeant, and your pistol oiled. Steel revolvers rust here in a week.”

	“I’ll see to it, sir,” Donovan replied.

	A pair of Avro Ansons sat blistering on the apron, their canopies open like peeled fruit. Mechanics in shorts swung spanners while dark diesel streaks dripped onto the red dirt beneath. Hartley caught Kate’s eye. “You will find everything sweats up here; men, machines, even paperwork. You’ll curse the ink by nightfall.”

	He ushered them into the Ford which had no glass in the windows, only canvas roll-ups secured by weather-bleached tapes. The upholstery gave a little puff of dust when Kate settled. Donovan threw their bags onto a crate of mixed ammunition wedged in the rear footwell. Hartley ground the starter and they lurched forward.
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	The track from Parap Aerodrome to the township rattled over corrugations, dipped through paperbark swales where monsoon showers had pooled water the colour of weak tea, then it climbed up a limestone rise. The tyres cut a plume of ochre dust that clouded behind them. Kate dabbed her nape with a cotton handkerchief; the damp patch evaporated before she had even folded the cloth again. 

	Hartley pointed as they crested the ridge. “CBD’s up there on the peninsula. Government House is under the tamarinds. Post Office is that bright red roof over there. It has the best telegraph room in the Territory until you get to Singapore and, these days, getting there is looking doubtful.”

	Closer in, tin-roofed cottages hunkered beneath frangipani trees, their shutters propped wide. Laundry flapped from verandahs and chickens scuttled across the road just ahead of the Ford’s tyres. On Doctor’s Gully, a Chinese market garden shimmered green among rusted kerosene tins serving as irrigation buckets; a young man in a conical straw hat straightened to watch them pass, his face unreadable.

	Kate made brisk notes on a small pad balanced on her knee, road conditions, fuel dump markers, wharf orientation, each fact a pin in the mental map she would soon rely on when signals traffic blurred into grid references.

	They rattled onto Cavenagh Street, the main drag, where the Victoria Hotel’s wrought-iron lacework sagged from decades of cyclone punishment. A dray loaded with bags of flour halted traffic; the driver tipped his hat without hurry. The Ford idled until room cleared and turned left past a neat white cottage set behind flowering bougainvillea.

	“Your billet,” Hartley announced. “The Officers’ quarters are along Daly Street. Larrakeyah Barracks is five minutes on foot downhill, Combined HQ another three.”

	Kate thanked him, retrieved her valise. Donovan insisted on hauling both bags along the garden path. The humid air lay thick, smelling of earth and faint woodsmoke from breakfast fires. A barred owl sergeant perched on the verandah rail flicked its tail and then took flight into a mango tree.

	Inside, polished timber floors reflected squares of harsh midday sun and ceiling fans set to their highest clattered with each turn. The steward on duty immediately offered them a jug of boiled rainwater, giving a laconic salute.

	“Blackmore booked you Room Nine, ma’am, closest to the south louvers.” He quirked a sympathetic eyebrow. 

	The room was simple: single iron bed, mosquito net, a writing desk bearing a sheet of Government Telegram letterhead, enamel pitcher half-filled with tepid water, and a small wall-mounted safe marked CONFIDENTIAL STORES. Kate turned the ceiling fan switch, the blades started slowly then found a weary rhythm. She slipped her notebook onto the desk, unpinned her slouch hat, and dabbed her forehead.

	“I’ll go check in with the security office and find my quarters, ma’am,” Donovan said from the threshold, “and gather my bearings.”

	“I’ll be at HQ within the hour,” Kate replied with a tired smile. He nodded, jaw set. She watched him stride down the veranda steps, cap pulled low, his stride already changing, adjusting to the heat.

	At thirteen hundred, in pressed cotton blouse and drill skirt, notebook tucked into a cloth satchel, Kate set off down Daly Street. The afternoon heat was starting to creep into her travel tiredness, but duty called. The scent of frangipani, mingled with kerosene from a generator somewhere behind the houses, didn’t help. Sweat trickled between her shoulder blades almost immediately, but she resisted the urge to fan her neckline. Blackmore had advised: accept the heat, do not chase it away, it never yields.

	Larrakeyah Barracks emerged behind a chain-mesh fence. Guards at the gate snapped to attention; word of a female captain evidently preceded her. Inside, lawns crisped under the sun and the drill square was empty. A corporal directed her towards the flag-pole: “Follow the cable trunking past the magazine, ma’am, then the stairs down at the cliff edge.”

	There, half buried in limestone, a reinforced concrete door hung open: COMBINED OPERATIONS ROOM stencilled overhead. Two electric fans on stands created a semblance of airflow, pushing hot air over the threshold. The guard at the entrance saluted. As her eyes adjusting to the gloom, Kate descended a narrow staircase and emerged onto the operations floor. Maps of Arnhem Land, Timor Sea shipping lanes, and Darwin Harbour covered three walls; desks clustered below bore teleprinters, switchboards, and an enormous blackboard listing convoy codes. Every shirt in the room clung to its wearer, darkened with sweat; the blades of ceiling fans stirred cables strung vine-like overhead. The hum of machinery merged with bursts of Morse from a set-radio on the far table.

	Major-General Blackmore stood at the central desk, jacket off, sleeves rolled, peering at a telegram under a shaded lamp. He saw her, lifted a hand in greeting, then finished his note before heading over to meet her.

	“Splendid,” he said, not bothering with small talk. “How’s the heat treating you?”

	“Honestly, sir? Like an oven door left open,” Kate answered, keeping her tone light, “but survivable.”

	His mouth twitched approval. “Good reflex. We need humour. Sitrep: our latest intelligence bundle is a tangle. Half the numbers came coded in Navy four-figure groups; Army staff mis-filed two grid references; and Cabinet wants a readiness snapshot by twenty-two hundred. That’s in eight hours.”

	“Understood.” She opened her notebook.

	Blackmore motioned to the room. “You’ll be filtering here. Hartley’s RAAF liaison at the far table. Naval signals officer is Lieutenant Bobby Chen.” He dropped his voice. “He’s Shanghai-born, naturalised, so tell anyone who questions his loyalty they can file paperwork with me.”

	Kate nodded. “First order, sir?”

	“Prioritise harbour fuel and ammunition inventories. Curtin’s cabinet wants assurance Japanese submarines can’t cripple us with one torpedo.” He handed her a stack of signal forms pinched by a bulldog clip. “And teach them brevity while you’re at it.”

	She glanced over the room. Chaos hummed in a hundred small circuits: men scribbling at clipboards, teleprinters clacking, a runner darting with a message pad. It felt like stepping into the engine room of a ship already at full flank speed.

	From behind, a voice called: “Runner crossing!”

	Kate tucked her satchel strap higher on her shoulder. “I’ll start in the cipher alcove, sir. Expect preliminary digest in two hours.”

	“Attagirl!”

	The phrase might have rankled elsewhere, but Blackmore’s tone carried respect. The heat slowly rose, mingled with machine oil, paper dust and the sweaty salt tang of unwashed uniforms. She settled at a desk beneath a clamouring fan and began sorting. Within fifteen minutes she had the first pile arranged: fuel tallies sorted by tank number, magazine stocks of .303 ball and two-pound shells, distances logged between each supply point and the wharf by road. She took a pencil, condensed twenty sheets to four bullet lines on a new form:

	Readiness Digest – Fuel & Ammunition

	
		Shell oil tanks: 71 % full; pumping gear operational; pipeline integrity checked 1000 hrs.

		RAN diesel storage: 53 % (ordering 600 tons via SS Barossa due 28 Dec).

		AA ammo: 104,000 rds HE, 60,000 rds AP; shortfall in Bofors fuses noted.

		Small-arms (.303 Ball): 2.4 million rds; reorder with LHQ flagged.



	She initialled the sheet, clipped the supporting data beneath, and handed it to a dispatch runner.

	One hour in, Kate was called to the bunker entrance to meet a nurse. “You must be Captain Sullivan.” A young Aboriginal woman in a starched nurse’s aide uniform offered her hand in greeting.

	“Sister Frances Nawurla,” she introduced. “AANS enlisted support. Matron sent me with these casualty bedding figures. I was told to give it to the new lady and say hello.”

	Kate accepted the greeting and a sheet of paper. “Thank you, I have already heard you fish Mindil Beach in your off hours?”

	Frances gave a wide smile. “You’ve been briefed well.”

	“The general mentioned you have a way with barra.” Kate’s grin felt genuine despite heat exhaustion nibbling at her hairline. “Perhaps when the wet eases…?”

	“Sooner if we can manage it, the river doesn’t wait for weather. If you go anywhere near it, watch out for them crocodiles.”

	“I intend to. Thank you, Sister.” Frances nodded and was escorted out of the compound. Kate glanced at the totals on the sheet. Hospital and fuel now organised; next the tangle of shipping codes. She inhaled the fresh air and headed back down the tunnel.
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	At sixteen-twenty the cipher clerk called out, “New traffic, urgent, Timor Sea.” A strip of paper curled from the decoding machine. Kate took it, eyes narrowing:

	DECRYPT JN/PRIORITY

	CONTACT REPORT INDICATES LARGE ENEMY SURFACE CRAFT EAST OF

	TIMOR 1500Z

	COURSE SE BY S PACE FAST

	She compared bearings, scribbled a quick annotation, closest path could reach Darwin within range in under twelve hours if the report proved accurate. She pencilled unverified beside the note and carried it to Blackmore.

	He read, jaw muscle flicking. “Noted. RAAF standing patrol?” 

	“Two Wirraways airborne, sir, limited endurance.”

	“I’ll have Hartley launch Hudsons for confirmation.” He eyed her. “Time to see how fast that filtering system of yours really runs.”

	Kate nodded, heart thumping slightly, “I’ll alert Fighter Control of the potential track and then get back to finishing Cabinet digest.”

	“This,” Blackmore tapped the decrypt, “goes before digests.”

	“Understood, sir.”

	She turned, cool on the outside, pulse racing beneath sweat-damp cotton. The work would not pause for climate or thirst or the quick sting of a new danger line sketched on the map. She returned to her desk, began drafting an abbreviated contact alert, streamlined and precise, just as the general demanded.

	By nineteen-thirty Kate’s six-page readiness digest lay on Blackmore’s desk; the Timor contact report had triggered a Hudson reconnaissance flight and shipping manifests were re-stacked in order. And her blouse clung as though pasted on.

	The general signed the digest with a grunt of satisfaction. “Better than expected.” He tapped the page. “And with more clarity than Canberra usually gets.”

	She forced a weary smile. “I’ll take that as a compliment, sir.”

	“Pure fact.” He turned to a runner. “Transmit priority to War Cabinet code room.” Then to Kate, more quietly, “You survived your baptism of sweat.”

	“I won’t melt, sir.”

	He chuckled. “Why don’t you knock off for supper, the mess hall’s still serving.” His gaze shifted past her. “Looks like Donovan is outside to collect his officer. You will need to be escorted at all times at night when you are moving around. How did you find him on your trip?”

	“Efficient and courteous. Thank you sir.”

	The sergeant waited inside the front gate chatting with the two guards. Shirt damp, expression unreadable, he offered Kate a respectful nod.

	“Hot as Hades up here, ma’am.” The sky outside glimmered with lightning far inland; frogs began their night chorus in unseen drains.

	“There’s a canteen behind the parade ground,” Donovan said as they walked. “I scrounged up some tinned apricots earlier if you’d stomach ‘em.”

	“I’ll keep the apricots as a backup, what I do need is a decent meal.”

	They headed for the canteen, then onto Kate’s billet just as the first fat raindrops splatted onto tin roofing. Inside, the air still simmered, but Kate perceived a subtle difference: the heat no longer felt alien. It belonged to the work she had started and the city she would now serve. She unbuckled her belt, sat at the writing desk, and opened the notebook.

	15 Dec

	
		Arrived Darwin 1120.

		Weather: oppressive but survivable.

		Staff: receptive.

		First digest delivered.

		Donovan dependable escort.



	She closed the notebook, stood, and stepped onto the verandah. Rain hissed against the earth, rising in warm steam. Donovan had headed off to his quarters. Kate kicked off her shoes and stepped into the rain, and for a minute she thought of nothing: not Cabinet deadlines, not decodes, not even the looming threat beyond Timor. Only the relief of tepid water on hot skin and the rustling hush of the downpour over frangipani leaves.

	When she went inside again, her mind felt oddly clear. The heat would return tomorrow; so would signal traffic and likely fresh chaos. She now knew how it sounded, how it smelled, how to breathe through it, and that was enough for the first day in this city.

	After a relaxing shower she turned off the lamp and climbed inside the mosquito net over her bed. Far off, thunder growled, perhaps just the storm, perhaps something more. The rain drummed steadily on the roof as darkness settled, and Kate let her eyes close, ready for whatever the next dawn would bring. Within a minute, she was asleep.

	 


Chapter 5:  Operations Bunker

	Tuesday 16–17 December 1941 - Darwin, Northern Territory

	The ceiling fan above Kate’s bunk thumped itself to life at 0530, blades stirring a grudging draught through the mosquito net. She slid bare feet to the floorboards and stood a moment, letting her skin adjust to the clammy pre-dawn. The previous night’s downpour had left puddles in the barracks courtyard; steam now rose from every board and railing heading skyward, building up the humidity scheduled for today.

	She dressed quickly, khaki drill skirt, cotton blouse, collar open one button by local custom. In the mirror her silver-blonde hair was already losing its southern neatness, fine strands curling at the temples. With careful fingers she twisted them into a tighter roll and secured each wisp with a hairpin. Heat would win eventually, but not before duty.

	The distant thud of practice artillery echoed across the harbour. At the bunker entrance a weary private saluted and stepped aside. Overnight humidity had pooled inside the compound, but the concrete chamber temperature remained steady as it was buried several feet underground and hardly varied. Teleprinters clattered already. A new map, Timor Sea sector, had been tacked to the south wall, grease pencils marking the Hudson’s search arcs.

	“Word is a Hudson sighted nothing suspicious east of Timor overnight,” one of the plotters said. “General Blackmore should be satisfied.”

	“Satisfied and cautious can often share a sentence,” Kate answered, “but it’s a welcome start.”

	Lieutenant Bobby Chen, naval signals, approached with two code sheets. “Early burst of intercepts, Captain. The bottom one’s Japanese commercial chatter, top might be military, it has odd formatting.”

	“Thank you.” Kate slid into her chair beneath a whirring fan, sorted the pages, and began parsing. Ten minutes later she had a summary:

	Intercept 0420Z – JN 25 derivative 

	Phrase “Maru convoy reception Darwin anchorage” present. Reliability low; cross-refer with harbour master logs.

	She pencilled a query to shipping control: Any Japanese cargo vessels in REPAT list? The idea of enemy merchantmen slipping through camouflage seemed unlikely, yet signals traffic rarely joked.

	A HQ orderly deposited the breakfast tray, bully-beef hash on cold toast. Only one orderly, Nevil Ball, had sufficient clearance to serve in the bunker. Kate thanked him, then ate without pausing her pencil, grateful for protein. Across the aisle Lieutenant Hank Hammond had arrived, uniform immaculate, moustache trimmed into a sceptical line. He paused at her desk.

	“Blackmore’s new filter?” His greeting sounded more diagnosis than welcome.

	“Captain Sullivan,” she supplied, finishing her bite before standing.

	“Hammond. G-2 Ops.” He glanced at the code sheets. “Moved my intercept column again?”

	“Only to align with Fleet numbering,” she said evenly. “It saves two steps in the tally.”

	A muscle twitched in his cheek, but he said nothing further and went to his station. Kate released a breath; clashing with Ops on day two would do no one any good.

	At 0840 the field telephone rang twice, the signal for harbour emergencies. Blackmore answered on the floor, then barked: “Boom gate jammed starboard hinge, net can’t close.”

	Kate pulled the boom-defence file, flicked to maintenance schedules, then scanned the engineering diagrams shackled by a clip. She gave the axle spec numbers to Blackmore’s runner as he bolted for the wharf. Within three minutes she had also located the requisition for spare hinge pins, scheduled to arrive by freighter SS Marmion on the 22nd, too late for this fix.

	She scribbled a Plan B: borrow spare pins from Stokes Hill mine depot; re-drill to diameter; oil bath if time. She handed the note to the duty engineer dashing out behind the general,  crisis already half-contained by paperwork.

	Kate phoned the Provost Office and Donovan answered. “We need a provost escort on the wharf for boom-net repair ASAP.”

	“I’ll take two men and get all civilians cleared from the jetty so they can swing welding torches.”
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	At 1215 Colonel Lionel Hartley came down the stairs, sweat making dark chevrons down his spine.

	“Japanese radio claims they sank a ‘large British cruiser’ off Rabaul yesterday,” he panted. “News broke on Tokyo shortwave and Darwin wireless is now repeating it.”

	Kate opened her notebook. “No Allied cruiser was within four hundred miles of Rabaul yesterday. This must be misinformation.”

	“The rumour’s already at the mess hall. Can you draft a clarification, tight, confident? I’ll read it over the base loudspeakers before lunch parade.”

	She nodded, then produced a single paragraph. Hartley hurried off with the sheet. Ten minutes later his voice boomed from roof-mounted speakers: “All ranks, a report that a British cruiser has been lost to the Japanese is false, repeat, false information.” With quiet satisfaction, she watched tension ease in shoulders around the ops floor, grateful for a small win on the news front.

	Seemingly out of nowhere, the Wet resumed its presence at fourteen hundred with a booming thunderclap. Warm rain hammered the bunker compound but was unheard inside, except for a light drumming coming down the stairs from the open door.

	Maisie Tanaka, Third Officer, WRANS cryptography, ducked through the entrance carrying a covered tray of iced lime cordial, condensation streaming.

	“Donovan traded half a jar of Vegemite for a block of ice,” she grinned, filling enamel cups. Kate accepted one gratefully, sipped the citrus shock.

	“Mmm, best thing I’ve tasted since Melbourne, thank you.” 

	From across the room Hammond’s eyes flicked to the two women, then away. Kate registered it, same doubt Blackmore had warned her about. The war required everyone’s skill; suspicion wasted energy. Another note for her private notebook.

	By sixteen hundred the boom-net job was done, spar bolts scavenged from the mine depot, and the hinges swinging again. Blackmore returned covered in rust flecks, shirt plastered to his torso, but smiling. 

	“Your alternate pin idea worked,” he told Kate. “Remind me to requisition new spares before Canberra forgets Darwin sits on saltwater.”

	She jotted. “Harbour master also requests replacement cable drums, the current coil is frayed.”

	“Ahead of me already.” He slapped the desk, leaving a dusty palm-print. “Good.”

	Hammond approached with a completed dispatch on convoy movements; Kate accepted, initialled, and filed without comment. He hovered.

	“Your, ah, bulletin stopped the cruiser rumour cold,” he admitted. “Crisp wording.”

	“Thank you.” She kept her reply neutral, noting the first crack in his armour.

	The shift ended nineteen-thirty. The Heat had eased to a tolerable level. Kate found Donovan leaning under a mango tree, sun helmet tipped back.

	“Boom gate sorted?” she asked.

	“Pinned, oiled, and I swung myself on the chain to test it.” He grinned,  “And managed to get myself soaked by spray, the best bath I had all day.”

	They headed to the canteen for a late evening dinner but there wasn’t much on offer. Afterwards, Kate decided to take a walk toward Mindil Beach, where dusk painted the tidal flat in various shades of grey. Mangroves brimmed with bird-noise; the wharf lights flickered to life across the harbour. 

	“I’ve never seen the ocean this colour,” Donovan said as he walked on the edge of the small waves lapping the shore.

	“It changes to jade after the Wet, I’m told.”

	He skimmed a flat shell, watched it hop twice before sinking. “I really thought Darwin would be in chaos,” he admitted, eyes on the horizon, “but turns out it’s run by a captain with sharper pencils than a whole southern brigade.” His teasing was mild but respectful.

	She laughed, surprising herself with the ease of it. “Pencils dull quickly up here, Donovan.”

	“Then I’ll just have to requisition more sharpeners.”

	For a moment they shared comfortable silence broken only by distant boom of surf on the outer sand bar. Kate realised conversation with him required no manoeuvring, he was both honest and straightforward.

	Stars winked on. It was time to head back before mosquitoes claimed the shoreline. They walked the darkening track side by side, Donovan swinging a stick, Kate adjusting her stitch-perfect hat. At the barracks gate she paused.

	“Thank you for today,” she said. “For keeping civilians off the jetty, finding ice for the bunker, those are  the small things that no one usually notices.”

	“Keeping officers safe is in my posting,” he answered, but his eyes acknowledged the appreciation. “Good night,  see you in the morning.”

	She watched him stride toward the provost huts, then entered her billet. The corridor smelled of damp timber and kerosene lamp-wick. In her room, under the soft churn of the ceiling fan, she could hear laughter from the street, truck mechanics trading jokes in three accents; a reminder that, amid rust and rumours and sudden thunderstorms, life insisted on persisting.

	After a shower, Kate drew the mosquito net closed, laid back and listened to the fan blades purr. Beyond the shutters the tide turned on schedule, a soft splash of rippling through mangrove roots. Her prayer was always for her family first, then her role in keeping Australia safe, and then that her own faith and strength would not waver. 

	*   *   *

	The muffled chug of an engine outside her billet brought Kate to meet another day. Through the louvred slats she caught the shape of a three-ton Bedford reversing down Daly Street, drop-tail rattling, a haze of red dust already hanging in its wake. Five minutes shy of 0600 and the town was grinding into motion: cooks banging pans in the canteen, a bugler down at the barracks square struggling to keep his notes from wilting in the humidity.

	She dressed quickly and stepped onto the veranda into air thick as a wet blanket. Sweat prickled her neck before she even set foot on the stairs. She met Sergeant Colin Donovan halfway down the street, dressed in shirt-sleeves and helmet, field notebook tucked behind his revolver holster.

	“Morning, Captain,” he said, offering something that might pass for a grin in the sticky dawn. “I heard the mess has pumpkin scones. Cook swears he used butter, not axle grease.”

	“That sounds dangerously luxurious.” She fell in beside him.

	“Thanks to Qantas, a whole crate of cream landed last night,” Donovan added, lowering his voice. “Store sergeant locked it in the cool room, swears us to secrecy or we’ll start a riot.”

	Kate laughed once, quick, surprised at how easily the sound arrived. Two days in the top end and already she’d learned that odd luxuries drifted up the coast on erratic tides: fresh cream one day, nothing but bully beef the next, and no predicting which it would be.

	Across the parade ground a detachment practised rifle drill, stamping boots in slow, deliberate time. All drills were carried out early before the heat settled in. The wet season had softened the red soil; their heel imprints filled up with rusty water. A corporal bellowed cadence, sweat sparkling on his bare forearms. Kate and Donovan skirted past the drill square to the compound entrance, then Kate continued on to the bunker descending the cool concrete steps and stepped into fluorescent gloom.

	The operations floor hummed louder than yesterday. A second map board, this one of the Banda Sea, had been erected overnight. Teleprinters clattered like frantic typewriters; Morse radios rattled in a different register, tapping urgent rhythms. Lieutenant Bobby Chen waved Kate over, sliding a half-metre of pale tape between gloved fingers.

	“Picked this up ten minutes back.” He tapped the printed code groups. “Looks like a fresh cipher variant, groups of seven, not five. Could be naval.”

	Kate scanned the tape. No obvious kana repeats, but cadence suggested ship-to-shore logistics. “Copy to decoding team,” she said. “And flag for cryptanalysis in Melbourne as backup.”

	She glanced at the main clock, 0623, and made her first entry of the day on her official ledger:

	0618 - Arrived in Ops.

	0630 - New seven-group intercept. Forwarded to WRANS code desk.

	Just then Lieutenant Hammond marched up, moustache bristling, the morning’s typed schedule in hand. “Blackmore wants convoy M-3 arrival figures by oh-nine-hundred, though Navy hasn’t forwarded the vessel manifests yet.”

	“I’ll chase Harbour Control,” Kate replied. “They’ll have the hold lists.”

	Hammond grunted in acknowledgement and turned away. Kate moved to the nearest telephone, cranked the handle twice. “Harbour Master’s office? Captain Sullivan, Combined HQ. We need cargo and crew manifests for M-3 convoy ASAP, expected nineteen hundred tonight.”

	A pause, then a harried voice crackled: “Manifests are sitting in a crate of damp papers. I’ll dig them out and send a runner as soon as possible.”

	“Thank you.” She hung up, notched the request into her notebook, and tapped her pencil in thought. Every small missing document added friction; her task was to grease them so all ran smoothly.

	At 0745 Kate knocked on the door of Blackmore’s cubicle, a narrow glassed-off area overlooking the room. The general’s shirt was already damp across the shoulders; he’d discarded his tie entirely now, top buttons undone. A China teacup sat forgotten near an ashtray, smoke curling in lazy ribbons from his pipe.

	“Sitrep?” he asked, pencil poised above his blotter.

	“Overnight Hudson patrol negative on enemy surface craft. Boom net operational again; spare pins installed. New seven-group intercept being worked by code section.” She passed him her shorthand stack. “Harbour manifests en route,  and will feed convoy numbers directly to you.”

	“Good.” He scanned, initialled. “They tell me you skipped dinner to reorganise the signals archive.”

	“Actually, dinner skipped itself, sir, there wasn’t much left by the time I got to the canteen.”

	Blackmore’s teeth flashed. “From small inefficiencies, great empires fall.” Kate got the not-so-subtle message to ensure she had regular meals in the future. The general continued more soberly: “War Cabinet telegraphs at 1100. I’ll need plain-language bullet points, sixty words at most, to reassure them Darwin won’t crumble at first punch.”

	“I’ll have it by ten,” Kate promised.

	The loudspeaker crackled overhead: “Warning, weather cell building west-north-west. Expect electrical storm this afternoon.” Voices on the floor groaned; rain meant telegraph lines slowed and fans stopped.

	Blackmore sighed. “Right. Get moving before the air turns to porridge.”

	At 0910 Hammond reappeared, frustration etched on his face. “An infantry sergeant named Tucker is missing from the harbour platoon,” he growled. “He was to report for boom-defence drill but vanished after breakfast.”

	Kate phoned the provost security office; Donovan wasn’t present, likely on perimeter patrol. She flagged another MP corporal to pursue the matter with urgency. “Try the grandstand first, then the hospital and then the Chinese quarter. Tucker is from Ballarat so ask if anyone heard a southern accent barking after last call.”

	Kate returned to her bullet-point brief while the operations room ticked over like a hot engine. By 0955 she had it whittled the brief down to sixty-two words, so she pruned two adjectives and delivered the draft to Blackmore, who signed without adjustment.

	At ten-twenty Donovan phoned through the report. “Sergeant Tucker was found semi-conscious behind the Chinese market. It appears to be a case of heatstroke and bad rice wine. He is now in the 119th General Hospital. Corporal Perry nearly fainted hauling him in, this weather takes its toll.”

	“Heatstroke on his second day.” Kate shook her head. “He’ll have to learn quickly or the climate will finish him. Matron McCrae recommends salt tablets in every mess line. I’ve requisitioned another fifty tins.”

	“Honestly, ma’am, Melbourne never prepared us for breathing soup.”

	“Honestly? I don’t think they knew,” Kate replied, ending the call.
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	Dark, thick storm clouds rolled in by noon, causing static to crackle across every headset; Morse rhythms blurred. Chen cursed softly in Cantonese, tapping the set with his knuckles.

	Kate had just logged the coastal freighter SS Marmion, overdue from Fremantle, when the main teleprinter stuttered, jammed, then tore its paper. Ink ribbon spooled uselessly, the spool’s spring undone. She thumbed the filament back onto its spindle, wrists slick with sweat, and coaxed the machine into life. It spat gibberish characters.

	“Signal distortion,” Maisie Tanaka noted, adjusting dials, “it’s the lightning bouncing the sky wave.”

	Five minutes later the blackout siren blared, just a practice alert but the noise bit sharply. Personnel slid blackout shutters over windows in each building, lights dimmed to a copper gloom. Hammond stalked the aisles barking, “Keep working, we’re not on parade,” yet even he flinched when thunder rattled down the bunker steps.

	Kate focused on what she could control and continued to copy a mangled Navy code string onto a clean pad, cross-checked likely numeral groups, inserted missing nulls. When the teleprinter restarted, she fed corrected values in for re-encode, a small act of defiance against humidity and chaos.

	Near fifteen-hundred the storm eased into a sultry drizzle. Kate pushed back from her desk, her shoulders now knotted. Nevil Ball, the HQ orderly, appeared with a basin of tepid water and two towels.

	“Sister Frances brought this around, said it is Matron’s orders to soak wrists to keep the heatstroke off.”

	Kate plunged her hands into the water, hissing at the shock. Nevil grinned. “Darwin’s second sacrament, cold water and a quiet minute.”

	As they stood side by side, Hammond strode past, then hesitated.

	“Sister Frances brought this around?” he asked Nevil.

	“Yes, Lieutenant.” 

	“I heard she did a good job in nursing Sergeant Tucker. Fool drank rotgut.”

	Hammond offered a quick nod and moved on. Kate caught Nevil’s wink. She smiled in return, admiring how he had so easily smoothed tensions, without public scolding; that just might where this young aide was gifted.

	The convoy manifests finally arrived, sweaty forms tied by cotton ribbon. She and Chen bent over the pages, tallying cargo: drums of aviation fuel, eight tons of condensed milk, timber girders, and, buried in the addendum, six crates marked LW/AW RADAR COMPONENTS.

	Kate circled the line. “These are the priority unload.”

	Chen nodded in agreement, “I will flag to Hartley. With those parts the new station at Lee Point finally gets operational range.”

	Kate wrote a one-sentence tag, clipped it to the manifests, and handed the bundle to a runner bound for Naval Ops. Small gear but big consequence.

	1910 the night shift change approached. She filled out the day’s last log entry, stood, and stretched, shirt plastered and flecked with blotter lint. Outside the bunker exit, dusk carried a distant drumming, Aboriginal fishers tapping tin cans on Mindil sand flat, signalling tides. Donovan waited, leaning against an armoured scout car outside the gate.

	“Canteen’s serving cold custard with cream from Sydney,” he reported with a grin, “I didn’t want you to miss the excitement.”

	She felt laugh lines tug her face. “Lead the way before the officers’ mess devours it all!”

	As they walked, night insects stitched threads of noise through palm fronds. The town smelled of wet dust, diesel, and the faint perfume of pandanus flower. Kate realised she was experiencing her first true Darwin evening, for there was no incoming crisis at this moment, merely the hum of a garrison learning how to live on the rim of an external threat.

	After their meal of beef stew, the custard dessert was a taste-filled triumph. Donovan finished his dish and collected the plates, taking them to the servery to be washed.

	“Tomorrow will turn the same gears as today,” he said.

	“Yes, and we’ll grease them again, keep them running,” she answered.

	They exchanged a knowing nod, headed to Kate’s billet then parted with a quiet “good night.” Kate’s quarters were dark, the fan still off due to power rationing. She lay down atop the sheet, letting tropical darkness press around her. Outside, a night creature chittered on the eaves. Inside, her thoughts drifted not toward grand strategy but rather to tomorrow’s mundane battles of ink, humidity, rumour and keeping systems in order. In Darwin, she knew now, victory would be counted in inches of calm.

	 


Chapter 6:  Cyclone Hits Darwin

	Thursday 18–19 December 1941

	The first launch from a newly arrived convoy nosed alongside Fort Hill Wharf at 0710, its puttering Gardner motor jarring the half-asleep harbour. Kate stood on the rickety catwalk between bollards, clipboard in hand, and watched six bleary merchant seamen climb the ladder. They wore battered felt hats instead of helmets and looked around as if they’d landed on the edge of the planet. Given the heat already hanging over the harbour, they had.

	“Captain Sullivan?” called the harbour pilot, wiping his brow with a red bandanna. “Mate of the SS Highbury here, manifests to sign.”

	Kate beckoned, felt sweat trickle behind her ear. She checked the stamped papers: timber, condensed milk, aviation fuel. At the bottom, the crate numbers she’d circled the previous night, LW/AW RADAR COMPONENTS, were pencilled for hold three amid other ordnance.

	“These six crates unload first, please,” she instructed. “They are to be moved direct by lorry to Lee Point.”

	The mate, a thick-set Geordie, squinted at the sun. “The road’s a shocker after that rain. We’ll smash the crates.”

	“Then pad the tray with timber dunnage or whatever you can find, but ensure the gear arrives whole, so you’ll take it easy,” Kate replied. Her tone was firm but not condescending. Those components needed to be delivered intact so the radar chain could finally watch for more than sea haze.

	Sergeant Colin Donovan emerged from the bustle. “MP picket ready, ma’am. We’ll clear the road as the first truck rolls.”

	“Thank you, Sergeant.” She’d had already learned he required no further prompting, once a task was his, it would be executed.

	Together they walked to the temporary cargo yard, bare earth flattened by thousands of boots. A temporary tin shed provided a square of shade where Kate opened her notebook and began a running tally:

	Convoy M-3

	
		Crates RADAR, 6, priority.

		AvGas drums, 420 × 44 gal.

		Milk, 8 t.

		Timber girders, 34 t.



	She drew a line beneath the last item, added Due RAAF on receipt.

	“That milk will be gone by lunch,” Donovan remarked, watching diggers eye the stencilled cases with the hunger of men who’d seen far too many tins of bully beef.

	“Let them, if the quartermaster signs for his share,” Kate answered. “The boost to morale will be worth it.”

	A dusty utility truck rattled through the gate, an administrative courier. The driver, Corporal Rose Perry, hopped out and handed Kate a sealed envelope stamped WEATHER. “This is from the forecast office, Captain.”

	Inside, the typewritten bulletin warned of a high-energy tropical low forming north-west of Bathurst Island, potential cyclone within seventy-two hours. Kate’s pulse quickened. A cyclone on top of the looming war would snarl every wire and road.

	She turned to Donovan. “The harbour needs to finish unloading by dusk. Spread the word, shifts double. If the low curves in, we lash everything tomorrow.” He tapped the brim of his helmet, took off at a jog.

	By late morning the Combined Operations Room had slipped into its hypnotic din: teleprinters clacking, Morse keys stuttering, fans chopping the humid air. Kate arrived with her clipboard of convoy updates and the cyclone bulletin. Hammond intercepted her before she reached the signals desk.

	“Rumour mill’s gone mad,” he grumbled. “Half the garrison thinks a Japanese carrier group lies beyond Bathurst Island.”

	“Because of the weather report,” she guessed, showing him the bulletin. 

	“And a garbled message from a coastal watcher, ‘Aircraft unknown’ but nothing else.” He exhaled through his moustache. “I need a single sheet that kills the panic.”

	“Give me five minutes and I’ll have one,” she promised.

	She drafted:

	Darwin Garrison Situation – 1200/18 Dec

	
		Coastal watcher report at 0930 unverified; no radar confirmation.

		Tropical low forming NW of Bathurst; plan ‘Anchor-One’ precautions.

		Convoy M-3 unloading on schedule; vital stores to be secured by 1800.

		Harbour AA batteries at readiness state GREEN.



	Hammond scanned the lines, nodded once. “Good. Brevity is your strong suit.” He strode off to pin it to the order board.

	Kate’s confidence elevated. Each small clarity delayed hysteria a fraction longer. Yet while she reasoned through cables, the human cost remained close to home: earlier that morning she’d seen stretcher-bearers unloading two sailors, moaning in pain from infected coral cuts. Lieutenant Bobby Chen beckoned from the radio table. “Seven-group cipher solved,” he said, tapping a half-decoded sheet. “It’s logistical, a request for aviation fuel at Balikpapan. Nothing directly about us, but shows tempo.”

	“Good work.” She added the finding to her running log, underlining tempo three times. Tempo mattered, as tempo meant timetable and timetables predicted raids.

	At 1330 Kate headed across the compound to the 119th Australian General Hospital, carrying paperwork for Matron Hilda McCrae: updated casualty-bed figures and a request for salt-tablet allocation. The air along the path shimmered; cicada noise throbbed in the ears.

	Inside the nursing tent rows of canvas cots sat beneath whirring fans hung with makeshift flywire screens. The smell was half Dettol, half damp bedding. Matron, square-jawed, hair pinned tight, accepted the papers, then surprised Kate by handing her a tumbler of weak lemon cordial.

	“Your face says you haven’t drunk enough,” McCrae scolded. “Clerks drop like flies in their first Wet season because they don’t realise that a lack of thirst is not a good indicator of sufficient hydration.”

	Kate gave her an apologetic look, popped one of the salt tablets and drank, feeling the sugar surge new life up her spine.

	A corporal on crutches paused to salute. McCrae waved him off. “That one fell from a truck tailboard. No glory wounds here, just foolishness.”

	Kate lingered, chatted with Sister Frances who was re-labelling morphine ampoules smeared by the humid heat. She found calm in the repetitive action: pick up, uncap, dip pen, write date. Frances was happy talking until the tray was full.

	“That fishing offer still stands,” Frances said quietly without looking up.

	“Maybe when the wharf work slows,” Kate answered, smiling. “And when the crocodiles are elsewhere.”

	“They’re always elsewhere until they’re not.” Frances’s grin flashed. “That’s half the fun.”

	Northern Territory fun thought Kate. Outside, thunder rumbled, a single loud baritone note over the harbour. Time to hustle back.

	Convoy unloading hit a blockage at 1540: one of the condensed-milk cases cracked, tins spilling across the yard. Labourers dropped lines to salvage them, but twenty-odd tins were dented. Rumours of a give-away galloped towards every hungry man nearby.

	Kate intercepted the would-be looters at the gate. “Each mess gets a fixed allotment,” she announced. “The cooks will collect cooled tins at seventeen-hundred. Anyone caught pilfering before then forfeits the allotment for his section.”

	Murmurs died down, eyes shifting to Donovan standing behind her, thumb hooked casually in his belt. The assemblage dispersed. She blew out a breath.

	“Whoever thought condensed milk could incite mutiny,” she muttered.

	“Up here, anything sweet beats currency,” Donovan said. “You handled the situation well.”

	He wiped a smear of milk from her sleeve with a rag and gestured upwards, clouds piling on the western horizon, bulging fat and dark.

	“That storm’s starting to look real serious.”

	“Then we had better double-time the radar crates now,” Kate replied.

	They conscripted a passing Bren-gun carrier to haul the six wooden boxes. A chain of hands lifted, shoved, and strapped them under a tarpaulin. Donovan leapt atop the load, pounding tie-down knots while Kate signed the transfer sheet. By the time she tucked her pen away, fat drops of rain darkened the dust.

	Lightning split across the harbour mouth. Donovan jumped down, grinning through sweat and rain. “Right. Now we pray Lee Point road holds.”

	“You pray,” Kate said, “I’ll check the weather wire. And pray.”

	At 1820, back under the bunker’s humming fluorescents, she tracked the radar delivery: arrival confirmed, crates safe. She was noting the entry when Chen waved a flimsy intercept overhead.

	“Air-search code group, Captain, looks like ‘Gunner’ call-signs in Malay.” He handed it over. “Could be reconnaissance aircraft north of Timor.”

	Kate translated quickly, flagged the ambiguous term “okugi,” uncommon, might relate to weather rather than planes. She wrote a margin note: Possible Japanese meteorological flight, then passed the sheet to Hammond.

	He read, forehead furrowed. “So it’s not bombers yet.”

	“Not if the translation holds but I’d suggest scrambling the Wirraways for a quick look south of Bathurst anyway.”

	Hammond surprised her with a nod. “Agreed.” He scribbled on a pad, passing the order to a nearby runner.

	Thunder hammered directly overhead, then lights began to flicker. For a heartbeat the bunker fell silent, held its breath, then fluorescents finally steadied. With an air of relief, discussions resumed.

	Blackmore emerged from his cubicle, motioning to Kate. Brief me.”

	Kate delivered concise points: unloading complete, radar components secured, possible met-flight intercept, no bombers. He listened, eyes narrowing at the mention of radar parts.

	“Those crates will keep us alive next time cloud cover hides incoming,” he said. “You and the provost sergeant did well today.”

	She felt heat rise in her cheeks; praise from him was rare. “We’ll keep the crank turning, sir.”

	Rain hammered roofs until the drains overflowed. By 2100 Kate finished her day report, signed off, and prepared to step into the storm. Donovan was waiting under the bunker awning, oilskin draped over both shoulders.

	“Room under here,” he said. “Mess has salvaged milk tins, and there’s tinned fruit salad with supper.”

	As they hurried along the flooded path he added, “Matron McCrae sent these.” He produced two bottles of tablets. “Salt. She said you must take them every morning or as needed.”

	 At the billet verandah he paused, rummaged in his pocket, and pressed something cool into her palm: a small tin badge, the Rising Sun of the Australian Military crest smoothed flat, a pin soldered behind.

	“I found this on the waterfront, discarded cap badge. Thought you might like it to keep loose papers together.” Kate turned it under the weak paraffin light. The metal was worn, the edges dulled.

	“Thank you, Sergeant. A practical and patriotic gift.”

	“Better than a floral bouquet in this weather.” His grin flicked, then vanished. Giving her a quick salute, he strode back into the rain.

	Inside her room Kate dried her hair with a towel and pinned the badge to the notebook’s flap, securing loose pages. Thunder rolled again, farther off. Rain hissed steadily on tin and she felt the day’s urgency seep away, replaced by a simple, solid incentive: do it all again, better and sharper tomorrow.

	*   *   *

	Friday morning was still, solidly so with no insect trills, no distant engines, just a wall of humid silence pressing in. At 0500 Kate swung her legs to the floorboards and opened the shutters. The pre-dawn sky glowed greenish grey, cloudbanks stacked on the horizon. Palm fronds were rigid, unmoving.

	As Kate neared the HQ compound , Sergeant Donovan faced the sky with the wary look. “The barometer’s falling like a stone, Captain. Forecast office upgraded that low to Cyclone ‘Alma’ about an hour ago and she’s expected to hook south-east after lunch.”

	Kate glanced at the still trees. A hush before impact, she’d read about it but never felt it till now. “The harbour master has started storm protocols?”

	Donovan nodded, “yes, half the luggers have already cleared to deep water. And Blackmore wants you in the bunker ASAP.”

	She nestled her satchel with notebook, latest manifests and an extra pair of rolled socks, then headed into the bunker. She knew from past experience at home that wet socks bred blisters and blisters slowed down runners.

	By 0615 Larrakeyah Barracks buzzed like a hive. Trucks groaned beneath coils of rope and AA crews swathed gun breeches in tarpaulin. Kate arrived at the Combined Operations Room and found Major-General Blackmore, briefing section heads.

	“The track of the cyclone is uncertain at this time,” he said, tapping a chalk arrow arcing towards the harbour mouth. “However, we’ll not panic, just follow Anchor-One. Sullivan?”

	Kate stepped forward, bullet points prepared. “Cargo sheds bolted and lashed with six-inch cable. The medical hut reinforcing panels are now done and the radar crates at Lee Point are well secured with sandbags.”

	Blackmore turned to Colonel Hartley. “And aircraft?”
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	Wirraway training aircraft refuelling

	“Wirraways have been taxied into bombproof shelters and the Hudsons will be flown inland to Daly Waters by ten hundred,” the RAAF officer replied.

	“Good! Lieutenant Chen, keep one Morse set tuned to the BOM frequency, lightning noise or not.” Blackmore’s gaze swept the room. “Order lies in good preparation. Do it.”

	A surge of warm air wafted down the stairs, a breath of the approaching system. Teleprinter ink ribbons, already prone to smudge, would bleed in such humidity. She sent a runner to fetch blotting paper and spare ribbon spools from the store.

	Lieutenant Hammond slid a fresh sheet onto her desk. “There’s already a rumour the Japs will ride the cyclone in under cloud.”

	Kate scanned the signals log. “There is nothing here to support that so  we’ll squash it fast. Draft a six-line denial, no adjectives, just facts.”

	He quirked an eyebrow but obeyed.

	At 0940 the first puff arrived, hot, sharp, carrying the stink of mudflats. Loose galvanised sheets clanged somewhere outside. Power flickered; ceiling fans slowed. Kate phoned the hospital. Sister Frances answered above a roar of shifting stretcher frames. “We’re lashing tent poles. Matron wants casualty tally sheets pre-cyclone in case the roofs lift.”

	Kate dictated the numbers, Frances repeated them calmly, thunder cracking behind every syllable.

	On the docks, Donovan’s provost men blocked civilian gawkers from the wharf while stevedores stowed the remaining AvGas drums against a wall of sandbags. A messenger, drenched in sweat, delivered Donovan’s scribbled 

	update: Harbour clear, rope coils secured, two sailors missing, likely jumped ship. Kate sighed, logged the message; search parties were impossible now.

	At 1115, as the barometer hit 988 millibars, the door of the bunker was closed. The air composed itself into a single giant breath, then exhaled at once. Lights flickered again, then held. Inside the bunker it was calm and still, except for the cooling fans, phones, radios, teleprinters and conversations. The howling wind outside was in another universe. 

	Kate’s telephone rang: Hartley from Lee Point.

	“Radar hut intact, but a palm speared the power line,” he shouted. “We will need a generator before night or the set’s inoperable.” 

	“Noted.” She jotted: Generator requisition, urgent. Thinking ahead, she pencilled Pioneer Company beside it; the engineers kept spares.

	Blackmore appeared at her shoulder. “Report?”

	“Wind steady eighty-five knots. Harbour nets still holding. Lee Point needs a generator.”

	“Good. Draft the request while the line’s open.”

	A gunshot sound boomed outside the compound guard hut, corrugated sheets whipping free from a nearby shed. They had locked the gate and were hunkered down till the blow eased, hoping their little hut wouldn’t blow away with them in it.

	At 1300 the wind slackened to a buffeting breeze; the rain still sheeted sideways, half-obscuring the harbour view through the guard house window. Some roofs were peeled, palm fronds strewn like spears. With the reported lull, Blackmore ordered a quick surface check.

	Kate seized the chance to stretch her legs. Emerging above ground she met a landscape she barely recognised. The road to Daly Street was a creek; the parade ground had ponded ankle-deep. Donovan splashed across from the wharf area, his hat missing and rain tunic plastered.

	“Those crates are dry!” he reported, rainwater coursing down his neck. “But a wall plank smashed a guard’s shin. We have hauled him to casualty.”

	“Any sign of those sailors?”

	“One was found hiding in the timber shed and claims he was securing rope.” Donovan shook his head, water spraying. “The other is still missing.”

	“We’ll deal with that after the blow passes.” She offered her canteen to him. He gulped a mouthful, handed it back. Eyes met in shared exhaustion and respect the, turning away, they headed toward their respective duties.

	The rear quadrant of Alma hit at 1425, ferocious, the air sharp with torn foliage and debris. Down in the ops room all they knew of the storm was in reports. A power/telegraph pole outside had snaped and cables thrummed. The bunker had switched over to the backup generator.

	Kate typed furiously, summarised infrastructure damage in shorthand: one roof lost wharf office / telephone line 4 cut / hospital tents okay. She carried the page to Blackmore. The general read, initialled. “Good. It should start to ease in the next sixty minutes.”

	By 1600 the wind had eased to gusts; the driving rain had softened into drizzle. Cloud bases lifted, revealing a harbour littered with palm trunks and broken wharf railings but no sunken ships, which was a miracle. Power returned in stuttering cycles. Fans resumed their slow chop and teleprinters dinged back into life. Men exhaled ragged laughter, half relief, half bravado.

	Blackmore held a brief conference. “No fatal casualties reported yet. Be that good fortune or good preparation it doesn’t matter, only the outcome does. Sullivan, draft a situation telegram for Canberra and emphasise the minimal damage to strategic stockpiles.”

	She obeyed, keeping the prose sparse. Cyclone Alma passed 1600… harbour structures 90% functional… key radar parts dry, installation to resume tomorrow.

	At 1730 Donovan commandeered a Bren-gun carrier for a reconnaissance circuit. Kate joined the detail, per Blackmore’s nod of permission. She was keen to eyeball Lee Point herself. The carrier clattered past toppled telegraph poles, through mangrove-mud slurry and over a flood-slick track that had once been firm gravel.

	The radar hut, with its timber sides and corrugated roof, stood listing but intact. The crates they’d delivered lay dry beneath a tarpaulin weighted with sandbags. Two of the RAAF ground crew prised open the largest box; a polished brass wave-guide gleamed inside, undamaged.

	Kate recorded: RWG intact. Motor assembly dry. Extra generator requested.

	Her shoes squelched as she re-boarded the carrier. Donovan raised an eyebrow. “Worth the mud?”

	“More than worth it,” she said, showing him the intact component list.

	“Then the day wasn’t wasted.” He guided the carrier around a fallen flame-tree, tyres spinning in the mud until they hit solid ground.

	Night fell early beneath shreds of departing cloud. The mess served tinned sausages and, incredibly, vanilla custard saved in an ice box through the storm. The diners ate in weary silence. Kate drank two enamel mugs of water before tasting her food. Sweat and rain had stripped every trace of earlier exhaustion; now only a bone-deep ache remained. Leaving the hall she spotted Hammond leaning against a veranda post, cigarette cupped from the wind. 

	He inclined his head almost grudgingly. “Your cyclone bulletins kept the rumour factory idle, Sullivan. Credit where credit is due.”

	“Thank you, Lieutenant.” She didn’t add more; his praise was a surprise but it really did sound like he meant it.

	Back at her billet she peeled off her damp uniform, gave it a quick rinse and hung it beneath the spinning fan. The air smelled of wet earth and the faint sweetness of smashed frangipani blooms. 

	Outside, the town ticked like a great machine restarting: generators coughing, distant hammering on tin as someone righted a roof panel and a solitary bugle attempting lights-out through humid air. 

	Kate let the sounds fold over her. Tomorrow would bring a mop-up, paperwork for a missing sailor, and the slow installation of the lifesaving radar. But tonight, she felt only relief that Darwin had survived one enemy older than war: the weather itself. She allowed that knowledge to sink all the way to her toes before much needed sleep claimed her.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 7:  Body in the Water

	Saturday 20–21 December 1941

	Dawn came sluggish, the sky still swollen with the departing cyclone tail. The moment the first pink tint of sunlight touched the harbour water, Darwin roared back to life and to work. Kate’s morning began outside the billet with the metallic clank of hammer on corrugated iron. A pair of sappers had commandeered the veranda rail as a sawhorse and were cutting fresh roof sheets for the signals hut. She stepped around aluminium shards, exchanging nods, and found Donovan already waiting for her.

	“Morning, Captain,” he said, voice hoarse. “The missing sailor has been found, washed up on East Point, tangled in net floats. The harbour medics have confirmed drowning as cause of death.”

	Kate registered the heavy line of fatigue under his eyes. Cyclone duties had kept him rolling until well after midnight. “I will let the boss know when  I arrive at HQ. You can send your report in as soon as it is done.”

	They set off for Larrakeyah. Along the road soldiers hauled branches clear, using bayonets as makeshift machetes. One gave a mock salute with his branch and grinned, sweat pouring down sunburnt cheeks.

	Inside the Combined Operations Room, the atmosphere was subdued but purposeful. Lieutenant Bobby Chen had all three Morse sets running; static crackled less than yesterday as the air was now dryer. A chalkboard read “RADAR GENERATOR ETA 0930” in bold strokes. Lieutenant Hammond pinned a casualty sheet to the board: One dead, five injured, property losses moderate.

	After Kate had informed the general of the sailor’s death, she slid behind her desk just as Matron McCrae’s casualty updates arrived, brought into the bunker by the HQ orderly: the guard with the broken-leg was resting comfortably; two labourers were treated for lacerations, no infections as yet. She clipped the note to her log, then rolled carbon paper into her Underwood and began the sailor’s death report:

	Rank/Name: AB Ian Victor Jefferies

	Ship: SS Highbury (merchant marine)

	Cause: Drowning; presumed swept overboard during Cyclone Alma 

	mooring operations

	Date recovered: 20/12/1941

	Witnesses: Provost detachment (report attached)

	Next of kin: Mrs Marjorie Jefferies, Parkview Ave, Newcastle NSW

	Before she could proofread, Hartley’s voice erupted from the bottom of the stairs, “Sullivan, RAAF convoy at the gate, your generator’s arrived.”

	By 0945 a flatbed Bedford backed up to the radar hut at Lee Point, the generator lashed under tarpaulins. Kate rode in the cab beside Corporal Rose Perry, who was singing under her breath to keep nerves steady on the post-cyclone track. Donovan and two RAAF ground crew clung to the tray with shovels ready if they should happen to get bogged.

	The radar hut had the musty smell of damp timber. Lightning the night before had fried half the wiring, so now the generator mattered doubly. Kate watched as they guided the heavy set onto a plank ramp.

	“Hartley wants this firing by sunset,” one ground crewman muttered, wiping his neck.

	“Sunset will be good,” Kate said, “before the coming air raid is the goal.”

	They bolted the generator to joists, fuelled it and pulled the crank. It coughed, then settled to a steady growl. The team cheered; the radar’s oscilloscope flickered green, jittery but alive. After repairing a few wires and electrical components,  it was finally fully operational. 

	Kate noted the time, 1017, and thought: Three days earlier those crates sat on a wharf south of Fremantle. A small planning victory to celebrate.

	Noon brought unexpected tension with the arrival of a visiting civilian, looking rumpled in a creased white suit. He was at the guard hut waving a signed pass. Kate greeted him with caution.

	“Robert Wyndham, Northern Territory Press Association,” he announced, wiping perspiration with a large scented handkerchief. “I’m here for details on Cyclone Alma’s damage. The Administrator’s office says you hold the only accurate casualty roll.”

	Kate stiffened. The press. Blackmore’s directive was strict: no figures to be released without War Cabinet approval.

	“I’m still collating final numbers,” she said. “Any statement will come through the Military Public Relations this afternoon.”

	Wyndham gave a thin smile. “The public deserves prompt facts, Captain. There’s a whirlpool of rumours out there. One sailor dead, I hear? Or was it four? Help me print the truth. Can I view the Ops Centre?”

	Hammond appeared beside Kate, moustache bristling. “Sir, you need clearance for anything inside this compound.”

	“I have it,” Wyndham insisted, brandishing the pass.

	“Floor clearance doesn’t cover classified rolls,” Kate replied firmly. “Please wait outside the gate. I’ll deliver the approved statement for you when it is ready.”

	His smile evaporated. “Censorship disguised as procedure always smells the same.” He pivoted angrily, departing in a waft of cologne totally unsuited to cyclone debris.

	Hammond huffed, “Journalists! 

	Walking inside, Kate returned to her typing, but something about Wyndham’s news-hungry attitude did not sit well. Facts, rumours, storms, each could spread havoc on its own. Combined, they could be lethal.

	1500 - Kate was notified that the body of the dead sailor was on a plane returning to Townsville, to be shipped from there down to the family in New South Wales. Tomorrow morning the local Catholic church service would hold a memorial gathering in his remembrance. While she had issues with the way the Catholics interpreted some of the Bible, she would attend through respect to the fallen sailor. 

	Thoughts of the happenings of the next day turned Kate’s mind to all the many changes in her life over the past few days. Being re-posted and settling into the Northern Defence operation had been all-consuming. In the busyness, she had let slip her daily reading of the Bible and prayers for her family. She resolved to link up with other believers and find a church. This posting would likely last for years and Kate knew she would not get through the coming traumas  in her own strength. 

	Her role in headquarters was about people, not just machines and plans, and every decision made impacted someone’s life. From childhood her parents had instilled the need to live out the main tenants of the Christian faith, those of serving and helping others, being a support in tough times. She really needed to make time for social leisure, sport and entertainment, a  must if she was to meet more people and establish friendships. 

	She reminded herself she had only been up north a few days, was still finding her feet, just as Australia was still finding its feet in the face of the Japanese threat. So any help from heaven above was greatly appreciated.
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	At 1800 an invitation reached her billet: Matron McCrae was hosting a “cooling drink” gathering behind the hospital mess to celebrate zero cyclone fatalities among the patients. Kate felt dusty and weary; social hours meant small talk and, just now, that would be as exhausting as manual labour. 

	Frances Nawurla appeared on the veranda, encouraging Kate with a soft  smile, “Come on, it’s just lemonade and music from a gramophone. Besides, you need to wind down from your duties or you will burn out.”

	Kate finally agreed. When she arrived behind the marquee, hurricane lamps were hanging from guy-ropes casting soft, mellow circles of light. Nurses in cotton dresses were gathered together sipping lemon cordial from jam jars. Corporal Alf Newman was tuning a portable crystal-set, coaxing scratchy swing music out of the airwaves.

	Donovan stood near the trestle table, hat in hand, hair still damp from an end-of-shift bucket bath. The sight of him clean-shaven and almost relaxed drew a faint warmth across Kate’s chest. 

	“Real lemons from Katherine,” he said as he offered her a jar.

	Someone urged Alf to turn the dial; a jittery rendition of “Blue Moon” emerged. Sister Paige grabbed the hand of a shy clerk and began a slow sway. Laughter rippled around them.

	Kate expected Donovan to stand sentinel, but he surprised her by extending a tentative hand. “Care for a walk instead? The air’s cooler down by the mangroves.”

	She hesitated, looked to Frances for rescue but found only an encouraging nod instead. “All right,” she answered.

	They wandered down the sandy track, voices from the marquee fading behind them. In the half-light Donovan stopped at a fallen paperbark trunk and sat. Kate joined him, smoothing her skirt over bare knees.

	“Been a long day?” she queried.

	He nodded, staring at the harbour inlet silvered by moonrise. “When that roof panel slammed near the office ceiling, I thought the whole place was coming down.”

	“It was strange being closed up in the bunker and not hearing a thing while devastation was taking things apart just outside,” Kate admitted.

	“Still, it is good to know that there is protected control that neither wind nor bombs can reach,” he said, casting a glance at her. 

	“Yes, it is nice to be part of that, but I still feel a little guilty when people outside are suffering,” she murmured.

	A companionable silence settled between them. Donovan spoke again, quieter. “Many lives ride on your work. I just thought you should know at least this bloke notices.”

	She managed a smile, feeling slightly uncomfortable yet pleased. “Thank you, Colin, I appreciate your words.”

	A mosquito whined; Donovan clapped it against his wrist. “Persistent devils aren’t they?”

	“Hmmm… just like rumours,” Kate swatted at her own arm. 

	“Difference is rumours can kill more than malaria can,” he answered, surprising her with the echo of her earlier thoughts.

	They rose and strolled back. Near the marquee, swing music had shifted to a blues record, nurses were laughing at off-beat steps. Kate felt no urge to re-enter; the brief walk had been enough, a thin slice of calm amid tasks.

	At the billet Donovan paused. “Morning roster says I escort you to the warehouse for inspection.”

	“Yes, thank you,” she said.

	He offered a shade of smile. “Sleep while the breeze lasts.”

	She nodded, watched him depart into the lamplight’s edge, then stepped inside. She sat at the desk and pulled out her Bible, opening it to Psalm 1, prayed for her family and work colleagues, and those who would give their lives to protect them at home. 

	*   *   *

	Not long after the dawn arrived, Kate lifted her shutters and sighed in relief as a soft breeze flowed through. Cyclone Alma had dragged the worst of the humidity out to sea. For the first time since she’d reached Darwin the air felt almost cool against her skin. Almost.

	Sergeant Donovan awaited on Daly Street, khaki freshly pressed, canvas tool-bag slung over one shoulder. Today was warehouse inspection day. He greeted her with an easy, “Morning, Captain.” 

	“Morning Sergeant, first breakfast at the canteen, then duty calls.”

	On their way out of the Mess door, Donovan handed across two boiled sweets wrapped in brown paper. “Palmerston Pharmacy’s finest barley sugar,” he said. She slipped one between her teeth, enjoying the citrus sweet taste, and followed him toward the supply precinct tucked behind Government House ridge.

	Shed C-4 looked respectable from a distance: corrugated-iron walls hammered true, the new padlock gleaming like a medal in the slick morning light. Up close, the cyclone’s violence was harder to disguise. Half the roofing nails were shiny replacements; the rest, bent flat by wind-hauled debris, left hairline gaps that dripped onto the floor. Inside, damp timber exhaled a sour, fungal smell, and thin sheets of muddy water puckered between slanted concrete slabs. 

	Quartermaster Lieutenant Frank Kearney waited just beyond the threshold, one boot up on a crate as though staking claim. A clipboard nestled in the crook of his elbow; from his belt hung a jangling chain of keys, looking heavy enough for use as an anchor

	He offered Kate a weary grin. “G’day, Captain. Alma has turned the depot into fifty pick-up sticks. General Blackmore wants the manifest squared away before tonight’s convoy brief, apparently the navy refuses to load what we haven’t accounted for.”

	Kate accepted the dog-eared ledger: .303 ball, Bofors 40 mm time fuses, .50 cal belts, spare engine parts, a miscellany of rations. A neat column of projected quantities sat beside a parade of blank squares. She snapped the book shut with brisk finality. “Let’s get started. Sergeant Donovan, you take the crowbar; I’ll call numbers.”

	They began at the roller door, methodical and orderly: pry, peek, count, tick, reseal. The routine smothered conversation. The only sounds were nails squealing free, the papery rustle of waxed cartons, and Kate’s pencil. Two aisles in, Kate halted. The stencilled markings on the next pyramids of grey-painted boxes read FUSE, TIME, 40 MM, LOT 4440, while her ledger insisted on LOT 4480.

	“Hold up,” she murmured, tapping the crate with her knuckle. “The ledger and crate disagree.”

	Donovan wedged his crowbar under the lid and leaned. With a rip of bent nails the top lifted, releasing a faint tang of machine oil. Instead of wax-wrapped steel cylinders, the interior held practice fuses, identical in weight and shape but capped in bright training-blue, inert as doorstops.

	Kearney thumbed down the manifest, frown deepening. “Eight crates of live were signed aboard in Fremantle, Captain. These can’t be them.”

	“It could have been a last-minute swap,” Donovan suggested, turning a dummy in his palm. “Broken supply chain, the cyclone snarling the docks, urgent cargo repacked under pressure.”

	Kate didn’t answer immediately. She knelt to inspect the nail heads: round, factory-varnished, unmarred by claw marks. There were no gouges on the wood grain or slivers. The lids were original, so it seemed it wasn’t sabotage but more an administrative error. Still, the result was identical, Darwin’s sky-guns were short their most critical ammunition.

	She felt the familiar chill of worst-case scenarios spread across her ribs. One bomber run on the tank farm, one lucky incendiary and the whole northern defence lattice would collapse in fire and black smoke.

	She flipped open her green reporter notebook, its corners dog-eared from tropical humidity, and wrote in bold letters across the page:

	URGENT - Bofors time-fuse shipment arrived with TRAINING LOT 4440 in place of live LOT 4480. Request immediate verification of supply chain and priority air dispatch of correct stores.

	Tearing the sheet free, she thrust it at Donovan. “Deliver this to Signals now please, to the cipher desk, then straight back here. Not a syllable about ‘dummy’ is to be heard outside this shed.”

	 “Aye, ma’am.” He bolted, heavy boots slapping through puddles.
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	Bofors 40mm anti-aircraft field gun

	1020 hrs the Operations bunker smelled of damp concrete, warm valve electronics and over-brewed tea. Fluorescent tubes buzzed overhead. Blackmore pivoted from the wall map the instant Kate entered, his greying moustache bristling.

	“Tell me the cyclone didn’t rob my Bofors.”

	“Mis-labelled crates, sir. Training fuses substituted somewhere between Garden Island and Darwin. There are no signs of tampering, so likely clerical.”

	“A clerical mistake that can kill.” He jabbed a finger west toward a red-pinned label that read TIMOR SEA. “Japanese reconnaissance planes were over Lautem last week. We cannot meet Betty bombers with blank cartridges. What is the remedy?”

	“If Fremantle confirms they’re still holding Lot 4480, I can have a Catalina do a direct run, thirty-six hours wheels-down if they add ferry tanks.”

	“Do it. Meanwhile restrict Bofors detachments to bore-sight checks. I won’t have an eager corporal discover the swap during afternoon practice.” He swung to Lieutenant Hammond. “Take a discreet waltz through every magazine in Darwin, visual confirmation only.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	Kate saluted, stepping back, nearly colliding with a figure that had materialised behind her.

	“Hello Kate Sullivan,” the newcomer sang, all vowels and sunshine. 

	Kate pivoted, off-balance, and broke into a startled grin. “Jane Clarke? What on earth… Alice Springs was sure they had you.”

	“They diverted me north at the last minute,” Jane said, dimples flashing. “Higher command concluded Darwin’s signals room suffers from a deficit of effervescence. It seems, I was sent here to supply the bubbles!”

	She still wore her lance-corporal stripes but everything else about her was slightly awry: cap perched at a jaunty tilt, sleeves rolled mid-forearm despite regulations and her kitbag bulging on one side. 

	Blackmore, more amused than annoyed, leaned over. “So, you two back together again?”

	“Yes sir, we were roommates from the time we were in Melbourne, training.” Kate explained. 

	Blackmore nodded. “Fine. You, Clarke, acquire a bunk, then present to the cipher desk. Sullivan needs that fuse request encoded yesterday.”

	“Yes, sir.” Jane presented a snappy salute.

	1035 - The signals room thrummed like a beehive. Typewriters clacked, teleprinter tapes streamed, headphones crackled faint beeps. Jane claimed the middle machine, cracked her knuckles, and nodded to Kate. “Dictate.”

	Kate read her draft in measured tones while Jane’s fingers rocketed across the keys, transcribing plain-text, inserting code groups from memory. When finished, she yanked the sheet, fed it into the SIGABA encoder, and began cranking side levers, tongue caught between teeth. 

	Between rotations, Jane spoke low. “Honestly, Katie, only you could trip over a logistical nightmare on your first morning warehouse inspection.”

	Kate smirked. “I aim for dramatic entrances.”

	“You succeeded.” Jane’s hazel eyes were serious despite the banter. “But you’ll fix it. You always do.”

	With a final flourish she sent the message on its way. “Right. Carrier to Fremantle on the next HF slot, fifteen minutes.”

	Kate released a tight breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding. “Good to have you on the team, Jane.”

	“Good to be had,” Jane quipped, then waggled brows. “And wait till you hear the morale-boost programme I’ve designed. Includes sing-alongs and a theatrical reading of Pride and Prejudice.”

	“Jane,” Kate groaned, but the knot in her chest loosened all the same.

	At 1300 hrs, Lieutenant Hammond appeared at Kate’s desk brandishing a flimsy. “Fremantle confirms: all Lot 4480 live fuses secure in their magazine. The training depot in Melbourne loaded 4440 by mistake, cyclone reroute and missing paperwork.” He whistled. “Catalina ops approved. ETD zero-five-hundred tomorrow.”

	“Thank heavens. I’ll draft ammo-advisory to all batteries, no Bofors firing until live load verified.”

	Hammond arched a brow. “Lance-Corporal Clarke has already coded the stand-down signal. Says she’s practising ‘speed-ciphering.’”

	“Of course she has.” Kate allowed herself a crooked smile.

	In the dormitory block, daylight slanted through the louvres, lighting stripes over Jane’s bunk. Her possessions were already exploding across the space: pressed khakis on wire hangers, dog-eared detective novels stacked in the footlocker and a small brass sextant perched atop an upturned ration tin. Kate leaned in the doorway.

	“I remember your packing philosophy,” she noted. “Equal measure science, mischief and questionable fashion.”

	“Minus any hooch,” Jane said, fastening her hair into a quick plait. “Darwin’s dry garrison rules may frighten me into piety.”

	Kate laughed. “You? Pious?”

	“A girl can reform.” Jane shrugged. “Besides, I figured my skills might be better used saving the Commonwealth than distilling bathtub gin to sip.”

	Curried mutton was once more on the mess menu but someone had salvaged pineapple rings from a melted freezer and set them in chipped enamel bowls. The sour-sweet slices fizzed against Kate’s tongue, an improbable luxury. Across the table Sergeant Donovan raised his mug in her direction. “Word is you averted a Cabinet headache and saved a destroyer sortie with one inspection.”

	“Team effort,” Kate replied, tilting her head toward Jane, who was sitting at an adjoining bench with a dozen or so signallers. It appears she was already sharing her fun-filled dramas with the attentive audience

	Donovan chuckled. “Well, morale certainly appears raised.”

	The rain had stopped, leaving the streets glossy beneath hurricane lamps. From the black sky a single star winked between tatters of cloud. Donovan saw Kate to the steps of her billet. “Catalina lifts at dawn,” he said. “Two days and your Bofors gunners will be lethal again for an extended fight.” 

	Kate nodded. “And we will owe the Royal Australian Air Force a thank-you hamper.”

	“Maybe throw in some of that pineapple. Well, good night, Captain.”

	“Good night, Sergeant. Try not to start tomorrow’s crisis without me.”

	“I make no promises.”

	Kate stripped off her damp khaki blouse, washed cyclone grit from her hair and crawled under the mosquito net. Somewhere down in the women’s dormitory they would be adjusting to the presence of Jane Clarke. She smiled at that thought, God help them in their time of trial.

	 


Chapter 8:  Code-room Crisis 

	Monday 22–24 December 1941

	The sky was clear and full of promise when Kate reached the parade ground at 0545. The early coolness of the previous day had fled; humid warmth already clung to her collar. A ragged formation of infantrymen jogged laps, boots thudding on hard-packed dirt. Their breath came in hoarse unison and, for a moment, Kate envied the simple rhythm: pace, sweat, repeat. Her own day promised a dozen rhythms at once, none which would be so easy to match.

	Jane’s start time on her first official day was at 0700 and she soon settled into the rhythm of the Combined Operations Room. Kate found her bent over a teleprinter, hair pinned in haphazard coils that always seemed on the verge of escape. Jane waved a strip of paper.

	“Telegram from Canberra, the Christmas broadcast schedule. They want Darwin to relay the Prime Minister’s address on the twenty-fifth at 2015 hours local.”

	Kate took the flimsy paper, eyes scanning. “We’ll need the medium-wave set tuned and someone to monitor atmospheric interference. I’ll draft the acknowledgement.”

	Jane grinned. “If you can slip them one request for extra ribbon, Christmas miracles might happen.”

	Kate smiled back, grateful for the levity. She’d missed Jane’s irreverent humour and steadiness more than she’d realised.

	At 0716 Lieutenant Bobby Chen strode in holding a thin sheet covered in pencilled kana. “Intercept from Ambon direction,” he said. “Jane and I broke enough keywords, it looks like it’s an airstrip construction order for Timor.”

	Hammond appeared behind Chen. “If they’re lengthening strips, the bomber range on Darwin will improve by two hundred miles. We need that information on Blackmore’s desk straight away.”

	Kate read the summary twice, jotting distances. Timor’s south coast lay barely 260 miles away. With a long enough strip, twin-engine J1N bombers could stage night attacks, skipping radar nets. She knew the implications of that, for less warning meant more stress on fighter crews.

	“I’ll combine it with the latest coast-watch reports,” she said. “Blackmore will meet with MacArthur’s liaison at nine.”

	Hammond made a curt nod and left. Chen lingered.

	“Night bombing makes everyone anxious,” he murmured.

	“Then we stay ahead of their anxiety,” Kate answered. She added a line to her notebook: Timor strip upgrade – raise RAAF patrol altitude?

	Mid-morning, Jane burst from the cipher alcove. “Kate, dapto birdie’s gone walkabout!”

	Kate blinked. “Jane, translate.”

	“The Type-X cipher machine rotor, Birdie unit – Number 7, it vanished during morning maintenance.”

	Kate’s stomach dropped. Without that specific rotor the Type-X machine couldn’t decode certain high-level Allied signals. Worse, if someone had stolen it, enemy cryptographers could glean the settings. She followed Jane to the alcove. A tray of rotors sat on a felt pad, each brass cylinder engraved with letters. Slot 7 indeed gaped empty. She asked the on-duty Wren, Third Officer Maisie Tanaka, for the maintenance log.

	Maisie’s hands shook slightly. “I left the station at 10:05 to collect replacement oil and can confirm the Rotor was here then.”

	Time now: 1022. Kate alerted Donovan. “Lock the bunker doors. No one leaves until we find it.”

	He passed on orders to provost guards at the tunnel entrance; heavy bolts slid in with a clang. Personnel eyed one another, murmurs swelling. Kate relayed the situation to Blackmore, who scanned the ops room, jaw tight.

	“We have a ten-minute window,” he said. “Search every pocket, desk and bin. We can’t let Wyndham sniff a scandal.”

	Kate organised teams of two with each person viewing everything the other did in the search. Hammond took the message bench, Chen the radio tables, Kate and Jane the cipher alcove.

	They combed floor, shelves, wastebaskets. Nothing.

	Kate paused, mind running through possibilities: accidental brush into a sleeve? Intentional sabotage? She looked at Maisie, still pale, remembering Hammond’s earlier suspicion of her ancestry. Bias could blind.

	“Maisie, retrace your steps,” Kate said gently.

	The Wren walked them through: secure alcove door, corridor past the teleprinter bank, store cupboard, then reverse. Jane lifted a floor mat by the store; something clinked. The missing rotor gleamed beneath.

	Maisie gasped. “I swear, I had no idea!”

	Kate inspected the rotor, no scratches, code alignment intact. It had been a pure accident, not a plot. Relief fizzed through her veins, but this incident with Maisie would be kept in the back of her mind for future reference. She sent Jane to reinstall the rotor, set Maisie to record the mishap in the log and phone Donovan with a stand-down order. The bunker door was re-opened and all occupants exhaled as tension spilled out.

	Back at her desk Kate logged:

	1010-1028: Rotor misplacement, retrieved. Security retained.

	She added one more line: Guard hiring of floor-runners next maintenance in security upgrade. Mistakes multiplied when heat blurred concentration, leading to potential disasters.
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	At 1300 a telegram arrived from the Administrator. It was Wyndham demanding a summary of cyclone costs for his public report. Blackmore thrust the slip toward Kate.

	“He wants numbers by three. You collate them, handle him but reveal nothing about the fuse mix-up.” 

	Kate walked to Government House through sweltering stillness. Wyndham met her in his high-ceilinged office, ceiling fans whirring. He wore the same white suit, now newly pressed.

	“Captain, I trust the military has finished hiding facts from the populace?”

	She handed him a single-page statement: repairs required, estimated timber, telegraph poles, one fatality, five injuries. “I believe this should satisfy public interest.” 

	He skimmed, lips pursing. “And the rumour of sabotaged ammunition?”

	“Unsubstantiated.” Her tone held level politeness. “No sabotage.”

	He looked at her hard, as though weighing the value of challenging a woman wearing three Bath stars. Then he eased back. “Very well. The Prime Minister’s office will appreciate the clarity.”

	Outside Government House the noon sun hammered. Kate exhaled, releasing tension she hadn’t noticed binding her shoulders. She was not a big fan of the press for, at times, they could do more harm than good.

	Late afternoon, Matron McCrae sent a runner: Urgent casualty forms require your signature. Kate headed to the hospital tents. There she found a nineteen-year-old signals private on a cot, a shrapnel wound weeping through field dressings. Not wartime shrapnel, roof tin from Cyclone Alma.

	“His birthday,” McCrae whispered. “He has plans to celebrate tonight but for now, he is fighting fever.”

	Kate signed the form, picturing the cyclone’s shrapnel slicing through the air in the storm and shivered. She sat by the bunk a moment, spoke quietly to the half-lucid private: about south-western sunsets, about wheat rippling like the sea, images that steadied men confined to a cot. When she rose, McCrae nodded her thanks without words.

	Back to the bunker, time 1745. Jane waved her over.

	“New intercept, Japanese codeword ‘Kamome’ repeated alongside geography grid. Indicates reconnaissance flights for twenty-four December.”

	Kate pencilled the grid on the harbour chart: arcs crossing Bathurst Island and hugging the coast.

	“They’re mapping flak positions,” she said. “We need RAAF night-patrol height increased; inform Hartley.”

	Jane nodded and headed to her phone.

	At sundown, Donovan arrived with a note: Boom-net crew request staff for nighttime test and verification. Kate seized the opportunity for a break from paperwork. She joined Donovan on the launch chugging toward the net. The tide was mid-ebb, water smelling of silt and diesel. Lanterns bobbed at net buoys, reflections trembling.

	“Are the crates safe?” she asked.

	“The guard has been doubled since yesterday,” he replied.

	They watched sailors operate the net hinge, cable drums clicking. A wedge of sunset stained the western sky crimson; storm clouds lingered to the east but kept their distance. Kate inhaled briny air, free of mouldy paper and hot machinery.

	“What Darwin has showed us so far is only the preparation for what is coming,” Donovan observed quietly.

	“I think we all know what lies ahead. It is not of our own making.”

	“We will all play our part, and it seems you have got the ops sorted.”

	“Well, that’s a bit of an overstatement. Without you, half my orders wouldn’t stick,” she answered with a smile.

	He looked away, perhaps embarrassed, perhaps pleased. The launch engine idled; water slapped the hull. Boom-net beams rose, closed, reopened: an ungainly ballet of movement protecting thousands of lives. Kate felt the metaphor fit the day, unseen work, measured motions, for holding danger offshore.

	Returning to shore they passed the Chinese quarter. China had also declared war on Japan on the 8th December when Pearl Harbour was attacked. Soft singing floated from a lantern-lit verandah, a woman’s voice weaving Mandarin lyrics through the humid dusk. Donovan slowed the truck; Kate closed her eyes, letting the melody wash over the day’s static. She didn’t understand a syllable, but grief and hope expressed did not need translation.

	“Nice music,” Donovan said.

	Kate nodded, absorbing the simple truth that beauty persisted, even here, where storms and war argued over which would ruin the town first.

	In her room at 2100, Kate lay back beneath faint fan blades. Soon it would be Christmas Eve: broadcasts, carol service, more rumours, perhaps first reconnaissance flights overhead. Yet for a little moment she allowed herself to imagine candlelight in a quiet, southern farmhouse, her family gathered and felt a touch of homesickness for the normality of that scene. 

	Kate woke to the scent of pandanus flower drifting through her shutters. Night insects had fallen silent; only a lone crow cawed from the half-stripped flame-tree outside the billet. It had been two days since Alma’s roar and the town now moved with the wary quickness of people who’d learned storms were only one flavour of danger.

	On the parade ground a signboard read “24 Dec ,  2015 hrs: PM Christmas Address. All ranks, wireless sets tuned.” Beneath, an orderly had chalked a wobbly holly sprig. Kate permitted herself the smallest smile, someone still cared enough to decorate.

	Inside the Combined Operations Room Jane Clarke, already at the Type-X machine, sang a fragment of Silent Night between keystrokes. Hammond glared but said nothing; the room was too busy for scolding.

	“Good timing,” Jane said as Kate arrived. “Bureau Of Meteorology predicts a clean ionosphere window for the broadcast tomorrow night, so short-wave skip ought to be clear.”

	“And our transmitter?”

	“Re-earthed, fully tested. And Alf Newman kissed it for luck.”

	Kate scanned the overnight log: two coast-watch reports of single aircraft noises north of Melville Island, no visual confirmation. She circled the entries, wrote: Possible Japanese scout flights coincide with Christmas morale period, heighten readiness minus public alarm.

	Major-General Blackmore emerged from his glass cubicle, hair still damp from a hasty wash. “Sullivan, brief at nine. I want the broadcast flawless. If the radio fails, we will look incompetent.” 

	“Yes, sir.”

	1100 - Kate, Jane and RAAF radioman Corporal Alf Newman set up the rehearsal in the tiny studio annex beside the naval wireless room, the walls bare and a single Shure microphone place on a timber stand in the room. Static hissed in the headphones.

	“Receiving Townsville test tone now,” Alf reported, tweaking a dial.

	Kate read from a scrap of paper in steady timbre: “This is Darwin Military Station calling War Cabinet Relay. Christmas Eve rehearsal. Signal strength five. Over.”

	Townsville’s answer came back clean: “Signal strength five. Merry Christmas, Darwin.”

	It felt briefly like peacetime, four syllables floating across twelve hundred miles of salt air. Jane mimed flicking confetti; Kate caught herself chuckling, then resumed formality.

	They tested again at twelve-thirty; still perfect. Kate signed the readiness slip and pinned it to Blackmore’s board.

	At 1410 the Flight Lieutenant Hartley burst down the bunker stairs, garrison helmet askew.

	“Spotters north of Bathurst report single floatplane heading south-east,” he called. “Altitude low. Looks like a Glen, one of their reconnaissance birds.”

	Hammond swore. “If it photographs our fuel tanks, Tokyo will know we’re alive and kicking inside forty-eight hours.”

	Hartley spun to Kate. “Can you produce an updated fuel-tank camouflage map, fast? The General needs to decide whether to light flares tonight to confuse shadow photography.”

	She consulted her ledger, thankfully meticulous. Within fifteen minutes she had compiled a grid: current tank covers, storm damage holes, patch priorities and pinned the sheet onto Hartley’s clipboard.

	“Tell the General full tarp coverage resumes by dawn,” she said. “Flares will be unnecessary if the weather holds cloudy.”

	Hartley saluted, sprinted back up. Jane leaned over Kate’s shoulder. “Bloody Christmas-Eve spy mission.” 

	“Means they’re curious,” Kate said, voice tight, “and curiosity predicts that visitors will arrive later.”

	As dusk settled on the day, Sergeant Donovan arrived, looking tired covered in dust with sweat darkening his collar.

	“Patrol carried out up the Stuart Highway,” he reported. “Found nothing but cane toads and one badly spooked stock-horse. Locals claim a plane engine was overhead mid-afternoon.”

	“That matches the Bathurst sighting,” Kate answered. She noted his exhaustion; the provost rota had stretched thin since Alma. She passed him a tin mug of weak lime juice and watched him drain it in three gulps.

	“Matron’s running carol practice at the hospital tomorrow night,” he said, wiping his chin. “She drafted me as bass.” His faint grin looked surprised at itself. “You coming?”

	“I’ll try after shift,” she promised, unsure if time would allow her to.
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	Australian Army patrolling a bush track

	24th December dawned with a hush but inside the bunker the clatter resumed: final tests, fuel-tank tarp reports, a call from Canberra requesting confirmation of the PM’s script length, “Ten minutes, forty-three seconds.”

	She adjusted the schedule accordingly, pencilled buffer minutes for static delays. At 1100 Blackmore surveyed the ops room. “Ladies and gentlemen, tonight half the country will hear Darwin’s name in the same breath as Melbourne and Sydney. Let’s make it sound professional.”

	Even Hammond chuckled. Spirits lifted; worry about scout planes receded beneath the broadcast urgency. At 1327 the telephone rang. Kate picked up, recognising Donovan’s low voice.

	“Captain, we found fresh footprints around the Lee Point radar hut, boot size consistent with civilian shoes. The lock is intact but the generator fuel cap is loose.”

	Cold prickled across Kate’s scalp. “It could be scavengers.”

	“Could be saboteurs.” He paused. “We need extra guards tonight, broadcast or not.”

	“I’ll authorise it,” she said, scribbling. “Stay alert.”

	She handed the note to Blackmore. His mouth hardened. “Tracer rounds in the perimeter towers,” he ordered. “But no searchlights, the scout plane might be above the cloud again.” The circle of worry closed for now, just in time for the speech. In the studio annex Jane read the timepiece: “2014.”

	Kate smoothed a hand over her notes. Donovan was outside in the compound, rifle slung, eyes scanning the dark beyond lamplight. His calm presence steadied her breathing.

	Alf raised a thumb: transmitter live. She flicked on the microphone.

	“This is Darwin Military Station, standing by for address by the Prime Minister of Australia.” Static popped; the sound of her own voice in the headphones startled her, it was so crisp it seemed detached from her body.

	2015 - Switch flipped. Curtin’s recorded message flowed: calm baritone rolling across the network, “Men and women of Australia, Christmas finds us at war…” Lines about courage, sacrifice, faith without explicit creed. Kate monitored levels, adjusting gain as tropical static surged. Twice the signal trembled, thoughts of distant thunder or maybe even bombs in her imagination, but the signal held.

	Ten minutes, forty-three seconds precisely, the speech ended. Kate keyed: “Darwin station out, and Merry Christmas to all.” Alf’s eyebrows shot up and he cut the power; Jane exhaled. Applause erupted from two WRANS behind the glass. Outside, Donovan tipped his slouch hat to her down in the bunker, signal received.

	The applause hadn’t died when the alarm klaxon blared, three short, one long. Hartley burst through: “Unknown aircraft, three thousand feet, over Lee Point, radar confirms.”

	Kate’s throat tightened. Within seconds Hammond relayed orders: “AA crews to guns. No illumination until confirmation of hostile.”

	Kate took her position at the message bench, fingers poised. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears.

	Radio crackle: “Visual on single floatplane, black cross marking, climbing out to sea.” Aircrew’s voice shook but held. No bombs fell. Time ticked sixty agonising seconds, then the plane turned north, engine fading.

	Hartley replaced headset, relief visible. “Scout only, testing response.”

	Blackmore strode down. “We answered them with calm.” He nodded once at Kate. “Message to Canberra: broadcast successful, enemy reconnaissance noted, no engagement.”

	She typed, her hands steady because they had to be.

	At 2210 Kate finally reached the hospital marquee. Oil lanterns swayed; Matron McCrae led a ragged choir of nurses, soldiers and patients through O Come All Ye Faithful. Donovan stood near the back, voice deep and in surprising tune. Kate slipped beside him. He offered her a hymnal; their shoulders brushed.

	“Scout gone?” he whispered.

	“Gone, at least for tonight.”

	Under lantern glow Kate joined the verse, joyful and triumphant. For a brief breath the words felt possible. Around them were men with bandaged legs, nurses with weary eyes and clerks with ink-stained fingers, all formed in a circle against everything outside.

	The final chord wobbled but held. Matron dismissed them with quiet “Merry Christmases.” Donovan walked Kate back through the sultry darkness.

	“The broadcast sounded clear,” he said.

	“And you hit every bass note,” she replied, which made him huff a laugh.

	Near her billet gate he paused. In his hand a small parcel wrapped in brown paper.

	“Something from the quartermaster,” he said, handing it over. “Found an extra bar of soap in the cyclone supply, a tropical luxury.”

	She accepted it, simple, fragrant carbolic. “Best gift in the Territory.”

	“Merry Christmas, Captain.”

	“Merry Christmas, Sergeant.”

	He saluted, then stepped back into shadow. Kate entered her room, set the soap on her desk. Outside, somewhere over the black Timor Sea, a floatplane buzzed toward its carrier, camera loaded with grainy shots of diesel tanks wrapped in fresh tarpaulin. Inside Darwin, candles guttered, hearts steadied, and Christmas Day ticked one second closer.

	Order, for tonight, still held.



	




	Chapter 9:  Christmas Lights

	Thursday 25–26 December 1941 - Darwin Harbour

	Kate stirred before dawn to the unexpected scent of yeast and cinnamon. For a heartbeat, she imagined her mother’s kitchen at Grenfell, with Christmas puddings cooling on muslin cloths. Slowly, she remembered where she was: a billet on Daly Street, frangipani petals blown across the veranda and a war humming outside the shutters. It was still Christmas, though, even here on the rim of everything.

	She found an insulated container on the doorstep tied with butcher’s string: “AWAS mess thanks the lady who keeps the wheels from flying off. The Cooks” Inside, two hot damper rolls, each studded with sultanas, the source of the cinnamon dream. Kate smiled, tore a piece, and tasted home.

	By 0630 she was at her desk. The Combined Operations Room ticked at half-tempo, skeleton watch only, yet the scent of new-ground coffee floated from somewhere near the cipher alcove. Jane sat on a stool, a  mug in hand.

	“Morning, Captain Christmas,” she greeted. “Santa brought Radio Section a fresh tin of Brazilian. Alf nearly wept.”

	“No better gift for code clerks,” Kate laughed, sliding into her chair.

	Overnight log: calm seas, no scout planes, radar contact clean. She underlined clean twice before drafting the 0800 bulletin:

	Darwin Sitrep 25/12/41 0800L

	
		No hostile air contacts.

		Boom-net clear.

		Cyclone Alma repairs 60 % complete.

		Christmas leave rotations commence 1200.



	Capt. K. Sullivan.

	Lieutenant Hammond wandered over, moustache immaculate even on a holiday. “General wants minimal paper flow today,” he said, though he carried three folders himself. “But Canberra demands the noon weather chart or somebody down south gets indigestion.”

	“I’ll put it on one page,” Kate answered. “Christmas miracle number two.”

	Hammond’s left brow lifted, his version of a grin, then he retreated.

	0930 - Kate and Jane walked to the improvised garrison chapel: two tarpaulins strung between mango trees, with benches of sawn timber planks. Kate made sure Jane made the effort to join her for the Christmas service, for peace and goodwill. The RAAF padre, Flight Lieutenant Mooney, wore a starched stole over khaki. Matron McCrae herded a troop of nurses and convalescent soldiers onto benches, bandages and all.

	Donovan stood near the edge, cap removed. When he saw Kate he stepped aside to offer a seat, but she stayed at the aisle; standing suited her restless mood today.

	Mooney read from Isaiah, “The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light,” his voice firm without theatrics. A four-piece AWAS chorus led O Little Town of Bethlehem, Jane’s alto weaving strong under the melody, a song she knew from her school days. Kate mouthed words quietly; she could hold a tune but chose not to join in, for this was a day for listening.

	Afterward, Mooney dismissed them with “Go in peace, after securing any loose tin roofs, of course,” raising a ripple of chuckles. Sunshine angled through the tree canopy, painting dapples on slouch hats. It felt, briefly, like normal life borrowed from somewhere else.

	Just past midday a runner from the quay found Kate: RMS Changte, a Burns-Philp freighter diverted south earlier in the month, had off-loaded one crate addressed simply “Darwin HQ, Christmas Comforts Fund.” She accompanied the runner to the wharf warehouse where Donovan and Quartermaster Kearney watched stevedores snip the metal straps.

	Inside were forty tins of butter, twenty of sweetened condensed milk, sacks of cocoa, and miracle of miracles, boxes of dried peaches.

	“The American Red Cross,” Kearney marvelled, reading the manifest. “This all left San Francisco before Pearl Harbour.”

	“Let’s get half to the hospital ward and half to the mess,” Kate said. “Ask them to bake whatever the ovens can manage before tonight.”

	Kearney grinned. “Consider it done, Captain.”

	Donovan hefted a peach crate like it weighed nothing. “These bring back  summer school-lunch memories.” 

	Back in the bunker the shortwave crackled: a Philippines newscast, truncated by static, claiming a Japanese carrier task force sighted “south of Timor heading for Northern Australia.” Hammond slammed his headphones down.

	“That’ll spook every telegraph clerk from here to Adelaide,” he growled. “We need a denial before Wyndham prints headlines.”

	Kate collated up-to-the-minute coast-watcher positions, no carrier silhouettes, no heavy smoke. She drafted a fourteen-word rebuttal, routed it to Army PR, and pinned a copy to Wyndham’s out-tray before the Administrator could quote Manila. The rumour strangled in under twenty minutes, a record speed.

	Jane saluted with her coffee mug. “Christmas miracle number three.”

	Kate retorted, “Stop counting or we’ll run out!”

	1500 - Tropical afternoon clouds built up but withheld rain. Hartley announced a five-over cricket match on the grass parade ground: RAAF vs. AWAS/Provost XI. Someone hammered in two sets of cricket stumps then  topped them with bails resting on top, 22 yards apart with chalk powder lines marking the pitch. Earlier, the pitch had been mowed down to a close cut, but the bounce was declared ‘dead,’ so full tosses were the go and underarm bowling to the ladies.

	 Kate found herself coerced onto the mixed team, “Signals counts as Provost for the day.” Donovan captained. He handed her a battered bat and said, “Just nudge singles, we only need morale, not records.” She’d never excelled at cricket but farm paddock games had taught her timing. First ball she tapped into the gully, snatched a run amid cheers from the hospital veranda. The score rose at a snail’s pace; wickets tumbled; sweat trickled. Loud laughter spread when Jane nearly bowled out Hartley with an under-arm dribbler. Matron McCrae adjudicated with theatrical sternness:

	“Wide ball, but generous spirit prevails!”

	A final pull shot from Donovan sent the ball skimming past a stack of cyclone debris, a winning boundary. Vehicle horns whooped and the crowd cheered. The scoreboard, chalked on packing crate wood, read AWAS & Provost 31, RAAF 28. No one remembered the total later, except that it was a close game.

	Kate’s cheeks ached from smiling at all the antics. Donovan tossed her the ball. “A souvenir,” he said, then added with a wink, “to match your collection of impossible missions.”

	She pocketed it sheepishly. Her palm still throbbed where she had caught out someone earlier, but it was a pleasant bruise to remember a good day.
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	While the cooks fashioned peach cobblers and cocoa syrup behind sweltering mess-hall shutters, Kate and Jane returned to signals. Canberra’s “Merry Christmas” cipher arrived at 1710, seventy words thanking northern personnel. They decoded and queued it for broadcast on the local wireless at 1900, right before mess.

	Hammond approached, surprising both women by placing a small tin on Kate’s desk, Dutch salted liquorice from an intercepted supply parcel.

	“Too strong for my teeth,” he muttered. “But I’m told it keeps signal officers awake.”

	She accepted with genuine warmth. “Thank you, Lieutenant, that is kind.”

	He nodded, retreated, clearing his throat. Jane winked. “Miracle four, for the record.”

	Kate resisted an eye-roll and finished her logs.
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	2000 - Troops drifted to the wharf for Christmas supper, served on tables made of door planks, and hurricane lanterns strung above. A record player powered by a petrol generator crackled Bing Crosby’s White Christmas, an irony appreciated rather than lamented. Buttered damper and peach cobbler filled enamel plates, with mugs of sweet cocoa to sip and savour. Kate tasted the warm peaches and felt tears prick behind her eyes, ridiculous perhaps, yet that mouthful was the exact texture of a Sunday dessert memory of home. She discreetly wiped her eyes with a sleeve.

	Donovan appeared beside her with two mismatched forks. “Spare instrument,” he said, passing one over. They ate leaning against a bollard,  the lantern glow catching his sun-browned cheek.

	“Thank you for the soap,” she said quietly.

	“I figured it would beat bully beef.” He stared at the harbour darkness. “Ever think how strange it is, celebrating here, while up the track men dig trenches?”

	“Strange,” she agreed. “But maybe necessary. This pause reminds us why the trenches matter.”

	He nodded, silent a moment. “On Christmas day my mother used to read Luke’s gospel after pudding. ‘On earth peace and goodwill toward men.’ It’s a hard passage to swallow right now.”

	“Peace is more than just quiet,” she answered. “Sometimes it’s the discipline not to let chaos decide our thoughts.” She tapped her chest lightly, “Order on the inside, so the outside can follow.”

	He considered that, then half-smiled. “You make it sound achievable.”

	“On good days,” she said. “Days like today.”

	From the far end of the wharf someone struck a match and lit a string of carbide fairy lights salvaged from the harbour depot. A collective “Ahh” rose as dim white bulbs flickered to life, arching over the tables, a crude but earnest constellation against real stars. It wasn’t really a good idea when the enemy was laying offshore, but the joy it brought was needed, for this could be the last time such simple pleasures would be allowed in Darwin for years.

	Nurses began singing Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas; this time Kate let her voice join quietly, mezzo beneath Jane’s Alto with Donovan’s baritone joining in, steady and warm.

	Back at her billet near 2330, Kate wrote under soft candlelight:

	
	25 Dec 1941



	
		Christmas broadcast rehearsed; Curtin address aired tonight.

		Enemy scouting minimal last 24 hrs; camouflage effective.

		Cricket match victory (dust and bruises worth the morale).

		Peach cobbler undervalued weapon against despair.

		Donovan’s reflection on peace, note: inner order essential.

		A day almost ordinary, which may be miracle enough.



	She snapped the notebook shut, placed the cricket ball on the shelf above her bed, and lay back, calm settling over her. For twenty-four hours at least, Darwin had lived up to the carol’s promise: a silent, yet watchful, night.

	Christmas lingered in the faint whiff of peach syrup in the mess-hall bins when Kate stepped onto Fort Hill Wharf at 0540 the next morning. A bleary crimson dawn washed the harbour; strange silhouettes hugged the outer anchorage, five merchantmen and a single grey escort that had steamed in through the small hours with no fanfare at all.

	Sergeant Donovan was waiting by a coil of hawser, binoculars slung round his neck. “Convoy J-2,” he said, handing her a folded manifest damp with sea spray. “It was diverted from Java before Pearl. The skipper radioed for immediate unloading, he wants the cargo off his decks as soon as possible.”

	Kate unfolded the sheet: aviation fuel drums, munitions crates, tinned mutton and three hundred tons of raw rubber. Strategic treasure. The escort, HMAS Lithgow, had depth-charged a suspected submarine two nights earlier. Its paintwork still bore streaks from hurried engine repairs.

	“We’ll need the boom-net raised for each hull, two hours minimum per vessel,” Kate noted.

	Back in the bunker by 0715, Kate typed a priority unloading schedule. Lieutenant Hammond stood over her shoulder, coffee mug steaming.

	“The escorts claimed a sub contact,” he said. “If those tankers queue outside the net we may be inadvertently gifting them to a torpedo.”

	“We’ll stagger entries, one in, one alongside the jetty, next held in shoal water under 25-pounder cover.” She tapped the keys faster. “The boom crew needs full manning; We’ll borrow labourers from the timber yard.”

	Hammond nodded approval and moved off. Kate finished the sheet, initialled it, and hurried to Blackmore’s office. The general scanned the plan while pulling on a jacket. He’d be boarding the harbour tug for an eyes-on.

	“Good,” he said. “Radio Lithgow to sweep channel twice more. Any delay, we scuttle the rubber barges rather than risk fire.”

	Kate blinked but didn’t argue; rubber floating was more useful than rubber burning she conceded. 
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	0940 - A runner burst in: “Fire at Stokes Hill fuel line!”

	Kate sprinted after Donovan toward the tank farm. A 44-gallon drum lay split beside the pumping station, petrol spreading over red dust. Two privates beat at a smouldering rag with their tunics. It was reported someone had tried to prime a storm-damaged pump using a paraffin lamp, which had then toppled over, igniting rags and rubbish.

	Kate snapped orders: “Sand, not water!” Donovan up-ended a bin of sand over the spill; flames hissed, guttered, died. A black scorch scar marked the ground less than ten yards from twenty thousand gallons of aviation spirit.

	Sweat streamed down Kate’s neck. “Who authorised the lamp use?”

	A young corporal, visibly shaken, stammered: “ Me, ma’am, I thought the line was empty.”

	“From now on, any spark within thirty yards gets charge-sheeted!” Donovan barked, voice iron. The corporal swallowed hard and saluted.

	Kate filed the near-miss in her notebook: 

	Fuel-dump protocol review. Emphasise no open flame.

	By midday the first tanker, SS Moonera, eased through the boom. The harbour tug snorted astern, rope-spray rainbowing in the sun. Boom-net floats rattled; sailors on the net pontoon swore cheerfully, sweat gleaming on their shoulders.
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	Anti-submarine net across the harbour entrance

	Kate supervised from a dispatch boat. She tracked every minute: 1207 boom open, 1212 anchor down, 1230 boom closed again. The second vessel held station just outside, its bulk looming like a grey cliff. A sun glare on its bridge windows reminded her of bomber glints, premonitions best ignored.

	Donovan stood beside her, binoculars scanning the water for periscope feathers. “The sea’s too flat,” he muttered.

	“That’s good,  flat water will show every ripple,” she countered.

	At 1305 Hammond radioed from the bunker: “Scout plane over Bathurst, stands off, altitude four thousand.” Kate relayed the message to the tug skipper, who blew a short blast acknowledging. Tension twanged invisibly across the water.

	Robert Wyndham arrived at 1410, bringing his air of superiority, demanding a launch tour “for civic oversight.” Kate intercepted him at the wharf end.

	“Sir, convoy operations are classified,” she began.

	“Fuel lines explode, submarines lurk; the public has a right to know whether their harbour is safe,” Wyndham retorted. His moustache trembled with indignation, or heat, she wasn’t sure.

	Kate held firm. “A tour can be done after unloading but no photographs and only under escort.” She gestured to Donovan, who stepped forward with impassive readiness.

	Wyndham huffed. “Very well. Thirty minutes.” He stalked off.

	Donovan exhaled once. “He’d likely blame us if a gull fouls the boom.”

	“Let him. Our job is making sure only gulls foul it.”

	While the second freighter winched the rubber bales onto a barge, a hoist chain snapped causing a half a pallet to plunge, smashing a lighter deck plank before descending into the murky water. Rubber floated, scattered and bobbing. Seamen cursed, scrambling with boat-hooks. Kate flagged the tug whistle: three blasts, “halt winch,” then directed a workboat to corral the bales. Donovan grabbed a hook and leapt aboard, balancing on the gunwale.

	For twenty breathless minutes they wrangled the rubber back, bale by bale, until the last soggy slab thudded onto the barge. She noted minimal loss in the ledger, Eleven bales wet, salvageable. Only then did she allow her shoulders to release and relax.

	Donovan handed her a canteen, chest heaving. “Are you convinced yet that the rubber’s a cursed cargo?”

	“It won’t seem like cursed goods when it keeps our aircraft wheels covered,” she replied, gulping water.

	He laughed, short and husky, “Trust you to find the positive mid-chaos.”

	Operations dragged into dusk. Third tanker inside the boom at 1855; fourth scheduled for 0200 to keep silhouette down against moonrise. Kate returned to the bunker to draft the 1930 digest. Jane passed her a mug of tepid coffee.

	“You look like you swam from Timor,” Jane said.

	“No swimming, only wrestling escaped rubber,” Kate answered,  managing a weary smile.

	Hammond entered with a chart. “Radar has picked up twin engine returns north-west, forty miles, then it vanished. Could be weather ghosts, but..?”

	“We are going to be hit soon,” Kate finished his sentence. “Tomorrow would be a good date for a demonstration by Japan.”

	It was the state of the unknown that hung over every decision. She penned a short warning: Increase dawn standing patrol radius to sixty miles. Hartley initialled without comment.

	Blackout conditions were now in effect for Darwin and all coastal regions on the north of Australia. The wharf was dark, with minimal lighting for workers doing their tasks with shielded lighting facing inland. Stevedores covered crate lids with tarpaulin against misting salted dew. Kate walked the length of the pier for an informal inspection. Near the boom-net pontoon she found Donovan and two privates coiling the net gate lashings for the 0200 opening. Moonlight silvered his sweat-dark hair.

	“This is your third shift in twenty-four hours,” she noted.

	“The net doesn’t sleep,” he said, straightening. His eyes caught the moon, “And neither do we, apparently.”

	She stepped closer. “You need at least four hours rest before 0200.”

	“So do you,” he countered. “But it seems orders keep us moving.”

	Lightning flickered distantly inland, dry storm light. The boom-net chain creaked with tidal pull. Kate lowered her voice.

	“If enemy bombers come tomorrow you’ll still be at this gate. I need you steady.”

	He studied her a long moment. “I will be steady, Captain, it’s easy to be  when clarity flows downward.” The compliment warmed her more than the tropical air.

	“Then clarity you’ll have,” she said. “Go, catch two hours on a cot now.”

	Back at her billet she peeled her damp blouse from aching shoulders and, after a quick shower, snuffed out the lamp and fell softly onto her bed, exhausted. Through the screen door she heard harbour sounds: faint tug engines chugging, shouted orders echoing over water. In the darkness those sounds hummed, Darwin’s defensive heart pumping fuel, and resolve, into arteries that would soon be tested. Kate breathed in time with the steady rhythm, until sleep released her though not for long enough. 

	 


Chapter 10:  Barras & Big Birds

	Sunday 4, Friday 9 January 1942 - Darwin Aerodrome & HQ

	A Sunday without church bells felt indecently quiet, but the harbour’s hush at 1400 had nothing to do with reverence. It was a heat-struck, cicada-paralysed silence; the eye of the monsoon cycle before the next curtain of rain. Darwin’s air lay so still that even the tin roofs refrained from pinging.

	Sitting alone in the officers’ mess, Kate was compiling ration figures. The ceiling fan overhead turned at half-speed because the diesel generator, coaxed through storms and salt spray, had coughed itself into conservation mode. Perspiration dotted her notebook margins alongside her notes: Cdr Stocks, 165 men… Hospital, 91… Larrakeyah, 327…

	At the far end of the room Sister Frances Nawurla’s voice floated through a half-open door, reading letters to convalescent soldiers too feverish to hold the envelopes. Her measured tone mixed English and Larrakia cadence, was as soothing as water flowing over stones.

	Behind Kate, the mess sergeant, Corporal Lubbock, pushed a trolley holding an enamel jug and two small tins. “Scrounged treasure for you, ma’am,” he whispered. “Cocoa and summer fruit, last of the shipment.”

	She arched a brow. “You’re sure the quartermaster won’t have your head?”

	“Quartermaster owes me for squeezing fuel coupons out of Townsville.” Lubbock winked and rolled the trolley to the low table at centre, clanking tin cups. The aroma of warmed cocoa drifted in the room. Kate closed her ledger and flexed her fingers. Cocoa was a treat but the peaches were even better. She lifted the first tin, label half rubbed off during convoy unloading, the dented metal still promised golden halves in syrup. “Open these before someone demands tea with condensed milk,” she said. The sergeant grinned, produced a jack-knife and began to work.

	Fifteen minutes later the mess table filled up with Kate, Jane, Donovan, Hammond, Alf Newman, Matron McCrae, and two telegraphists, bringing with them the faint smell of teleprinter oil. Tin cups of cocoa steamed; peach halves glistened in a metal serving bowl, the syrup shining like molten topaz.

	“Four-day ration of sugar in one sitting,” Hammond grumbled, but he accepted a cup.

	Jane raised her fork, spearing half a peach. “To stolen Sundays,” she toasted, her voice light and cheery.

	Kate met Donovan’s eye; he lifted his cocoa with restrained ceremony. “And to stolen peaches.”

	Laughter sparked, filling the room. Matron McCrae pushed peach slices onto a saucer for Corporal Lyle, the malaria patient dozing near the doorway. “Doctors say fruit keeps quinine on its best behaviour,” she said.

	Conversation turned to banalities: rumours that ration biscuits might arrive with fresh oranges; a coastal watcher’s report of dugongs mistaken for submarines; Jane’s two-day war with a cockroach the size of a sapper’s thumb. Even Hammond joined in. Kate listened more than she spoke, soaking in the easy talk. She catalogued faces: Jane’s hair sticking to her cheek, Matron’s eyes crinkling despite exhaustion, Donovan’s profile calm, that oak-solid steadiness still surprising her. 

	The camaraderie made the war seem distant, yet not absent. In the bunker, the radio ticked Morse. Bobby Chen, on duty in the cipher alcove, slid one earpiece aside, scribbled a note and sent it by runner to the mess hall. He gave it to Kate without a word. She unfolded it:

	Intercept: Single-engine floatplane again over Tanimbar 1100Z. Alt 3500.

	She folded the slip and slid it into her notebook. Sunday’s hush was only ever an armistice due to the weather. Letting everyone finish dessert first,  that, too, was allowance made by those in command.

	By 1600 cloud lids slid over the sun and the humidity was climbing. Donovan appeared at Kate’s office doorway, a canvas bag on his shoulder.

	“Frances has invited us to the mud-flat for barra fishing while the tide’s low,” he said. “Are you game? It will double our chances to get a feed.”

	Kate hesitated. With a grin, Donovan added, “Blackmore gave the nod, said it was good for morale and protein.”

	That sealed it.

	They walked the track behind Larrakeyah toward Mindil’s flats. Frances waited with a bamboo spear, her ankles wrapped in cloth gaiters against razor sharp shells. Over her shoulder a rough basket rattled with three empty bottles, to be cleaned and filled later with oil for the ward. She greeted Kate with a conspiratorial grin.

	“Best time, the wind at our backs forces the barra to swirl up-current.”

	“Then lead these amateurs to the challenge,” Kate said with a smile.

	Knee-deep in warm tidal pools they prowled, the mud sucking their boots. Frances moved with practised silence, spear suspended. Kate searched the ankle-deep water for the flick of silver that meant dinner.

	When Donovan pointed to a shimmer, Frances struck, water exploding. She lifted a thrashing barramundi the length of her forearm, its scales burning electric in storm-light. She clubbed it quick, then slid it into a hessian sack. They bagged four before thunder called them back to the compound. Donovan slung the sack over his shoulder as rain began falling in sparse, large drops.

	“The storm will beat us,” Frances warned.

	They trotted along the track as the downpour slammed, sky turning almost night dark at 1740. Mud streaked their clothes; Kate laughed out loud at the absurd relief of cold rain. Donovan offered his jacket but she shook her head and let the wet soak away the heat from her body.

	Barramundi fillets sizzled in a pan, Matron McCrae adding condensed milk and curry powder with practised efficiency. The hospital  air filled with a scent that made every recovering soldier sit higher. Jimmy, the bugle boy, beamed as he clapped his bandaged hands.

	 Kate had returned back to her desk and was transcribing coastal watcher signals onto fresh forms, with Jane delivering decoded strings. An enemy floatplane over Tanimbar had circled, taking photographs, most likely mapping the over-land approach.

	“Third day in a row,” Jane whispered. “Hartley wants fighters at dawn.”

	Kate pencilled: Dawn CAP 0600, alert, a low flutter in her chest.

	When Matron served barramundi curry in chipped bowls, Kate eagerly accepted one. The fish flaked velvet, sweet and faintly smoky; the bizarre milk-and-curry sauce somehow perfect. Nurses ate leaning against tent posts while Donovan perched on a bed-foot, trousers still streaked with mud.

	“Tomorrow everything’s paperwork again,” he said between bites.

	 “Inevitable,” Kate answered. But her smile lingered.

	 

	[image: A person holding a large fish

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

	Barramundi

	2040 - In the bunker, Kate typed the final readiness signal. Hammond watched her, arms folded.

	“You’ve got ink on your cheek,” he said, tone oddly gentle.

	She wiped, smearing mud instead. “Barramundi dressing,” she retorted, and he barked a laugh. They both glanced to the wireless bench where Chen punched the key:

	“Darwin to LHQ… Dawn fighter patrol scheduled 0600… Floatplane recce continues… Cyclone track stable…”

	Kate sealed the report, sent Jane sprinting to the signal lamp tower:  codework from the harbour escort, confirming nets to be closed by 2130.

	[image: Image]

	On Friday 9th, early morning, the first indication of American heavy bombers reached Kate as a pencil-scribbled postscript on a routine fuel report: “Advise: 9 × B-17 from Townsville req 100-octane, ETA 1100L.”

	There was no signature, only a smeared “USAAF Liaison.” She re-read the line, felt a thrill wedge under her breastbone. Nine Flying Fortresses meant more than extra aircraft, they meant the Allied centre of gravity was rolling north, toward the heat and risk Kate now called ordinary everyday life.

	While she accepted that decisions on aircraft deployments can be done at short notice and confirmation would come via messages, finding out about a major fuel stop with only a few hours’ notice was unacceptable, but had to be sorted. She strode to the aerodrome operations hut, boots crunching over the sun-baked laterite. The January sky shimmered and the runway mirage danced like water despite the parched surface.

	Flight Lieutenant Lionel Hartley was bent over a wind-swept clipboard, arguing with the ground engineer about tyre pressures in monsoon heat. Kate gave him the bad news and Hartley whistled. “Fortresses? Those barrels we hoarded for emergencies are about to become vapour. Someone sure slipped up in not notifying us earlier about this visit.”

	“B-17s need a full thousand yards clear,” Kate called, handing him the flimsy. “And a convoy of AvGas bowsers.”

	“Better vapour in their tanks than in ours when the scouts bring company,” Kate muttered under her breath.

	Between 0830 and 1030 Kate orchestrated a logistical dance:

	
		cleared the RAAF Wirraways to dispersal bays;

		rerouted a shipment of girders stacked too close to the strip;

		dispatched Jane Clarke to file NOTAMs over the wireless;

		persuaded Quartermaster Kearney to cough up the locked fuel reserves by promising him first pick of any American spare-parts  



	Sergeant Donovan patrolled the perimeter with provosts, watching for curious civilians as the word spread through the town. His easy stride belied the pistol stuck to his hip. He stopped by Kate’s field table, which consisted of two sawhorses and a door-plank, handing her a tin mug of tepid water.

	“Yank aircrews, ma’am. Full of questions and camera-film.”

	“Keep their questions off the tank farm,” she answered. “And smile for those cameras - propaganda loves casual confidence on show.”

	Thunder growled inland, a reminder that monsoon down-bursts could wreck landing plans in minutes. Hartley eyed the cumulonimbus and muttered a prayer that Kate pretended not to hear.

	1106 - The first silver-grey fortress appeared, low glint against stacked cloud, four engines droning loud. The control tower semaphore flicked green; the B-17’s nose tipped and wheels kissed the laterite, trailing dust plumes half the runway’s length. Eight more followed, mile-spaced, each landing raising brown clouds that settled on sun-bleached grass.
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	American Boeing B-17 Flying Fortress

	The moment propellers stopped, the heat haze made the aircraft shimmer like a mirage. Hatches popped; airmen in khaki shorts and campaign caps spilled onto the blistering ground, stretching the long flight out of their stiff joints. One sergeant rubbed his forearms and quipped, “So, this is how to oven bake a crew?”

	Kate stepped forward, speaking to the group of men with a wry smile. “Yes, it is baking hot here. I am Captain Sullivan, Signals and Logistics, welcome to Darwin. Please follow my escort to the refuel stations.” She pointed to where Donovan’s provosts waved batons. The Americans obeyed, their curiosity overruling fatigue. Captain Douglas “Triple-D” Denton, squadron commander, met Blackmore and Hartley beside the lead B-17. His Southern drawl wrapped every syllable in  thick molasses.

	“The general sent us north to ‘plague Mr Togo’s sleep,’ ma’am.” He tipped his cap at Kate. “And it appears you’ve laid out the red carpet.”

	“Red dust carpet, Captain,” she replied, marking time on the form. “We aim to please.”

	“Well that’s a phrase I haven’t heard in the Air Force before. Darwin is looking like a good place to visit after all.”

	Tanker hoses hissed, pumping precious 100-octane into wing vents. Kate doubled each figure: 1,800 gallons per fortress. Her pencil skittered with sweat; she steadied it, hearing Blackmore’s earlier critique echo, Drink before orders. She took a pull from Donovan’s canteen. 

	A clatter pulled her gaze: a US crewman dropping a crate marked FLAK VESTS off the bomb-bay roller, splitting the lid. Inside, metal-stitched canvas lay body-armour like. Hammond bent, lifted one, brow furrowing.

	“Weighty,” he said. “Makes our battledress feel like pyjamas.”

	“War in Europe taught us some very hard lessons,” Denton drawled. “Figured we’d pack ’em for keepsakes.”

	Kate ran a thumb along the vest’s steel tiles. She pencilled Flak vest sample for RAAF intelligence in her notebook.

	At 1205, with four Fortresses refuelled, an earth-shaking bellow rolled from the western dispersal. Dust geysered; airmen dove behind tyres. Kate’s heart slammed as she spun; Donovan was already running.

	They found a smoking cavity next to aircraft number five, a tire shredded and a pile of debris. No bomb or shell, just a wheel rim that now looked like a buried piece of cyclone-tossed scrap iron the size of a stove. The tyre must have been damaged on landing and been heated by exhaust blast until it burst with steam and rust.

	“Looked like flak coming back to finish us,” one American joked weakly, brushing dirt from his cap.

	Kate checked casualties: one mechanic bruised, pride injured more than body. She waved Hartley’s engineers to grade the crater; refuelling resumed.

	But the accident gnawed; her slate of risk had grown a fresh column: Storm debris below surface, sweep runway again after every gully-washer. She scribbled the line before as the rush of adrenaline faded.

	Inside the aerodrome map hut, the heat was stifling, the fans hardly moved the air. Charts of Timor and Java lay pinned as Denton and Blackmore eyed the route to Semplak near Bandoeng.

	“Jap recce planes sniff around Timor daily,” Hartley warned. “You’re best to climb to nineteen thousand by Bathurst.”

	Denton tapped fuel numbers. “We can spare the altitude but we want a Spitfire umbrella.”

	Blackmore gestured at Kate. “Captain Sullivan will coordinate; she holds the harbour clock inside her head.”

	Kate ran fingers across the line route, Darwin to Koepang, then Java. “Koepang is too risky now,” she judged. “You will need to bypass Timor on a wide arc south-west, rendezvous with the Dutch fighters over Lautem Strait to take you to Java.”

	Hammond grunted approval; Denton flashed a grin. “Done. You Aussies fight maths with manners.” Kate allowed herself half a smile. 

	“I am afraid we don’t have any Spitfires yet, just a few Wirraways that will have you covered till over Bathurst until you’ve gained height.”

	Before departure the American crew, a crate of tinned peaches labelled ‘For the Ladies of Darwin HQ’ was presented. Word had apparently travelled from the ward supper. Jane nearly swooned; Hammond pretended indifference but pocketed a tin “for cipher lubrication on midnight shift.”

	Kate reciprocated with a parcel of flight-grade maps hand-annotated, with coastline sighting lines, Japanese scout timings and emergency landing strips. Denton accepted with a whistle. “Santa came late, but I’ll take him.”

	“Destroy if there is a problem,” said Kate.

	1540 - Ground crews waved propeller-start. Engines roared; Fortresses lumbered down the strip, dust plumes billowing anew. Kate shielded her eyes as each grey bird clawed up, wheels tucking, sunlight glancing off polished noses. Their droning faded north-west, toward cloud anvil towers and hidden anti-aircraft nests. When the last winking speck vanished beyond mangrove-crowned ridges, silence fell over the aerodrome, heavy, waiting. 

	Blackmore assembled essentials at 1700: Kate, Hammond, Hartley, Kearney. She delivered final accounting: 16,200 gallons fuel issued; runway crater patched; debris sweep planned; peaches received and logged as “morale supplement: medical ward.”

	“Acceptable losses,” the general concluded. “And potential friends at Java HQ now carry Sullivan’s handwriting,” which got a smile all round.

	Afterwards, mess served corned beef again, but Matron McCrae appeared with a tray of chilled peach halves for Kate’s table. Laughter rippled when Hammond, moustache twitching, asked for a second helping.

	Donovan leaned over. “Peaches are becoming a strategic supply.”

	“Better than flak vests,” Kate said. “You can’t share a vest at pudding.”

	His grin flickered. “I believe you’d find a method.” He lifted his cocoa as if toasting; she matched the motion, and clinked enamel mugs softly.

	That night settled with a strange hush. The lantern wick flickered in Kate’s room; outside, the generator sputtered to sleep leaving warm silence. She lay back on her pillow, thinking that somewhere overhead American bombers now carved arcs in the moonlit stratosphere, taking her rough pencil lines toward combat. She whispered a brief prayer, safety for strangers and for friends. 


Chapter 11:  Crocodile Teeth

	Wednesday 21 January 1942 - Adelaide River & Darwin

	Heat still shimmered over Darwin’s parade ground when Major-General Blackmore strode into the signals hut and rapped his knuckles on Kate Sullivan’s Operations desk.

	“Captain, you and Sergeant Donovan have accumulated nine days’ leave between you, none taken. Take forty-eight hours, effective sixteen-hundred. Clear your heads before the next alarm bell.”

	Kate opened her mouth to protest, fuel ledgers waited, and Jane’s cipher team was two clerks short, but the general cut her off with a faint smile. “Go. That’s an order.”

	Outside, Sister Frances leaned on a bicycle, a hospital satchel strapped to the carrier. She heard the news and flashed white teeth.

	“Good. You need river air. Nalik’s running north tomorrow, chasing big barra on the tide. Come with us.”

	“Nalik?” Donovan asked, appearing from the provost hut.

	“He’s a cousin of mine,” Frances said. “Knows every croc hide between Humpty Doo and Daly Mouth. We’ll bring medicine to Woolna camp and catch fish on the way.”

	Kate hesitated, a pleasure trip felt decadent amidst war threats, but Donovan tilted his head, eyes gentle.

	“Blackmore’s right. You’ve been sleeping on your notebook. The river might teach us somethings that the bunker can’t.”

	Kate felt resistance dissolve, “All right. One day out, one day back. And I’ll bring ration tins in case the barra refuse the hook.”

	Frances laughed. “Those fish know better than to snub a Larrakia spear.”

	They left in the grey half-light of 0500: Kate, Donovan, Frances, and Jane, who volunteered to keep the signal officer company and confessed cheerfully to Hammond that she’d “invented emergency leave for morale calibration.” Agnes, a diminutive AWAS driver, piloted the small battered utility truck south, Donovan and Kate rode in the back under the canvas canopy set up for troop carrying. The road was still rut-scarred from Alma and bucked the ute like a rowboat. Mimosa shrubs flashed pink along the verge, perfuming the dusty air. Sixteen miles out they forded a creek swollen from rain. Frances gave a peeled mango to Jane and taught Larrakia phrases:

	“Gulumarrang, afternoon. Ngapi, ngapi, look, look.”

	Jane learnt, tongue tripping happily.

	By seven they reached Fogg Dam where Nalik waited, a lean man with hair plaited to his shoulders, wearing khaki shorts, a cigarette hanging from his lips. A large dugout canoe used for cargo, hollowed from stringybark, rested on the bank. Crates of quinine, bandages, and tinned peaches (Blackmore insisted on a goodwill gesture) tumbled into the hull.

	Nalik tapped the wood. “She hold four. One will stay with truck.”

	Kate looked at Agnes. The driver shrugged. “I’ll guard, brew tea, and keep the wireless on.” She unreeled the small field set and waved them off.

	The morning river looked like poured bronze. Paperbark trunks rose from the mirrored water; the canoe slid in silence, Nalik paddling with flicks so light Kate felt the hull glide rather than move. Cicadas sang electric in the canopy. Donovan, sitting astern, kept a rifle across his knees though Nalik chuckled that “guns scare barra away.”

	Frances was balanced at the prow, spear ready across her lap. Jane dipped fingers in the water making a trailing wake, murmuring “ngapi” whenever a kingfisher flashed. Frances warned her hands were finger food for crocs, grinning when Jane promptly pulled hers back into the boat.

	After an hour Nalik nudged Kate’s elbow. “See there.” A fat silver body hovered under the shade of an overhanging tree, tail pulse barely stirring. Frances cast the bamboo spear; a flash, splash and she hauled a thrashing barramundi half a metre long into the canoe. Jane squealed with delight, nearly capsizing them. Donovan laughed, a sound rare and warm.

	Two more strikes followed further along the river; the bottom soon slapped with fish. Nalik gutted the barramundi quickly, tossing offal overboard; small crocs lurked close by, eyes like polished marbles.

	Kate checked her wristwatch, 1012, as they came up to the Woolna stop. 

	The Aboriginal settlement stood on a eucalypt rise above the flood-plain. Children raced to the canoe, running barefoot through spear grass. The Elders greeted Frances, clasping forearms. Nalik introduced Kate, Jane and Donovan; some understood the English language and others used gestures to bridge the gap. Frances explained the gifts and their fishing trip for the visitors. They unloaded the medicine and cargo. Matron McCrae’s hand-drawn instruction sheets, pictograms of dosage, caused approving nods. Jane handed over pencils and notepads for the school shelter, winning shy smiles from adults and children.

	Kate unpacked the peaches. One elder, Badjari, raised brows. “Sun fruit,” he said, patting his heart. 

	In a bark shade, Frances treated a salt-rash and Kate talked with the children. Donovan chatted with two young men about rifles and the return of monsoon geese. Laughter rose with the telling of outlandish jokes and tales about bullets heavier than barra heads.

	At noon Nalik roasted fish over coals. Smoke spiralled; the taste of the sweet, succulent white meat lingered on the tongue. Kate ate sitting cross-legged, savouring every morsel.

	Then Badjari pointed toward the river bend. Thin smoke plume. “Gunji,” he said, “white man, small boat, gasoline.”

	Kate’s pulse rose sharply. Unscheduled traffic on this reach was rare. Donovan stood, scanning with binoculars taken from his pack. “Tin dinghy. Two, maybe three aboard. Heading downstream, but they are having engine trouble.”

	Jane frowned. “Could be poachers.”

	Or courier smugglers, Kate thought, or paid saboteur for silver coins. 

	They pushed off in the dugout to shadow the dinghy, Frances guiding down a silent channel. Afternoon light speared through the clouds, turning water green-black. The outboard’s engine finally coughed and died, and the dingy drifted closer to the bank. They decided to edge up to the boat and offer some help, to get a better idea of who they were. Two men were leaning over the transom, cursing in a tongue they didn’t understand, maybe Malay. One held a jerry-can.

	Sudden ripples cut across the bow. Frances cried, “Bamanar.” Crocodile.

	The water erupted, a saurian head lunged, jaws closing on the dinghy’s gunwale. One man screamed, scrambling backward, upsetting the balance of the boat. The croc thrashed and the boat yawed, causing the other man to tumble overboard. From his thrashing it was clear he could not swim. 

	Instinct overtook thought. Donovan swung his rifle, but Frances shouted, “no! Water jump, don’t shoot!” A bullet could ricochet into the dinghy.

	Nalik shoved the paddle into Kate’s hands and leapt into the water. He quickly swam to the man, grabbed his shirt collar and hauled him to the dinghy’s far side, the croc was still wrestling the gunwale on the other side.

	Kate caught the boat with the end of the paddle and drew them together. Donovan braced the rifle butt, ready if the croc surfaced toward them. The seconds stretched as they pulled the poacher into the dinghy and helped Nalik back into the canoe. The wet poacher was bleeding from his calf. The Croc circled unseen beneath tea-brown water.

	Frances, voice calm, coaxed the frightened men to settle, then looked at the wound on the man’s leg. His calf gaped and would need stitches. Jane offered her scarf and Frances wrapped it tight around the wound.

	Ripples appeared again. The croc surfaced behind the dinghy, jaws opening and coming in for another bite, but Donovan fired a warning shot into the water next to its head. The crack shocked the air and the croc submerged, re-emerging twenty metres away showing only eyes, then sank.

	Nalik towed the dinghy back to the Aboriginal settlement.

	On shore, Frances inspected the wounded man’s calf, a deep tear but at least muscle was still intact. She poured iodine on the wound; he hissed, muttered thanks in accented English, through gritted teeth. The other man sat nearby, still trembling a little from the shock of the incident. Their canvas satchel held nothing but rusty hook-lines and a half-map of river bends.

	“Fishing?” Donovan asked, scepticism stiff.

	“Catch croc for skin, sell in Kupang,” he admitted. “Fast money. Engine broke, fuel nearly finish.”

	Illegal crocodile hunters. Kate exhaled, partly relieved; sabotage suspicions receded. Yet the law mattered. She took notes: names, origin (Flores) and noted they claimed ignorance of licences.

	Frances spoke to them softly, explaining fines, danger, sacred dreaming sites. Fear melted to sheepishness; they nodded, grateful for the bandage and second chance. She explained she was a nurse from the hospital, and the wound was serious, needing stitches and antibiotics to stop infection. She also said the Donovan was a Policeman and would take them to Darwin.

	Evening storm-clouds massed and thunderheads painted violet ridges over the land. They managed to land a few more fish on the way back to Agnes. The truck’s canopy rattled under the weight of fish, empty medicine crates, plus two extra chastened poachers. Agnes drove steady, Donovan guarding the men with gentle firmness although the presence of the rifle did most of the work, even though it was not pointed at them. In front, Jane and Frances watched rain curtains sweep distant plains. It was just on dusk when the truck headed into Darwin’s town.

	At 2100 Kate delivered report to Blackmore:

	
		Medical supplies delivered;

		Two illegal hunters detained, minor injury, no sabotage;

		Crocodile human-wildlife risk noted; recommendation: patrol river mouth fortnightly to deter poachers who might be enemy couriers.



	Blackmore skimmed, pleased. “You secured goodwill with Woolna, fed the ward, and bagged intelligence on river traffic. An acceptable leave day, Captain. You still have off tomorrow, make good use of it. You could head out to Berry Springs, there is a beautiful clear warm creek to swim in. The Defence Force plans to set up Hospital accommodation out that way.”

	She saluted, turning to leave. He called, “Oh, did the fish taste better than ration beef?”   “Infinitely so, sir,” she answered, earning a chuckle.

	 


Chapter 12:  Berry Springs

	Thursday 22 January 1942 - Berry Springs, Northern Territory

	The next morning Kate woke early to a day that was well on the way to being hot and humid. She smiled, thinking that at least one would not be spent at her desk. Heading through her front door she found Jane sitting on the verandah, her hair a tumble of auburn curls freed from regulation pins. She waggled a set of jeep keys. “Captain’s prerogative or blatant thievery? Either way, we have wheels till dusk, under your name.”

	She handed Kate a note that had been pinned to the billet’s door. It confirmed her day off with a quick summary: ‘HQ roster light, communications on minimum watch. Enjoy 24 hours respite. Signed General Blackmore.’ 

	The jeep stood at the edge of Daly Street, paint still mud-flecked from the convoy duty, canvas top rolled back. Sergeant Donovan, who had insisted they now call him Colin off-duty, leaned against the bonnet, field shirt unbuttoned at the throat, sun already bronzing the lines of his forearms. He tossed Kate a canteen. “Rations: two extra gallons of petrol, four mangoes, tinned peaches, extra water. Jane has set us up with sandwiches from the cooks, and smuggled a slab of damper from somewhere, all in the kitbag.”

	Jane showed her crusty khaki satchel. “A picnic deluxe awaits us .”

	Kate slid behind the wheel; Colin folded his long frame into the passenger seat, his shoulder brushing hers in the cramped cabin. For a heartbeat Kate was aware of the strength corded beneath his shirt, so was Jane, judging by the amused flick of her eyebrow.

	They rattled south along the narrow Stuart Highway, still more corrugated dirt than bitumen, eucalypt shadow stripes strobing over the bonnet. Twenty five miles out they turned right onto a rough track, tyres kicking red dust. 

	Berry Springs revealed itself first as a shimmer of fan-palm crowns, then the sudden cool perfume of freshwater. The creek was a chain of crystal pools fed by limestone seeps, the water warm and crystal clear, enough to see the ridges on submerged stones. Sun-shafts speared through fronds, painting dapple mosaics on the sandy bottom. Steam curled lazily where the geothermal outlets bled constant thirty-degree warmth in the water.

	“This place is magic,” Jane exclaimed in delight, untying her boot laces before the jeep’s engine ticked cool.

	Kate had read the files: the springs lay on Kungarakan and Warai land, long considered Dariba Nganjul, “healing water” in the old tongue, where clan women birthed wet-season songs and men netted black bream. Now, in regulated war nomenclature, the locality was Area E, 24th ARRC Rest Camp, a scatter of canvas tents and mess huts tucked beneath monsoon forest a short distance from the stream.

	They signed the camp ledger, smiling in amusement when Duty Officer Lt. Sam “Buck” Rogers, RAAF, raised a brow at the two AWAS officers in skirts. They followed a sandy trail to the upper pool where a stony bank formed a natural diving ledge.

	In deference to scorching sun, Kate and Jane swapped skirts for plain cotton slips, regulation modest but clinging enough to hint at shapely legs toned by months on parade squares. As Kate perched on the ledge, she felt eyes, Colin’s, but also two signalmen lounging downstream, cigarettes paused mid-air. She pretended not to notice the appreciative stares; the war had thinned distractions and magnified beauty wherever it appeared. She did not realise her quiet beauty did not need magnifying.

	Jane cannon-balled with a squeal, sending up a halo of silver droplets. Colin followed in a clean shallow dive, his muscled arms slicing through the water. Kate counted two beats, then jumped in, expecting a cold shock and was enveloped by warmth, the spring whispering along skin like silk. She surfaced near Colin, breathless from more than the plunge.

	“The temperature is perfect,” he murmured, shaking water from sun-bleached hair. “It will be almost a sin to go back to parade showers.”

	They swam upstream until the pool narrowed, sunlight falling in cathedral shafts. There the current bubbled, glassy, over travertine ridges; small garfish flitted through sun motes.

	“Feels like someone’s stoked an underground boiler,” Jane said, floating on her back, her eyes closed and face lifted to the sun.

	Kate shared what she’d memorised: “The springs rise where groundwater is heated by the Daly Basin where it seeps through limestone at a constant thirty-one degrees. Aboriginal families camped here for millennia, so thousands of artefact flakes have been found on the benches above.”

	Colin raised a brow. “You have a ledger even for geology?”

	 “Order is everywhere, even in God’s creation,” she shot back, splashing him. He retaliated, a moment far too playful for rank, and soon all three were laughing, the cares of war dissolving into the ripples. This was a time for light-hearted fun, for soon it would be relegated to a pleasant memory.
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	Main pool at Berry Springs

	They lunched at a rough-hewn Darwin woollybutt log bench overlooking the middle creek. Mango juice ran down Jane’s wrists; Kate sliced damper, spreading it with tinned peaches using her field knife. Colin, drying in the sun, carved slivers of dried beef.

	Conversation drifted to families. Kate spoke of her parents in Grenfell, NSW, her dad’s wheat charts, mum’s Psalms scribbled on the pantry door, and the letters that travelled north slower than rumours.

	Jane confessed she missed the clatter of Melbourne trams more than any person, though her mother’s postcards arrived scented with lavender, with helpful suggestions like “mind that you wear a coat in drafts.” That got everyone laughing.

	Colin surprised them: “Dad’s a schoolteacher in Burrinjuck, NSW. Mum keeps goats. My youngest brother joined the RAAF, training on Wirraways. Mum writes hoping I never sees combat.” He plucked a grass blade, rolled it between calloused fingers. “I couldn’t promise her that, so I promised I’d keep as many others safe as I could. Provost seemed a place to start.”

	Jane flicked a mango seed at him. “You’re doing all right so far, Sergeant.”

	“Colin,” he corrected gently, eyes on Kate until she nodded acceptance. First names made the scene more intimate, a treaty inked under gum shade.

	Other service folk wandered through in the afternoon: two Dutch pilots trading clumsy bird whistles, a trio of AIF gunners practising one-armed push-ups on a bet. One gunner paused, whistling low when Kate and Jane stood to stretch.

	“Blimey, thought angels were rationed up here,” he quipped.

	Jane shot back, “Angel wings cost extra coupons.” The men laughed, tipping bush hats. For a moment they were all simply young, sun-lit bodies carving space before the inevitable orders.

	After lunch they followed a faint bush track uphill, sandals squelching in red loam still slick from the Wet. The slope levelled onto a natural terrace where canvas bell-tents sprouted in neat ranks beneath towering stringybark and woollybutt. A hand-painted board read 24th Australian Convalescent Depot – Site A.

	Two sappers in sun-bleached shorts were bracing tent-poles with scavenged ironwood stakes; beyond them, a rough frame marked the future ward hut. The scent of sawdust mingled with pandanus.

	Jane shaded her eyes. “Our hinterland is growing hospitals faster than streetlamps.”

	Kate nodded, noting drainage trenches freshly chalked with lime, lessons learned from Cyclone Alma. “They’ll house the overflow from Larrakeyah once the raids start.”

	Colin ran a hand along one half-sawn plank. “Good timber. Stronger than the Sydney stuff we shipped north.”

	They chatted briefly with Lieutenant Rogers, the duty officer overseeing the works, who explained that rest camps, supply depots, and an ordnance workshop were scheduled to fill the forest clearings by Easter. He gestured toward a string of coloured survey pegs disappearing into scrub. “The Army wants everything camouflaged under native canopy, with no tin roofs to show above the tree-line.”

	Kate memorised distances for her maps: three hundred yards from creek to mess; fifty yards between hospital lines; telephone poles already staged beside a stand of bloodwood. Even on leave, ledgers formed themselves in her brain. Their curiosity was satisfied and they headed downhill, birdsongs fluttering overhead like staccato Morse.

	They returned to the creek as cicadas began their riot. In the lower pool they found the Dutch pilots teaching hip-twisting swim strokes. Jane joined in, her laughter chiming. Kate and Colin drifted to the deeper eddy where the current lapped slow.

	“I keep waiting to hear a scout plane buzz overhead,” Kate admitted, treading water.

	“Same here,” he replied. “But if the war allows a pause, even two hours, we owe it to ourselves to use it and enjoy it.”

	She considered his muscled shoulders, the easy way he trod water, and felt a warmth separate from sun. “We’ll have no trouble doing that here,” she murmured, letting herself float in the watery warmth.

	They spoke of small things: Kate’s stubborn fountain pen that leaked in Darwin humidity; Colin’s secret fear of crocodiles despite countless river patrols; Jane’s plan to requisition silk for the cipher room to reduce static shocks. Ordinary talk, yet it stitched a closeness deeper than adrenaline.

	Golden light slanted long when they dressed and headed for the jeep. Jane plaited her damp curls; Kate pinned stray silver-blonde strands. Colin, rolling his sleeves, caught Jane’s huff.

	“Problem?”

	“You look like a recruiting poster,” she said, “Broad chest, tan, easy grin. Makes the rest of us mere mortals look frayed.”

	He flushed beneath sunburn, an endearing surprise. Kate sensed Jane’s mischief and laughed, easing the sudden tension. Jane had her eye on Colin from the first day they met, but was unsure of Kate’s feelings for him. One day soon, they would have to have a deep talk on the subject of Donovan.

	Packing up, they loaded the vehicle which was soon bumping along the Stuart Highway. Dust tails followed them north; behind, Berry Springs folded back into monsoon dusk, lanterns flickering where the new hospital camp readied stretchers and quarters for whoever would be in need of their care.

	Driving into lengthening shadows, Kate felt the day settle over her like a comfortable quilt. She catalogued lessons: that order could coexist with joy, that even war sharpened senses to beauty, that Colin’s first name tasted safe on her tongue, and Jane’s laughter could echo across marble halls as surely as across warm water. She had noticed Jane’s extended glances at Colin and filed that away for contemplation another time.

	Darwin welcomed them with its usual clamour, clatter of teleprinters, clang of boom-net tests, generator thrum. Yet the dust on their boots and the scent of mango lingered.

	 


Chapter 13:  First Shot Over Darwin

	Thursday 29 January–1 February 1942 

	Kate sensed the approach of February long before the calendar confirmed it. The monsoon heat no longer marched in violent afternoon storms punctuated by relief; instead, it settled over Darwin like a wet blanket, refusing to lift whether the sun reigned or the moon glimmered. Under that heavy lid, every conversation in the headquarters acquired a quicker tempo, as though every heart had begun counting down, quietly, relentlessly, to something everyone feared but no one wished to name.

	On the morning of Thursday, 29th January, Kate waited outside Major-General Blackmore’s office, a notebook balanced on her hand. Her pencil point hovered above a page that already held neatly ruled headings:

	
		Bofors drill, East Clifftop Battery: thirty-two seconds, acceptable

		Hudson reconnaissance (Timor): new Japanese AA pits near Dili

		Tokuda convoy expected Koepang, 31 January

		USS Houston requests Darwin dry-dock, 4 February



	She tapped her pencil on the margin, thinking about the American cruiser. Its fifty-five-hundred-ton hull would, she suspected, draw every enemy camera between Koepang and Rabaul. A large Allied vessel in Darwin would raise morale in the messes, and paint a bright red target on the harbour for Japanese planners.

	The general’s door opened. Blackmore emerged, pipe clenched, unlit, as usual, between his teeth.

	“Captain, come along; bring your figures. Colonel Stokes has arrived from Brisbane, and he is impatient to hear what we know.”

	Inside the office, Lieutenant-Colonel Gerald F. Stokes, liaison to the United States Forces in Australia, stood near the louvered window, cap beneath his arm. Even at eight o’clock his neatly combed hair already glistened with Top End humidity. Hammond, the Intelligence officer, and Flight Lieutenant Lionel Hartley, the senior RAAF planner, hovered by a table laden with reconnaissance photographs.

	Stokes shook Kate’s hand firmly, his gaze pausing a fraction of a second on her three Bath stars. “Your reputation preceded you, Captain Sullivan,” he said in a brisk Mid-Western accent. “Colonel Truscott mentioned your tidy briefings in two different cables.”

	“I hope to meet expectations, Colonel,” Kate replied, laying her notebook beside the photographs.

	Stokes tapped a dark smudge ringed in red pencil on the largest print. “The Japanese are extending this strip at Maubisse. Intelligence believes they will base twin-engined Nishiki or Betty bombers there within the fortnight. That puts Darwin comfortably within range for dawn departures and dusk returns.”

	Hartley exhaled through his teeth. “Three hundred and seventy miles at cruise power is nothing to them.”

	Blackmore flattened his palm on the photograph. “Which means we need accelerated dispersal. Captain Sullivan has already prepared the timetable.”

	Kate distributed carbon copies. The first sheet announced that the civilian strip at Noonamah would soon receive training aircraft; the second listed a saltpan north of the Howard River marked for Hudson emergencies; the third proposed widening a clearing near Batchelor to take fighters. Blackmore continued, “Captain Sullivan will oversee every move: fuel lorries, telegraph inserts, perimeter patrols, everything.”

	Stokes nodded, satisfied. “The Twenty-Second Bomb Group arrives in Townsville tomorrow. We’d like contingency rights to stage Fortresses from Batchelor beginning the tenth, subject to runway strength.”

	Hartley winced. “Your heavies drink fuel by the river-full.”

	Kate made a quick mental calculation, each B-17 required sixteen hundred gallons. She pencilled a note: Batchelor 100-octane uplift: source Townsville barge by 6 February.

	The meeting rolled through escort numbers, radar blind-spots, and code-names. Kate’s pencil sang across the pages. When Stokes finally saluted and left, Blackmore slumped into his chair for an unguarded second, exhaustion plain.

	“That colonel travels north only when Washington stirs the pot,” he muttered. “Finish your miracle timetable, Sullivan. And make certain you sleep tonight, we will need your accuracy.”

	Located approximately 62 miles south of Darwin, Batchelor Airfield had become one of the most critical forward operating bases for the Allies by early 1942. Originally a civilian airstrip serving the local mining and pastoral community, the field was rapidly militarised by the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) in response to rising Japanese aggression in the Pacific.

	By January 1942, Batchelor was supporting Hudson bombers from No. 2 Squadron RAAF and beginning to host American B-17 Flying Fortresses on staging flights across the archipelago. It featured two gravel-surfaced runways, hastily constructed dispersal bays, camouflaged fuel dumps, and tented accommodation for aircrew and ground staff.
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	Repairs in a makeshift camp at Batchelor Airfield, Northern Territory

	Facilities were rudimentary, open-air messes, basic maintenance sheds, and jungle latrines, but the strategic value was immense. Safely inland and south of Darwin’s expected blast radius, Batchelor was designated a fallback base for operations if northern installations were disabled. Anti-aircraft emplacements were being installed, and engineers worked to extend communications lines and reinforce perimeter security.

	Despite heat, isolation, and minimal comfort, morale among stationed personnel was high. Aircraft and equipment arrived steadily from southern depots, and the surrounding terrain, dense eucalypt and open escarpment, offered both concealment and natural defence.

	In Kate Sullivan’s notebook, a single line read: Batchelor = buffer. Imperfect, improvised, indispensable.

	By late afternoon, Kate had shaped timetables into draft orders. Jane Clarke rolled a fresh indigo ribbon into the Underwood and fed the first sheet.

	“You have Batchelor ready by the eighth?” Jane asked. “Concrete dries slower than gossip.”

	“If concrete falls behind, we lay Marston matting,” Kate said. “A rough surface beats a crater on the main strip.”

	Jane whistled a bar of Waltzing Matilda between carriage returns, her shoulders rising and falling in rhythm. Kate was unsure whether the tune soothed or grated, but she let it play.

	At 1910 Benny Klein, the WRANS Morse specialist, slid a pink flimsy under Kate’s elbow:

	JAP NAVAL CODE NIPS: “TOKUDA CONVOY ETA KOEPANG 31/1, ESCORT CRUISER KAKO.”

	Kate’s stomach tightened. A Japanese cruiser thirty hours from Koepang could escort bombers, or bombardments. She pencilled exclamation marks, passed the flimsy to Hammond, and braced for the reaction she saw in his eyes: This is getting real.

	Minutes later, the Condition YELLOW siren whooped: one long wail, one pause, another long. Stand-to on all anti-aircraft guns within the hour. Outside, brown moths swarmed the lone floodlight by the flagpole, and the tide of fear rose by an inch.

	Kate stayed in the signals room until near midnight, signing requisitions: extra camouflage nets, truck convoys south, oxygen cylinders for high-altitude watchers. Finally she dismissed herself, but the air outside had turned soupy, and when she lay down in her billet the pillow felt heated from within. She managed ninety minutes before the generator coughed and died, rousing her. After getting a drink she had trouble settling, her mind busy drawing fuel lines and dispersal arrows behind closed eyelids.

	At dawn, an excited fist hammered her door.

	“Kate, get up, dogfight!”

	She met Jane on the red-soil ridge overlooking the harbour. Two Wirraways curved above the water, their silver bellies flashing in sunrise. A black speck, an enemy Dave floatplane, looped south-east, machine-gun bullets twinkling from it fuselage. One Wirraway’s guns flared at the enemy plane but the pilot kept formation as if stitched to the sky. Orders had been given to not pursue as there were so few fighters available; the role was to keep them away from the harbour, not let them sneak in but some did.

	A ragged cheer rippled along the ridge; Kate felt both triumph and dread. The first real shots over Darwin were brief, almost inconsequential, but they silenced any lingering wishful thought that reconnaissance flights existed in a separate category from war.

	No siren screamed; no bomb fell. The enemy simply turned away after its photograph, leaving the defenders with a tremor of adrenaline and the knowledge that next time the floatplane’s report would be heavier than film.

	On the evening of 31st January, Blackmore assembled the entire headquarters staff in the same stifling operations pit. Kate stood near the map board, notebook ready.

	“We have entered Phase Three of northern defence,” the general announced. “Reconnaissance circles us nightly. Japanese cruisers approach Koepang. Our best estimate: the first massed attack will come inside three weeks, perhaps sooner.”

	Every person present felt the tension tighten. Blackmore raised his voice.

	“Tasks: one, complete all aircraft dispersal by eight February. Two, finish fuel-tank camouflage by the tenth. Three, evacuate every civilian child south, willing or not. Captain Sullivan’s timetables are now orders. Follow them, or answer to me.”

	A wave of glances angled toward Kate. Respect showed in them, but also the palpable pressure of responsibility being transferred from the general to her lines on paper. She acknowledged with a nod and a controlled breath.

	The staff dispersed: some to rifles, some to clipboards. Jane caught Kate in the corridor. “Three weeks,” she murmured. “Probably fewer,” Kate replied. “But we have maps, people, and a clock that still belongs to us.”

	After midnight Kate sat at the ward’s silent typewriter, carbon removed, and wrote to her parents in Grenfell.

	Dear Mum and Dad,

	Summer here has settled into the strangest routine: heat, sweat, laughter, and sudden urgency. If news grows frightening, remember the people here don’t panic, we plan. Pray for the calm that allows plans to hold.

	With love, Kate

	She added a postscript: “If mail stalls, assume nothing worse than delay.” She sealed the envelope, left it in the outgoing tray, and thought how fragile a sheet of paper felt compared with an aerodrome full of bombers.

	At 0210 on 1st February, she opened her personal notebook she kept in her safe in her room:

	29 Jan – 1 Feb

	
		Colonel Stokes indicates Maubisse ready within 2 weeks.

		Glen floatplane over harbour; Wirraway engagement, dawn 1 Feb.

		Generator outage 65 min, secondary power needs overhaul.

		Phase Three declared. Dispersal deadline: 8 Feb; fuel-tank netting. 

		10 Feb; civilian child evacuation initiated.

		Personal: Numbers continually running behind eyelids. Must guard sleep hours if I am to guard anyone else.

		She hesitated, then added in a tiny hand:

		Sergeant Donovan’s quiet steadiness lends strength. Ensure he sleeps as well. Jane has her eye on him.



	She snapped the book shut, blew out the lamp. February had begun. Every column in her ledgers - fuel, bullets, minutes, now ticked louder than any clock on the wall.

	 


Chapter 14:  A Town on Edge

	2–18 February 1942 - Darwin, Northern Territory

	When the calendar page had turned to February, Kate felt no fresh start, only the same wet-wool air wrapped around the town. Sleepless ceiling fans clicked, and the dawn smelled of paraffin and boiled canvas.

	Further south, at the south end of the aerodrome, three sappers were still pinning Marston matting onto the widening strip at Batchelor. Their bulldozer’s radiator hissed like a teakettle, and half the pierced-steel planks lay warped because the concrete sub-base, poured in a rush after Cyclone Alma, hadn’t cured flat. Kate accepted the progress report from Lieutenant Hammond, but the numbers were stark: only 55 per cent of the intended dispersal hard-stands were usable, and the first B-17 detachment was already circling Townsville for fuel.

	“Batchelor will swallow one American squadron,” Hammond muttered, wiping sweat from his moustache. “A second will break its teeth.”

	“We swallow what we must,” Kate answered, signing the requisition for two more cement mixers even though she doubted they would arrive in time. The broader timetable she kept pinned above her desk, a messy grid of fuel deliveries, camouflage nets, and evacuation quotas, now felt like a clock spring stretched to its limit. Somewhere beyond the Timor Sea another spring was winding as well, and no one in the bunker could say which one would snap first.

	In the small hours of 5th February, Signals picked up a fragment of the Japanese Navy’s JN-25 code. The decrypted words were maddeningly vague:

	“…reserve air unit to advance south after operations in NEI… targets unspecified…”

	The phrase advance south slid across Kate’s thoughts like a dull knife. It hinted, it prodded, but it refused to carve out a date. She logged the intercept, initialled the sheet, and watched Hammond file it under “Strategic, Priority B.” Priority A remained blank because no one possessed a message that said “Darwin - date.”

	Floatplanes, however, were less shy. On 7th February, a Glen from the cruiser Chikuma skimmed north of Melville Island at sunrise. The Bathurst coast-watcher reported it, but the signal arrived over a clogged wireless channel; by the time the report reached Fighter Control, the aircraft was long gone. The Operations log acquired another entry labelled possible reconnaissance, and the gun crews stood down for breakfast.

	False alarms multiplied:

	
		An RAAF Hudson on 9th February radioed possible carrier masts west of the Tiwi Islands, but the contact was mis-plotted twenty miles too far north.

		On 11th February, the Naval Intelligence centre at Townsville intercepted commercial chatter about “large steamers south-bound,” assumed it related to the Philippines, and archived it.



	With each shapeless clue, the tension in the headquarters thickened, yet no single piece ever arrived sharp enough to pierce complacency.

	Kate’s timetable called for every non-essential civilian child to be south of Pine Creek by the 13th. The first convoy of twenty-four lorries rattled out of Darwin on the morning of the 10th. Mothers waved from dust-blown verandas while children blinked through windows in confusion. Some families refused to budge, clinging to corner stores or pearling luggers that tied livelihood to harbour tides.

	12th February, Matron McCrae loaded two ward buses with patients too fragile for military service and sent them toward Katherine under armed escort. But when Kate tallied her lists that evening, she found that seventy-three schoolchildren still lived within the town grid, nineteen of them along Cavenagh Street, less than five hundred yards from the fuel tanks. There were no more rail wagons available until the 18th; the roads south were breaking up under monsoon washouts. The reality of war outpaced the capacity of timetables.

	Donovan, reading her worry, said, “We have to accept that some things we just can’t carry out fast enough.”

	Kate replied, “Then we will build thicker roofs and pray they hold.”

	 

	Word of Singapore’s surrender arrived on Darwin’s teleprinters at 0735 on 15th February. The clipped Reuters bulletin lacked adjectives:

	“SINGAPORE CAPITULATED 1730 HRS LOCAL. LT-GEN PERCIVAL SIGNED TERMS.”

	Silence gripped the bunker. Hammond removed his spectacles and cleaned them twice; Jane’s fingers shook so badly that the carriage of her typewriter jammed. Blackmore entered, read the bulletin once, and said, “This changes neither our location nor our job.” The words were level, but Kate saw the tremor in the pipe stem between his teeth.

	Outside, the news rolled through mess lines like dry thunder. Some men cursed the British command; others stared at the floor, trying to picture what captivity in Changi might mean. No one had the luxury of despair. Gunners that morning still drilled at their Bofors mounts, and drivers still hauled camouflage netting up the fuel-tank ladders.

	That night, Kate and Jane climbed Flagstaff Hill. Lightning flickered far over the Arafura. Jane whispered, “If impregnable Singapore cracked, what does that make us?” Kate gave the only answer she possessed: “Determined and awake.” She wasn’t sure she believed it, but she spoke with conviction because someone had to.

	Coastal watchers began reporting heavier Japanese naval traffic in the Banda Sea on the 16th. Yet every sighting travelled a long, reluctant path: low-power radios to a forwarding station, then via Teleprinter to Darwin, then into a stack on Hammond’s desk. By the time each message was decoded, its value had aged like day-old bread.

	On the evening of 17th February a RAAF Hudson, callsign Moorhen 12, sighted “a large naval force” west of Melville Island. The map plotter misread the coordinate; the pencilled cross fell near Bathurst Island, and the shift officer listed it as “probable patrol craft.” Kate did not see the original coordinates until hours later, when Moorhen 12’s navigator thumped into headquarters demanding to know why no scramble order had gone out.

	The error was glaring, but the moment had passed. Blackmore listened, jaw hard, then ordered an immediate dawn reconnaissance. Kate watched him sign the order, realizing that even perfect systems could mis-file a single bearing and lose an hour that might matter more than they thought.

	Throughout Wednesday, 18th February, the air felt electrically charged. The harbour smelled of tidal mud and hot diesel. USS Houston slipped her moorings at 0100 and steamed for Java; her band played a ragged swing tune over the tannoy as she eased down the channel. Only the skeleton shifts of AA crews and signallers were awake to hear it.

	At dawn, radar picked up a single floatplane well north of the Tiwi Islands. A pair of Wirraways tried to intercept but lost the contact in high cloud. Condition Yellow lasted an hour, then lapsed. Some men shrugged, another false alarm; others muttered that the real strike was now overdue.

	Kate spent the morning observing the last tank-farm camouflage nets being put in position and supervising a hurried move of the unit clerks into a concrete-roofed records shelter. At noon, she shared tinned peaches with Donovan in the shade of a damaged casuarina. Neither spoke much. Too many repetitions of Be ready had worn speech thin.

	At 1915 Jane delivered a coast-watch report:

	“17 transports Koepang Harbour + 2 CA, 1 CVL (unconfirmed).”

	CA = Carrier? The word jumped off the page. The message arrived nine hours after it was sent; the coast-watcher had resorted to a secondary frequency when the main set failed in rain. Hartley’s face paled. Blackmore instructed him to put the limited fighter force on cockpit readiness at 0555 next morning, but not to scramble before visual confirmation; fuel stocks were too precious for more empty patrols.

	Kate’s hand shook slightly as she initialled the order. Months of preparation had come down to hope that the warning chain would work faster than it had so far, and that the guns and pilots, some barely trained, would overcome the disadvantage of numbers.

	She walked the length of the harbour once more, clipboard pressed to her chest. On Fort Hill Wharf, Tom Gerrard’s fishing lugger prepared to leave. She handed him a fresh pass and told him to stay under the mangroves if he heard engines. Gerrard tipped his hat, “Not to worry about me ma’am, I can look after me self and me boat, we’ll know when to get out of sight.”

	Back on the ridge Donovan joined her. “Fighters are bedded on the strip, engines warm. It’s the best we can do. Kate nodded, suddenly exhausted. “Tomorrow will judge whether it’s enough.”

	That evening Blackmore gathered the senior staff on the operations floor. “Everything that can be done is done,” he said. “If the enemy comes tomorrow, we meet him with guns, if not, we prepare for the day after.”

	He dismissed them. Kate collected her papers, walked outside and heard only frogs, distant surf, and the soft creak of metal nets in the harbour. She declined cocoa in the mess and instead wrote a final letter, brief, brisk, to her parents, stamping it AIRMAIL though she doubted south bound planes would fly tomorrow.

	Donovan arrived at her door just past 2200, carrying two tin bowls and the last half-tin of peaches from the hospital pantry. He set them on her desk without a word. They ate slowly, the lantern between them too dim to do more than soften the lines of exhaustion on their faces.

	Donovan said softly, “Kate, whatever happens from now, the clocks will keep time because you set them, you’ve lead us all in the preparation and done it well.” 

	Kate managed a small smile. “Clocks run on springs, Sergeant. Guns run on the actions of men.” 

	“We’ll do our part,” he answered. “That’s a promise to you.”

	He walked Kate to her billet, saluted and stepped into the dark. She entered her room and lay down fully clothed. Somewhere above the harbour a solitary Hudson patrolled, its distant drone was the final lullaby before the town released the breath it had been holding since Christmas.

	Kate closed her eyes. The timetable had reached its last blank square; the next mark would come not from a pencil, but from the sky.
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	Australia Under Attack
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Chapter 15:  Nineteen Minutes

	Thursday 19 February 1942 - Darwin, Northern Territory

	The Combined Operations Headquarters at Larrakeyah compound resembled an up-turned concrete box buried in the hillside. Deep inside, Kate spent the morning of 19th February riding a swivel chair between three posts, telephone switchboard, message ledger, and the commander’s shorthand pad. Over her head, a concrete-iron blast roof door and several feet of earth blocked every sound outside; it would only reveal vibrations of heavy impacts of which none had happened yet.

	At 0940 the only hint of trouble was a ragged Morse transmission from the Bathurst Island mission. Jane, hunched at the key, quickly pencilled the partial decode, “LARGE FORMATION SOUTHBOUND. URGENT.”

	She rushed it over to Kate, who then placed it on the blotter in front of Major-General Blackmore without comment. Blackmore’s pipe bobbed once and Lieutenant Hammond darted for the plotting board. Nothing more definite followed; the atmosphere in the bunker thickened, nevertheless.

	Telephones jangled. Kate cradled one earpiece after another against her head, writing shorthand: Noonamah strip requesting clearance; Harbour tug asking permission to move lighters. Blackmore issued short approvals, voice low and even. Kate repeated each order verbatim into the handset, then logged the times, 0947, 0949, small notches in the headquarters’ routine.

	A minute later the Bathurst circuit crackled again, louder, urgent:

	“SIXTY PLUS BOMBERS, HEIGHT TEN THOUSAND, DARWIN HEADING.”

	Blackmore’s pipe came out as he barked out three words to Hammond, “Condition Red! Now!” He then picked up the direct line to Fighter Control.

	Kate did not move from her chair; her job was to document the conversation for permanent record. She opened the red “Air Raid” pad, started a fresh page, and wrote while the general spoke:

	0957 - Gen. Blackmore to RAAF FC, Condition Red. Scramble all available.

	The siren above ground began its sickening rise, long, climbing, impossible to ignore even through dirt-packed vents. The bunker door closed with a thud and was secured. All in the Ops put on their helmets. Someone in the signals alcove whispered a prayer before Jane’s key snapped back to life, tapping the Red signal to all outstations.

	Kate shoved cotton in her left ear; the up-tempo din was already rattling clipboards. Still she heard Blackmore’s second call, to the Harbour Master, to stop all vessel movement. She wrote each time stamp.

	A tremor made the pencil skid. 0958. Perspex light covers swung; dust sifted from wooden ceiling joists. The guards up top would be in their trenches. All knowledge of the outside would now come through wires.

	“Dive-bombers in their run, East Point,” Hammond shouted from the plotting dais, the coast artillery OP relayed bearings by telephone. He stuck coloured pins onto a felt board while Kate annotated pages.

	1000 - The floor trembled under her feet; an internal runner staggered through the doorway shouting, “Oil pipe hit!” Kate noted BOWSER PIPELINE, DIRECT HIT and braced for the next jolt. It arrived seconds later, heavier, the noise travelling through soil and skull at once. The bunker was running on its backup generator and would not be affected by the loss of power in the town. Kate’s teacup slid from the desk and shattered. She kept on writing.

	“Report from AA, fire at dummy drums, the harbour unaffected,” Hammond called calmly though his face shone with sweat. Blackmore dictated: “Maintain smoke screen; concentrate fire Harbour Entrance south-east.” Kate’s pencil flew.

	At the switchboard the youngest clerk, Private Jimmy Craik held a handset to each ear and mouthed updates he could not shout. Kate crossed the room, accepted one of the lines, pressed it to her ear. A voice barked coordinates; she repeated them so Hammond could pin the strike path.

	1006 - The ground bucked again, maybe an ammunition shed or a destroyer, it was impossible to tell. The bunker lights flickered and died; darkness swallowed the room until a hand-torch clicked on. Emergency batteries kicked in ten seconds later; the dim yellow bulbs lighting the pit.

	Kate could smell cordite now, even underground; it was coming down the remote air intake that had not yet been sealed. She swallowed, throat raw, and continued to log.

	A call from Sergeant Colin Donovan reported: “Commander, harbour tanks intact, Neptuna on fire, ammo aboard, pier too hot for pumps.”

	Blackmore’s only reply: “Acknowledged. Ensure perimeter cleared to five hundred yards.” Call ended. 

	1009 - Hammond took a fresh call. “Second formation, level bombers, Fanny Bay heading!” He drove red pins along a new line across the felt.

	A smaller shock rolled through the structure. Ceiling dust drifted down. Jane kept tapping, sending “HQ operational” every two minutes. Kate saw her hand was cramping; she got Jane’s attention, flexed her fingers and resumed.

	“Hospital roof?” Blackmore asked. The switchboard clerk mouthed back: “Hit, no casualties yet.” Kate logged Hospital struck, patients evacuating west wing.

	1013 - The first silence, not a true silence, only a momentary diminuendo of communication’s roar. Then the phones squawked, radios hissed, men called bearings, but the bombs paused. Hammond wiped his glasses. Kate wrote Enemy possibly reforming. A foolish line, she had no sight, only dread.

	Coastal Battery rang: “Smoke covers the harbour, visibility nil. AA standing down for ammo check.” Kate repeated it; Blackmore grunted approval. Another jolt, lighter, west of town. “ I think that’s the railway,” Hammond muttered. The wall clock read 1015.

	Jane yelled, “Main cable to Noonamah out, switching to backup frequency!” Sparks snapped near her key; she flinched but carried on.

	1016 - The deep, metallic boom of a magazine explosion rumbled through the hillside and through the bunker. Lamps swayed. Someone cursed. Kate could hardly catch her breath; report confirmed at 1016 Neptuna explosion heard, pier damage unknown.

	The next seconds stretched; the relay lines delivered only static. In that hush Kate felt her own heart drumming against the stunt corset of her uniform. She looked down, the red “Air Raid” pad half-filled with angular lettering steady despite the tremors. A strange pride surfaced: history was happening metres above, and she was giving it sequence and a voice.

	1018 - A faint voice returned: “Enemy retiring north.” Hammond repeated it aloud; Blackmore nodded once but did not yet declare All Clear, a second wave might lurk. All was quiet, the whistle of falling bombs did not return.

	Phones rang again, this time with casualty figures: harbour fire teams, military hospital, pier crews. Kate filled page after page. Donovan reported crews were on the dock engaging the fire and attending to casualties, the medical stretcher party was short of morphine. 

	1023 - Blackmore finally spoke into the tannoy: “Stand by for provisional all-clear. Maintain gun crews on ninety-second readiness.” Kate wrote it, stamped red INK to mark a commander order. The siren outside shuddered down. The clap of AA fire had ceased, but the snarl of flames from the harbour expanded.

	1025 - Kate drew a line beneath her last entry, Headquarters communications intact. She set down the pencil. Around her, men exhaled,  Jane was slumped in her chair, cheeks streaked with tear tracks. Hammond was busy placing pins with blue markers for fires.

	Kate closed the pad. The bunker’s stale air smelled of sweat, hot wiring, and victory too small to celebrate. Above ground, the town burned and buckled; down here the story survived on lines on paper. She looked at the wall clock again. 1025. Nineteen minutes, etched in graphite, filed in her ledger, and branded into memory. Outside, a siren wailed for stretcher parties, the real aftermath had now begun.

	*   *   *

	At 1130 Kate climbed from the buried operations room into a morning more brutal than any imagination. The world outside, shaped by a nineteen-minute storm of bombs, no longer fitted the map inside her head. Beside her, the Warrant Officer of the HQ Compound guard swore as he viewed the rising smoke. A breeze carried smoke, diesel and the sweetness of singed sugar from a ration shed, an odd, nauseating perfume.

	Major-General Blackmore’s scrawled order sat in Kate’s pocket: Survey wharf, tank farm, town centre; return by 1600 with damage and casualty estimates. Provost escort. She squared her shoulders, then ordered the officer to escort her on the inspection and they descended Flagstaff Hill.

	From the crest the harbour looked surgically flayed:

	
		USS Peary listed, it’s stern aflame, bow already swallowing water.

		Dutch freighter SS Neptuna lay on her side across the pier, the crane booms buckled over like wilted flowers.

		The Post Office, a symbol of frontier pride, had collapsed into its own basement.

		Two Wirraways smouldered on the runway, silver skins blistered black.

		Timber sheds on Fort Hill Wharf smouldered, roofs sagging, melted. 



	Kate’s stomach lurched. Statistics on paper could not describe what had happened to metal and bone. She wrote two words: Harbour devastated.

	At the wharf a  bucket chain of dockers salvaged tinned meat, their faces soot-striped by hastily worn goggles. One recognised Kate.

	“Miss, Jonno Kerr’s under that pile,” he said, his voice rasping from the smoke. “You listed him yet?”

	She hadn’t. She pencilled Kerr, Jonathan, missing, pier collapse, presumed to be dead 1155. Near the customs rails a chaplain whispered over bodies while a sapper tagged ankles with ration-card stubs. Kate recorded positions. She reached an unidentifiable clerk, her dress fabric fused to her skin, and added Unknown female, est. 25; the act of viewing and recording felt obscene but necessary. She felt sick with dread and grief.

	A shard of corrugated iron groaned. Donovan swung it aside: Private Flemming lay there, legs pinned, drenched in diesel. His eyes fixed on Kate.

	“Am I done for, ma’am?”

	“Not today.” Her voice held, though her pulse hammered. She tore a sleeve and bound a tourniquet. Diesel soaked her knees; the smell would linger for days. Donovan braced the beam while stretcher-bearers slid Flemming out. Kate noted Flemming, multiple fractures, evac 1223 then clenched the pencil until it hurt, her insides shaking.

	Twenty-eight steel cylinders stored the lifeblood of the northern defence. Two now bled slowly. On Tank 4, the roof gaped where a bomb had punched through, bitumen dribbling in viscous tears. Volunteer crews sprayed brackish water; the steam hissing. Kate climbed the ladder on Tank 7. Its catwalk had folded and cable conduits dangled like torn nerves. She blew out a shaky breath and measured shrapnel holes: twelve across the crown.

	 

	[image: A destroyed airplane in a hangar

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

	QANTAS hanger demolished in the Darwin raid

	“They need to be patched tonight or vapours may flash tomorrow,” Donovan warned, his voice echoing inside steel. Kate logged the urgent repair, hearing her pen tip scratch against the pad, proof she was still alive and working. A sudden rumble: a fuel drum exploded forty metres away, lifting a plume of black smoke. She flinched, almost dropped the tape. Donovan’s hand steadied her shoulder. 

	In the ruins of the Post Office a crushed rack of telegram blanks fluttered in the wind. Among them lay a singed Bible, pages warped beyond legibility. She turned, continuing the tally: cabinets warped, roof gone, switchboard charred, total loss. All around was blown apart buildings and rubble.

	Donovan watched her face tighten. “Even the strongest of foundations will fail under a pounding like this,” he murmured.

	She nodded and inhaled once, twice, but her voice would not come.

	Kate was thankful that her life on a farm had prepared her to accept death as a part of life, her faith in God allowed her to see the bigger picture of life and the reality of death. Still, nothing had prepared her for this, the death and destruction was appalling, scenes that would stay in her memory for the rest of her life. Her head bowed with the sorrow of it all.

	By 1400 her notebook read like an obituary ledger: 

	Sector            Damage & loss (provisional)

	Ships            Peary, Neptuna, Mauna Loa, Meigs, Zealandia, tug

	         Mavie sunk; patrol ship Mildura crippled

	Infrastructure      Post & Customs gutted; 120 yd warehouse 

	        destroyed; rail spur cratered; Tanks 4 & 7 perforated

	Aircraft            9 Wirraways, 2 Hudsons, 3 DH-84s destroyed

	Human            Military 188 KIA / 311 WIA; Merchant 36 KIA;

	         Civilian 12 KIA (counts rising)



	




	Chapter 16:  Second Day of Attacks

	Friday 20 February 1942 

	The siren that woke Jane at 0931 hrs was not the rising-and-falling air-raid scream that had shredded the sky the day before, but the hoarse, exhausted blast of a harbour tug warning another floating hulk out of its path. Even so, she jerked upright on the canvas cot inside the auxiliary dressing station, heart hammering, as it had the previous evening when they had pulled out the  burnt bodies of the pay office clerks from the ruins. She didn’t know how she got here, couldn’t remember what happened after that horrific scene.

	Jane swallowed a mouth full of water given to her by a nurse. Yesterday’s shocking images overlapped her vision: a launch split by a bomb, bodies in the oily water, ambulance stretchers lined outside the post office where telegram clerks had taken the brunt of the blast. 

	Heat already pressed on the medical marquee; the smell of raw pine splints, iodine, and scorched fabric floated in the air. Kate stood at the tent flap, her slouch-hat brim lowered to keep the glare off her eyes. She had slept, if short bouts of dozing sitting in a steel-framed chair while counting ammunition ledgers could be called sleep.

	She stepped inside, pressed a tin mug of weak tea into Jane’s hands. “How are you now, Jane? You gave me a fright when you collapsed last night. They said it was from heat exhaustion, shock and not enough water or food. They put a drip in you last night and gave you medication to help with sleep.”  

	“So, it wasn’t a nightmare?”

	“Afraid not. There is a general briefing at 10-hundred. I would like you to be back on phones, but if it’s too soon...?"

	Jane shook her head, the motion setting the pain behind her temples thumping. “No, no, I’m good.” Her face pale, she spoke with a quivering voice, “It’s just that… nothing of city life can prepare you for any of this.” 

	“The scouts say that enemy carriers are still in range and there is a high probability they’ll come back today,” Kate said quietly, patting Jane’s arm. “Donovan is outside in a jeep if you’re sure you are up to moving?”

	Sergeant Donovan sat behind the wheel of a sand-splattered vehicle. Jane climbed into the rear seat and Kate slipped into the passenger side front. Donovan gave them a nod and headed off to the bunker, his eyes scanning the road littered with shattered glass and small debris.

	“General wants fresh map boards up at Combined HQ,” Kate told him. “And grid sketches of yesterday’s craters on the airfield ASAP.”

	“Aye.” Donovan edged the jeep forward.

	They rolled past what had been a neat row of corrugated iron warehouses. One lay open like a broken match-box; blackened tins of bully-beef spilled across the dirt. A truck cab, roof peeled, sat nose-down in a crater ringed by greasy water. Jane’s breath caught. Two medical orderlies in slouch hats were lifting a stretcher onto a flat-top trailer; the sheet covering the body only half hid the bloody torn khaki sleeve and insignia. 

	Kate twisted in her seat, blocking Jane’s view. “Eyes on me, Jane” she said quietly but firmly. “We need you present.”

	Jane’s grip on the jeep rail whitened. “I saw him just yesterday, in the mess, heard his laughing.”

	Kate nodded once. “I know. The ledger in my head has names too but, for the next few hours, we write and plan so we can keep more names alive.”

	Ahead, steam hissed from ruptured pipes where the water main had been hit. Donovan steered wide. “Watch your feet as you leave the jeep,” he warned, “there are live wires touching some puddles and metal objects.” 

	They reached the bluff above Fort Hill. The Combined Operations Room, a concrete bunker buried in limestone, looked untouched except for fresh cracks webbing the entrance lintel, and blown in debris in the compound.

	The daylight faded quickly at the bottom of the concrete stairs, replaced by bright fluorescent lights across the Northern Defence Command’s operation room. At the plotting table, Hammond barked figures to two WRANS. The atmosphere was urgent but contained and efficient.

	Blackmore addressed the staff from his cubicle door:

	“Yesterday we were hit by 188 aircraft in two waves. They will regard unfinished work as failure so expect a return strike before dusk. Fighter cover has been begged from Townsville, ETD 1140, if the weather over Barkly Sea plays fair.”

	He met Kate’s eyes. “Fuel allocation?”

	“Still 40,000 gallons, sir. Enough for two full CAP cycles.”

	“Dispatch that, then see to casualty comms. We will do the next-of-kin telegram drafts tomorrow.”

	Jane settled in at the field telephone exchange, head-set clamped, hands trembling only slightly as she patched calls: Hospital to Laundry, more blankets; Harbour Master to Boom-defence, replace section 4 net floats; Chaplain to Records, names for prayer list. She settled to the rhythm Kate had drilled: breathe, answer, log time, route call. Still, every now and then, a faint copper tang of blood drifted into her mind and her stomach knotted.

	*   *   *

	At 1153 a runner slapped a decrypt strip onto Kate’s blotter:

	RECCE CATALINA 90mi NW SIGHT 40+ ACFT, HDG 140°, 170 KTS.

	Kate’s pencil froze. She swung to the microphone suspended above the switchboard.

	“Air-raid warning RED. Raiders inbound 220°, repeat 220°, seventy miles.”

	Klaxons brayed; generators kicked to full and the bunker’s fluorescents flickered to maximum. Around her, clerks tightened head-sets and double-checked line patches. No one moved for the shelter tunnels, this room was the shelter: concrete walls, blast door, filtered air-ducts and it was buried underground.

	Jane’s knuckles whitened on her cipher keyboard. “They’re really coming back.”

	Kate steadied her. “We stay on the wire. Our fighters need bearings and our medics need lines free.”

	Lieutenant Hammond relayed RAAF scramble orders; the telephone switch buzzed nonstop, coast-watchers, hospital, boom-defence. Kate logged each call, voice level as a metronome, though the floor already quivered under the first distant concussions.

	When a string of 500-pounders walked across the tank farm above them, the whole bunker flexed: dust plumed from ceiling seams, glasses rattled in the mess alcove. Jane clapped a hand over her headset, her eyes huge.

	Kate leaned close. “Count with me. Four-in, four-out.” They breathed together while plates clanged on distant racks and the walls shed grit. 

	1159 - Hartley’s voice crackled: “Fighters airborne, climbing through eight thousand!”

	1202 - Coastal telephone: “Harbour tanks ablaze section Bravo; hoses ruptured.” Kate jotted the grid, relayed it to the fire teams topside via field phone.

	1204 - Hammond added another plotting pin on the map: one enemy formation breaking north-east. “They’re after the strip again.”

	“Copy,” Kate said, patching to Batchelor. “Strike flight heading your way. Stay dug in.” 

	Through it all Jane translated fresh intercepts, numbers of aircraft, grid references, and slid them across to Kate. Her breathing hitched every time the floor lurched, but her hands did not stop.

	1211 - Outside, the engines receded, the ground stilled and the distant crackle of burning tanks filled the air. Inside the bunker only the tick of wall-clocks and the occasional phone ring sounded. Blackmore stepped in.

	“Outside reports: fuel dump hit again, two launches burning, casualties unknown. Maintain comms. Second wave probable this afternoon.”

	Jane sagged back, headset askew. A single tear slid, streaking dust. “I can’t do this, hearing them call for stretchers and not helping…”

	Kate set her own headset down and crouched. “Jane, we can’t stop the bombs. But the voice you just patched through sent tankers clear of the wharf. That’s help. Do the next call, breathe, note it, then the next. Order and hope, that’s the axis. That’s the help we give from here to save lives.”

	Jane pressed her palms to her eyes, nodded and straightened the headset. The orderly, Nevil Ball, brought around a cup of tea and a sandwich to all personnel, telling them to eat and take a 5 minute break.

	 

	Jane pressed her palms to her eyes, nodded once, and straightened the headset. The second wave of the day came at 1534 hrs. 

	A scratchy broadcast from the radar hut jarred the room: “Multiple 

	bogeys 40 mi NW, fast movers, low!” 

	Kate’s stomach fluttered, but procedure ruled.

	“Air raid warning RED. Raiders inbound 220°, repeat 220°, forty miles.”

	“Transmit FREYA grid. Fighters divert.”

	Hammond relayed; Jane broke another intercept, dive-bombers this time. The vibrations returned, sharper, shorter bursts as Zeros strafed revetments above. A mug fell off a trestle and shattered; no one flinched.

	1547 - Silence. Kate allowed herself a breath. “Damage report circuits open.” The switchboard lit. She wrote and Jane patched.
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	Second day of the Darwin attack by the Japanese

	At 1710, when lines thinned to routine static, Blackmore authorised a short surface egress for any in the team that wanted to view the town an get some fresh air. The blast door groaned open; humid air rolled in heavy with fuel smoke. They stepped out under a smoky sky, the sun blood-orange behind the haze. The threat had passed, Darwin had taken another punch for Australia. It was time they sent reinforcements to defend the country from the attacks of Japan.

	Jane paused at the shelter mouth, looking across the pitted parade ground. “This is just the beginning and we can’t stop this. ” she said softly.

	Kate closed her notebook, slid it into her tunic. “Trust me, you’ve seen, heard and done more than most could stand to do. Come, we’ll help Signals put lines back up.”

	As they head back down the stairs, the smoke from the burning town and harbour drifted like a thin veil toward the darkening sea.

	 


Chapter 17:  The Investigation

	Sunday 22 February 1942

	The Ops bunker, where sunlight never reached the planning boards and the air is funnelled in, was the beating heart of the northern defence of Australia against the invasion from Japan. The scene on Sunday morning was one of stale coffee and activity. Kate scanned overnight logs, grateful for the relative quiet, or what passed for quiet two days after the twin hammer blows of the 19th and 20th.

	Jane sat opposite, headset on slightly crooked, with her hair pinned in a determined twist. Tremors still crossed her shoulders every now and then but her fingers moved with disciplined speed across the cipher keyboard.

	At 0958 hrs, a routine coast-watch call flickered on Line 3. Hammond patched it through the speakers:

	“Twin-engine formation, nine aircraft, altitude eight thousand, track one-five-zero. Distance 120 miles north-west.”

	Kate’s pencil snapped mid-note. She flipped to the ops microphone.

	“Air-raid warning YELLOW. Repeat, YELLOW, raiders plotted, 120 nm, bearing 330°.”

	The sirens did not shriek, the surface sets were still jury-rigged, but red bulbs over every console began to pulse. RAAF Fighter Control acknowledged, scramble bells ringing faintly through the field phone.

	Jane swallowed audibly. “Kate, they’re lighter, Betties, not the twin-seat dive-bombers but they are still loaded.”

	Kate answered, voice flat. “Log altitude changes; Batchelor needs to know every foot.”

	1022 - The first 250-kg bombs struck the RAAF strip one and a half miles away. The bunker floor rippled; ceiling dust sifted over charts. Radios crackled with static as nearby lines arced from concussion.

	Kate gripped the desk edge, counting. One, two … nine. The formation kept to a single run, aim shallow, craters, not demolition. Over the speaker came Batchelor’s breathless thanks: the Fortresses diverted only minutes earlier had landed safely.

	1028 - Telephone from East Point: “Minimal damage, runway gouged, one ack-ack pit hit, no tank burst. Two wounded.” Jane copied, hand shaking. A muffled sob escaped when the medic on the line described shrapnel in a gunner’s thigh.

	Kate steadied Jane’s note-hand, her voice kind. “Write it down, you can do this.” Jane nodded, remembering to inhale on a four-count, exhale on a four-count, Kate’s breathing drill from Friday.

	1035 - The engines faded north-west. No second wave followed. Blackmore’s voice echoed across the room: “Maintain stations, field parties to patch the strip, signals stay on circuit.”

	Only then did Kate lean back. Around the room head-sets lifted, shoulders sagged, but nobody left their post. Vibrations were past, work was present.

	Jane wiped dirt and grit from her notebook. “It was a smaller sting,” she murmured, “but it still hurts.”

	Kate offered the ghost of a smile. “Yes, but we’re still standing.”

	On the forenoon an Army Board of Inquiry arrived. Its lead member, Brigadier Halliwell, stepped into HQ with boots and the clipped patience of a man who intended to ferret out every failing. He carried a cherry-wood walking cane he never used, tapping its ferrule each time a witness hesitated over a detail.

	Kate’s job was to shepherd signal transcripts, nothing more, but when the brigadier realised she had initialled the 0944 Bathurst Island message, he demanded she testify. Blackmore consented; Donovan, waiting near the door, offered a silent nod of support. Kate stepped forward.

	“Is it correct,” Halliwell began, “that you received this warning and yet Condition Red was not declared until 0957 hours?”

	Kate answered calmly. “Correct, Brigadier. Standing orders required confirmation from a second source.”

	“Did you attempt to obtain that confirmation?”

	“Yes. A parallel Morse call to the East Point artillery OP. The line was busy. OP confirmation came at 0953.”

	Halliwell’s cane tapped. “Therefore thirteen minutes elapsed before Darwin’s siren.” He pronounced thirteen as though it were a hanging offense. Kate did not argue; she merely placed the Signal Flow chart on the table so he could see its tangle of arrows. “Sir, the switchboard handled forty-one calls in those thirteen minutes. We lacked a single-stroke scramble code beyond verbal Condition Red. New code sheets are being printed.”

	She felt sweat slide behind her ear but kept her voice steady. Halliwell scribbled, harrumphed, dismissed her with a flick. Outside the hearing room, Donovan waited with two tin mugs of weak tea, the bunker’s finest offering. “How bad?” he asked.

	“He wants one throat to hang blame on.” She sipped; the tin scalded her lip. “I imagine mine will do.”

	Donovan frowned. “If he tries, I’ll remind him who kept the board alive.”

	She managed a tight smile. “Save that for later. Right now he needs facts.”

	That afternoon Kate climbed the boom-net catwalk for the first time since the raid. Normally  she did not leave the HQ but Blackmore ordered a personal inspection by Signals to verify the bomb-damaged phone trunk. Donovan escorted her, officially as provost guard, unofficially because neither liked the idea of the other treading explosion sites alone.

	The tide lay low. Sappers in a skiff poked the mud round the unexploded bombs, muttering bets on whether one might burp at low water. Kate focussed on the cable trunk: a man-thick lead sheath laced to the catwalk’s underside, feeding telephone lines to harbour gun posts. She squatted, feeling heat leach through her skirt, and traced a cracked join with gloved fingers. Salt had seeped; the copper had tarnished.

	“Explains last night’s static,” she murmured, making a note: Replace trunk section by 26 Feb; route via shore conduit.

	Far out, smoke rose from a brush-fire on the eastern flats, Japanese incendiaries dropped at 0310 had found dry spinifex. The horizon wavered, and for a moment Kate imagined a wide, dark wing shape gliding over the sea, engines hushed. She shook off the vision and stood.

	“You’re thinner,” Donovan noted quietly. “Ledgers are not  meals.”

	She raised an eyebrow. “And this from a man who subsists on bully beef and tar-black tea.”

	He shrugged. “Bully beef sustains, but those peaches, they lift morale.” She laughed, first such sound in days, and pocketed her pencilled sheet.

	At dusk she brought the updated casualty roll to Frances, who had commandeered a verandah corner of the shrapnel ward for a cot-to-cot library. Half yarning, half nursing, Frances coaxed wounded diggers into reading dog-eared novels aloud to one another. Tonight Private Jimmy Craik struggled through “Kidnapped,” a corporal with burnt legs listening intently.

	Frances waved Kate over. “I’ve cadged two drums of lime juice off the Yanks. Fancy something that tastes less like rust and dust?”

	“In an hour,” Kate promised. “I’m still due back at the inquiry.”

	“You’re due back in the land of vitamin C,” Frances insisted, pressing a biscuit and a lemon wedge into her friend’s hand. “And Captain? Do look at the stars before midnight, they’re still there, I checked.”

	Kate squeezed her arm and left, tucking the lemon in her skirt pocket like it was contraband.
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	By 2030, the inquiry adjourned for the day. Brigadier Halliwell conceded nothing, not even relief that the Japanese raiders had stayed away since dawn. Kate gathered discarded stenographer sheets, filed them in chronological order, and hung her uniform jacket on the back of her chair.

	The bunker thrummed with the nightly routines: Jane at the key sending sitreps, Hammond annotating the Discovery Plot and two young signallers brewing tea that smelled faintly of smoke-tainted water. A soft telephone buzz broke the monotony at 2207. Kate lifted the receiver.

	“Coast-watch Shore Base 42. Message from Melville: ‘Engine noise north-west, single aircraft.’”

	She wrote the phrase, underlined single. A lone scout, perhaps; still, procedure triggered alert level Amber. Donovan, patrolling the entrance passage, relayed warnings to gun-posts. Men strapped on helmets they had barely removed.

	At 2213 the Bathurst island station crackled: “Single floatplane overhead, 8,000 feet, south-east.” Jane pushed the paper forward; Kate logged time, handed it to Hammond. 

	Kate breathed again, shoulders easing, but she logged 22 Feb 2213, single recon, adding a margin note: reconnaissance continues nightly, adjust fatigue rosters. She rubbed her eyes, handing the headphones to an exhausted switchboard girl, stretched stiff shoulders and walked outside.

	Blackmore dismissed staff at 2330. Kate emerged from the bunker into starlight, looking toward the ruined pier. Stray flames licked the timbers and fire crews were still dousing them with brackish water. She started toward her billet but saw Donovan sitting alone on the blast mound, cap in hand, gaze fixed on Peary’s mast. She joined him. They sat in companionable silence, listening to frogs hidden in the gullies.

	“That Brigadier still wants a scapegoat,” Donovan murmured, “but you answered him straight and your detailed ledger puts you out of his reach.”

	“He believes straight lines equal simple truths,” Kate said. “but war is scribbles.” She brushed soil from her skirt. “Tomorrow he’ll ask why the command post lacked direct siren control. We’ll explain cables buried in concrete don’t re-route themselves overnight.”

	“He’ll write a tidy paragraph.” Donovan’s smile was wry. “Paper consoles distant consciences.”

	She laughed softly. “You do know I work paper ledgers, Colin.”

	“No Kate, you are a walking, talking ledger!” he countered. He hesitated, then reached into his tunic pocket. From a folded linen envelope he drew a singed tag: BROWN, D.F., USN. “I wanted someone to have it and you’re careful with remembrance.”

	She took the darkened brass, the warmth of his palm lingering. “I’ll file it in the personal effects cabinet. And I’ll write to his family.”

	Their hands touched inadvertently when she returned the tag to its pouch. He did not withdraw. Moonlight caught the healed burn on his forearm; she traced the scar with her gaze, noticing, caring, afraid to push words forward.

	“I keep thinking,” he said quietly, “those nightly single-plane scouts, they’re measuring our exhaustion.”

	“They won’t find mine first,” she replied, though fatigue dragged at her bones. “Nor yours.”

	He looked at her, intensity softened by darkness. “If they do, we will lean on each other.”

	It was the closest they had come to stating the word that hovered, dependence, perhaps even love. She nodded, feeling a thrum she decided not to analyse. Things were a bit too hectic at the moment for relationships.

	Back in her billet Kate peeled the lemon wedge Frances had given. The scent sliced through soot-memory; she sucked the sour segment, forcing its bracing snap against her tongue. Outside, a lone Bofors crew practised dry traversal, the breech clicking in measured sweeps: proof that, while Darwin would not sleep, it would keep watch.

	She lay back, still tasting lemon, still hearing distant creaks of a harbour that refused to rest; determined, like her, to live through the next raid and the next and the next until living itself became the quiet victory.

	Her night prayer was more fervent than usual with names of those she knew who needed help from above to get through these trying times.

	 

	 


Chapter 18:  A Week Passes

	23–29 February 1942 - Darwin 

	Monday 23 - Kate reached HQ three minutes before reveille and found the duty rack sagging under forty requisition slips. The handwriting told the tale: spiky Navy scrawl for net repairs, smudged RAAF pencil for runway fill, tight AIF cursive begging spare tyres.

	Task One became triage. Kate slid each slip into three piles, urgent / important / wishful thinking. Urgent meant ammunition, medical stores or fuel; important meant tar and timber; wishful thinking included tea, sugar and extra cigarette rations. She initialled the first two piles, sending them off to the Quartermaster Kearney, then tucked wish-list items beneath her blotter for a calmer morning.

	Beyond the bunker, the city bristled with military muscle: 27th Brigade were digging fresh slit trenches in the esplanade parklands; sappers wiring new telegraph poles next to ones still smouldering. On the wharf a mobile crane lifted the blackened hull of a harbour launch, twisted metal shrieking.

	Over the field phone Batchelor advised that two Fortresses landed the night before and needed a hundred 44-gallon drums of 100-octane. Kate pencilled a convoy plan, assigned Donovan’s provost escort, then walked the paper to Hammond. He scanned, signed, and muttered, “Tell your American friends to drink slower.”

	Jane was a study in resilience and fragility. She typed flawlessly yet flinched each time the distant pile-driver slammed new pylons into Stokes Hill. Mid-morning a runaway bullock bolted down Bennett Street, spooked by the driving noise, causing Jane to leap from her chair, face white as paper. 

	Nightfall brought no sirens, just the whistle of Evacuation Train No. 1 pulling south with the first 400 women and children of the remaining civilians. Kate, Donovan and Jane stood on the platform, silent. The train’s red tail lamp dwindled into mangrove dusk; in its echo the war felt heavier by every mile the civilians gained on their journey away.

	*   *   *

	Tuesday 24 - The harbour was still blacked-out when a flotilla of assault barges nosed ashore: USAAF 5th Air Service Detachment, one hundred fifteen mechanics, armourers and radio men, dragging sea-bags and mid-western slang across the red dirt. “Chow line,” “SNAFU,” and “outta gas” ricocheted off galvanized walls, delighting Jane, who began listing Americanisms in a side column of her code-book. It seemed that she suddenly remembered she was still a young woman under her army uniform.

	Donovan ran translation. “Gas means petrol, chief. Monkey-wrench’s a shifting spanner.” The Yanks repaid him with coffee beans that smelled of far-off diners and jukeboxes. 

	At Lee Point the mobile radar van, an old Southern Railways carriage sprayed khaki, sat perched on jacks. Engineers, shirtless and grease-smeared, hauled coax cables through sand. Kate, admiring their muscles, logged their inventory and arranged four blackout lanterns.

	Dusk brought a constant tap-tap on HQ’s switchboard: American crew chiefs seeking spare parts, RAAF wirelesses requesting new crystals, Wyndham’s office fishing for a good morale story. Kate kept answers short. When the generator failed during evening mess, plunging the bunker into humid darkness, Jane’s breathing turned ragged. Kate struck a Swan Wax match, lit a hurricane lamp and set it centre-table.

	"Small light, smaller shadows," she whispered to her friend.

	*   *   *

	Wednesday 25 - SS Barossa steamed in under a grey dawn, holds crammed with two brand-new Bofors 40-mm guns and six-thousand rounds HE. Stevedores cursed under their breath, each gun weighed two tons. Kate supervised while Donovan marshalled transport.

	The same cargo brought mail sacks, the first delivery since before the 19th. Lines of khaki stretched down the pier, every man holding his breath for a scrap of home. Jane opened a Perth newspaper clipping and went rigid; under the casualties header a surname Clarke leapt at her eyes. He was not a relative but, still, the shock triggered tremors. She stuffed the paper away, her smile bending at the edges.

	Kate escaped to the file room to find Jane weeping silently. She spoke no platitudes, just lay a comforting hand on her shoulder.

	By dusk the Bofors barrels glinted on East Point’s crest; Sister Frances joked they looked like angry kookaburras. Jane managed a real laugh.

	*   *   *

	Thursday 26 - The bulldozers crawled thirty klicks inland. Under camouflage net, sapper Lieutenant Cooper briefed Kate: “Three hundred meters of scraped earth, charred oil drums and plywood Beaufort silhouettes should fool recce until their next over-flight.” Kate pencilled “Dummy Wedge-One progressing; signboards hidden.”

	Back in Darwin, Chaplain Murray led a memorial on the cenotaph steps, reading the names of those who died on the 19–20 Feb. Smoke from practice burning drifted across the gathering, turning the late-afternoon sun a hazy orange. Jane stood stiffly beside Kate; as the prayers ended, she caught Donovan’s distant silhouette by the gates, his posture strong and anchoring. 

	Night-shift saw thunderheads brewing inland. The radar screen popped, bats and geese creating phantom echoes. At 0217 the klaxon wailed, air-raid. Kate snapped to procedure, voice steady. Ten minutes later Hartley confirmed it had been a false alarm.

	Kate had set up a temporary bed in her room for Jane, saying they both needed the extra moral support to get through the emotional stress in HQ. Next morning, Kate found Jane smiling at the absurd bed-hair both women sported. They laughed until tears came, a pressure valve released. 

	*   *   *

	Friday 27 - East Point AA Battery test-fired at sun-up. On the wharf HMAS Warrego disgorged depth-charges. Donovan guided sling-loads onto flat-beds, lending a hand to a crew that were short of men. Jane watched from the shade, cheeks warming as much from tropical heat as from the sight of the set of shoulders on Sargeant Donovan!

	That night Kate found Donovan on Daly Street. Sweat had drawn a salt-map on his khakis, he looked dusty and tired. It was a quiet time with no immediate pressure, so Kate took the opportunity to share with him a decision she had made. She spoke quietly, her voice solemn:

	“Colin, you’re dear to me as a friend but war leaves me no heart-room for more, nor would it be fair. Jane holds her feelings for you in check, thinking I claim you, which is not true. She shouldn’t have to do that and I want to ensure I am not in the way of you both taking a chance to explore something bigger than friendship.”

	Donovan’s eyes glinted with something like relief. “Friendship isn’t rationed, Kate. You and I hit the North together and we will always remain friends. And I am okay with that,” he answered, with a smile.

	“Agreed.” Kate squeezed his arm once and walked into her billet door.

	*   *   *

	Saturday 28 - Batchelor airfield transmitted at 0500: “Expect three B-17s tonight, request runway lanterns.” Kate noted fuel garments and arranged escorts.

	The 6th Heavy AA Battery fired calibration bursts all morning, shell casings clinked like iron hail. In the bunker Hammond clocked timings; Jane’s coffee pot, brewed from Donovan’s bean stash, became headquarters liquid gold. Even Blackmore permitted a second cup.

	Evacuation Train No. 2 departed at 1510, carrying nurses and clerks south. Kate’s eyes followed its smoke plume until mangroves swallowed it.

	At sunset she tallied the week: 4,120 sandbags laid, 23-yard crater patched, 2,000 evacuees moved, 11 supply convoys reached Batchelor. Numbers balanced, barely.

	Late on that day, with the bunker finally quiet, Kate was summoned to the plotting-room floor for what she assumed would be another late-night requisition. Curiously, instead she found Major-General Blackmore, Lieutenant Hammond, Jane and half a dozen key HQ officers standing in a tight semicircle beneath the bright map lights. 

	In a brief, closed-door ceremony, Blackmore cited her “unfaltering composure during the 19–22 February attacks, decisive coordination of fuel, medical and evacuation chains, and conspicuous leadership under fire.” To her surprise, he gave her a card with two Tudor Crowns to replace the Bath Pips on her shoulder straps, smiled and said “Congratulations, Major Kathleen Sullivan. Put those crowns on, effective immediately in Northern  Command!” He shook her hand once, then dismissed the gathering before the generators sputtered again. Jane removed the three pips and clipped the crown on each shoulder, stepped back and saluted the new major. They both burst out with laughter, delighted but in shock at the sudden promotion.

	There was no band, no parade, only the hushed scrape of boots, a round of subdued salutes, and Jane’s proud, misty-eyed grin. Kate pocketed the accompanying typed order, Wartime Temporary Promotion: Captain K. Sullivan to Major, effective 1 March 1942, knowing the rank came with heavier duties and higher stakes but also with the quiet affirmation that calm, meticulous service could still draw attention amid chaos.

	Later, on Kate’s veranda, Donovan and Jane shared a rare, relaxed laugh over mis-translated American slang. Kate joined in and they chatted of home and the next leave adventure. For a rationed moment, the axis of hope held.

	*   *   *

	Sunday 29 - A low, throaty snarl reached Kate in the signals hut and vibrated every windowpane like a tuning-fork. She stepped outside just in time to watch nine dark-olive fighters sweep in from the south-east, noses slashed with white shark teeth, undercarriages kicking red dust as they touched Darwin’s battered runway.

	Jane leaned in beside her and whispered, “Those aren’t Wirraways.”

	“No,” Kate answered, heart quickening. “That’s the U.S. 49th Fighter Group. Our promised Warhawks.” She glanced at her watch, 1146. Their arrival was exactly the time Blackmore had predicted, a true rarity in wartime scheduling.

	The first fighter rolled to a stop; the pilot, bare-headed despite the sun, climbed down and slapped the cowl as though congratulating a weary horse. A maintenance corporal shouted an exuberant “Howdy!” to no-one in particular, and the aerodrome, still haunted by bomb scars, suddenly felt brighter for their presence.

	Thirty minutes later Kate, wearing her cleanest khaki jacket, joined Major-General Blackmore at the edge of the dispersal pens. Lieutenant-Colonel Paul Wurtsmith, lean and sun-freckled, strode across the matting and saluted with casual crispness.
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	P-40Es Warhawks of the US 49th Fighter Group

	“General, we brought nine birds today. The rest, two dozen more, should hop the Barkly gap inside the week.” He turned as Kate stepped forward. “And this is?”

	“Major Kathleen Sullivan, Signals and Logistics,” Blackmore said. “She’ll ensure you have fuel as you burn it.”

	“Much obliged,” Wurtsmith replied, offering a hand. His handshake was warm, confident. “Everyone calls these P-40Es Warhawks. Half the boys call them Kittyhawks because of your RAAF charts.”

	Kate smiled politely. “Whatever you call them, they’ll drink a thousand gallons of 100-octane a day. I’ll show you where we’re keeping the trough.”

	As they walked, Kate noted the state of the airfield: collapsed Qantas hangar (write-off), one serviceable maintenance shed (roof patched with corrugated iron), and only four intact bowser trucks.

	Two lorryloads of Americans appeared, shouting friendly abuse at the heat. Mosquitoes already circled their necks. Their kit included crates labelled TEXAS GRAPEFRUIT and BOSTON ICE CREAM PLANT, DO NOT INVERT. Kate raised an eyebrow; Wurtsmith chuckled. “Morale has an octane rating too.”

	She asked about beds. The squadron quartermaster pointed to bell tents still folded on a truck. Kate added 200 sandbags, 50 mosquito nets, 80 canvas stretchers to her notebook. “Laundry?“ The quartermaster laughed, “Creeks will do!” Kate jotted two extra water bowsers.

	At the tank farm she tallied requirements: 18,000 gallons within three days. “We can supply half from existing stores,” she estimated, “but two tanks were pierced last week so we’ll divert road convoys from Katherine.”

	Wurtsmith looked impressed. “Our last station master couldn’t calculate his way out of a wet paper bag.” Kate gave a shrug , masking the pride she felt from his words.

	On afternoon break she found pilots lounging under the only patch of shade, a tattered parachute stretched between two bomb trollies. One, a red-haired lieutenant named Arthur ‘Red’ Mitchell, rose when she approached, sweeping his cap theatrically.

	“Ma’am, this sun feels like a blast furnace on a cattle brand. You folks really live in it?”

	“Only when we can’t outsource the climate,” she deadpanned, eliciting laughter.

	Another aviator, First Lieutenant Sam Brewer, produced a battered Kodak Brownie. “Do you mind if I take a morale shot? A proper Australian officer next to our flying machines?”

	Kate hesitated, official photo policy was unclear, but nodded. Brewer lined her beside a Warhawk, then insisted she pretend to hold a small kangaroo mascot painted on the cowl. Donovan, arriving with a clipboard, raised an eyebrow at the scene.

	“Suppose that’s for propaganda,” he muttered after the shutter clicked.

	“Or pin-up circulars,” Kate jokingly whispered back to him. 

	Red Mitchell offered iced grapefruit juice, miraculously cold thanks to dry-ice boxes the Americans had brought. Kate accepted, tasted citrus so sharp it pleasantly hurt. “Careful,” Red teased, “Yank sugar is addictive.”

	“Not just the sugar,” which got the men laughing. 

	Donovan cleared his throat, but Kate couldn’t tell whether from a tinge of jealousy or from thirst.



	




	Chapter 19:  Striking Back

	Tuesday 2 March 1942 - Darwin, Timor

	Kate did not taste the dawn’s first coffee so much as gulp it, half-scalding her tongue. The enamel mug rattled against the teak arm of her chair while the reinforced-concrete roof of Combined Headquarters thrummed with generator vibrations deep below. A week had passed since the twin raids of 20th February, and every sunrise since had carried the stale tang of cordite and tropical anxiety. Yet on this Monday the atmosphere inside the bunker felt taut in a different way, like a boxer stepping back into the ring.

	0540 - The grey teleprinter on Jane Clarke’s desk chattered out a strip barely ten centimetres long:

	OP ORDER BOLT.

	2 MAR 42 – 7X B-17 RN “BOOMERANG” GROUP → KOEPANG PENFUI.

	REFUEL/STAGE BATCHELOR.

	LAUNCH 0800L, RECOVERY PM.

	Jane tore it free and hurried over to Kate with an excited smile. Kate read it twice. Jane queried, “Is this where we strike back?” 

	“It seems so. And it needs fuel numbers in fifteen minutes,” Kate replied. She hurried the message into the Major-General’s office. By the time she came out, everyone in the bunker knew about the message and had begun the preparations in their station.

	The ops floor stirred with purpose: two RAAF liaison officers were already thumbing maps of the Timor Sea; Hammond dictated bearing tables; messages where sent out to alert sections of the impending visit by a bomber squadron, lines and radios were tested. The Boenger wireless station flashed “WX GOOD” in Morse blips, a small mercy.

	Kate stepped into the cramped signals alcove that now bore a hastily painted sign MAJ K. SULLIVAN – PLANS. A single sheet of Army Form C-4 had made it official, but Blackmore’s speech had weighed more than parchment:

	“You filter chaos into action, Kathleen. We need that skill at Major level if we’re going to stop cowering and start throwing punches.”

	Today would test whether those words were foresight or folly. Kate rang the Batchelor fuel dump, fingers already sweating despite the early hour.

	“Sixteen thousand gallons, gravity-feed only, pumps still unreliable,” the sergeant reported. 

	“That should be enough. Post a fuel-fire guard and keep your bowsers away from the dispersals.” She hung up, jotted figures, then crossed to the main plotting table.

	Donovan cut an imposing figure as he entered the Ops room. He now had security clearance at operational level. Kate and Jane had both noticed his arrival and gave each other a quick smile. His eyes tracked everything, cable-runners, visiting Americans, the jitter in Jane’s fingers as she keyed final route ciphers.

	“Morning, Major,” he said, the formal title still new between them.

	“Morning, Sergeant. All provost posts briefed?”

	“North-south roadblocks in place. We’ll keep curious locals off the strip.”

	He held her gaze half a beat longer than duty required, but Kate kept professional distance though feeling the slight tension in their exchange. She and Donovan had spent exactly ten minutes alone since their conversation last Friday and it seemed only time would bring balance to their friendship. 

	A jeep engine coughed outside the bunker hatch; exhaust swirled dust into the pale sun. Captain Douglas “Triple-D” Denton, all elbows and Texan grin, bounded in wearing a freshly laundered khaki shirt that fooled no-one about its real age.

	“Major Sullivan! Your strip looks prettier than a church quilt,” he drawled, waving Kate’s typed route sheet.

	“Well, thank you Captain,” Kate replied. “You’ll need to climb to nineteen thousand by Bathurst. If the radio static climbs, switch to Channel B.”

	Denton saluted with mock solemnity. Jane popped her head from behind a radio rack: “Are your gunners still naming the Betty bombers after comic-strip villains?”

	“Yes ma’am, today we’re calling the target ‘Cueball.’”

	0802 - Kate, Jane, and Donovan bounced in a three-quarter-ton Dodge down the dusty track from HQ to Batchelor. The airfield lay between eucalypt groves with Seven B-17s, Boomerang 1 through 7, resting on it in a ragged line, props ticking, crew chiefs yanking chocks clear.

	Jane’s jaw slackened. She had seen Fortresses once before, but today their presence felt more than substantial; they were the physical proof that Darwin might finally dictate terms. 

	Denton clambered into Boomerang 3. Crew chief up-thumbed. Engines roared. Dust clouds chased each tail wheel as the bombers lumbered for the runway. Kate stood beside Donovan, just beyond the flare-path markers. The ground quivered when the first B-17 hurtled past, a man-made cyclone that sucked her skirt a little higher than regulations. At rotation speed the pilot lifted free; the aircraft vanished into white sun, underbellies flashing. Six more followed, the last leaving only swirling red dust and the taste of diesel grit on their tongues.

	Kate checked her watch: 0817. She exhaled. “One thousand, eighty-four miles to Koepang,” she murmured, half prayer, half ledger notation.

	Back in the bunker, the hum felt muted. No bombs screamed overhead; no telephone switchboard lighting up like a Christmas tree. Jane busied herself with intercepts, Donovan delivered provost status then vanished outside for perimeter checks, leaving Kate alone with the ache of waiting.

	She wandered to the cipher alcove. Jane looked up, eyes shining more than fear allowed.

	“They’re really doing it, Kate. Striking back.”

	Kate remembered Jane trembling in the shelter a fortnight earlier.
“We’re all doing it,” she said, squeezing Jane’s shoulder. “Even the ones counting forms.”

	1135 - “Darwin Blue, Darwin Blue, this is Boomerang Leader.” Denton’s voice crackled through static. Hartley snatched the headset, then waved Kate over.

	“Koepang, they hit fuel dumps, AA moderate. One Fortress holed, but holding altitude.”

	Kate scribbled each phrase. On her notepad she wrote: First Allied strike ex-NT success. She dared an underline. The note went to Blackmore.

	1310 - With the returning flight still two hours distant, the American service quartermaster rolled up in a truck, canvassing invites to a “Victory Jive” scheduled for that night under the mess marquee at the Batchelor tent city, weather permitting, of course.

	Jane blushed when the corporal singled her out: “Ma’am, our swing band’s loaded with Louis Jordan records.” Kate chuckled inwardly; if anyone could lure Jane out of bunker gloom, it was a boogie-woogie saxophone.

	Donovan overheard, raised an eyebrow. Off-duty he danced surprisingly well, Kate had discovered on that impromptu guitar evening back in January. She was now more determined to keep their relationship to friendship only, and, besides she felt a growing interest in the US men visiting Australia.

	“Sergeant Donovan is an excellent chaperone,” she said, handing Jane the invitation before ducking back to her console.

	*   *   *

	1532 - At the field the returning Fortresses appeared battered but exuberant. One port engine on Boomerang 4 coughed black smoke; the patched-over hole in its wing root oozed hydraulic fluid. Yet every crewman waved thumbs-up from cabin windows.

	When Denton climbed stiff-legged to the strip, Kate met him with a clipboard and a grin uncharacteristically broad.

	“Cueball is cooked,” he declared. “Fuel tanks aflame. You’ll smell them in Darwin at dusk.” His sun-cracked grin faltered only when he added, “We lost no birds, though one gunner is wounded.”

	Kate recorded 0 KIA / 1 WIA under enemy fire. One wounded only, she knew that would not last. For Darwin that counted as a miracle.

	1800 - In the cramped intel shed Denton, Hammond, Hartley, and Kate traced strike photos. Smoke spiralled from Koepang’s tank farm; small black ellipses dotted a runway cratered beyond usability. Hammond blew out a breath.

	“This alone might stall the Japanese bomber shuttle for a week,” he said. “First blow landed.”

	Blackmore arrived, still dust-covered from an inspection tour. He read the summary and simply nodded: “Tomorrow we plan the next.”

	Kate felt the words lodge hard inside her chest, tomorrow, next. They were done waiting.

	Batchelor strip had hung four rows of hurricane lamps from tent-poles. A USAAF four-piece group coaxed “Tuxedo Junction” from a battered trumpet, snare, guitar, and an accordion that wheezed but somehow stayed in tune.

	Jane, hair pinned up but escape-prone, found herself whirled across the hard dirt by a lanky B-17 navigator. Her laugh rang, high, relieved. Kate stood near the canteen table, sharing weak fruit punch with Matron McCrae. She felt Colin step beside her, his off-duty presence here to chaperone the ladies.

	“Looks like Jane’s got her American swing,” he said quietly. He watched Jane pivot, skirt flaring. “She’s stronger than she knows.”

	“She’s survived two raids and one resurrection day. So yes.” Kate sipped punch, suddenly aware of how close Colin’s shoulder brushed hers. Friendship, she reminded herself; Kate’s own heart swung between caution and comfort.

	Softly, she said, “I will give you one dance, then you’re on your own.”

	He gave a crooked half-smile. “Yes, Major.” The title carried neither sarcasm nor distance. He extended a hand; she placed her gloved fingers in his and allowed one slow fox-trot under flickering lamps. Jane twirled past, eyes gleaming approval. After the single dance Kate stepped away, nodding toward Jane’s partnerless lull. Donovan took the cue, bowing to Jane next. As he spun the red-haired clerk into a jitter-bug, Kate exhaled. The boundary held, gently drawn.

	At 2310 hrs back in her billet, Kate settled under a cotton sheet, wondering if their bombers had made Darwin a bigger target on the Japanese operations board.

	As the local generator wound down and lanterns dimmed, Darwin’s night fell quiet, broken only by faint brass riffs wafting up-valley from Batchelor: jazz notes rising like a second victory signal into the dark, star-pricked sky.

	*   *   *

	3 March - Wurtsmith sent half his Warhawks south to an unfinished gravel strip at Noonamah. Blackmore ordered Kate to ride the supply convoy: two bowser trucks, an ordnance lorry, and a ration tender. MP Donovan drove the lead vehicle; dust columns chased them down the Stuart Highway.

	Noonamah was still a sketch on the ground, Marston matting partly laid, tent poles standing like bare spears. Engine noise drew a knot of Australian sappers and curious infantrymen. The Warhawks arrived in threes, tyres throwing gravel, engines coughing as throttles retarded.

	A lanky American crew-chief surveyed the strip and cursed affectionately. Kate offered him a mint-condition clipboard map, annotated with every half-buried termite mound: “Avoid these on taxi or they’ll swallow a tyre.” He whistled admiration. “Ma’am, you think like ground-crew royalty.” 

	She spent the afternoon translating requisitions: gallons into litres, pounds into kilograms, inches into millimetres. She caught herself laughing with the mechanics over the absurdity of imperial fractions, laughter she hadn’t felt since before the raid.

	That evening saw them in the canteen tent where Aussies traded tinned peaches for Hershey bars. Red Mitchell invited Kate to table soccer with bottle caps. She declined gracefully, claiming deadlines, yet felt a pleasant warmth at the invitation and the comradery. 

	At the convoy’s departure, Red tipped his cap. “Save me a dance when this dirt becomes a ballroom.” She rolled her eyes but smiled.

	Donovan drove in silence for five miles, then asked, “Enjoy the American charm?”

	“They’re a brash comfort after the funerals in February,” she answered, hoping the truth lacked edges. His nod was tight, unreadable.
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	4 March - News came through the Headquarters: on 3rd March, barely a week after Java capitulated, nine Japanese A6M2 Zeros and a pair of Type 97 “Kate” bombers swooped over the sleepy pearling port of Broome, Western Australia, strafing without warning the flying-boat anchorage in Roebuck Bay and the dirt strip at Cable Beach. Within ten minutes they turned the tidal flats into a graveyard of aluminum: 16 flying boats (Qantas Empire, KNILM and USN Catalinas), two Liberator transports and half-a-dozen light aircraft burned or sank in shallow water, trapping Dutch refugees and wounded Allied servicemen who had fled the Dutch East Indies just the night before. 

	At least eighty-eight civilians and military personnel were killed, some estimates topped a hundred, making it the second-deadliest air attack on Australian soil after Darwin so far. The raiders vanished north with no losses, leaving a population in shock, Broome’s lagoon speckled with smoking hulls and the evacuation lifeline from Java abruptly severed.

	Those in the Darwin HQ realized the fight was not against them, but threaten all Australia, and they held a vital part in the defensive plan against the Japanese invasion. The local alarms wailed again just past midnight, the first follow-up attack since the carrier strike on Darwin. Only four Japanese bombers crossed the harbour this time, dropping incendiaries on the edge of the aerodrome. Warhawks scrambled but failed to catch them.

	Kate stood beside the runway flare path as three P-40s clawed into moonlight, silver teeth glinting. The sight burned into her mind: machine vengeance against the bullying sky.

	The next morning she inspected the damage (minor) and fuel stock (12 percent lower than projections, the scramble guzzled the reserves). She noted to requisition extra aviation gas drums.

	Red Mitchell sauntered over, wiping his hands with a grubby rag, grinning. “Well, ma’am, did we pass muster?”

	“You looked like angry sharks,” she admitted, then added, professional tone restored: “But your consumption curve surpasses my worst estimates.”

	“We’re thirsty sharks, all right,” he said, laughter rumbling.

	 


Chapter 20:  Hudsons Rolling

	Sunday 7 March 1942 - Darwin

	0520 - Major Kate Sullivan’s new rank still felt strange to her and every dawn patrol of the bunker began with a self-reminder: You wear them for the job, not the job for them. She started at the switchboard, testing each handset against the coastal buzz line. Her voice, cool and precise, travelled down twisted copper to Noonamah, Batchelor, Adelaide River. Every outlying set returned the same answer: “Lines clear, Major.”

	She logged call-times in the ledger, a ritual equal parts discipline and reassurance. The meteorology corporal, sleep-crushed forage cap and a grin full of chipped enamel, handed her the first synoptic chart. Squall lines lay beyond Arnhem Land, but a cloud-free corridor stretched north-west over the Timor Sea like a green-light runway. Kate inked an arrow over it: Window open until 1600.

	When she stepped back into the main operations pit, the ceiling fans hardly dented the soupy heat radiating from the concrete all around them; still, the place pulsed with something new. The word “counter-attack” had replaced yesterday’s “hold on” on everyone’s tongue.

	Two months earlier Jane Clarke’s colourless cheeks had convinced Kate the girl might bolt south the first chance she got. Today, in the gyro-table alcove, Jane’s grin looked brighter than the signal lamps. She fed the waxy teleprinter tape through the M-209 encoder, fingers flying, the motion as fluid as any pianist’s.

	“Signal book amended, Major,” she sang out, half over her shoulder. “Today’s code-group for Hudson Blue is ‘SPARK-FIVE-LANTERN.’ Rolls right off the tongue, doesn’t it?”

	Kate rested a light hand on Jane’s chair back. “It rolls off because you make it so. Keep up the rhythm.”

	Jane’s cheeks pinked. “I like that rhythm better than the explosions.” She held Kate’s glance an extra heartbeat, gratitude without requiring words, then bent back to work.

	0700 - Provost Sergeant Donovan appeared at the plotting board, his khaki shirt stuck wet to his shoulders and a canvas rifle sling lay on his chest.

	“The perimeter sweep is green,” he reported, handing over a sheet clipped to his pad. “Batchelor road now has six-hour convoy loops. We staked new lane markers out to the western wire.”

	Kate scanned the log: tyre impressions measured, guard rotations signed, even the replacement of a busted picket strand noted in Donovan’s compact cursive.

	“Good,” she said. “No surprises is today’s present.”

	Donovan’s mouth twitched at present. Jane, lingering nearby with a fresh stack of intercept flimsy, caught the exchange and raised both brows in playful accusation, something between I saw that and behave, you two. The glance was enough to remind Kate of the boundary conversation: friendship, yes; complications, no.

	0810 - Outside the bunker, the air smelled of red dust and warmed engine oil. Kate, Jane, and Donovan watched ground crew crank inert starters on two Hudson bombers crouched in their revetments. Heat shimmered above metal cowls; exhaust plumes wavering before the propellers bit.

	Pilot Bill “Dash” MacIntyre trotted toward them, throttling a grin with a short cigarette.

	“Major Sullivan,” he said, tapping her new insignia. “Upgrades suit you. If my bombs hit, I’ll owe the crown a nod.”

	“Hit your target and I’ll write it in gold ink,” Kate answered, handing him a folded map annotated with frightful neatness. “Tree-top to the coast, dog-leg here, ” she tapped the pencil “, then climb to six thousand only when the flak gets too interested.”

	MacIntyre flicked the cigarette stub, tucked the map into his thigh pocket and bounded up the ladder. Ground crew cleared the chocks and the bomber taxied onto the runway, then flew into the blue sky, with the ever-present chance that they will not come back.

	0827 - Both Hudsons were on their way. She tracked each plane until the under-carriage stowed, silently counting four seconds of climb before exhaling.

	0900–1300 hrs - Inside HQ Kate rotated through the workstations and phoned the outer section:

	
		Cipher Bench: Jane’s fingers hammered, translating fresh naval grids. Kate added a margin note, "STAGECOACH likely merchant tanker."

		Medical Tent: Matron McCrae prepared plasma bottles, quizzed Kate on today’s sortie strength in a voice that brooked no evasion. “Two aircraft means perhaps four casualties,” Matron said, “but I plate five dressings, just in case.”

		Armoury Tunnel: Bofors crews polished fuse adaptors, humming snatches of “Kiss Me Deadly.” Kate ran a finger down a clipboard: lot 8874, live, accounted for.

		Commissary: Quartermaster Kearney defended his protection of a crate of ration chocolate with a carpenter’s mallet. “Emergencies only,” he cautioned. “But I’m saving two bars for after the strike.”



	The radio room, usually stale with sweat and dust, carried an undertone of anticipation, just like an orchestra before the conductor lifts the baton.

	1347 – Static burst awake on the RAAF frequency just after lunch. Corporal Newman yanked his headset, wincing as volume spiked. They held radio silence on the way to the target, but used open mics after the bombs were dropped, for by then, the enemy definitely knew they were there.

	“Hudson Blue Two, hit, but level, bombs gone, coaster burning, taking inland route home.”

	Kate scribbled fragments. Her hand shook, so she slowed deliberately: ‘TAIL GUNNER GRAZE,’ ‘FUEL STARBOARD,’ ‘MAINTAINING ELEVEN HUNDRED.’

	Jane hovered, lips pressed white. Kate slid her the pad. “Cipher-repeat their coordinates to Batchelor fighter watch. If they divert, Batchelor can track them.”

	Jane’s shoulders straightened. “On it.” She vanished toward the encoder.

	 1502 – The aerodrome baked under cyclonic glare; sweat evaporated before reaching collars. Dust roosters chased Hudson Blue One to a perfect three-pointer. The second craft limped behind, one prop feathered. It hit the 

	strip hard, the starboard tyre popped, sparks spat out. Ground crews surged forward when it stopped and the engines were shut down.

	Fire crew reached the hatch first, helping drag out the tail gunner, head  blood-streaked but his face still had its grin. MacIntyre climbed down last, patted the ruptured tyre affectionately.

	 “She’s ugly now but was loyal,” he rasped. 
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	Marston matting being laid on an airstrip – PSP (perforated steel planking)

	1630 - Inside the situation room, Blackmore’s debrief lasted only eight minutes, concise, stripped of any drama. They marked the tanker’s last position on the map with a single red pin.

	“Next strike window forty-eight hours,” the general said. “We keep the rhythm, offence every second day until they shift convoy routes.”

	Kate’s ledger absorbed the directives, then issued one of her own: “Standing readiness board will show STRIKE CLOCK, D minus, D plus columns. Visual reminders feed momentum.”

	Hammond, examining the idea, chalked the first row himself.

	The canteen smelled of canned corned mutton. Someone had coaxed two tinned pineapple rings per plate out of Kearney. Donovan saved a table by the shutters, where monsoon lightning flashed bright behind black cloud. Jane slid in first beside Donovan, and began recounting a US sergeant’s boast that he could jitterbug backwards while blindfolded. Donovan offered a sceptical eyebrow; Kate stifled a grin as she sat opposite Jane.

	During the meal Jane’s conversation circled to the upcoming US dance. “They promised a real five-piece band,” she said, eyes bright. “ A clarinet, even.”

	Kate answered lightly, “Your shoes ready?” and kicked Jane, indicated with her eyes toward Colin. Donovan caught it and coloured. “I’ll take the second fox-trot.”

	That night as insects battered the billet screens on Kate’s window, she  wrote a short letter to her family that included:

	“All safe on the northern front. Missing the quiet life down south, my prayers are for you every night.”

	She turned off the lamp, the room plunged into humid dark. Outside, far over the starlit Timor, the steady churn of Hudsons already blended with thundercloud grumble, composing the drumbeat that tomorrow’s counter-attack would follow.
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	Between 6th and 8th March, the remainder of the 49th arrived: two dozen Warhawks, ground vehicles and a field bakery that produced bread irresistibly better than the mould-prone army loaves. Kate negotiated a barter, fresh bread for spare coolant drums, and won. They were going to get the drums anyway.

	She held daily coordination meetings in a hastily patched office hut: Octane schedules, bomb-tail delivery, armour-piercing ammo counts. Wurtsmith teased, “Major, you’re my favourite quartermaster I don’t outrank.” She responded with mock curtsey, and extra columns on the fuel ledger to prove her impartiality.

	Still, she noticed stares when she walked the flight line, mostly respectful, but a few lingered. Brewer offered another photo; she declined. Mitchell presented coffee so strong it could strip paint; she accepted, then scolded herself for enjoying the attention. 

	Even Donovan teased her one evening outside HQ. “Workforce morale seems to improve instantly when the Major visits with a clipboard.”

	She tried to measure his tone, jealous? amused?, but the siren cut conversation short: another lone scout overhead. They dropped to slit trenches until the all-clear.

	Later, as they walked back to the billets, he said softly, “You’d be best to keep their admiration filed under ‘logistics,’ all right?”

	“Sergeant Donovan, you need to lighten up! she countered tartly.

	8 Monday - Blackmore convened a final planning session: Warhawks to maintain continuous two-ship combat air patrols, one flight permanently at Noonamah, one at Darwin strip. Kate summarised supply flows; Wurtsmith signed off and extended his hand once more.

	“We’ll try to give your harbour quiet nights,” he said. She really wanted to believe him.

	That evening she visited the hospital ward. Flemming slept; some colour had returned to his face. Frances whispered that the burn grafts were clean. Kate spoke to each patient, thanking them for keeping Australia free.

	In the courtyard, the Americans had strung fairy-lights for an impromptu canteen dance, organised with the Matron. She watched from the veranda as Red Mitchell spun a young AWAS dispatcher across dusty concrete, his laughter rising with a swing-band crackling from a portable gramophone.

	Kate allowed herself three minutes of music, then turned back to HQ.

	At 2115, Kate lay down with a sense of ease in her mind. For the first time in weeks she drifted toward sleep without the smell of smoke lingering in the air. Outside, Warhawks taxi-tested engines, rumbling like distant thunder, guardians that would shorten the war but lengthen the night.

	 


Chapter 21:  Warehouse Dance

	Saturday 13 March 1942 - Darwin

	“Frances, please,” Jane begged for the third time, blocking the doorway of the little dormitory that Frances shared with two other nurses. “It’s only a dance, not an inquest.”

	Sister Frances Nawurla, dark-skinned, hair in a tight crown of braids, continued tucking field-dressings into a Red Cross satchel. “You two forget,” she said, eyes down, “if I walk in, every head swings. Some from curiosity, some for uglier reasons.”

	Kate Sullivan sat beside her and touched Frances’s arm. “I cannot begin to imagine what your people have been through, but that was not us or those at this dance. That shed will be packed with Yanks; black, white and brown, all chasing a breath of normal life. Let them stare a second, then we’ll dance so hard they’ll have to blink.”

	Jane flashed her most mischievous grin. “Besides, half the American band are black American engineers. They’ve asked if any woman up north can keep time to swing. That means you, Sister.”

	At that Frances’s stern façade cracked. “I could outstep any man on the Daly,” she allowed.

	“Then come,” Kate urged. “Tonight we will be on leave. No stretchers or sirens, only fun and music.”

	Frances wavered. Finally: “Only if you two do something fancy with my hair and make my nails pretty.”

	Jane squealed, giving her an exuberant hug. “Deal!”

	Cots and footlockers became dressing stations; a single oscillating fan clacked above, pushing humid air in languid arcs. Kate produced a ration-rare tin of coconut oil,  swapped for aspirin with a Torres Strait medic. She warmed a dab between her palms and eased Frances’s tight braids into soft waves that grazed her shoulders.

	“Smells like my grandmother’s camp near the Daly,” Frances murmured, the memory relaxing her by degrees.

	Jane, kneeling on the floor, uncapped a chipped bottle of crimson nail polish. “Hold still, one smudge and the quartermaster will requisition our glamour.”

	A battered mirror shard revealed gradual magic being performed: loose ebony curls, nails bright as bougainvillea, lips tinted with a touch of Jane’s Victory Red lipstick. Kate tucked a hibiscus behind Frances’s ear, white against midnight hair. Frances touched it reverently.

	“Better than quinine,” Jane declared. Frances’s answering smile showed a sweet dimple no shell-shocked patient had ever seen.

	Kate slipped into a simple white cotton blouse, regulation bent just enough for a leave night,  and pressed khaki skirt. Jane chose her best AWAS issue, pinned with a sky-blue ribbon scavenged from a chocolate box. The three women studied themselves in the mirror shard: three kinds of strength, pale, freckled; olive and sun-burnt; glowing umber, each soldier-straight but softened by expectation.

	Jane insisted on driving the “borrowed” motor-pool jeep. It ran smoothly and rattled south along Daly Street, dodging crater holes left from February’s raids. Frances and Kate rode in the back, hibiscus trembling with each jolt; they were being chauffeur-driven on a night out, boots braced on the floor absorbing the bumps, nervous with anticipation.

	Storm clouds massed mauve over the harbour. Ahead, the Qantas cargo shed squatted near Mindil’s salt flats, camouflage stripes scarcely visible beneath strings of fairy bulbs on the inside of the building. Massive khaki tents of the U.S. 49th Fighter Group fanned out beyond the wire.

	At 1730 hrs they arrived at the gate and two American MPs waved them through. “Welcome, ladies,” one drawled, tipping his helmet. Jane parked beside a line of fuel drums disguised as benches.

	From inside the shed floated clarinet scales and the swing-quick rattle of a makeshift snare. Frances inhaled sharply, half nerves, half delight, while Kate felt something in her spine loosen for the first time in weeks.

	“Ladies, it’s time to improve Allied relations,” she smiled, heading to the dance floor. A spray of kerosene lanterns and fairy lights threw warm halos onto raw concrete. The shed smelled of machine oil, sawdust, and the faint vanilla of American PX soap. A chalkboard proclaimed:

	WELCOME ALLIED PERSONNEL

	MUSIC BY “STICKS” CARMINE & THE TOP ENDERS

	“Sticks” Carmine blew the first notes of “Tangerine.” The trumpet slid in, lazy-bright. Frances froze for a heartbeat, then Corporal Booker, an American flight mechanic, stepped forward, a smile lighting up his dark brown face, “Ma’am, may I have the honour of this dance?”

	Kate gave her an encouraging nudge. Booker escorted Frances onto the floor, where they began an easy two-step. Cheers rose as Frances’s hibiscus flashed in a whirl. And so began a night to remember.

	Kate stationed herself near the iced-water barrel, accepting a dance with a polite Australian sapper while scanning the room. Colin Donovan, fresh-shaved and conspicuously muscular in rolled-sleeve fatigues, entered with Jane on his arm. Jane’s blue ribbon matched the gleam in her eyes; Donovan, still “Sergeant” on duty, looked at ease beside her.

	Kate’s partner released her as the tune ended. Donovan approached. “Major, my dance card says I owe you.”

	“To be redeemed later,” Kate answered lightly. “I need water right now.” The end of the monsoon season was delivering cooler days and less humidity; a welcome change, but the lively dance had her gasping for water.

	Jane tugged Donovan toward the clarinet’s next upbeat, “Chattanooga Choo-Choo.” Kate watched their silhouettes spin: Jane’s skirt flaring, Donovan’s sure-footed pivots learned in bush halls somewhere south. Satisfaction warred with an odd pang, she’d set them up, but a whisper of what-if lingered, probably through loneliness. 

	Frances returned, breathless, cheeks shining. “He moves like the breeze through paperbark.” She gulped iced water, pulse slowing. Booker lingered nearby, respectful.

	Jane and Donovan joined them at the water trough, perspiration beading their temples. Jane’s grin was half giddy, half astonished. “Kate, he can actually triple-step!”

	Donovan pretended offence. “You doubted? Even goats in Yass county triple-step all the time.”

	Frances raised her cup. “To Yass goats.” The circle clinked tin mugs, their laughing ringing out.

	Kate sensed Rutherford, a Californian lieutenant she’d met during map briefings, approaching with two ration-scone sandwiches. “Major, you promised me a fox-trot.” His citrus-machine-oil scent tugged at her curiosity again. She accepted, letting him guide her under the fairy lights. While they danced, Rutherford spoke of Fresno orchards, and Kate pictured herself in post-war America, sun-bleached streets, citrus groves, no boom-net rosters. The thought glittered alluring, though terrifyingly distant.

	Around them, Frances drew interest from two more American mechanics and a Melanesian ground gunner. She danced shyly, then with blooming delight, the swing beats unlocking hidden joints of joy. Whispers rippled, admiring, not cruel as she had expected, proof that music could smooth edges militaries had yet to blunt.

	The band shifted to “Skylark.” Lantern light dimmed; conversations softened. Rutherford’s hand at Kate’s back felt warm, almost intimate. She allowed one slow circuit, then eased free. Duty again tomorrow, and boundaries she’d folded like maps, still governed.

	Near the water barrel, Jane rested her head on Donovan’s shoulder while he murmured some farm tale about drought, making her laugh quietly. Kate caught Frances’s eye; both women shared a knowing smile. Lines had shifted, had been redrawn.

	Kate fetched lemonade. Lieutenant Mark Rutherford joined her. “Someday, you’ll show me these legendary boom nets,” he teased.

	“Only if you promise to show me every orange tree in California.” The boldness startled her; Rutherford’s dimples deepened.

	Frances approached, cheeks flushed. “Major, trumpet man says there’s a South-Pacific shuffle. You taught me the waltz, now teach me to shuffle.”

	“Lead on,” Kate answered, passing Rutherford the lemonade. She and Frances attempted the off-beat steps, giggling at misalignments until sweat blurred their eyes and fed their laughter.

	2200 hrs “Sticks” shouted, “Last tune!” The hall chorused “We’ll Meet Again.” Voices blended, nurses, clerks, American pilots, aboriginal orderlies, a scattering of Dutch airmen waiting on replacement Hudsons. In the lantern haze, Kate saw a fragile truth: for one chorus at least, the Allied mosaic held firm. Nights like this were as important as the next strike on the enemy; they anchored the soul in freedom.

	Jane produced her contraband tin of condensed-milk fudge at a side table. She sliced generous blocks, pressing two into Donovan’s shirt pocket, quiet claim. Booker fetched pieces for Frances and his mechanics.

	Rutherford lifted a fudge square toward Kate like a communion wafer. “To tomorrow’s sky staying empty.”

	“Or at least on our terms,” Kate added, tapping fudge.

	Later, the jeep growled up the ridge, surf thundered faint below. Frances cradled the blossom, miraculously intact, and hummed bits of “Skylark.” Jane sat pressed against Donovan, their quiet conversation lost to engine roar. Kate watched lightning sheet far inland, illuminating black cloud canopies. Rutherford’s question echoed: Would you visit America? She toyed with the idea: Pacific an arm’s breadth, Fresno groves; maybe she’d walk there when enemy arrows on her maps dissolved.

	At Larrakeyah gate, sentries waved the jeep through. Jane leaned forward. “Kate, tonight was, like stealing Christmas.”

	Kate smiled, glancing back at Frances’s radiant exhaustion and Jane’s contentment leaning on Donovan. “Stolen time counts for double.”

	Frances murmured an old saying in Larrakia: “Dreams travel light.” Kate repeated it softly. Yes, dreams must travel light; there was still a war to carry.

	They parked by the dorm. Lanterns inside flickered low. Before parting, Donovan touched the brim of his cap to Kate, respectful, platonic, and turned to escort Jane toward the women’s wing, their steps unhurried.

	Kate and Frances paused under the eaves. The night smelled of hibiscus, diesel, and faint citrus cologne left on her sleeve. In that scent-braided quiet Kate understood: she could hold duty like a ledger and still fold moments of music into its pages.

	“Fancy enough?” Kate asked.

	Frances’s dimple returned. “More than enough. Thank you, Major.”

	Thunder rolled again, monsoon promising tomorrow’s deluge. Kate called a Provost Guard nearby to escort Frances back to her quarters. She went inside, peeled off her damp blouse, clipped promotion tabs to the wash-stand, and wrote briefly in her notebook:

	13 Mar 42 

	Morale dance. Frances flower. Jane + Donovan = rhythm found.

	Peaches, fudge, and dreams light enough to carry across next raid.

	Kate let the memory on the dance settle like warm lamp-oil, fuel for the hard dawn ahead. Sleep came much quicker than expected.

	 


Chapter 22:  PT Boats

	Thursday 2–4 April 1942 - Darwin

	The bunker still smelled of stale lamp-oil and sweat when Kate entered through the blast-proof door. She liked arriving early, just ahead of dawn’s grey tinge, to feel the plot-floor before it turned noisy. 

	After a briefing by the night watchman on duty and sending him off to his crib, she gazed at the four new blue map-pins nudging the coastline of East Arm. Each bore a hand-inked label, PT-128 to PT-131, and each felt like a promise that the Allies were finally gaining teeth.

	Hammond came down the stairs, his eyes ringed with dark lines of sleeplessness. He tapped one of the pins with the end of a pencil as he spoke, “Motor-torpedo boats out of Brisbane,” he explained. “They refuelled at Thursday Island, ran at flank speed through the night. Your four boats are currently skulking behind the mangroves, waiting for daylight moorings. Speed twenty-eight knots, exactly what the harbour’s been crying out for.”
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	US Navy PT-Boats

	Kate drew a short breath that that tasted of hope. Fast teeth in shallow water, finally. She marked the margin of her notebook and then caught Jane Clarke’s wave from the cipher alcove.

	“Morning raid report,” Jane said, sliding across on creaky castors. “Single Japanese Sally bomber over Melville Island, driven home by the Yanks before breakfast.”

	Kate nodded. “It will matter in forty-eight hours.” Because the date of 4th April, highlighted in red pencil on her personal calendar, was the day every intercept suggested Darwin would be tested again. Only this time, Kate thought, the test might prove two-sided.

	Two hours later Kate’s jeep skittered down the corrugated track toward Batchelor airfield, a haze of ochre dust spiralling behind. Jane was riding shotgun and had her boots braced on the dash. Every pothole driven over bounced them skyward.

	They pulled up beside two B-25 Mitchell bombers crouched beneath hessian camouflage. Heat rippled off twin radial engines; the air smelled of dope-cloth, high-octane and sun-baked eucalyptus. Captain Frank “Chalky” Rivers lowered himself from Red Dog’s nose hatch, flight jacket slung over one shoulder.

	“Sullivan’s mythical nav notes?” he called before his boots even touched the ground. Kate raised an eyebrow at his greeting and handed him an acetate overlay dotted with grease-pencil arcs. “Welcome Captain. I have your raid-line, staging altitudes, Dutch rendezvous and contingency for Koepang being closed. The fuel margins assume there’ll be no sightseeing.”

	Rivers flicked a grin as broad as the wing. “Sightseeing’s for peace-time, ma’am. We’ll be running so low the Timor crocs will smell our exhaust.”

	Jane took a long, silent look at the Mitchell’s gun-nacelles, then at the stubble-jawed American crewmen checking bomb shackles. “Imagine trying to write love letters at 240 knots inside that,” she muttered.

	Kate answered, quieter still, “Try drafting the orders that put them there.” And she felt once more the paradox she lived daily, pencil strokes behind concrete dictating life-and-death arcs across hostile jungle.

	Mid-day tropic stillness shattered when three dull booms rolled in from the north-east, the unmistakable belly-thump of exploding fuel tanks. The hospital switchboard crackled seconds later; Sister Frances shouted over clanging enamel trays, “Japanese recon dropped incendiaries on the Parap farm.” The connection fizzed dead.

	Kate phoned the fire crew as a matter of course, knowing they would already be on the way, then the Provost Security office to ensure they were headed to the scene. She headed topside to view it for herself; he reality of being at war was always only one breath away

	*   *   *

	Saturday 4 April - 1058 hrs - Radar plotted the formation ninety-odd miles out, but Kate’s skin prickled long before the bunker siren. Through her headset she heard both Morse chatter and the slow mechanical shriek of klaxons spinning up around Darwin town. The ground began to hum, a sub-bass vibration of air columns split by high-altitude Mitsubishi bombers.

	She thumbed the release on the telegraph key: AIR RAID RED. All coastal circuits flashed the code. The Ops bunker closed its door to the world above.

	The vibration from the explosions rippled up the bunker walls. Longer gap. Shorter gap. Kate registered them like metronome beats, plotting arc projections in her head. At 1116 the first wave withdrew. Radio reports came in fractured: one ammunition shed demolished, a wharf crane toppled, three Warhawks down but crews bailed clear. This was the first major raid since 20th February with twenty-four plus Japanese aircraft hitting the Darwin Harbour and Royal Australian Air Force installations.

	That evening, the first full Allied counter-strike across Timor Sea was planned with two B-25 Mitchells and three PT boats to attack Japanese shipping at Dili and Atapupu, the first coordinated sea-air strike from the Northern Territory.

	Kate’s board changed tack: green readiness lights for PT-boats, for Mitchells, for the brand-new radar at Lee Point that had, against all odds, remained intact. 

	With little impact and no major casualties, Major-General Blackmore allowed the small US night dance to go ahead, as there was no urgent matters that the assigned crews could not handle.

	Less than three hours after the smoke cleared, a swing band struck up in a re-purposed fuel store, because the Americans insisted no bomber would hinder their “Refinery Ballroom.” A handful of lanterns swung from rafters, casting long trapezoids across concrete, fully protected by blackout curtains.

	Kate entered sweaty, uniform jacket on her arm as there was no time to change with Jane retouching the only lipstick left in her kit since Melbourne. A G-man turned pianist hammered a boogie-woogie that rattled loose wall nails. Servicewomen in dusty skirts twirled with sailors, their laughter soared higher than the clarinet solo, audible defiance of Zeroes and high-explosives.

	Kate danced a slow foxtrot with Captain Rivers, his right arm gentle despite pilot’s callouses, then found herself spun toward Donovan. For a moment she rested a gloved hand on his arm. They spoke little, kept a respectable distance apart, and yet Kate felt the shiver of possibility she had carefully filed away. Later, over lemonade, she broached the tension.

	“Jane admires you a lot.” The words cost something, but clarity mattered.

	Donovan glanced toward the dance floor where Jane was teaching a PT-boat skipper how to Charleston. A soft smile touched his tired eyes. “I admire her, too. She’s very much a party girl.”

	“And we need that friendship,” Kate said. “We all need each other intact.”

	“Agreed,” Donovan replied, lifting his paper cup. Pact sealed in lemonade.

	Kate did not stay for long and took a walk along the wharf, with an MP guard at her side. Night wrapped East Arm in velvet so thick even the phosphorescence seemed muted. Kate paced the jetty for final checks: fuel lines stowed, silencers rigged, lucite compass lights dimmed to hood-slits.

	At this time two bombers would be taking to the air at Batchelor, Red Dog and Barrel Roll, and tree PT-boats would be heading out as well. 

	PT-128’s Packard engines coughed, the sound was quickly strangled into a low feline growl. Another two engines fired up.

	Kate pencilled the time, 2242. She crossed to the security gate and checked the departure signatures.

	“Two minutes early,” the guard said. 

	She looked once more toward the dark where the PT-boats would soon slice north. She said goodnight and headed up to her billet, sending her guard back a few minutes later.

	Three silhouettes slid away north toward the horizon, bow-spray phosphor in black water, vanishing into a vastness Kate could not follow. Above, the thunder-shiver of twin Wright Cyclones marked the Mitchells punching west before hooking for the Timor run.

	Kate allowed herself one deep breath of the night, air scented with tide-mud and diesel, and headed for her bed.

	*   *   *

	Arriving early in the bunker to check the night crew tracking the raid on Japanese positions, Kate tidied up some outstanding requisition forms. At 0612 on a quiet Sunday morning, a Morse signal came on the frequency: RED DOG FEET WET HOMEBOUND. The bunker gave out a sigh. Fifteen minutes later their blip hit the radar south-east of Bathurst. Soon after, PT-131 radioed they were on their way home. Barrel Roll was still overdue, but had last signalled a successful drop but was low on fuel and  planned to ditch near Babar if fuel bled out.

	Kate messaged the PT-boats to send a unit out to Babar to check for a downed aircraft. They report an aircraft heading to Darwin blowing smoke out of one engine and would follow its line home. 

	Kate signed the last line of the dawn-shift log, set her pencil aside, and allowed the bunker’s low murmur to fade behind her. The Sunday air beyond the concrete stairs felt almost benign; warm, yes, but free of the constant typewriter thrum that now lived in her pulse. 

	She straightened her skirt, pinned her slouch hat at a respectful angle and walked the dusty track toward a white-washed mission hall the Yanks jokingly called “The Lean-To Tabernacle.” It wasn’t Catholic, no incense or genuflection, just rough pews, a pump organ that wheezing valiantly and Reverend Osborne’s calm Protestant cadence. 

	As she stepped inside, the smell of sun-dried timber wrapped her in a memory of her mother’s front room back in Grenfell. Twenty-odd soldiers, two nurses, a pair of wiry sappers and one shy Wren made up the congregation. They sang “Great Is Thy Faithfulness” a half-step flat with Kate’s alto threading the simple harmony, steadying her own breath as much as theirs. Osborne read from Psalm 91 about refuge under shadowed wings, fortresses and deliverance, and for twenty unhurried minutes the Pacific war seemed to wait outside the clapboard walls.

	After the benediction, Kate joined the short queue at the temporary canteen, a corrugated-iron shed where the cook had done small wonders with rations: curried bully beef, a spoon of mashed pumpkin, and, miracle of miracles, a scone each, dotted with three currants apiece. She carried her tray to an oil-drum table under a shade net, choosing a seat beside Sister Frances who was dabbing jam onto her scone with surgical precision. 

	They spoke of the sermon, of mail that still hadn’t arrived from the south, of rumours that another radar set was on its way. For a brief hour, conversation orbited around ordinary things, laundry, the heat, the hopeful taste of jam, until the shadows shortened and the rumble of transport lorries reminded everyone the roster clock was turning again.

	By mid-afternoon Kate was back on the path to the Ops compound, boots kicking up red dust, overhead a Hudson droned on its coastal patrol. She descended the steps and entered the buried bunker where the air was cooler. The cipher officer on the duty desk offered a fresh strip: “Coast-watch clean, but Melbourne wants the noon strength report.”

	In the late afternoon, Kate studied the recon prints as shadows edged over the town topside, the planes and boats had come home safe. Three wrecked Japanese transports listed at Dili mole; a tanker burned furiously offshore. Major-General Blackmore dropped into the Ops to check on things, he was working out of his office in the Headquarters building more now, and only using the Operation’s room when things needed his attention. He examined the photos and report, took off his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose, and said, “It’s good to be striking back. Keep up the good work in the bunker Major,” and headed out the door. 

	Kate could see these past few months in Darwin were taking a toll on the commander, more so than the rest of the crew. She was thankful for his support and trust in the role he had given her.

	Later, outside the billet row, Donovan found Kate leaning on a rail that was once used to tie horses.

	“Jane gave me orders not to hoard the sugar fudge she’d pinched from the Yanks,” he said, offering a stained brown packet.

	Kate broke off a square, tasted the crystallised sweetness. Salt wind stirred her damp collar. They shared the last of the sugar, eyes on the clean horizon where sunset gilded an ocean that, for the first time in six grim weeks, didn’t feel purely defensive. This, thought Kate, is what they both enjoyed and needed; the quiet companionship of friendship at day’s end.

	Timor lay beyond that gold line, still hostile, still full of unknowns, yet now scarred by Allied tooth-marks. The war had turned a fresh page, and Kate was ready to start marking new entries in the changing story of Darwin’s war.


Chapter 23:  Boots on the Ground

	5–25 April 1942 - Darwin

	The morning heat already seared on Darwin’s macadam roads when Kate cut across the parade ground on 5th April. Every step traced a new layer of red dust over boots polished just an hour earlier. The war measured itself in tonnage and cipher groups, but to Kate its heartbeat this month was the thudding of a thousand military boots that hadn’t been there in February.

	Two fresh battalions, the 3rd and 19th Infantry Brigades, nearly 6,000 men between them, had rolled up the Alice line in jolting troop trains and convoys of Chevrolets. Their tents now spiked the headland from East Point to Winnellie, sand-bag walls and slit-trenches sprouting up like mushrooms. Engineers spoke of a ring bastion, but in Kate’s ledgers it resolved to columns: rations for 6,000, water for 6,000, quinine tablets for 6,000 in humidity that turned linen to wilted lilies.

	Inside the bunker at 0645 she handed Major-General Blackmore the weekly “Force Strength & Distribution” sheet. He skimmed the numbers, 

	3rd Inf Bde HQ 550

	10th/27th Bn 780

	48th Bn 695

	19th Inf Bde HQ 540

	2nd/11th Bn 820

	2nd/12th Bn 810

	AA Regt (Mixed) 1,240

	“It looks like a divisional picnic,” he growled with satisfied weariness. “See those men are issued belts of .303 ammo… along with table knives.”

	The first test came three days later. On 8th April at 1019, Lieutenant Bobby Chen’s radar scope at Dripstone flashed a tight green wedge. Kate stood behind him, one hand steadying her coffee, the other holding a phone.

	“Plot 030, thirty-plus blips, altitude fifteen thousand,” Chen muttered. Kate dialled Fighter Control. “Raiders 030°, seventy-five miles, angels fifteen.”

	Klaxons bawled. Above the bunker, 3.7-inch AA crews in sand-bag pits swung barrels skyward. Nine Wirraways clawed into the haze from RAAF Darwin; two P-40s scrambled off Livingstone’s shorter strip, tyres still showering gravel when they nosed up.

	The Japanese bombers never pressed home, after two lazy orbits they turned seaward, content to register a response. But the alert proved the new ground formations could mesh. Within twenty minutes Kate logged:

	19th Bde perimeter manned in 9 min; medical det 2nd/4th on station; fuel tanks drip-sheeted & masked.

	Jane burst into the cipher alcove afterwards, cheeks blotched with the heat. “That’s the fastest we’ve spun since February!” she said, thrusting a damp strip of telegraph chatter into Kate’s hand. Kate only nodded; her pencil still danced across the ledger, evidence mattered more than pride.
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	Australian Army servicemen in WWII

	The infantry battalions dug gun-pits and laid PSP track by day; by night they slept on bedrolls that smelled of sun-hot canvas. On 10th April Kate and Sergeant Donovan trekked out to East Point battery where the brand-new 14th Heavy AA division were polishing a brace of 3.7-inch guns so fervently, the breech blocks shone like nickel.

	Captain Merrick, the battery commander, gave Kate a jaunty salute. “Three thousand yards inter-locked with Fannie Bay guns, needs confirmation from Ops.”

	Kate scribbled ranges, angles, fuse settings. Donovan ran callused fingers along a crate marked VT FUSE – HANDLE W/CARE, then caught her gaze. He didn’t voice the memory of missing fuses in February; he didn’t need to. Kate’s small nod told him the new shipment was double-counted, triple-locked.

	Frances Nawurla joined them later, jeep bed laden with iced water and quinine jugs. “Doctors say heatstroke can kill a gun crew faster than bombs,” she said, distributing tin mugs. The diggers cheered her arrival; Frances’s easy grin cut through talk of raids like a cooling breeze.

	Morale had to rise as quickly as gun barrels. On Saturday 14th April the Americans from 3rd Bomb Group borrowed a Qantas cargo shed already half-cleared for stores. Major Sullivan sanctioned a field dance on a thirty-six-hour stand-down.

	Kerosene lanterns, a scratch jazz quartet, and three strings of rationed fairy lights turned the corrugated tin into a pocket of improbable glitter. Frances arrived only after Jane and Kate pinned her hair up with midnight-blue ribbon and had buffed her nails with the stub of a coconut-oil stick. Once inside, two American aircraft mechanics tapped their caps and whisked her onto the concrete floor; Frances’s laughter blended with trumpet trills until even Hammond’s pencil-line frown softened into a smile.

	Kate danced once with Donovan, just once, boundaries clear, then found herself swept into a smooth foxtrot by Captain Douglas Denton. The citrus tang of his ancient cologne tugged a fantasy: what might life taste like in St Louis or Omaha, far from monsoon sweat and bomb-alarms? She let the thought linger a moment before handing him over to nurse, cheeks flushed.

	*   *   *

	The next morning, 15th April, Blackmore called a staff huddle. Japanese recon photos, retrieved by coast-watch intercept, revealed the enemy was mapping not just Darwin but the inland strips at Fenton, Livingstone, and soon-to-be-finished Strauss.

	“We have held this town long enough,” Blackmore said, tapping the map. “Now we’ll sharpen the spear. From this week forward HQ’s secondary mission is pre-strike coordination. The brass south wants options across the Timor Sea.”

	Kate’s stomach flipped, holding lines meant lists; striking back meant variables. Her pencil hovered over a new page labelled OPERATOR, space left for a plan not yet birthed.

	The first part of that plan involved continuity. Lines to inland command posts could no longer dangle in trees. Signals Company sappers unspooled field telephone cable from Darwin to the fledgling Strauss strip, 28 miles south. At each creek crossing they raised questions about crocs.

	Kate rode the inspection run in a rattling Bren gun carrier, Jane and a sand-bagged switchboard bouncing in the back. They paused at Coomalie dummy strip, today just a grid of stakes in bulldozed earth. By month’s end it would confuse enemy cameras, but for now Kate listened to wind scud across the clearing and pictured a Zero’s gunsight. She pressed her palm to the notebook: dummy decoys → light them at night?

	On return they found Dripstone radar offline, its power cable gnawed by bandicoots, according to the bewildered tech. Donovan’s men fenced off the generator hut that evening, and Jane posted a cartoon of a marsupial wearing a rising-sun badge under the caption Next time chew a Zero.

	Word reached the bunker at 0130 Wednesday 23rd: “Cinnamon Caravan returning. Request discreet reception.” Kate, on night duty, deciphered the Coast-Watch slang instantly, 2nd/6th Independent Company, the commandos stranded in Portuguese Timor since February, were slipping back under darkness. At dawn, a salt-streaked Catalina settled onto Darwin Harbour, its hull scarred, its exhaust coughing blue smoke. Forty-five men disembarked in silence onto a shuttered jetty guarded by Donovan’s provosts: lean figures in frayed jungle greens, beards like wire brushes, Sten guns still slung as if patrol might resume any minute.

	Captain George “Spence” Spenser, six weeks earlier a broad-shouldered footballer, now moved like a shadow, his malaria infected eyes too large for his skull. He saluted Blackmore, then accepted Kate’s out-stretched hand with a grip that trembled only after he released it. Their single kit-bags smelled of sour river mud; one bag contained nothing but damp intelligence notebooks wrapped in oiled silk.

	Kate had requisitioned the draughting hut as an ad-hoc debrief suite: seven trestle tables, ten hurricane lamps, a crate of notepads fished from stores. Frances met the returning men first, her dark hands guiding them toward quinine doses and carbolic wash-basins. “No bandages before soap,” she insisted, voice firm as any matron. Half the company bore leech scars and ringworm; three walked on improvised crutches made from bamboo.

	Jane took shorthand behind a stack of fresh ribbons, her glasses fogging in the humid room while she listened to accounts of jungle ambushes near Viqueque, dynamited bridges, nights trading tobacco for cassava with mountain villagers. Private Strachan spoke of laying upside-down cross-logs to burst Japanese truck tyres; Corporal Sam Tan recounted carrying their wounded signaller two days upriver lashed to a door salvaged from a mission school. Every story ended the same: “Couldn’t hold, they just kept coming.”

	Donovan hovered, half bodyguard, half usher, guiding each exhausted commando from Frances’s wash-station to Kate’s map table. Kate marked red pencil circles where patrols had skirmished, tracing a growing necklace of Japanese outposts along the north Timor coast, Atapupu, Baucau, Manatuto. She forced herself to jot details clinically, but once, when Private McAllister described the execution of their Portuguese guide by Kempeitai swords, her pencil stalled mid-word. She swallowed, finished the line: “Local support at risk; morale among Timorese villagers fragile.”

	At dusk the men lay on stretchers in a shuttered transit ward, quinine sweats already greasing their temples. Before lights-out, Frances slipped between rows humming an old Larrakia lullaby; Jane left typed transcripts, 350 pages by her final count, stacked like small tombstones on Kate’s desk; Donovan double-checked the door sentries.

	Kate closed her notebook in the early hours of the morning. The commandos had brought no trophies, just mud, intelligence, and a grim certainty: holding Darwin was not enough. Their suffering line by line would soon feed the strike-back plans growing in her ledgers, proof, etched in red pencil, of why the arrows on her maps must now point north.

	*   *   *

	By the last week of April, the emaciated survivors of the 2nd/6th Independent Company had exchanged Timor’s leech-choked gullies for a spartan tent city beside the upper Adelaide River, sixty miles south of Darwin. The move was deliberate: a chance for the commandos to rebuild weight, drill replacements, and master the new American Thompson sub-machine-guns just arrived from Brisbane. Under the mottled shade of woolly-butt eucalypts they re-established a miniature Timor, jungle lanes hacked through spear-grass, tree-trunk firing bays, camouflaged signals pits, while RAAF Hudsons buzzed overhead on live-fire co-ordination runs.

	Kate received weekly situation sheets from Captain Spenser: ration states, malaria counts dropping under strict quinine discipline, live-fire results logged with clipped pride (“Section 3 grouping nine inches at 200 yds, acceptable”). She forwarded each summary to Blackmore with a pencil note: “Morale ⇧. Fit for forward action by mid-May.”

	25 April – Anzac Day. Darwin observed Anzac dawn at the battered cenotaph near Government House. Chaplain O’Donnell read the Roll of Honour for both 1915 and yesterday. Kate stood with Jane and Frances, hats removed. Donovan and Hammond flanked Blackmore at the front, forming a military wedge of command.

	When the bugler sounded Last Post, the note wavered as a gust of humid wind blurred the brass. Kate thought of her father’s slouch hat nailed above the mantel at Grenfell, of empty chairs around countless mainland tables, and of peaches shared under blackout.

	Back at Operations the rhythm of receiving-sort-relay never faltered. On Kate’s desk a freshly decoded Combined Operational Directive, origin GHQ Brisbane, cleared through Melbourne, sat under a red header “FOR IMMEDIATE ACTION – DARWIN DISTRIBUTION.” Her job was not to invent options but to turn higher-level intent into clear, local instructions.

	Four lines per mission, fuel and ordnance, strip/wharf timing, movement control, medical back-up, gave everyone from the boom-net crew to the stretcher bearers exactly what they needed at a glance.

	Hammond checked the timetable against local runway curfews, grumbling about dust conditions; Chen copied coast-watch weather codes into the margins; Donovan phoned Batchelor for fuel-bowser status; Frances loaded extra morphine ampoules into the medical pannier, “just in case the Cats glide home shot-up.”

	By twilight on 25th April Kate stretched at the bunker doorway, ledger complete, carbon copies already cycling through switchboard to RAAF NWA, Naval OIC, and 3rd Brigade. Outside, Winnellie’s mortars thudded as usual; inland, Fenton’s Liberators rev-checked; at the jetty, fuel lighters clanked behind blackout hessian.

	Darwin was still a relay-station, not a war room, but the directives now flowed north-ward, not merely inward. Holding the city had cost blood and  sleepless nights; now, between 5th and 25th April, the teleprinter traffic itself testified to the turn: defensive orders inbound, offensive orders outbound.

	With one last deep breath of fresh air, Kate stepped back into the bunker’s humming lights. Tomorrow’s orders would arrive before dawn, and her hands needed to be there, ready to catch them.

	 

	 


Chapter 24:  Wooden Sharks

	Tuesday 12 May 1942 - Stokes Hill Wharf, Darwin

	The harbour still showed signs of the recent booming with craters that had yet to be attended to. The ‘Mosquito Fleet’ had made Stokes Hill Wharf their home. Kate and Jane were taking a walk along the edge of the water.

	“So what exactly is a PT-boat?” Jane asked as they watched two low, green silhouettes idle past the boom-net at dusk.

	Kate kept her eyes on the hulls. “Think of them as the RAAF’s Beaufighters, only on water. Eighty feet of layered mahogany, three Packard Super-Charged Petrol V-12 engines and hardly any armour.”

	“Mahogany? Sounds more suited to a parlour table than to a warship.”

	“The lightness of that timber gives speed,” Kate said. “Those Packard’s push her past forty knots. She’ll outrun anything but a fighter plane.”

	Jane whistled. “That’s impressive, what’s she carrying? I don’t see guns.”

	“Four twenty-one-inch torpedoes in launch tubes, twin .50-cal Brownings in those tubs amidships, a 20 mm Oerlikon on the stern, plus depth charges for good measure.”

	“Wow, and the crew?”

	“Twelve souls, two of them officers. Wheel-house up front, engines aft, bunks jammed into the fo’c’sle. They live on petrol fumes and faith.”

	Jane grinned. “No wonder the Yanks call them ‘MacArthur’s Navy.’”

	Kate returned the smile. “They also answer to ‘Mosquito Fleet,’ they bite hard and vanish. At twilight the engines rumble, exhaust stubs throw blue flame, and those plywood thunder-boats go hunting across the Timor Sea.”

	“Now that,” Jane said, eyes wide, “sounds like a ride worth skipping rations for.”

	It had come to the attention of Ops that none of the American skippers understood how to requisition so much as a kerosene lamp from Australian stores. That, Kate Sullivan learned, was why she had been sent, order pad in hand, to the end of the wharf at 0730 on a beautiful Monday morning. It was still warm but the humidity, thankfully, bearable. Donovan walked with her.

	Lieutenant Junior Grade Jack “Ace” Bowman, US Navy, balanced on the deck of PT-131, waiting for her. He doffed his cap and greeted Kate with a grin that swept away all pre-conceived ideas of a PT-boat captain.

	“Ma’am, you must be Major Sullivan, our supply angel.”

	“Major on paper, please call me Kate in conversation. Permission to come aboard?,” she replied, climbing aboard with Donovan’s hand steadying the gang-plank behind her. 

	Bowman beckoned to a group of sweating ratings who wrestled crates of aviation petrol additives. “We got Higgins boats, Packard engines, name it, we’ve probably broken it already. The Aussie shipwrights at Garden Point patched our hulls but we need fuel injectors, spark plugs, coffee, and,” he winked, “a polite translator for your quartermaster’s forms.”

	Kate could not withhold a smile, produced three coloured requisition sheets, and began the familiar dance of matching American part numbers to Commonwealth ledgers.

	Stokes Hill’s new “MTB Base M” was a patchwork of hurried corrugated sheds, RAN boom-defence huts and borrowed sail-lofts. The Americans shared it with HMAS Deloraine’s detached maintenance crew: salt-cured men who considered machines with fewer than two reciprocating engines suspiciously underpowered.

	Inside the supply shed, Kate compared inventories, RAN torpedo alcohol, American 87-octane, Australian depth charges that needed U.S. primers. Her pencil flew; the paper began to look like a chessboard of shortage versus solution. Between figures she noticed the sailors’ eyes following her with an unabashed curiosity that made her cheeks warm. Bowman’s executive officer, Ensign “Skipper” Morales, whistled a tuneless ditty and asked, too loudly, whether “the little Aussie Major” might autograph the nose of PT-131 “for luck.” The shed erupted in a chorus of loud ‘yee-haws.’ Kate pretended not to hear and finished the required forms

	By lunchtime she had:

	
		Secured 480 drums of 100-octane under temporary import waiver.

		Approved transfer of 12 Mk VIII torpedoes from RAN reserve.

		Located four spark-plug sets that fitted the erratic Packard V-12s.

		Promised to find ice, an impossible luxury, and fresh fruit.



	Bowman rewarded the effort with coffee so strong Kate wondered whether the spoon might stand upright. Donovan had joined the group and declined the coffee, still wary of the American brews since the 49th Fighter Group’s had arrived.

	When Bowman stepped below deck, Kate inspected the wheelhouse. Someone had tacked a magazine page beside the throttle quadrant, a dark-haired Hollywood starlet blowing a kiss. Next to it, half-finished, was a charcoal sketch of a woman in Australian khaki, eyes bright, hair curling under the peak of a slouch hat. She stopped, cheeks blushing. The likeness was unmistakable, her own features stylised but recognisable.

	Boots thudded behind. Bowman re-emerged with a wrench, caught her stare and winced. “Aw, ma’am, sorry. The sketch got started while we were killin’ time waiting on parts. You’re the face of good news around here and the men have run out of pin-up clippings.”

	Kate swallowed. “It’s… flattering, Lieutenant. But perhaps keep it inside the cabin, not on the conning bulkhead?”

	Bowman chuckled. “We can compromise, inside the chart table lid. Fair?”

	She nodded, cheeks hotter than the coffee.

	During afternoon filing Kate learned two facts:

	
		A metric ton of submarine-grade fuel would reach Darwin in forty-eight hours, relieving pressure on her ledgers.

		Word of the “Stokes Hill pin-up” had already reached the aerodrome mess, courtesy of a grinning signal clerk.



	She groaned inwardly. Morale could use brightness, but she preferred not to be a star in someone’s nose-art constellation.

	At 1700 a launch carried her and Donovan back across the harbour. The ride was chop-heavy; spray slapped her face, exhilarating, briny, and she realised she hadn’t thought of bomb craters once all day.

	They reached Ops just as magenta sunset flared behind the wreck of SS Neptuna. Inside, typewriters rattled with the evening sit-rep. Donovan shadowed her to the signal alcove.

	“Those lads aboard PT-131 appreciate your efficiency,” he said, tone flat.

	“They appreciate the speed of logistics,” she clarified, unclipping her cap. “The portrait was… unrequested and unexpected.”

	His silence lasted a beat too long. In it, she heard an unspoken question: Does their admiration mean anything beyond paint?

	Kate gripped the file drawer. “Colin, my job is to convince them to fill out forms. If they paint, that’s for their morale.”

	He offered a small nod, sincere, but his eyes still troubled. “Just watch they don’t borrow more than paperwork.”

	2130 Kate completed the day’s fuel allocation worksheet. The lamp halo blurred as fatigue pressed forward. She closed her eyes and saw a flash-memory: Bowman’s grin, charcoal lines capturing her form, PT engines whining like eager hounds. She decided it was time for sleep.

	She force focused. Balance sheets mattered, not compliments. Still, an unfamiliar thrill crept beneath her ribcage: a sense that, within all this wreckage, someone saw her as more than a living, walking ledger.

	She had a growing respect for the care-free nature of the yanks. And was very impressed with their little boats.

	When her light went out, she lay listening to distant PT engines revving for a night test-run, restless young dogs guarding a battered yard. She breathed salt-scented air, caught somewhere between flattery and duty, and wondered which would weigh heavier in the coming days.

	*   *   *

	Wednesday 13th at 0320 hrs the four-bomber nuisance raid came on schedule, engines droning over Darwin like a bad refrain. In the close-walled bunker Kate Sullivan guided the defence almost by muscle memory: guns to bearing, Warhawks to altitude, PT-boats to free-wheel in the harbour. Two bombs punched fresh holes in the marshalling yard; the fire detail would douse them before sunrise. When the all-clear died away at 0352 she felt only the dull ache of repetition.

	Jane  slid across a mug of ersatz cocoa. “Another night, another crater?”

	“Same music, different bar,” Kate muttered in annoyance.

	The field telephone rang at 0747, just before the night shift ended. Lieutenant Jack “Ace” Bowman’s voice carried unfiltered enthusiasm:

	“Major Sullivan, PT-131’s Packards are purring. We’re running a long-range shake-down this afternoon, would you like to ride shotgun?”

	Kate should have declined. Night duty again, deadlines, a ration of sleep owed. Yet here in the stuffy bunker, an afternoon on water hinted at oxygen and sea-spray. It sounded good.

	General Blackmore, overhearing, waved his pipe. “Go. Verify their burn rates first-hand but get a few hours’ sleep first.”

	She left her thick ledger on the signals desk, a deliberate liberation, grabbed a pocket pad, signed off the night report and stepped into a dawn that tasted of wood-smoke and sea salt.

	Stokes Hill Wharf swarmed with energy. Four plywood torpedo boats, Higgins 78-footers, rocked eager at their moorings. US sailors hauled torpedoes by block and tackle; RAN riggers cursed cheerfully about “Yank pocket destroyers.”

	Bowman stood on PT-131’s fore-deck, smiling when Kate appeared, “Morning, ma’am. Your sea chariot awaits.”

	He buckled a Mae West life vest round her torso. “Rule one: hang on when I shout. Rule two: duck when the bow twin-fifties cough. Rule three: enjoy the spray, it clears the head of land-based problems.”

	Kate’s grin felt foreign on her face; she liked the feeling. She met the crew and noted in her notepad:

	
		Lt Jack “Ace” Bowman - Skipper: lanky, confident.

		Chief Motor Machinist’s Mate “Mac” Henderson - Packard whisperer: grease-streaked hands, gentle voice that called engines “ladies.”

		Motor Machinist’s Mate 2nd Class Owen “Speed” Barrett - Assistant engineer: quick wrench, quicker grin.

		Motor Machinist’s Mate 3rd Class Caleb “Tiny” Larsen - Engine-room runner: towering frame, careful hands.

		Torpedoman 1st Class Nate “Kansas” Boyle - Tube captain: broad grin, farm-boy politeness hiding sly humour.

		Torpedoman’s Striker Paolo “Pip” Giordano - Torpedo-loading trainee: earnest, always scribbling notes.

		Quartermaster 2nd Class Benny Morales - Charts & helm: Puerto-Rican lilt, compass-rose tattoo across his forearm.

		Radioman “Sparks” Dev Singh - Wireless & code: Fijian-Indian, bright eyes, cheery smile.

		Gunner’s Mate Louis Calvert - Bow twin .50s: curly hair tucked under a watch cap.

		Seaman 1st Class Alfie “Red” Turner - Deckhand: rope-work expert, freckles matching his nickname.

		Seaman 1st Class George “Dusty” Miller - Deckhand: silent and steady; could splice line blindfolded.

		Ship’s Cook 2nd Class Walter “Cookie” O’Brien - Galley & morale: swears chili powder cures seasickness.



	Kate climbed to the cockpit. Donovan’s Jeep pulled up on the wharf; he leaned on the bonnet, expression half admonition, half envy.

	“Stay above the gunwales,” he called.

	“I’ll write myself a memo,” she answered. He saluted, a small, private gesture, then turned back to his port-guard rounds.

	Released from the land, Bowman nudged the throttles, the Packards growled, and PT-131 headed out to the harbour defencive net opened just wide enough for the boat to go through, then quickly closed. With a shout of “Hold on!,” the boat bolted like a spring-freed hare. Spray shattered sunlight; the plywood hull planed, engines humming perfect concord. Kate clung to a rail near the chart table, heart banging in her ribs, mouth tasting sweet salt.

	Mac glanced up from the throttle console. “She likes you, see the tach holding twelve-fifty? Smoothest since shipment.”

	At fifteen minutes out, past the rusted mast of USS Peary, Bowman shouted over the wind. “We’ll run twenty nautical north, calibrate fuel curves, maybe drag-race PT-129 for bragging rights. Then we’ll turn south and head in for Darwin beer.”

	Kate nodded, though ledger thoughts crept in: octane consumption, radius, convoy cover. She drew the pocket pad, and let spray blot half the figures before tucking it away with a reckless laugh.

	 

	By 1430 the wooden shark carved white scars on an indigo Arafura Sea. Bowman pulled back the throttles, handed the wheel to Morales and invited Kate aft.
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	She crouched in the engine bay hatch, heat blasting her face. Mac shouted explanations, super-charger timing, ethanol-blend quirks, spark advance, the engines murmured beneath safety grates. The scent was oil, power and possibility.

	On deck again, Kansas presented a mug of tinned pineapple juice cooled in a wet sock. “Only bar open until the tide changes,” he joked. She drank, wiped juice from her chin, and felt fatigue loosen its fist.

	During a calm-water idling test, the crew rigged a tarp from torpedo tube to the cockpit, gaining shade. Conversation drifted.

	Mac had run moonshine engines on Louisiana bayous.

	Lou lied about his age to join the navy, then transferred when PT boats begged for gunners who could hit a target.

	Morales could dead-reckon by smell, he claimed, salt for north, mangrove rot for south.

	Sparks, whose grandfather worked a telegraph key under British rule, collected call-signs like stamps.

	Kansas kept a dog-eared seed catalogue in his foot-locker, “for when dirt matters more than water again.”

	Kate, in return, shared Grenfell farm memories: wheat dust storms, lambing nights, the squeak of church pews where she had learned neat handwriting that later became military shorthand. Each story stitched invisible thread between people who, 24 hours earlier, were names on requisition forms.

	Morales tugged Kate’s sleeve. “Sketch of you still on PT-131’s chart-box lid. Good-luck charm.”

	Kate flushed. “I approve of morale, but not of nose-art campaigns.” Bowman chuckled. “Nose-art’s just our way of saying we can count on you.”

	She deflected the compliment, yet felt a warm spark.

	[image: Image]At 1510 Sparks twisted the radio dial, face knitting. “New traffic, Darwin coded flash. Survivors adrift near Fordata Strait, inside Nip patrol grid.” He deciphered:

	SEA DAISY – humanitarian priority

	Coordinates approximate: 7°27'S 132°18'E

	Life-raft sighted dusk previous. Possible 8 souls. 

	Fordata Strait cut between Yamdena and Larat, deep in Japanese-controlled Tanimbar Sea, 280 nautical miles from Darwin.

	Bowman leaned on the chart table. “We’re already out twenty and tanks were full. Add a full drum top-up at Croker Island barge and we can make Fordata before dawn if no enemy craft sighted.”

	Mac calculated aloud: “Fuel burn at planing speed… return margin is going to be slim.”

	Kansas thumped a cigarette butt overboard. “Slim is better than dead.”

	All eyes slid to Kate. She was not the commander, but the rescue decision hinged on logistics, the numbers living inside her head.

	She weighed variables: fuel stock at Croker, probable patrol arcs, survivors’ odds against current drift. Ledger columns clicked unseen.

	“If we depart now, refuel by seventeen-hundred, hold 1800-rpm cruise, we reach the strait at 0230. Enough darkness to extract. Dawn gives six hours’ margin for return.” She met Bowman’s gaze. “But we must go now.”

	He slapped the chart. “Steady as she flies.” The throttles went all the way down and backed off to 1800 revs. 

	“As a backup, we can get another boat to meet us on the way in with cans of fuel if needed.” The crew liked the way she thought. And looked.

	Refuelling at Croker Island was a lesson in secrecy: a camouflaged barge tucked under the mangrove canopy, attended by two RAN tenders. Mac and Kansas man-handled drums while Lou scanned the tree-line with binoculars.

	A curious salt-water crocodile surfaced near the stern; Morales banged a hammer on a tin and it vanished with a swirl. “Local harbour police,” he quipped.

	Kansas handed Kate a spare set of his clothes; shirt and trousers. “Captain said you need to change as dresses don’t work on PT boats.” Taking the hint, she changed inside while everyone was busy. Bottom of the front shirt tails tied in a knot across her stomach. 

	By 1820 the tanks were topped. Bowman briefed final headings and handed Kate the radio report: “If we’re late, Darwin will send a Catalina out to check. If we’re very late, well, I hope you like tropical islands.”

	A slice of apprehension slid under her rib-cage, but she swallowed it. “So,  I finally get to be in the war,” she said, surprising herself.

	PT-131 settled into a 27-knot cruise, bow punching gentle rollers. The sun drowned in molten gold; evening breeze cooled salt on her cheeks. Bowman handed Kate the helm for five minutes. The wheel vibrated under her palms, responsive. She felt the boat’s life, wood flexing, engines syncing. Crew watched, relaxed: she was part of them now whether they liked it or not.

	Morales pointed to stars pricking the east. “There’s your compass.” “I usually trust numbered dials,” she laughed. 

	“Numbers help,” he said, “but the sky tells you why.”

	She pondered that.

	2030 Yamdena’s high ridge appeared as a darker smear against starlight. Bowman reduced the speed to just above planing and cut one engine. Fordata Strait’s reef lines waited ahead, enemy waters patrolled by night seaplanes and patrol boats.

	Kate slipped forward, leaning on the bow rail. Wind cooled her face; the taste of fear and promise tingled together. Somewhere beyond the dark water, eight sailors waited, praying for rescue.

	Behind her, Lou whispered final checks on the twin fifties; Mac throttled back to silent running. Sparks tuned the receiver to a hiss, hoping for one more pinpoint. Radio silence was in effect. They could hear, but sending would be picked up by Japanese direction finders.

	Kate exhaled, easing tension from shoulders. No notebook to hide behind, only sea, charts, crew, and intent. The rescue ledger would write itself in actions, not ink. All top-deck eyes scanned in every direction, ears stretched for any murmur of engine sounds.

	The first trickle of moonlight spilled down, silvering wave crests. PT-131 slid on, now running at a slow cruise, engines muttering low, making their way through a reef section. They were a hunter, lifeboat and wooden miracle in one.

	Cookie brought up sandwiches and coffee to all on the deck and offered his cot for Kate to use if she wanted to sleep. He assured her he would share another that was free. 

	Bowman instructed Kate to go below if they came under fire, or when instructed. Kate was definitely not going to disobey that order.

	 


Chapter 25:  Hideout

	Thursday 14–15 May 1942 - Selaru Island, Tanimbar Sea

	0255 - PT-131 had threaded the reef gap by starlight, shut her engines, and drift-coasted the last cable-length into a mangrove creek on Selaru’s uncharted western shore. The inlet was narrow as a canal, dark as an ink, its surface patterned with mosquito ripples and falling leaves.

	Bowman nudged the helm to neutral; Mac killed the centre Packard. The hush felt unnatural after hours of V-12 thunder. Kate heard deck timbers settling, her own pulse racing and even a distant croak that might have been a tree-frog or some reptile breathing.

	“Perfect,” Morales whispered. “Any closer to shore and we’d sprout roots.” They tethered bow and stern to mangrove roots as thick as grappling hooks. Kansas unrolled burlap camouflage netting; Lou clipped it over the cabin roof. Three minutes later PT-131 looked like a half-sunken log, the bows of her torpedoes hidden beneath palm fronds slashed from the scrub.

	Bowman had decided it was too risky pushing on as getting through the reefs had taken longer than expected, and they had received an update that there was enemy vessels lurking in the area. So now they were hidden in a creek, covered by camouflage netting until darkness arrived again.

	At 0330 hrs Bowman called a crew huddle:

	
		Sun-up in ninety minutes; no noises or cooking, voices low.

		Day temperature could push 35 °C, rotate topside watches. 

		No one goes outside the net and move very slowly, movement catches the eye.

		Survivors’ pickup delayed to nightfall; position unchanged unless new radio message comes in.



	Kate, notebook left back in Darwin, took mental notes. She was neither pilot nor gun-hand here; her role was extra eyes, quick arithmetic, and, for eighteen daylight hours, quiet patience.

	When dawn washed the creek grey-pink, Kate perched on the bow cowling, staring through the camo fringe. Mosquitoes swarmed; her arms bore instant welts. She dabbed eucalyptus oil and rolled down her sleeves. Cookie gave her a spare cape and a fly net to go over her head. Not very glamorous but essential to protect her soft skin.

	Beyond the mangrove wall the sea ran glassy out to the reef. A Japanese chaser prowled the horizon at 0610 hrs, its low silhouette threw a faint wake of gold under fresh sunlight. Everyone aboard PT-131 froze, breath held. The crew readied their guns, but the patrol never altered course.

	Kate exhaled into the stillness: hiding, she realised, was more stressful than running. A bit like a sitting duck waiting for the bullet.

	By mid-morning the creek had become a furnace. Canvas awnings stifled the deck; humidity pressed like a wool blanket. Bowman allowed shirts-off under the canvas and Kate, privately, removed her bra under her shirt. Most of the men showed taut muscles and Kate appreciated the view. They also  appreciate their view. This would go down as the best lay-over they had during the war. 

	Mac, stripped to undershirt, was in the engine bay checking fuel filters and cursing. Kansas cleaned the torpedo tube rails with kerosene and a rag that had once been a baseball pennant. Sparks tinkered with the receiver, aerial wire strung under the net. 

	Kate discovered small joys:

	
		Lou’s hidden talent, sketching crew caricatures on a scrap of chart margin. She pictured Mac as a grumpy sea-otter, Bowman as a crowing rooster.

		Kansas’s seed story, one sunflower seed, wrapped in oiled paper, safe in his money belt. “Planting ceremony when we see Kansas soil again,” he said with a grin that could split cloud cover.

		Sparks’s sleep mode, he drifted off with the headphones over his ears, instantly awaking at any new message coming in.



	Conversation floated in undertones, each voice woven into the boat’s warm hush. Some of the men started a card game. Others slept on deck. Someone was always watching with binoculars. 

	Heat demanded rest. The crew paired off for hammock naps, Mac with engine gauges, Lou near his guns, Bowman in the cockpit chair a hand space away from the starter buttons even while dozing. Kate, twice invited, finally accepted a spare hammock beneath the camo net.

	She lay half-awake, staring through palm leaves at the pale, blistering sky. The boat’s creak and the insect drone merged into a rhythm that lulled her; yet somewhere under that lull lived the awareness of enemy boats, floatplanes, and the eight drifting sailors she had not yet seen.

	Sleep came in shards, 15 minutes, 10 minutes, enough to blunt exhaustion without letting dreams take root. When she woke near midday in a space that did not need any of her input, she relaxed a little, then suddenly thought of the trouble she was in. Not from the enemy at this moment, but from the Commander. She wondered how she would explain this boat trip into occupied territory, and who had stepped into her role in the Ops room.

	A strange though entered her head; no point in worrying about it now, she will face that if she lived to tell the tail.

	At 1240 a distant aero-engine growl returned. Lou, topside, hissed “Jack, floatplane, low.” Everyone froze. Through a slit in the net Kate glimpsed a single Mitsubishi F1M, a seaplane scout, skim across reef line, bank inland, then vanish toward Larat Anchorage. Again luck held.

	Bowman let out his breath. “Third pass today. They smell something.”

	Kate checked her mental fuel sums: margin still safe but only if no full-power chase happened tonight. She spoke with Bowman who nodded, asked how she was doing.

	“Apart from the heat and stress, this is a vacation. But I’m sure going to get into trouble when I return, unauthorised leave.” They both laughed. 

	Around 15:00 Kate joined Mac in the engine bay, passing him a water canteen. Heat shimmered above cylinder heads; she tasted metal in the air.

	“Packards never ran so quiet,” Mac said, adjusting a linkage. “But they drink like sinners. I worry about that final sprint home.”

	She asked how he became a machinist. He told a slow Louisiana story, bootleg rum-runner father, teenage nights tuning straight-six Chevrolets. Navy judge gave him the choice: jail or motor school. He picked the latter and never looked back.

	“Engines made better family,” he concluded, voice soft amid mechanical tick. Kate recognised the understated pride; she felt similar love for ledgers that saved fuel and lives.

	Back on deck, Morales taught Lou Spanish nautical slang; Kate, listening, learned “barlovento,” windward, and stored it in her memory.

	Cookie gave the crew their dinner meal and hot coffee, then stored everything away for a battle-station run tonight. He dragged out an extra helmet for Kate and adjusted it to her chin.
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	Sunset approached with theatrical slow-motion. The tropical sky shifted from brass to copper. The crew cleaned weapons, stripped the camouflage at dusk and checked torpedo pistols. Kate, kneeling by a small medical satchel, inventoried morphia syrettes, sulfa packets, gauze. Only six sets, so hoped that they needed fewer.

	Bowman gathered them near the cockpit, chart unrolled on his knee:

	
		Slip creek at civil twilight 1905.

		Idle under reef shadow until 1945 moon-rise.

		Run two-engine cruise to Fordata SAR grid, ETA 2200.

		Search pattern Delta, slow arcs, no flares.

		Recover survivors by 2300 or abort.

		Return via outer Selaru reef, full-power dash last 50 nm.



	Kate added the fuel arithmetic out loud. Mac’s brow furrowed, then smoothed: “No detours, or we won’t make the fuel depot.”

	“If that looks likely, we will call for another boat to meet us with fuel, or a tow.”

	First priority was getting survivors into the boat, second was to get out of  enemy waters and be under the cover of a fighter escort.

	At 1845, with gear stowed and weapons primed, they shared a rare ritual. Each man took something small and meaningful, laid it in a small container on the deck near the mast, then stood around, heads bowed. A moment of odd, reverent silence settled. No words, only offerings to the boat and the night. Kate felt a swell of belonging so sudden it pricked her eyes. These scraps would stay until dawn, then be collected and place in a shoebox, tokens of another day their boat survived hostile territory.

	1905 - Mac engaged port and starboard Packards. Deep growls reverberated through mangrove trunks. PT-131 eased out of the creek nose-first, sliding into the open lagoon bathed in peach afterglow.

	Kate took her spot next to the captain in a jacket, helmet and vest. Lou manned the twin-fifties, Kansas hovered at Tube 1 lever, Morales kept eyes on a luminescent compass card. 

	The wooden hull accelerated, water hissed along chines, and the creek disappeared behind shadows. Ahead, the sea turned dark and foreboding, the first star winked to life. Kate inhaled salt-sweet air. Fear remained, but excitement tempered it.

	Rescue lay in the night ahead; what would the dawn hold? Survivors, pursuit, perhaps a burning tanker? For now, engines roared, wake foamed silver, and PT-131, a wooden shark cloaked in night, sprinted east.

	2207 - Moonlight spilled over Fordata Strait, turning each ripple into quicksilver. PT-131’s bow split the glow, engines throttled to a prowling murmur. Kate crouched beside Lou at the twin .50-cals, binoculars sweeping. Spray cooled her cheeks; her heartbeat matched the pulse of the Packards.

	Sparks’ monitored the radio in his alcove and relayed the latest message to the captain: “Beacon one… two… drift 40 cables north.”

	This meant the life-raft’s tritium vials, bioluminescent ink inside glass ampoules, had floated forty cables (roughly four nautical miles) north of the last grid. Morales adjusted course three degrees and feathered the throttles even lower.

	Below decks, Mac coaxed maximum range out of fuel injectors. Bowman eyed the gauges: eighty gallons port, ninety centre, eighty-four starboard. Marginal, but still numbers that could get them home, if the night asked no more detours.

	At 2251, there was a spectral flicker off the port bow, greenish dots in a saw-tooth line. Lou snapped fingers; Bowman swung the helm. Kate’s breath caught as the boat coasted near-silent toward a dark huddle on the water.

	A punctured carley float appeared, deflated like a dead lung. Six men clung: two motionless, four paddling weakly with splintered boards. A battered signalling torch hung from the wrist of a bearded petty officer; its glow stuttering.

	“Boarding lines!” Kansas and Lou cast a net over the port side; Morales cut engines. First aboard, a young stoker shivering violently, eyes wide open but unseeing. Kate placed a blanket around him and took him down below. She penned a quick delirious / severe hypothermia on the inner cabin bulkhead, her improvised clipboard.

	The next survivor had bled from a head gash; she staunched with gauze, whispered, “Nearly home.” The third collapsed altogether; Bowman helped lift him, voice tight: “Gotta move, the moon’s climbing.” Two more followed, alive but skeletal and shrunk from water exposure. The fifth was lifted into the boat, barely breathing. The last, a chief ERA, showed no pulse and was cold as ice. Lou closed his eyes and murmured, “We’ll carry him anyway.”

	All six secured, Bowman gunned the centre engine. The raft, now empty, drifted in the moonlight as it was left behind. They would edge south at reduced speed until they were spotted, then run for it, no communication out until then.

	Below the gun-deck Cookie and Kate turned the narrow forecastle into triage. Hammock hooks became IV ties; morphia shared in half-doses. Kansas boiled barley water on the galley primus; Sparks logged names on a radio-pad sheet: Higgins, McTavish, O’Rourke, Keenan, Yates, Webster (DOA), then ripped the sheet off so Kate could slip it into her shirt pocket.

	Above, Bowman swung PT-131 onto the return course, direct line to the Selaru reef gap. Fuel gauges read dishearteningly close to the red. He decided to break radio silence and got Sparks to request urgent fuel meetup at the earliest position. It looked like they will be drifting for a while before they reached them,  prone to an easy attack by Japanese craft or planes.
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	0023, mid-Arafura, Lou shouted from his gun mount. “Captain, big ship dead ahead, stationary, bunkering fuel.”

	Moonlight revealed a tall-stacked tanker riding low on anchor. It had a Japanese ensign on stern, hold covers ajar, a refuelling station for destroyers Timor bound. A launch alongside suggested crew ashore or below.

	Bowman in the cockpit ordered, “Torpedo run’s twelve hundred yards, bow on. Prepare both tubes, magnetic pistols primed.” His eyes went to Kate. She felt the question as clearly as if spoken: Launch and risk a chase, or slip past and preserve fuel?

	She considered ledgers, Darwin’s burning fuel farms, the bombers that used this tanker’s contents. Survivors needed quiet passage but a struck blow here could save many more lives. She breathed out.

	“If you make the shot, then reduce to one engine and glide, it would put us within reach of a fuel drop. Any chase, we run, no manoeuvring.” 

	Bowman’s grin flashed wolfish. She saw approval in Lou’s nod, fierce joy in Kansas’ clenched fist. PT-boats were not ever meant to pass by the enemy.
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	The early PT-Boat torpedoes were fired from there tubes

	Mac cut starboard and centre Packards; only port engine ticked over. PT-131 slowed, nose pointing two points off tanker bow to allow gyro-angle. Waves hissed. Morales read range with binocular reticle: eleven-thirty yards… eleven-twenty…

	Kansas’s thumb rested on Tube-1 firing lever. Bowman raised a hand, dropped it. A thump, a gout of smoke, the boat lurched slightly as the 3,200-lb Mk 8 left the tube; seconds later the crew watched a silvery cavitation track arrow toward the target. Ten seconds later Tube-2 followed. Kate’s stomach knotted; crew counted sotto-voce: “One-one-thousand, two-one-thousand…”

	At thirty-one seconds a column of fire and water shot skyward amidships of the tanker, followed by a deeper orange burst aft. Plates buckled; flames climbed rigging like manic vines. A roar rolled over PT-131, heat touched Kate’s face even at eight hundred yards.

	Bowman punched throttles. All three Packards screamed; the wooden shark leapt, wake searing phosphorescence behind. They had to clear the immediate area fast.

	0042 - Sirens howled from the Selaru anchorage; distant 40-mm tracers arced blindly. An enemy patrol chaser clawed water astern; its searchlight swiped the horizon, overshooting the screaming PT by precious degrees. Lou squeezed twin-fifties only when the beam steadied on them, stuttering bursts to spoil their aim.

	Kate, below, lay across the stretchers of the comatose casualties to steady them. She felt each high-speed twist and prayed for safety. Fuel gauges dipped: seventy-one, sixty-nine, sixty-five gallons.

	Bowman veered into a reef gap he had memorised from Morales’ soundings: five metres clearance, coral teeth near either chine. The chaser, draft was too deep, it slowed and stopped; shell splashes fell short. One more searchlight sweep, then PT-131 was in open Arafura sea, dark again.

	Gun barrels smoked. The crew exhaled as one.

	0210 - They had sent their details to Darwin Ops immediately after the torpedo run and an ETA on the position they could make. They were back to one engine and running at the fuel saving sweet spot, using each fuel tank until it emptied.

	  Overhead, the stars pulsed steady on a clear night; inside was the smell of burned oil mingled with iodine and warm coffee. Kate adjusted O’Rourke’s bandage; he whispered, “Angels drive fast boats.” She smiled, though tears prickled, unseen in the gloom.

	Above deck, Mac slid a last fuel calculation to Bowman, sixty-one gallons remaining. Not enough to make the fuel depo.

	Just on dawn the fuel ran out and they drifted to a holt. A gentle breeze blew across a calm sea, ideal for enemy planes on patrol. They knew they were there trying to make it back to Darwin and would be close by.

	It did not take long before they heard the sound of fighters. They brought the injured up to the deck and put life vests on them, ready to ditch them over the side and get them away from the boat before it sank.

	Bowman stopped and pricked up his ears, the sound was in the wrong direction, it was coming from the south. Four Curtiss P-40E/E-1 Warhawks nosed up on the horizon flying straight over them with wings waging, then spread out to the north gaining altitude for better observation.

	Forty-five minutes later Pt-128 showed up with drums of fuel. The skipper shouted, “Someone out here order gas?” 

	0910 - The boom-net pylons appeared on a hazy horizon, but a new smoke column marred the view, the Darwin rail yard had been hit again at dawn by another four-bomber raid. Kate’s chest tightened: while they had saved six men, others burned. War’s arithmetic rarely balanced.

	As the boom-net parted, Harbour Control lamped an all-clear blink. PT-131 idled across the calm basin and nosed against Stokes Hill wharf.

	Sister Frances, Donovan, and a brace of medical orderlies received the casualties and placed them into ambulances. The body was left reverently covered on deck. Donovan stood beside Kate. “The whole of Darwin has heard about your little adventure.”

	This was not what Kate wanted, all she could think about was a court marshal. “I need to get cleaned up and report to Blackmore.”

	Bowman climbed the wharf, saluted with grease-black fingers. “Ledger says six souls extracted, one tanker ignited, one boat returned dry on fumes.” Kate extended her hand; he shook it with a smile. 

	“Thank you for keeping me safe Lieutenant… and for an amazing boat trip, one I will never forget.” 

	 


Chapter 26:  Commendation

	Friday 15 May 1942 - Darwin, Northern Territory

	The moment Kate Sullivan’s boots touched the wharf planks the world seemed to tilt into unreality. Diesel fumes still clung to her uniform, mingling with iodine and the metallic tang of dried blood. The mooring ropes creaked behind her as PT-131 settled against the piles, already swarmed by engine fitters and gunnery artificers eager to hear every detail while the scorch marks were fresh. Someone tried to press a hip flask into her hand; someone else asked for the names of the rescued sailors; a young signalman with acne-pink cheeks stammered something that might have been thank you.

	She offered quick nods but no words. She had words, plenty of them, but they were sorted in two piles inside her skull: the official phrasing she must use with Major-General Blackmore and the confused tumble of private emotion she dared not spill in front of strangers. Fear of reprimand, possibly court-martial, throbbed as a counter-beat beneath the dizzy relief of still being alive.

	Lifting her borrowed canvas kit-bag, she forced her legs to march. One last glance over her shoulder caught Bowman on the fore-deck saluting her departure, Lou spinning a .50-cal cartridge between his fingers like a talisman, and Cookie shouting something about a “proper breakfast” once the galley stove cooled. She raised a hand in farewell, then turned, shoulders square, towards Government Wharf Road.

	The road from her billet to Northern Defence Headquarters climbed a shallow rise skirting the railway yard. Kate’s feet found the ruts by habit, but today every step felt foreign, as though she were trespassing in someone else’s biography. She passed smoke blackening the morning sky, fresh proof of the dawn raid that she had been too far offshore to view. Civilians in soot-stained overalls heaved charred sleepers off the tracks; RAAF medical orderlies picked through debris for unexploded incendiaries.

	“Major Sullivan!” A rail ganger with sleeve garters and a bandaged hand jogged over, eyes bright despite the grime. “Heard you gave the Nips a bloody nose out there. Good on ya!”

	She managed a strained smile. “Still plenty of work to do here, I see.”

	“Aye, but news like yours helps the lads keep swinging picks. Whole yard’s been talking about PT-131 all morning.”

	Her stomach tightened: the story was already loose, galloping ahead of her like a runaway horse. She quickened her pace.

	At Bennett Street she encountered a columnist from the Northern Standard scribbling notes while a RAF photographer framed the smouldering ruins. The journalist spotted her and called, “Major, any truth to the rumour you personally sighted the torpedo hits?” She didn’t break stride. “No comment until the official communiqué, thank you.”

	He loped beside her two whole metres before peeling off, muttering about “damn military censorship” while his photographer captured her retreating profile.

	The HQ, two weatherboard storeys of hastily reinforced timber, sat amid a stand of eucalyptus that smelled of sun-baked resin. Normally the veranda bustled only at shift change; this morning it resembled a theatre lobby. Clerks in khaki, mechanics with loosened overalls, and a scattering of WAAAF teleprinter girls formed loose knots, talking in bright voices that faltered as Kate climbed the stairs.

	Another sound accompanied her ascent: applause. It started with one fitters’ mate, spread to the WAAAFs, then rolled across the veranda like a surf break. Heat flooded her cheeks. She wanted to explain that bowing fuel gauges were every bit as dangerous as enemy guns, that the real heroes were still pale and shivering in hospital cots, but her throat constricted. She awkwardly saluted the crowd and then banged once on Blackmore’s door.

	Captain Pryce, the public-relations officer, opened it instantly as if he’d been posted just behind the handle. His grin radiated caffeine and gossip. “Ledger Lady! Perfect timing. Melbourne’s chewing my ear for colour copy.”

	“Colour copy of what?” 

	“Of you, dear lady.”

	Her thoughts spiked that everyone knew of her breach of regulations. She stepped past him. “Captain, I haven’t even filed the after-action log.”

	“All in good time,” he said, but his gaze flicked down to the iodine stains on her cuff, the damp salt rings on her boots, the details his newspapermen would devour.

	Major-General Blackmore occupied space like a tree trunk, thick, immovable, always smelling faintly of pipe tobacco. He stood behind a trestle table strewn with coastal charts, weather bulletins, and the charred stub of this morning’s raid map. At Kate’s entrance he removed his spectacles, pinched the bridge of his nose, and regarded her as one might regard a prodigal niece returned from the circus.

	She snapped a salute. “Major Katherine Sullivan reporting, sir. I accept full responsibility for my unauthorised operational absence.”

	Blackmore’s leathery face cracked in a half-smile. “Duly noted. Kindly sit before you fall.”

	The chair felt as hard as a confession. She waited for rebuke. Instead, Blackmore slid a broadsheet across the table. Ink smeared under his thumb.

	‘PT RAID RESCUES SIX, SINKS ENEMY TANKER – MAJOR SULLIVAN COMPUTES VICTORY’

	Below the headline a grainy telephoto of PT-131 racing home over whitecaps filled half the page, inset with a blurry still of her in Mae West life vest, probably snatched from an amateur’s Brownie camera on her way out.

	“Sir, this is… premature,” she stammered.

	“Perhaps,” he agreed, “but good news travels faster than my clerks’ red tape.”

	He pulled up another chair and sat facing her a few feet away, voice lowering. “Listen carefully, Kate. The town wakes each dawn to bombs, not breakfast. They need stories where Australians hit back, where men are saved, not buried. Your escapade delivers exactly what the need.”

	She took a breath. “I was only there for the ride. I request that full credit accompany the crew names in all dispatches.”

	Blackmore resumed his place, nodding. “Already drafted.” He tapped a folder. “Commendations for every man aboard, and you will receive a Mention in Dispatches. The Americans, by the way, are pushing the Navy Commendation, apparently you’ve improved their PT-boat legend.”

	The notion felt absurd. “Sir, I fired no weapon.”

	He chuckled. “You lobbed mathematics at the enemy. The result was explosive enough.”

	Then his tone firmed: “But mark this, next time you vanish beyond the horizon, you will leave a written plan on my desk. Understood?”

	“Yes, sir.” Relief unfurled in her chest, a cautious flag, not quite celebratory. “Now what do I do?”

	“Follow what Pryce wants. As of now, you are on leave from Ops duties until further notice.”

	Captain Pryce re-entered with arms full of telegrams and carbon copies. “General, ABC Radio wants a live telephone patch at ten hundred. Sydney Morning Herald requests interview quotes. Yank Down Under magazine begs for ‘glamour’ photographs in front of a PT-boat.”

	Blackmore grimaced. “Glamour? She’s been awake forty hours.”

	Pryce grinned. “Authenticity sells better than rouge.” He turned to Kate. “Five minutes with the press, ma’am. Keep it punchy. Mention the RAN survivors’ condition, they love a human angle.”

	Her protest died under Blackmore’s raised hand. “Indulge them, Kate. Then Pryce will herd them like geese.”

	She rose slowly. “Very well. And, thank you, sir.”

	The veranda lectern was literally a crate that once shipped cans from California, draped in a sun-faded Union Jack. Three local reporters, a Reuters stringer, and an American newsreel cameraman crowded forward. Flashbulbs hissed when she stepped up, cap tucked under one arm.

	She cleared her throat. “PT-131’s successful rescue operation reflects the skill and courage of Lieutenant Jack Bowman and his crew of twelve. The survivors are receiving medical attention and are expected to recover. Enemy losses include one tanker destroyed, which we anticipate will disrupt bombing raids on Darwin.”

	A hand shot up, Mary Carlsen, Northern Standard. “Major, sources say you advised the torpedo attack despite critical fuel reserves. What convinced you to risk it?”

	She met the woman’s eyes. “If our Warhawk pilots had one less bombing run to intercept because that tanker no longer fuels Japanese destroyers, the risk balanced.”

	“Does this mark the first instance of a female staff officer directing offensive action in the NT?” a male reporter pressed.

	“Direction was a collaborative decision,” she replied. “Courage has no exclusive gender.”

	Flash. Flash.

	The American cameraman called, “Ma’am, could you tilt your head, yes, like that, so the sunlight catches the service ribbon?”

	She obeyed, cheeks flaming anew, wondering if they’d capture the iodine stain as well.

	Pryce clapped, signalling close. “That’s all for now, official communiqué at sixteen-hundred.” Reporters murmured thanks as they dispersed, already scribbling copy.

	*   *   *

	Jane intercepted her before she could escape down the corridor, armed with a tin mug of steaming hot tea. “Ledger Lady,” Jane teased, laughing eyes dancing. “What have you gotten yourself into? Darwin can’t decide whether to name a street or a cocktail after you.”

	Kate groaned. “Oh no, if they insist on a cocktail, make it strong enough to erase headlines.”

	They leaned against the corridor’s open window. Outside, the railyard’s smoke plume drifted seaward, thinning in the higher air. Somewhere a diesel generator coughed to life, and the staccato report of a jackhammer echoed, a soundtrack of a city patching itself together again.

	“Ops room will feel odd without your pencilled margins,” Jane said more softly.

	“I’ll be back,” Kate promised. She sipped the strong tea gratefully. For a moment she allowed her shoulders to slump. Street noises floated in: bicycle bells, gull cries, an engine backfiring. Things change, things stay the same.

	Then a telephone rang inside Blackmore’s office, urgent, insistent. Duty reasserted itself.

	Kate was brought back to Blackmore’s office and assigned a desk in the Intelligence cell to draft the official after-action report. The room smelled of hot duplicator ink and burnt coffee. Ceiling fans stirred muggy air, rattling the paper chains of reconnaissance photos. Kate rolled carbon sheets into a typewriter and began. Each keystroke felt heavier than usual, as though the metal letters carried not just data but responsibility:

	
		Objective: humanitarian rescue of RAN personnel reported adrift Fordata Strait (Ref. Flash SEA DAISY 14/5/42).

		Craft: PT-131 (Higgins 78-ft) Lt Jack Bowman commanding; fuel state 100% at 1420Z.



	She detailed the clandestine refuelling at Croker Island, the daytime hide in Selaru mangroves, the torpedo attack at 0023H. She documented Mac’s precise fuel readings, Kansas’s Delta search pattern, Lou’s suppression bursts against the IJN chaser. She noted the casualty list, one deceased, five serious hypothermia, one minor laceration, attaching O’Rourke’s whispered gratitude as an appendix.

	Finally she typed the recommendation section:

	
		Recommend commendation for entire crew PT-131 for gallantry and seamanship; recommend upgrades to fuel reserve planning for extended SAR operations.



	She paused over her own name. Should she omit herself altogether? Regulations required listing the senior mission analyst. She added:

	
		Major K. Sullivan, logistics computation enabling mission feasibility.



	Nothing more.

	Report submitted, Kate requested permission to visit the rescued sailors. Blackmore agreed, “But no more than fifteen minutes, the doctor will turf you out. And then head to your bed, I don’t want to see you till 0900 tomorrow morning in this office.” A driver ferried her to the corrugated-iron wards flanked by bougainvillea vines and waited for her. Heat under the midday sun prickled her skin.

	Inside Ward 3 the air smelled of disinfectant and wet canvas. Six cots lined one side. Five occupants dozed, colour returning slowly to sea-bleached faces. Petty Officer Higgins woke as she approached, eyes swimming but lucid. He tried to sit; she pressed a hand to his shoulder. “Easy.”

	“Ma’am, word is you brought us home on a petrol tin,” he rasped.

	She smiled. “Your mates did most of the rowing.”

	He chuckled, then winced. “When those Packards opened up, I thought I heard angels played trumpets.”

	“Angels driving fast boats,” she replied, echoing O’Rourke’s line. They shared a brief communion of humour, salved by morphia.

	A nurse waved that time was up. Kate squeezed Higgins’s hand, surprised at how frail yet determined his grip felt, and left before gratitude shattered her composure.

	Outside she lingered under a jacaranda whose late blooms littered the red dirt with a purple carpet. Far off, the engines of a fighter patrol droned; she glanced skyward until the silhouettes resolved into the reassuring gull-shape of Warhawks. The sight of them steadied her.

	She called into the Operations bunker which it felt both familiar and alien even after only two nights away. Concrete walls still sweated humidity; plotting boards still bristled with grease-pencil tracks; but now a newspaper clipping with her photograph was pinned above the duty roster, bedecked with doodled laurels. She plucked it down, tucked it in her pocket for later disposal, and set about updating fuel inventory ledgers.

	Jane slid into the neighbouring seat. “I overheard Pryce telling someone the Women’s Weekly wants a fashion angle on your ‘combat ensemble.’”

	Kate barked a disbelieving laugh. “Unless they fancy salt stains and perfume a la fuel, I won’t make their fashion pages!”

	Both women bent over the paperwork, pencils scratching. For half an hour the outside fuss might as well have belonged to a different universe. Columns balanced; requisition vouchers were signed; the vital statistics of the everyday mundane resumed.

	 


Chapter 27:  Digger’s Rest Café

	Saturday 16 May 1942 - Darwin, Northern Territory

	1300 hrs - Blackmore convened an informal luncheon under a khaki awning, the nearest thing Darwin possessed to ceremony while sirens could sound at any moment. A battered phonograph played “In the Mood” through tinny speakers. Officers, mechanics, nurses and even a cluster of labourers gathered with enamel plates of bully beef sandwiches.

	When Kate tried to hang back the General beckoned her forward. “Speech, Major.”

	Words jammed in her throat. She scanned the faces, young, tired, smudged with coal dust or olive drab paint, and realised they were hungry not for food but affirmation. She kept it short:

	“Everything you did this morning, bandaging, welding, typing, it all matters as much as what happened on that boat. We rescued six men and got them back safe because each of you, in one way or another. You put fuel in a tank, a fuse in a torpedo, or a number in the right box. Keep doing it, and we’ll keep winning, inch by inch.” 

	A quiet, resolute applause followed, less raucous than the veranda’s earlier burst but heartfelt.

	Blackmore raised his enamel mug. “To inches hard won.”

	Kate raised hers. “And to the maths that make them possible.”

	In that moment the label Ledger Lady felt less like mockery and more like a battle honour she might eventually learn to wear with pride.

	The khaki awning gathering broke up under the pitiless Top End sun. Mechanics drifted back toward humming generators, clerks peeled into the HQ’s shade, and Blackmore retreated behind his sandbagged doorway with the faintest hint of a paternal smile. Kate surrendered her enamel mug to the mobile galley, realising she hadn’t tasted a real ceramic cup since leaving Sydney, and felt an irrational craving for civilian crockery and quiet. The ledger under her arm had begun to feel more like a shield, and now that speeches were over, that shield felt heavy.

	A quick stop at the WAAAF ablutions block restored enough semblance of order: she rinsed sweat off her face and re pinned her hair. The reflection in the speckled mirror startled her: the person looking back looked older than her 27 years, eyes rimmed red, yet a faint strength persisted in her posture. Pride, perhaps, or survival.

	Outside, Darwin’s Saturday rhythm resumed: gulls kiting above the harbour, the thud clang of stevedores loading supply crates, and the distant roll of surf against Mindil Beach. She started down Mitchell Street, a baked clay ribbon lined with corrugated iron shops whose windows bore alternating signs, RAID SHELTER arrows and COFFEE 1/  A CUP.

	Halfway along the block the familiar silhouette of a Higgins 78 footer skipper detached itself from a chemist doorway and fell into step beside her. Bowman’s collar pins caught full sunlight; salt had bleached faint stripes on his olive shirt. He matched her pace, neither of them speaking at first.

	“I’d offer you a lift,” he said, “but the Navy confiscated my horse when I signed the commissioning papers.”

	“Likely they wanted it for spare glue,” she teased. Bowman barked out a short laugh. Their effortless banter was a life raft in its own right.

	The Digger’s Rest sat between an out-of-order barber pole and a shuttered haberdashery. Its western wall still bore shrapnel scars from February’s first great raid; someone had painted the chips white, turning them into accidental constellations. As Kate and Bowman entered, the jangle of a shell-case doorbell announced them.

	Inside, four ceiling fans stirred air that smelled of chicory coffee, paling floor varnish, and the faint fishy tang of harbour tides. Tables were salvaged doors laid across oil-drum legs, their mismatched tops covered by squares of flour sack. At the far end, behind a sandbagged pastry case, Mrs Setsuko Lee polished cutlery. Her husband, once a Darwin pearl diver, had been shipped south to an internment camp; the café survived on her calm resilience and government ration chits.

	Bowman greeted her in softly accented Japanese, a courtesy Kate filed away with surprise, and ordered two coffees “with the good stuff” plus whatever approximated lunch. Mrs Lee’s stoic expression flickered to warmth before she disappeared behind a canvas curtain.

	They chose a table under a squeaking ceiling fan. Bowman removed his side-cap, smoothing sweat-damp hair. The coffees arrived in chipped white China cups but the aroma rising from them smelt decadent, thick as melted chocolate. Before tasting, Kate inhaled, closing her eyes, letting the scent wipe away, for a few minutes, the smell of stuffy bunkers, fuel and dust..

	Mrs Lee returned with two plates. Spam fried until its edges blistered, drizzled with tinned-peach relish, accompanied by rough slabs of damper and a smear of butter ration. Bowman waited until Kate speared a pink cube, then ate with quiet efficiency.

	For the first ten minutes they exchanged post-raid small talk: Mac’s latest crazy theory - Packards ran smoother if lullabies were sung to them; Lou’s discovery that shoe polish helped masked cordite smell; Kansas’s intention to plant  sunflower seeds in Darwin soil “so the Territory can claim a bit of Kansas come spring.”

	“Your crew,” Kate observed, “talks in strange folklore.”

	Bowman dabbed relish from his lip. “Folklore helps keep fears at bay, so I  don’t mind it, encourage it actually.”

	“Really? You’d encourage Mac’s engine lullabies?”

	He grinned. “Strictly off logbook, but yes.”

	Her amused laugh lilted longer than necessary; she realised she enjoyed laughing with him, a dangerous awareness. She nudged the topic to neutral ground. “So, Ace… you said rowing. Which university scouted you?”

	“Harvard,” he answered with practiced lightness, then as though hearing himself, added, “Economics major. Couldn’t parse numbers to save my life, so it’s ironic how they saved me Thursday.”

	“You’re underselling your ability,” she retorted. “I’ve seen your fuel tables. Your math’s are fine and crisp.”

	Sipping her coffee, she studied him over the rim; broad shoulders, forearms ropey with corded muscle, his nails neatly trimmed and his speech measured. Time stretched into a gentle lull wherein outside noises felt muted: the clang of shipyard cranes, the whine of a distant generator, the occasional pop of the phonograph needle behind the counter. In that hush Kate ventured, “Are you worried the press will pry into your background?”

	Bowman contemplated his spoon. “Not if I refuse interviews.”

	“The Courier-Mail is already sniffing about for my school records. I hear they are going to try to call my father in Grenfell for a quote.”

	He offered a sympathetic noise. “Would you prefer anonymity?”

	“For me personally, yes, but I know any good outcome lifts morale.” She sighed. “But I’d rather not inspire cartoons on every latrine bulkhead.”

	Bowman chuckled, then sobered. “The more they draw you, the safer I am. Cameras fixated on a heroine gives me space to vanish when orders may need a little bending.”

	She considered that, then shook her head. “Careful, Lieutenant. I bend numbers, never rules.”

	“I only bend rules that will get my men home,” he said quietly. 

	An unspoken bridge formed, her columns of numbers, his decisions in midnight channels. Two disciplines, equally relentless. She felt the growing attraction between them tilt again.

	Mrs Lee arrived with refills. Bowman spoke to her in Japanese once more; Kate caught arigatō, okāsan, thank you, ma’am. As the widow retreated, Kate asked, “Where did you learn Japanese?”

	“The yard hired plenty of Issei craftsmen. They taught me swear words first, grammar later.”

	“Yard?” She seized on the breadcrumb he had uttered. Bowman wiped his fingers on a handkerchief. “Small boatyard, back east.”

	“How small?”

	He hesitated fractionally. “Series of sheds, mostly cedar-strip launches.”

	Kate’s intuition hummed: that was both true and incomplete, possibly a single shed in the way the Pacific is a puddle. She filed the note, shifting instead to share of herself. She spoke of her childhood days, sharing stories of her family on the farm, of the moment she realised precision could be mercy. Bowman listened with undivided attention, eyes not leaving hers even when he sipped coffee, a habit that felt both flattering and unsettling.
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	Two sappers fetched tea, paying with British India pennies. When they departed, Bowman leaned back, crossing arms.

	“Permit a question, Major.”

	“Kate,” she corrected.

	“Kate. How do you balance the arithmetic of war with the… emotion?”

	She spoke softly, choosing her words slowly. “By accepting that emotion unchecked clouds accuracy. But accuracy devoid of emotion breeds monsters. So I breathe between columns, count heartbeats, keep the ledger lines steady and my lungs remind me they’re not statistics but human lives.”

	He nodded, gaze distant, as though testing the idea against memories she couldn’t see.

	“Your turn,” she said. “Why PT boats? You could have commanded destroyers with your navigational scores.”

	Bowman’s answer came slowly. “Destroyers require committees. PTs require trust. Give me twelve men who’d die for each other over three hundred who’d file reports blaming the weather.”

	He rolled his cup between palms, then added, “And there’s the sound, Packards at full howl. Feels like your racing along with God.”

	Their eyes locked. She felt heat rise, not from tropical damp, something internal. She busied herself stacking plates. Taking the risk of breaking the fragile trust growing between them, she asked, obliquely, “Jane found your personnel file thin on prior employment. Navy paperwork often is but this absence seemed deliberate.”

	Bowman exhaled, as if choosing. “My father and I built wooden runabouts, not exactly secret but the brand sells in places where money whispers. When war came, I put the company into a blind trust so procurement officers wouldn’t suspect sweetheart deals.”

	What he revealed sounded more like glossy motor launches in yachting magazine with, price tags rivalling small farms. Her eyebrows arched. “Hardly a series of sheds.”

	He met her reaction without flinch. “Humility keeps mutiny at bay on a forty-knot plywood rocket.”

	“Humility, or protective concealment?” she pressed.

	“Both.” A rueful half-smile. “If a torpedoman believes his skipper’s not down-to-earth, he’ll hesitate to bark warnings about reefs ahead.”

	She considered this, “The truth won’t stay hidden for long from the wartime gossip mills.”

	He shrugged. “Then I’ll buy the first round at the Green Ant Bar and call it square.” His levity broke the tension, yet questions lingered: what weight did he carry, and could she shoulder any of it if offered? She decided some puzzles would have to simmer for there was a lot more war to come.

	*   *   *

	Outside, afternoon sun had begun its slow descent, gilding the zinc roofs. They meandered along Mitchell Street past the burned-out cinema where children once queued for Fantasia. A repair crew hammered new corrugated sheets atop the marquee; the clang punctuated conversation.

	Bowman pointed at a ghost sign, Phillips Shipping Brokers, faint against brick. “This was the first office requisitioned by MacArthur’s staff,” he said. “Now it houses a cipher room.”

	“What did it trade in before the war?” she asked.

	“Pearl shell, sandalwood and opium, when the customs boat looked away.”

	“Darwin never changes,” she murmured.

	They paused at the post office, where an Army chaplain chalked MAIL AIRLIFT TUESDAY on a board. A dozen soldiers composed letters on crates outside. Kate watched ink flow across onion-skin thin paper, and felt a pang for her own parents. She didn’t write often, afraid to pour fear onto pages of incidents that they couldn’t help fix.

	Bowman noticed. “You should send your family clippings from the newspaper,” he said gently. “Not ledger numbers this time, just proof you’re still smiling. The mail censor will go easier on your letters as you’re now made the headlines.” 

	She swallowed. “Maybe.”

	A breeze carried eucalyptus scent and a far-off rumble of a practice artillery at East Point. They resumed walking. At the corner near HQ Bowman slowed. “Thank you for lunch company. My crew sails at nineteen hundred for gunnery exercises.”

	“Don’t run any reefs,” she teased.

	“With your fuel allowance, we couldn’t afford to!”

	Impulsively she touched his forearm. “Fair winds, Jack.” This was the first time she used his given name, the moment thrummed. He covered her hand with calloused fingers, his squeeze gentle but firm.

	“If the sirens wail tonight, meet me under the wharf. It’s a little less crowded than the public shelter.”

	She nodded, slow, deliberate, then withdrew her hand before someone in a passing truck could honk.

	2045 hrs, Kate returned to her billet hut from checking out the Operations bunker with the night shift, wearily changed into a cotton slip and sat at the writing desk. Under the single small lamp,  she took out notebook and wrote. 

	She began: Dear Mum, Dad & Tom… The words came easier than expected. She told them she was well, the wonder of the expanse of the Territory sky and land, antidotes of Jane’s humour and that mathematics had delivered a miracle at sea. There was no mention of torpedoes, only that good men kept her safe and she was trying to keep them safe in return.

	Somewhere outside, Packard engines barked to life. She set the pencil down, listening as the notes faded seaward. The hush nudged her toward the black-zip-covered Bible resting on the ration-crate shelf beside her cot and turned to Psalm.121, the passage her father recited every Sunday before the family set out for church.

	I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills…

	Her home church would started at 10am tomorrow with her parents and brother Tom assembling with towns folk and farmers for worship and the Breaking of Bread, pews creaking, her mother’s alto blending in harmonies. The thought ached. She whispered prayers for the five rescued sailors and for the men of PT-131 threading through the darkness again tonight. Then another, quieter plea: Lord, You know the husband You intend for me, if it is Jack Bowman, grant me eyes to see; if not, guard my heart until the right time. Whether Jack shared this faith she did not yet know, so she placed the question back into God’s hands, closed the Bible, finished the letter and slid into bed.

	 


Chapter 28:  A Nice Day in NT

	June 1942 - Darwin and Berry Springs

	Darwin learned to measure June in explosions:

	
		13th June - Nine Ki-21 Sally bombers attacked at 0937, crumpling runway tarmac and punching three holes in the hospital’s vegetable plot. Casualties were light, yet the raid shredded complacency; Kate spent the afternoon red-inking crater symbols, her ruler shaking each time fuel drums thudded off trucks nearby.

		16th June - Twenty-one G4M Betty bombers with eight Zeros struck at midday. Two 500-pounders ripped through Fuel Farm. No. 2; tanks burned until night tide, a greasy pall turning noon into dusk. 

		20th June - Twelve Ki-49 Helens droned at 20,000 ft, safe above P-40 ceiling, peppering Winnellie and the hospital grounds. Shrapnel pierced the nurses’ water tank; Kate’s best typist finished her midnight rota with a bandaged leg before seeking morphia.



	Six nights of silence followed, long enough for hope to masquerade as normality. Mechanics whistled again, merchants reopened verandahs, and lovers planned picnics. In that pocket of optimism, the idea of a return visit to  Berry Springs took root.

	Friday 26th at 0715 hrs, Donovan’s Ford GP bucked over termite-mound ruts, rattling the picnic hamper. Jane pointed out wedge-tailed eagles majestically looping thermals. In the back seat Kate pressed her thigh against Jack Bowman’s; with each pothole hit, the knot behind her ribs loosened.

	The track smelled of spinifex and hot dust. Sun-bleached road signs, warning of stray cattle, were shot full of holes made by bored infantry men. Every mile distanced them from the constant acrid smoke of Darwin’s fuel dumps burning. The track ended in a clearing abundant with pandanus fronds, where the morning sun poured through the canopy overhead, gilding a ribbon of turquoise that steamed faintly in the cool-dry air. Boots thudded onto warm sandstone, then landed in the back seat with webbing belts and Webleys, piled in military order but with holiday haste.

	Kate got there first and shallow dived into the warm clear water, remembering the sheer pleasure of the warm water from last time. Jack cannon-balled beside her; water sheeted over their heads, laughter bursting to the surface. Beneath, silence reigned: shafts of light knifed down, turning suspended pollen into drifting constellations. 

	Kate pushed off, floating star-backed, ears submerged so the world shrank to a heartbeat and a breath. Jack’s face then hovered into view, inverted and dripping. He reached over to touch her arm, a gentle questioning expression in his gaze; permission was being sought, permission was granted. Their fingers twined underwater, hidden from the bright world. They both submerged and shared a watery first kiss. Kate exploded to the surface coughing and gulping air. Jack laughed himself silly and she landed a  playful punch on his arm.

	On the far side, Jane squealed as Colin upended her beneath the waterfall. She resurfaced, hair plastered into an auburn helmet, eyes sparkling. “Your turn, Sergeant!” she shouted, diving at him again. Their splashes echoed between short limestone walls.

	A water dragon, lime-scaled and regal, lazed on a root, eyeing the commotion as though assessing troop discipline. The soft wind stirred eucalypt oil into the air; the scent, sharp and clean, erased the harbour’s perpetual tang of creosote and cordite.

	After twenty languid minutes they waded to the mossy bank where Cookie’s hamper awaited. Spam fried in mustard powder lay on damper rounds; a battered billy tin held lime cordial diluted with cool spring water. Jane produced her contraband treasure: a tin of cling-peaches. She pierced the lid with a mess-knife; dripping syrup glinted like topaz. Four spoons chased peach slices around the rim, metal clicking teeth in lazy rhythm.

	Conversation meandered with the unhurried certainty of a day off:

	
		Colin spun yarns of Ballarat’s yearly gold-rush reenactment, hay-bale streets, faux gunfights, the scent of black-powder.

		Jane sketched her dream bookstore café, cedar shelves, cinnamon scrolls at dawn, free coffee for night-shift nurses.



	
		Kate told of dust storms in Grenfell that blotted sun for hours; how her father sang Blessed Assurance to keep rhythm going while boarding up windows.

		Jack described sailing at fifteen: midnight races on Buzzards Bay where the only light was phosphor churn and the Nantucket Lighthouse winking like a slow heartbeat.



	Laughter rose, fell, rose again, then stilled as they watched in awe as a kingfisher dive-bombed the pool, speared a silver fish, and arrowed skyward in a blink. “Efficient fellow,” Jack murmured; Kate thought of torpedoes.

	At 1107, an Allison engine’s rasp rolled overhead, two P-40Es, wings flicking sunlight Morse. Four faces tracked them until the sound faded east. Silence flowed back in, thick and drowsy.

	Kate glanced at the sun, the shadow of a pandanus frond now edged her boot pile. “Time for one more swim,” she said softly.

	After, at the jeep, they packed in practiced cadence: weapons checked dry, boots laced, damp shirts flapped in the breeze until merely cool. Jane snapped a photograph, from a borrowed Brownie No. 2, catching Kate and Jack leaning on the vehicle, hands almost touching, smiles reluctant to leave this place and the day’s peace. Water dripped from hair onto sun-warmed shoulders; as the jeep engine coughed awake, Berry Springs returned to birds and dragonflies, its glass surface wiping away every ripple of their passing, yet holding the memory in refracted sunlight.

	1345 saw them heading back north, the trip like travelling from a picture perfect postcard into a newsreel. Donovan coaxed every ounce from the engine, double-clutching through wash-outs while humming an off-key snatch of Blueberry Hill. In the front passenger seat Jane leaned on his shoulder, her free hand tracing lazy patterns on the hot dashboard; each swirl gathered a constellation of red grit that she puffed away with a laugh.

	In the rear Kate and Jack were silent at first, drowsy from spring water and swimming. The weathervane over Darwin was a faint bruise on the horizon, yet already Kate felt the town tug at her thoughts, fuel tallies, crater maps, the radio’s impatient crackle. Jack seemed to sense it and caught her hand, laying their joined fingers on his knee and hanging on to the seat with the other.

	They spoke in fits and starts over the engine’s drone: she described the pelicans that sometimes landed on the flooded paddocks back home; he confessed the first boat he’d ever built sank in under ten minutes which taught him more than any lecture hall. At one point the car lurched over a wash-out, throwing Kate against him; they stayed pressed together a heartbeat longer than necessary. Jane’s delighted squeak floated back: “Hold tight, cargo!”

	When the road finally levelled and the first skyline cranes pierced the haze, Jack lifted their clasped hands and kissed her knuckles, a swift gesture, half blessing, half promise. Kate’s cheeks burned in the wind-chill. In that moment, looking at their entwined hands, she felt contentment and hope.

	1500 hrs – Kate showered in her billet’s single bathroom, a luxury for all the ladies housed there. Wrapped in a threadbare towel, she stood before the cracked mirror nailed to a timber post. The face that stared back was sun-flushed, eyes rimmed pink from the sun, yet alive in a way she hadn’t seen for too long. She allowed herself one small vanity: a dab of peach-tint Vaseline, smoothed on her lips with a fingertip that trembled slightly. 

	Descending the narrow stair into the Ops bunker felt like re-entering a submarine. Damp concrete exhaled bleach and stale chicory coffee; the generator hum coming through the open blast-proof door. Jane was already at the teleprinter bank, ribboning off intercepted weather codes. The Night-Fighter Alert board, her board, in neat stencilled letters, showed just two P-40 patrols on thirty-minute readiness, the rest grounded for magneto checks. Routine on paper, yet she marked the margin with a cautious yellow grease-pencil dot: RAID PROB 20 %.

	Jack appeared in the doorway carrying a single fuel-loading chit. The excuse was almost endearing in its thinness. He passed it across the chart table; their fingers touched, electric snap. Behind her, Jane cleared her throat with theatrical volume but never looked up from her keys.

	“New manifolds came in,” Jack said, voice pitched for her alone. “ They need your blessing before I sign.”

	“Consider them blessed,” she answered, initialling the chit with a flourish. The blotter wicked the ink before it could smear, a small, perfect control in a world that seldom offered any.

	Kate opened the duty ledger, spine already cracked from a hundred anxious nights. 1600, Duty Shift A (Sullivan, Clarke, Hammond, Chen) assumed watch. She underlined the date, 26th June; every time she wrote a new date, she hoped it would not be one she would remember in the future. She could not know, this date would become one forever etched in memory.

	Above, a thunderclap of distant AA practice rolled across the harbour. Kate exhaled, readied her tin hat on the end of her desk as normal, and watched Jack’s silhouette retreat up the stairs, toward salt spray, searchlights, and whatever the night might choose to bring. She picked up a  pencil, squared it to the map grid, letting the numbers march to their places.



	



	Chapter 29:  Firestorm

	Friday 26 June 1942 - Darwin

	1730 hrs - The bunker’s recycled air had begun to taste of carbide lamp-wicks, so Kate slipped above-ground for five sanctioned minutes of real oxygen. Ascending the narrow stairs, she emerged onto the concrete signal deck and blinked at a sky. The sun hung low beyond the mangroves, branding the harbour with a molten streak that twitched when a swell curled past the boom-net. June/July was the best time in the north for weather, monsoon rains disappeared, it was cooler and dryer. If the evening stayed this good…

	Below her vantage point, Stokes Hill Wharf thrummed: winch motors clanked, RAN riggers cursed cheerfully in two languages while threading new sections into the anti-sub net, and a diesel crane hoisted crates of 40-mm ammunition, dull cylinders catching glints of dying light. The sweet tar smell of freshly creosoted piles overlaid that of salt and rotting fish flesh.

	To starboard, PT-129 idled with engine hatch open. Its mechanic tapped a feeler gauge across cylinder heads in an odd rhythm. Beyond it, Bowman’s PT-131 nestled against a floating pontoon. Jack stood on the fore-deck supervising a hose flushing salt from the bilge intakes. When he spotted her silhouette against the rail, he raised a hand over his head, Kate answered with a crisp thumbs-up. Even at this distance, she caught his bright grin.

	Closer to the quay a pair of Aboriginal labourers guided a vessel laden with aviation spirit toward a camouflaged fuel barge; one man paddled, the other steadied a pole fitted with tin-can reflector. Each dip sent concentric ripples across a film of leaked gasoline that shimmered rainbow-frail, beautiful but potentially lethal. Kate made a mental note: barge B-17 requires drip-pan repairs.

	Behind her the 3.7-inch Bofors detachment lounged shirtless on ammo crates, rolling cigarettes from coarse Tobacco Issue No. 3. Their laughter rose in bursts; now and then a man tilted his tin hat to scratch sunburned scalp, eyes flicking skyward as if daring clouds to birth the next raid. One gunner, probably no more than nineteen, squeezed a harmonica from his pocket and coaxed a tentative Waltzing Matilda, each note snagging on the breeze and drifting seawards.

	A distant megaphone barked the ten-minute stand-to for evening colours. Kate checked her wristwatch, exhaled, and gave the harbour a final reconnaissance sweep: munitions piling where they should, hoses coiled, sentries posted, bow lights switched from white to red. Satisfied, she descended into the bunker’s gloom, lungs refreshed, responsibility heavier, but heart steadied by the living heartbeat of a city that refused to fold. When she next viewed the town, it would be with tears.

	1845 - The Top End evening performed its party-trick, one moment a furnace of hard white light in sunshine, then the darkness swallowed the town under blackout conditions. Crimson seeped into every corrugation of the wharf sheds; mangroves turned black-green, like silhouettes snipped from paper, then outlines disappeared altogether. But the enemy knew where they were.

	Far out beyond the boom-net, the sea lay so still it mirrored the sky’s bruise-purple clouds; only the shark-fin shape of a lone Catalina on patrol disturbed the symmetry. Two harbour tugs chuffed home, whistles low and weary, their wakes scribbling orange ink across the water.

	On the flight board inside Ops she’d chalked Serviceable P-40s: 31; they would be landing on the Strauss Strip against the bleeding horizon. Tiny specks, each carrying a man who would eat bully-beef cold tonight because the cooks had run out of kerosene.

	In the fading light, the whoop-whoop of three engines cut across the hush: a trio of a G4M Bettys traced a lazy arc over Cox Peninsula. Their bellies spat parachute flares, emerald stars drifting earthward. AA crews snapped from ease to action; searchlights swivelled, fingering the sky.

	Two measured pops from Battery B’s Bofors broke the tableau. The shells burst well below the bombers, more warning than threat. The Bettys didn’t even jink; they merely turned seaward, flares still glowing behind them like spiteful fairy-lights. This may be a recognisance run that could signal a larger force attack which had the Operations on high alert.

	Kate glanced at her watch, 1930 exactly, the time Coastal Command had listed as “possible nuisance flight.” She ticked the intel box on her clipboard, but her gut marked something else: rehearsal.

	The all-clear siren coughed back into life at 1952. Inside, Jane met her at the stairwell holding a mug of watery cocoa. “Routine tick-over,” she said, handing Kate the cup.

	“One would hope,” Kate replied, but felt the words sit heavy in her mouth. The sunset had looked too pretty, the laughter too thin and the air, a sticky sheath of warmth, suddenly felt like tinder.

	*   *   *

	2208 - A humid hush lay over the bunker when the teleprinter clattered alive, tearing its ribbon: 

	RADAR 17 BN-O – MULTI-CONTACT – BEARING 315 – ANGELS 12 – SPEED 

	220.

	 The single line sent a cold shiver down Kate’s spine. She pivoted to the plotting board; Hammond was already there sketching first two, then four, then eight blips converging in a ragged V.

	“Two-score plus,” he stated, the phrase quivering the way only veterans used it, knowing forty wasn’t a number but a verdict.

	Kate snatched the hotline. “Ops to Fighter Controller, scramble Strauss, scramble Livingstone. Immediate, immediate.” Static coughed back, then a tight male voice: “Strauss can give you Red Flight, four birds. Livingstone has two on alert, rest down for mags.” Six fighters to meet forty bombers: arithmetic that mocked any hope. Kate was appalled at this response and knew the town would not look the same in the morning.

	Sirens outside leapt from idle to full-throated wail. The bunker’s door slammed shut and shook dust from the rafters, the guards outside racing for their trenches. The auxiliary generator kicked in and isolated them from the grid. Jane leaned into her teleprinter, fingers rapping a FLASH signal to every out-station: BTRY, STANDBY FULL, RAID RED.

	Kate toggled the bunker PA. “Air-Raid Red. All posts to action.” Echoes bounced through the complex, boot-heels already pounding.

	2212 - the first 3.7-inch battery, close to the bunker, loosed a probing salvo. The concrete floor reverberated; pencils rolled off desks. 

	“Bearing shift two-six-five,” Hammond announced, chalk screeching as he redrew the bomber track now sweeping toward the harbour mouth. Their altitude tags, 12,000, mocked the ageing QF guns’ ceiling.

	Kate’s mind raced: fuel depots still under temporary tarp repairs, hospital roofs patched with tarpaper, searchlights untested since the last bulb shipment. She flipped her log to fresh paper, dated it 26/27 JUN 42 RAID, PHASE 1, and began a column for impact times she knew were minutes away.

	The room jolted, two dull concussions in succession. The Fuel Pier, she calculated instantly; distance and timing matched her map grid. 

	“Hold the line,” she muttered into the phone. Red dots started crowding the board, six P-40 pilots would be clawing for altitude, the boom-net crews  would soon fight fires with salt water along the wharf. Outside, Darwin’s night cracked open, and the war spilled in.

	2340 - A second wave of G4M Bettys droned in, their formation stretched like a string of lanterns across the southern sky. Radar plots showed eighteen aircraft, but Kate could hear only a single, monstrous storm as background on phone and radio calls coming in.

	The first flares ignited: bright-green parachutes that descended with eerie grace, painting Smith Street and Cavenagh Street in surreal daylight. Every corrugated roof, every rain barrel, every telegraph pole glowed a sickly emerald, shadows lurching like stage props.

	Incendiary canisters followed, tumbling end-over-end. They struck warehouse roofs with hollow thuds, paused a heartbeat, then erupted, magnesium fountains that clawed at the dark. In one breath, five timber facades transformed into roaring kilns. Within the Ops bunker the air-intake louvers sucked in the hot metallic tang of the conflagration outside before being shut off for filtered recycling of the air.

	On the wharf, drums of lamp oil stored for lighthouse tenders flashed white and rolled, spraying liquid fire across the decking. Dock workers, already at action stations, attacked the blaze with sand buckets and a single ragged hose whose stream hissed to steam before it touched the timber. Silhouettes wrestling a blazing drum off the pier, its trajectory ending in a hissing plunge that sent incandescent globules skipping like skipped stones.

	Inside the bunker, glasses rattled. A concussion wave at 0005 hrs, had vaporised the Star Hotel two blocks away; pressure slammed the closed HQ shutters, air pressure still spiked for a second. Half-finished grease-pencil tracks smeared under falling grit. Jane jerked as a small shard of concrete pinged off her tin hat, then resumed typing casualty codes onto the keys.

	Above, the P-40s, exhaust stubs cherry-red, engaged the bombers. Donovan shouted bearings in the phone link to Hammond: “Bandits now one-six-zero, low!” Two fighters bored in, .50-cals strobing. One Betty wobbled, belching orange; a wing tore free, spiralled like a sycamore seed, and the bomber slanted earthward in slow, burning agony until it vanished behind the post-office roofline. Cheering erupted from Battery B, but ended as quickly when a Zero slashed through the searchlight cones, strafing, their glass bulbs popping.

	With the main searchlight grid blind, the sky reverted to a cavern lit by scattered hell-fires on the ground. Gunners switched to barrage fire, timing shells by ear. The next salvo from 3.7-inch No. 2 battery undershot; the one after overshot. Tracers drew desperate cursive on darkness, spelling nothing.

	Kate’s pencil raced down the casualty column: Fuel Pier hit × 2; Oil Tank 

	#4 ignited; Star Hotel total loss; five WIA initial report. 

	She glanced up as a new concussion rattled the ceiling vents, the rail-yard again, judging from the westward vibration. Her mind flicked to octane drums, then to the neat picnic hamper lying empty on Berry Springs’ bank. The distance between those two images felt obscene.

	An RAAF sergeant reported, “Mag stores at Strauss Strip burning, request fire tenders.” Kate routed the call, her voice steady, sealing panic behind professionalism. There were no fire units available.

	Another flare popped directly overhead of the bunker; its green glare invited the next round of bombs, one hitting just outside the Ops compound. Everything in the bunker jumped six inches, including the personnel. No significant injuries, but it left everyone shaken. Kate shouted for people to settle for a few seconds, take some deep breathes and do their job as the lives of many are on the end of every message that goes out.

	Her mind still tallied: usable AA rounds, medical-cot capacity, untouched fuel reserves north of the rail line. Numbers survived even here, she realised, and while they lived, so did the fight.

	The flare lights expired, plunging the town lit only by its own fires. The next bomber wave was already lining up. Kate sat, teeth clenched, and braced for the hour that would stretch like a lifetime.


Chapter 30:  A Town in Ruin

	Saturday 27 June 1942 - Darwin

	0049 hrs – Brine and burnt cordite and half-evaporated gasoline formed a gritty perfume around PT-131 as she slewed north-east, her stern sliding wide on the oily chop. Behind her, the boom-defence vessel Kangaroo left a faint phosphor tail, one of the few lights still lawful in a harbour under blackout. Each time a gust carried smoke away from the rail-yard fires, Lou Calvert caught a fresh line of sight down his twin .50s: warehouses silhouetted in strobe flashes, cranes bent like gallows, tracer wandering across the sky in drunken spirals. Those erratic bursts lit Lou’s knuckles white against the butterfly grips.

	In the cockpit Lieutenant Jack Bowman rode the wheel with fingertips rather than fists, coaxing the boat to snake around floating crate debris. Every few seconds he laid his palm on the starboard throttle quadrant, feeling vibration ebb like a slow drumroll, proof the Packard’s fuel feed was failing. There was no time for sentiment; he marked the pulse, noted RPM drift, added it to the mental calculations of risks he could afford tonight.

	Below, the engine compartment was a hell-lit grotto. Mac Henderson’s torch, hooded with red cellophane, painted the cracked fuel line a glossy black. Petrol hissed from the split, puddling on the bilge decking and licking around Speed Barrett’s boots. If it was diesel, it might have lain heavy and obedient; but petrol vaporised, plotting mutiny with the smallest spark.

	Mac punched the big red mushroom, fuel shut-off, and in the same heartbeat slapped the engine-kill toggles. All three Packards dropped from a lion’s roar to a dying cough, then silence. The sudden quiet thumped in their eardrums louder than the engines ever had. Overhead, they could hear tracer slapping air and the far-off gong of an AA shell burst.

	“Split feed pipe,” Mac growled through the rebreather mask he’d hastily buckled. “Bilge pump’s on. Flexible replacement in, ” he glanced at Speed, holding up three fingers, “call it in three.”

	Above them Jack popped the hatch, then commanded sharply, “Make it two. We’re a floating target.”

	Mac rewarded him with a scowl and set to wrench and hose clamp.

	Sparks Singh wiped sweat from behind one ear with the back of a trembling wrist, then gripped his throat-mic. In the cupola the mast-step swayed, sending the dangling headphones into a slow pendulum arc. He tapped out the pre-formatted distress string:

	FLASH PT-131 TO OPS

	SIGHTED BETTY DROP EAST OUTER BOOM – SINGLE STICK

	ONE DECKHAND BURNS MINOR

	STARBOARD FUEL LEAK – OP 3 MIN

	REQUEST DARK LANE – MED BERTH

	Carrier hiss followed, riddled with atmospheric pops. Then came a reply from Major Sullivan, her hand unmistakable in the perfect spacing, clipped cadence:

	OPS TO PT-131

	HARBOUR LIGHTS DARK.

	FOLLOW REEF BEACON 097°

	MEDICS ALERTED

	GODSPEED

	The formal brevity didn’t fool Sparks, he caught the invisible subtext: come home.

	“Ledger Lady hasn’t lost her nerve,” he called through the hatch. Bowman allowed himself the ghost of a grin.

	Mac’s new flex-line was seated; Speed spun the clamp tight. The bilge-pump’s gargling changed tone, less liquid, more air, indicating the worst had been sucked away. Mac hammered twice on the bulkhead: the leak contained though range was marginal. Bowman answered by thumbing the starter. The centre Packard lit with a wet rough cough, starboard fired next, uneven yet alive. The cylinders were misfiring but kept turning.

	0054 - The reef beacon’s pulse cut the dark: two-second on, eight-second off, on low power only visible close in. Between flashes the water ahead looked as solid as slate; the reflections of the fires showed streaked bronze. PT-131 planed at nineteen knots, headed for the harbour entrance

	Kansas Boyle worked by pen-light at the aft torpedo tube, Kate’s harbour sketch spread open, now speckled with Stoker Franks’ blood droplets. He pencilled a new no-go hatched zone around the hottest blaze. “Give that bonfire a nice wide halo, Skipper,” he called. Jack nudged the wheel westward two compass points. Lou kept scanning sky quadrants, twin-fifties waiting for the next target. Red Turner tied a fist-sized knot in a canvas tarp over the ammunition lockers. Tiny Larsen stood beside him, fervently muttering a Norwegian prayer.

	A curving silver finger cut through the gloom: An A6M Zero dropped from 3,000 ft, angling for a strafing pass. Its navigation light, usually doused, flared momentarily, revealing the rising sun crest on the tail. Green tracer zipped low over the PT boat, wide but menacing.

	Lou depressed the butterfly triggers. The bow guns’ muzzles bloomed crimson; spent cases clattered across deck planks, bouncing off the tarp into the harbour. The fighter flinched under the lash, right wing sparking, then skidded into a shallow right roll trailing smoke.

	“Probable splash,” Lou grunted, though nobody wasted time confirming.

	Jack throttled back as they entered the moored but-unmanned flotilla of old lighters, rust buckets stuffed with bricks and scrap to keep them from drifting. The firelight flicker turned their masts into a forest of spears. 

	Franks, lashed between depth-charge racks, moaned again, “Mum.” Morphia dulled but did not erase the pain. Cookie O’Brien, kneeling beside him, dabbed a fresh swab of condensed-milk water over blistered skin and resumed whispering the 23 Psalm. The words mingled oddly with the engine rhythm, holy syllables carried on petrol fumes.

	The signal tower slotted a single white “H” through the smoke: harbour entrance clear. Sparks answered with a rapid triple-red: emergency casualty aboard. The tower lamp nodded twice, then blinked out to preserve night discipline; no one wanted to become a beacon for stray Zeros.

	Jack eased down to clutch speed, prop wash now a subdued hiss. The wharf loomed, piles painted red-orange by fires behind, shadowed gunny-bags stacked along bollards.

	“Lines!” Kansas heaved the bow warp; Tiny caught the stern as inertia bled away. Ropes stretched, hummed, then took strain. The hull’s kiss to timber was soft. Bowman eased throttles closed and the engines shut down,  then silence. The harbour felt eerily quiet, the world padded in cotton.

	Three RAN medical orderlies jogged down the gangplank, stretcher slung low. Franks was lifted, bandage white against fire-glow, and borne across the planks to an idling Dodge ambulance and driven away. Mac hauled himself topside, hands wrapped in steaming wet rags. “Nine fingers left,” he rasped, half-grin. Bowman stepped onto the gunnel, fatigue uncoiling the rigidity from his spine. For a second he thought of Kate at her post in the bunker, pleased that no boom could reach her.

	Sparks tapped PT-131 SECURE / CAS 1 EVAC / FUEL LEAK PATCH into the Ops net. In the bunker, Kate pressed the message strip to her chest before sliding it onto the “completed” spindle. One small credit balance in a night of deficits.

	*   *   *

	0115 - Jane Clarke thrust a battered enamel mug into Kate’s palms. The tea inside was barely drinkable but its heat steadied her shaking hands. Overhead, a Zero was strafing the rail-yard again, bullets smacking metal wagons like hail, yet for a few minutes it was quiet in the Ops, isolated from the world above except from the vibrations from large explosions. 

	The hospital line sputtered: “Burn wards full, converting St Mary’s Hall,” crackled the matron’s voice. Kate logged beds, blood plasma units, morphia doses, her handwriting soldier-precise even while her mind replayed the overwhelming images of injury and death.

	0230 - The plotting board beads showed the bomber stream pivoting inland, lining up on Winnellie a second time. Hammond’s grease-pencil squealed arcs; the Perspex now looked like storm-lightning captured in 2-D.

	Jane’s typewriter hammered casualty codes faster than she could breathe. Sheets piled; each fresh bell-ding sounded absurdly cheerful. Lieutenant Hammond juggled three field-phones, voice hoarse, reciting grid references to fire crews already hoarse from smoke.

	0245 - Eighteen thuds in fourteen seconds. Battery 4’s phone in: AA HE REMAIN: 6. Kate slashed a red diagonal through the 3.7-inch ammo column, scribbled Hold for visual target only, and sent it back through Hammond - Blackmore’s standing order. Hammond barked bearings, “bomb-line now zero-eight-five… zero-eight-two… zero-seven-nine,” his voice flattened by fatigue yet still strong. 

	Jane, her face pale behind the teleprinter, dug a thumbnail into the platen to steady her hands. “Darwin Hospital wants morphia counts,” she murmured. “They’re short already.” Kate nodded, flipped to the medical ledger, and approved a transfer of twelve vials from the Catalina squadron’s reserve, an IOU payable in the quieter future no one truly believed in.

	From the far corner came the guttural crackle of the field telephone. Hammond answered, his tone dipping two octaves. When he hung up, he turned to Kate with eyes that looked older than dawn. “East Point radar mast sheared off, direct hit. We’ve gone half-blind to seaward.”

	A sentence on her status board, RADAR EP ACTIVE, received a savage red slash. The bunker’s air seemed too thin at once; every pair of lungs reclaimed the oxygen East Point’s operators no longer needed.

	Seconds later, Kate’s desk phone rang with Jack reporting: “Flex-patch holding. Boat ready by oh-five for harbour fire patrol.” She answered, clipped: “Noted. Good work.” 

	“How you holding up?”

	She cradled the handset and turned away from her desk. “Surviving, better now I know you’re okay, but when will this night end?”

	“All things end, Major, that is what keeps us going through tough times. I’ll let you get back to it. Maybe we can meet up for lunch.” With that, the call ended and reality asserted itself again. Her hand scrawled a single pencil word in the raid ledger margin, survived, and underlined it twice.

	Night still snarled outside, but in those margin marks the ledger claimed a fragile balance: one boat, one crew, one stoker breathing. And until the morning after’s accounting, that was enough.

	0432 - The all-clear siren keened across Darwin. With the sound of its last tremor, night surrendered to dawn and colour bled slowly back into a dark, broken, devasted world outside the bunker.

	One hour later, the blast door groaned open and the Ops crew spilled into dawn’s ruin, Kate and Jane supported each other out the door with Hammond at their backs, having left behind the field-phone handset he’d scarcely set down all night. They stood frozen on the crater-pocked street, smoke curling around, eyes tracking the gutted Star Hotel, the scorched railyard, the twisted skeleton of a trolley line still crackling with heat. Tears cut clean paths through dust on more than one face; Jane pressed both palms to her mouth, Hammond’s knuckles whitened by his side. 
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	Darwin was extensively bombed again in June 1942

	On every side, Darwin smouldered, roof trusses jutting, kerosene fires hissing where water met oil, a lone bicycle half-melted to the bitumen. The tableau lasted scarcely five minutes, just long enough to swap stunned glances, breathe smoke-bitten air and let grief sting their eyes, before Kate wiped her tear-stained cheeks, squared her shoulders, turned and led them back into the concrete warren. The door stayed open, that alone was a defying act against the throws of the enemy, and Hammond resumed fielding casualty calls while the others turned to the grim arithmetic of relief columns and resupply, the taste of ashes still raw on their tongues. 

	As Major-General Blackmore strode along the quay, he surveyed the charred pilings, blistered paint, and men hosing embers, then paused beside Kate. He offered her a silent nod; no speech, no salute, just a shared moment of reckoning between ledger lady and battlefield Commander. And a moment of shared resolve; we will go on, we will rebuild, that’s our job. As the sun finally rose, Kate straightened and headed toward the bunker compound, ready to translate ruin into numbers that could be rebuilt.

	She flipped a fresh foolscap sheet onto the clipboard and centred the graphite ruler, ritual, anchor, permission to breathe. Title first, in block capitals: RAID SUMMARY 26–27 JUN 42. Beneath, columns marched into being: Enemy Aircraft, Time Over Target, Tonnage Dropped, Own Losses, Enemy Losses. Each numeral she entered felt monumental, an accurate tally giving substance and truthful record to the terrifying aftermath of the night.

	Midway down the page she paused, hearing the rustle of Jane’s uniform as her friend approached, setting an enamel mug of black tea on her desk. Without looking up, Kate murmured her thanks and continued:

	Fuel reserves north rail spur: 71 %, unhit.

	Searchlight carbons remaining: 0 (total).

	Usable 3.7-inch HE: 214 rounds.

	Red pencil underlined the zeros; red meant urgent long before sirens ever did. In the Remarks box she wrote: Request emergency resupply from Adelaide, high priority. The word emergency had lost impact weeks ago, yet protocol insisted; ink insisted; she complied.

	Only when the summary’s final line was inked, “Enemy losses: 2 Betties, 1 Zero (confirmed),” did Kate put down her pen and pick up the mug. Jane settled on a stool opposite Kate. They tiredly clinked their mugs together, tin on tin, a small solemn ceremony of battered endurance.

	 


Chapter 31:  The Tin Chapel

	Sunday 12 July 1942 - Darwin

	Smith Street at 0815 was a scene of two worlds colliding, one burnt out and dying, the other springing up new with life. A new timber truss gleamed blond where sappers had replaced a bomb-shattered awning but the corner telegraph pole still leaned at a drunken angle, its wires streamed out on the ground. Kate set her pace deliberately slow so the soles of her polished shoes wouldn’t kick up dust; today she wanted the calm of measured footfalls, not the skittered hurry of alerts.

	She passed the gutted shell of the Star Hotel, now boarded with mill-offcuts and scrawled KEEP OUT / UNSAFE STRUCTURE, and greeted a sapper corporal wielding a pry-bar. He tipped his slouch hat; she offered a smile that felt genuine for the first time in a fortnight.

	At the tramless stop, Jane was already waiting. The WAAAF girl fanned herself with a mimeographed duty roster, cheeks dewy from the humidity that rose steam-like off every wall. Next to her, a cinnamon-skinned Larrakia boy, barefoot, maybe twelve, sold paper daisy chains for a penny; the blooms looked like fragile sunbursts against Jane’s blue cap.

	“Thought you might need something pretty,” Jane said, slipping one daisy loop over Kate’s wrist. The straw-dry petals crackled but held.

	Minutes later the requisitioned Ford truck growled around the corner, its deck-canvas stamped CHAPEL RUN – 094 BASE. Jack Bowman was hanging off the tail-gate, hair tamed by an ocean’s worth of Brylcreem though one rebellious lock still brushed an eyebrow. He hoisted them aboard and for twenty jostled blocks Kate’s shoulder learned the exact shape of Jack’s collar-bone each time the truck bounced a pothole.

	On board, talk drifted: rumours of Kittyhawks heading to New Guinea, a nurse betting her last coupon that Woolworths would replace its shattered window before August, and a lone RAN telegraphist recounting how he’d hidden under a Catalina wing as tracers stitched the lagoon. For once, no one mentioned the word “raid” louder than a whisper. They were all fugitives on ninety borrowed minutes of peace.

	When the truck swerved left at the burnt-out gaolhouse, Kate’s hand slid across the bench; Jack’s met it halfway, fingers curling, his thumb tracing the daisy circle on her wrist as he held her hand firmly.

	The chaplaincy hut squatted behind 119th AGH like an afterthought hammered together from whatever sheets the quartermaster could spare, but the banyan dominating its roofline lent the place gravitas a cathedral would envy. Its aerial roots hung in tangled veils, whiskered with brown dust from the bombing that refused to wash away. They’d grown thicker since Kate first arrived, feeding on subterranean trials.

	Inside, sawn-log pews exhaled a resin-sweet scent; someone, likely a homesick sapper, had planed and oiled them during a rare afternoon lull. On each pew lay a mismatched stack of hymn-sheets typed on buttery onion-skin paper. The hurricane lamps hissed, throwing halos across the nailed-board altar where a flour-sack served as a makeshift cloth, its stencil RUBBING COMPOUND, NAVAL SUPPLY only half-scrubbed.

	Chaplain Howard opened with Psalm 46, his voice carrying even to the back bench where two Larrakia aunties cradled their younger kin. He let the verse linger: “Though the earth be removed and the mountains carried into the midst of the sea…,” Darwin’s current résumé. The congregation responded with a chordless Amen, some voices ragged, others rich.

	During the hymn Abide with Me, Jack’s baritone wove through Kate’s alto, at first tentative, then fuller. Jane, beside them, carried the descant clear and strong; a Flight-Sergeant behind her tried to follow and cracked on the high note, earning a ripple of forgiving laughter. 

	Chaplain Howard’s sermon, though brief, landed like a depth-charge. He gestured to the open walls where sunlight filtered through bullet holes: “You can feel the wind but not bottle it. Faith is the same, visible only in what it moves.” When his sermon ended, he declared, “Your rank and your ribbons will stay behind when eternity calls your name.” Jack’s shoulders stiffened, and something complicated flickered across Jane’s face, half challenge, half yearning. Howard closed with a simple altar call, an open invitation to speak with him under the banyan tree after the benediction. The service ended with a rumble of benches, the smell of wood-oil now mingling with hot dust and the percolating billy in the annex.

	Kate rose, smoothing her skirt, and felt Jack hesitate beside, coiled as a spring. She squeezed his hand once, mouthed go, and he slipped down the aisle toward Howard, hat crushed in his hand, eyes bright. Two pews back a nurse from the burns ward followed, tears already tracking down her cheeks; a RAAF armourer removed his cap and stepped out, crossing a threshold.

	Jane lingered by the rear post, watching, arms folded but fingers restless on her elbows. “He’s serious, isn’t he?” she murmured.

	Kate nodded, her insides emotion fluttering from emotion. “Yes, more serious than I’ve ever seen him.” She pictured Jack coaxing Packards back to life beneath tracer arcs with firm hands that wouldn’t tremble; now opening empty hands under the shade of a tree.

	Ten minutes stretched as Howard prayed with each seeker by name, voice low enough that only a few phrases drifted back: “new heart”… “washed as white as snow”… “gift you cannot earn.” When Jack turned at last, the war-tight lines around his eyes had eased, a settled peace and conviction shining through them. Kate’s throat closed with gratitude she hadn’t words for, tears of joy flowing free.
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	Banyan tree in the Northern Territory

	Under the banyan, Sister Gilbert ladled sweet tea into chipped enamel mugs she insisted were “heirloom,” salvaged from a sunken coastal steamer. Steam curled into the humid air as soldiers and pilots queued between hanging roots. The banyan, whose limbs had watched Gurindji corroboree generations before Europeans arrived, now listened to the bragging of pilots and nurses debating whether condensed milk was a blessing or a curse.

	Jack accepted a mug and leaned against the tree, shoulders barely touching Kate’s. Chaplain Howard approached, pressing a slim Gospel of John booklet into Jack’s free hand. The new believer nodded solemn thanks.

	Jane hovered nearby, biscuit untouched. “I envy conviction,” she confessed, “but I’m wired for proofs and ledgers.”

	Jack tapped the cover. “I spent years measuring board and profit margins. Today I discovered the Carpenter cares more for the crew than the hull.”

	Kate added, “Faith isn’t an escape from sums; it’s the one answer that balances all the mismatched columns.” Jane’s reply was a soft hum: doubtful yet not dismissive. She pocketed a folded leaflet, her thumb lingering over the heading What Then After The War?

	Just then a young sapper, cheeks raw from sunburn, announced with pride that he’d fashioned a makeshift lectern cross from Japanese shrapnel and aircraft perspex. Howard raised it above his head. Sunlight shot through the clear shards, scattering tiny rainbows across Jane’s skirt. She stared at the colours dancing on her hems and whispered, “Wind you cannot see….”

	*   *   *

	The three friends left as the noon sun broiled the corrugated roof on a hot Darwin winter day, one that should not have been this hot. They opted for the longer path past Lameroo, reasoning the sea breeze might hold a touch of cool mercy not found inland. Along the track, paperbark trees stood charred on one side where an incendiary flare had landed; the unburnt trunks on the other side still oozed sweet sap. Kate brushed a fingertip over the resin and tasted smoke mingled with honey.

	They reached the beach where rip-chopped waves smacked the basalt breakwater. Propellers churned far out, Catalinas lumbering off to Roebuck Bay perhaps, Kate mused, where just months earlier others had burnt in shallow water during the Broome raid. Memory tugged her mouth down until Jack pointed to the antics of a hermit crab staggering over the sand. They all laughed, a sudden pure bubble of sound, easing the grimness.

	Jane broke away at the hospital gate, saying she’d be no good for changing bandages if she didn’t sleep for a few hours. She pressed the leaflet into the back of her clipboard, as if to keep questions and morphia schedules from colliding in her volunteer work assisting the wounded. Kate and Jack continued, matching steps. Conversation unspooled, boat designs, Massachusetts winters. When Kate admitted fear of deep water, Jack replied he’d feared wheat fields as a boy: “Couldn’t see the horizon for all that gold. Felt like drowning on land.” Fear, it seemed, was relative to your childhood.

	At the sandstone remnant of an old seawall they stopped. Jack lifted Kate to sit on the wall so they could be eye to eye. Sea breeze combed Kate’s hair across her cheek; Jack brushed it back with surprising tenderness, fingers lingering. “Peace is waiting on the far side of this war,” he said quietly. “But I don’t want to meet it there alone.”

	Kate swallowed the ache of sudden joy. “Then don’t.”

	Their kiss could not be put off, no matter who was watching. Two life-changing decisions were made that day.

	Their return route looped them once more past the banyan. Afternoon light slanted through the aerial roots, striping the calico verse on the chapel wall. A trio of local children swung on a lowered vine, shrieking, unaware, or untroubled, by shrapnel pocks in the wall behind.

	Jack ran a hand along one heavy root. “Trees this old survive cyclones by being flexible. Maybe that’s how faith works, deep anchored to bend and not to break.” He turned, his face open as dawn. “When this madness ends, when I trade torpedoes for timber, I’ll need a first mate.”

	Kate felt the Banyan’s living silence enfold them. “Don’t practice your proposal on the roots, Lieutenant. Ask me straight when the war is done, and I will test your planks in every harbour from Fremantle to Buzzards Bay.”

	He laughed, hugged her briefly, mindful of orders about relationship and gossip. The warmth lingered long after they separated.

	Mid-afternoon, getting ready to start the night shift, Kate reread Hebrews 11, “…faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” Outside, practice shells boomed from East Point, vibrations rumbling through her small desk. Her mind replayed Jack’s smile under the banyan and Jane’s puzzlement over words spoken by the chaplain.

	She opened a field-station notepad, scrawled Dear Mum and Dad, then halted. Instead, she turned to a blank page and wrote simply, I said yes in my heart today. She slid the note inside her Bible’s flyleaf, next to a pressed daisy now fragile as ash, then headed off to her underground cave.

	Across town Jack secured PT-131 for the night mission. He slipped the tiny Gospel of John booklet Chaplain Howard had given him into his sea-chest between a sextant and an envelope of Massachusetts autumn leaves, murmured a thank-you he meant, and closed the lid.

	Jane had finished her volunteer work at the hospital, grabbed sleep for a few hours and was due in the bunker an hour after Kate. This church stuff was somewhat confusing and seemed too constricting for a party girl.

	The Southern Cross blazed overhead, stars cold and steady as ledger columns, but their alignment wrote a story no pencil could balance. Below, three lives bent toward their unknown future, each free to choose how they answered the call of their Creator. 


Chapter 32:  Spitfire Wings

	Six months later - Sunday 17 January 1943 - Darwin

	Night in Darwin was seldom silent, even when there are no planes in the sky; fruit-bats squabbled in mango crowns, generator sets throb in places powerlines no longer reach, and somewhere a Lewis-gun sentry was chatting, to keep awake or to steel his nerves. But at 0430 this Sunday, the whole township seemed to hush at once. Kate felt the hush more than heard it as she passed the jutting ribs of a rail-shed bombed six months earlier. The Operations bunker appeared, featureless, windowless, sunk below the ground several feet, a giant pod of concrete. She entered through the thick steel door, its inner face embossed ADMIT CLEARANCE “D” ONLY, and descended the concrete stairs.

	The bunker’s main chamber measured twelve strides by nine, big enough for three plotting tables, two Mark III teleprinters, and four officers during lockdown, plus the Major-General at times when he was in his cubicle. Others worked in small rooms as supporting clerks, signals etc.. 

	Kate signed the shift log, “0445 - Sullivan, Clarke, Hammond, Morse op Chen.” She gave Jane Clarke a smile. Then they waited for the message that would say history had slipped its moorings and flown north.

	At 0517 hrs the signal printer clacked into life, slicing the hush with staccato keys. Jane tore the strip, eyes widening as she read: “SPIT 54 SQN TO STRAUSS ETA 1100/17, 31 AC, STAGE COMPLETE DALY WATERS.” She passed it across. Kate caught the paper in both hands. Thirty-one Spitfires, not theoretical, not in some Admiralty file, but inbound, a different kind of thunder was making its way to Darwin.

	She posted the strip on the message board, then rolled her shoulders as if shrugging off months of tension. Next she dialled the field-phone and let the Northern Defence Commander know the ETA of the Spitfires. 

	By 0610, Kate had converted the ten-word signal into three sheets of logistics. Sheet A covered fuel bowsers, she earmarked 14 Bedfords to Strauss, a figure Jane annotated with route timings to avoid congestion on the Darwin–Adelaide River track. Sheet B covered Hispano and Browning ammunition; Sheet C was coolant, spark-plug sets, and 30-weight oil. Each entry felt like adjusting dials on an enormous, invisible receiver until the future station came through without static and clear.

	Rain clouds rumbled but withheld their payload, the Sunday hush outside broke only when a sentry called challenge, voice echoing off mangroves. From the bunker entrance Kate watched thin sunlight creep across rusted corrugated roofs. Seventeen January 1943: another date to ink red in the ledger, but this time red could mean rescue instead of ruin.
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	Spitfire from the 54th Squadron Royal Air Force

	The trip that brought thirty-one Spitfires to Darwin was a master-class in improvisation across a continent more vast than the Atlantic battle space in which their elder Mk 1 cousins had earned fame. After assembly at Richmond the previous week, the fighters spent two dawns in the hands of ground crews who re-fitted wings. From Richmond they lifted into the blue in elements of six, chasing the gleam of the Hawkesbury River until the landscape flattened into sun-bleached paddocks. 

	The first leg ended at Mildura, where the hot northerlies had sweating pilots in Mae Wests queued at a mobile canteen van whose claim, ICED MILK SHAKES!, proved wildly optimistic. One airman, ‘Shorty’ Reynolds, drank six in succession anyway, and spent the next hop gripping the oxygen tube like a comfort blanket while his stomach attempted a barrel roll of its own.

	Parafield was chaos. Engine fitters there discovered half the Spitfires’ radio masts had loosened bolts, so they grounded every bird in line-abreast and attacked the fittings with wire-lock and language too rough for the Protestant ladies serving scones under a canvas awning nearby. The ladies responded by gifting each fitter with an extra scone, reasoning a man who could curse that inventively was clearly underfed.

	Two days later the squadron leap-frogged north again, detouring around a sandstorm so wide it smothered the horizon. They touched at Alice Springs long enough to fuel, swapped spark-plugs, and signed autographs for half the town’s schoolchildren, who’d never seen a Spitfire outside a newspaper. Flight Lieutenant Morris taught three kids to salute; the smallest, a seven-year-old girl, asked if the planes had toilets on board. Morris told her only in emergencies, but it was better to fly fast enough to get back on the ground.

	The next leg, Alice to Daly Waters, proved the sternest test. Temperatures nudged forty-seven Celsius at 7,000 ft, and the Vokes filters worked overtime to strain red dust the texture of talc. Engines ran lean and the Merlins coughed at times. Lieutenant Jimmy “Toots” Carmichael watched his coolant temp climb past the nervous mark and decided to glide the last twelve miles, skimming tree-tops until the airstrip loomed. He landed on fumes, uttering a prayer that began Anglican, ended Baptist, and felt none the worse for the denominational drift.

	Daly Waters itself was nothing more than two crossing runways, a fuel dump, and a swimming hole recently advised “OFF LIMITS, CROC SIGHTED.” Pilots slept on canvas cots under mosquito nets so threadbare they looked more spiritual than practical. Dawn served as a mercy: cloud cover dialled down the heat to a survivable level, and Caldwell lifted the full complement into tiered finger-four formations, throttles nudging 260 knots until the Timor Sea haze smudged the northern horizon.

	*   *   *

	The first nine Spitfires slashed across the harbour in a single, breath-robbing formation as a salute to the town holding back the enemy from their shores: canopies glinting white, leading edges winking the sun, each tail casting a spidery shadow on the water below. The local 3.7-inch batteries jumped to action stations and swivelled barrels sky-ward out of instinct, then froze, orderly officers shouting, “Friendly, friendly!” Harbour barges tooted klaxons. The RAN boom-gate patrol waved oars like semaphore flags.

	As the fighters banked toward Strauss, Kate clocked data automatically and noted wingtip-to-wingtip discipline tight as an Edinburgh tattoo. The first trio flared and landed, tyres kissed the PSP and sent rooster-tails of ochre curling over dispersal bays. One ground crewman, who’d been chief of a crew to Kittyhawks, gasped aloud: “They look like racing sleds.” Another replied, “Racing sleds with swords.”

	By the time they touched down, the odometer read 1,670 miles from Richmond to Darwin across land; the men were glad to be in their new home. The winter day in the dry season made Darwin a pleasant place to be though they would soon learn, that would not last.

	Caldwell’s EN318 rolled to a halt near the signal van. Engine ticked down in metallic clicks while heat shimmered above the exhaust stack. Magic and machinery, thought Kate. The canopy slid open and Caldwell stood tall in the seat, flight helmet dangling from one hand, sweat engraving rivers through red dust on his cheeks.

	Major-General Blackmore strode forward, his gait brisk despite the clinging heat. Caldwell saluted; Blackmore returned the gesture with a gravity that showed the strain of his time in the north.

	“Darwin welcomes the 54th Squadron RAF, Wing Commander.”

	“Thank you. We’ll keep the roof on, sir.”

	No spectators cheered; the vow itself was applause enough.

	Spitfire after Spitfire braked to a halt, ground crewmen slotting chocks and draping damp canvas over canopies to spare the perspex from the harmful sun. Some pilots climbed down with the stiff-legged caution, others sprang onto duck-boards as if a London pub stood just off the dispersal area.

	The chief mechanic detailed to Kate like poetry: “Twin Hispano Mk II cannons, four .303 Brownings, two-speed supercharger Merlin 46 with universal prop hub, should punch through a Betty like butter.” She couldn’t help smiling. War wrote grim verses, yet here was a stanza of admiration and hope thinly disguised as engineering talk.

	Sister Frances, clipboard in hand, wove among arriving pilots, ticking medical clearance boxes: pulse, hydration, any sign of hypoxia. She paused over a ginger-haired sergeant whose handshake trembled. “Shakes?” she asked quietly. He laughed, a crack in the façade. “Just saw more desert than I fancy for one life.” She scribbled salt tabs / rest 4 hrs and pointed to the salvage-timber shade shack.

	The final straggler, Carmichael’s coolant-starved kite, arrived on one mag, radiator flaps yawning like wounded gull wings. Yet he set the plane down feather-light. The ground crew cheered spontaneous. Carmichael flicked the canopy open, slid down the wing, and kissed the scorched PSP. Then he grinned at the mechanics. “Fix the old girl,” he said. “I promise I’ll treat her better on the next sortie.”

	Within thirty minutes dispersal looked like a bazaar set up for a yard sale. Tool chests clanged open; armourers threaded feed belts, checking each brass casing for dents. A water cart slopped river-mud into buckets so riggers could sponge the oil-slicks off cowlings. The thrum of two mobile generators layered under the intermittent cough of test-run Merlins.

	Flight Sergeant ‘Bluey’ Truscott, who’d scored nine kills in the North African front, climbed down from BR483 and walked straight into Kate’s orbit. “Name’s Truscott,” he said, extending a hand still warm from the joystick. “Your scribblers saved us a dry-tank at Daly. Ta.” His handshake was brisk but respectful; the last syllable of thank-you carried a weight soldiers reserve for quartermasters who find ammo under missed tarps.

	Kate scanned the defect list he offered. “Vokes filter rattles at 2800 RPM,” she read. “Recommend cork shim under the clamps. Belt-guns slapping premature is due to dust. We’ve Browning buffer springs in store that will fix that, so let your mechanics know.”

	Bluey whistled. “Best talk since Cairo.” He rapped the wing. “She’s my flying girl; treat her sweet, she’ll dance.”

	Spitfire wings sat low enough that Kate could press her palm to the elliptical leading edge and shot her hand back, as the wing was roasting in the full sun. Sheet metal radiated heat like a flat-iron; yet underneath ran the cool veins of potential. 

	Caldwell conducted a walk-around with General Blackmore, stopped by each dispersed aircraft and greeted each pilot by surname, Hughes, O’Mara, Stevens, then introduced them to the Australian GSO2 like a proud uncle. At EN318 he slapped the fuselage code letters DL-K. “‘K’ for Killer, my wife adds the caveat.” Blackmore smiled, an event almost as rare as comet sightings.

	Jack Bowman had made his way to the aerodrome to view the new arrivals. He hovered near a pair of ground crewmen venting fuel cells. He asked torque specs, compared Packard V-12 block widths to Merlin engines. They offered him a screwdriver, half-challenging; he adjusted a coolant-bleed valve dead on. “Fancy a transfer?” one joked. Jack grinned, shaking his head. “Wooden hulls need love too.”

	By the time daylight had slid a hand’s breadth past its zenith, the first Spitfire already had new spark-plugs, new feed belts, and a full belly of avgas. Kate noted it as ready for scramble duty to defend Australia.

	 


Chapter 33:  Missing Donovan

	Sunday 17 January 1943 - Darwin

	The mess marquee had stolen its ribs from a salvaged ambulance-garage frame; its canvas roof bore patchwork squares from every depot between Wagga and Wyndham. Inside, hurricane lamps flickered over trestles where the new “Spits” squeezed hip-to-hip with Kittyhawk jockeys, Bofors gunners, and a handful of jaw-dropped Yanks from the 102nd Quartermaster who’d driven up a ration convoy and stayed to watch history land.

	It was the first dinner to welcome the newcomers from England.

	Long iron cauldrons of bully-beef hash steamed at one end, flanked by an improbable stack of onions left behind by a coastal freighter. Two Salvation Army sisters diced those onions like Vegas card-sharks, then seasoned the hash with Worcestershire, chili, and hope. They topped each enamel plate with a scoop of hot plum sauce which oozed over the beef until everything looked faintly night-shade.

	Mid-meal, Caldwell stood, tapped a fork against enamel. Conversation died with military obedience, mugs frozen in mid-lift. He cleared his throat, desert dust still clinging, and spoke without notes.

	“A year ago you held this town together with Kittyhawks, carbines, and stubbornness. Today we add thirty-one Spitfires. More will follow, 452 and 457 Squadrons, pilots with sand still in their boots from the North African dustbowl. We’ll defend your skies now as you once guarded ours over Britain. We’ll share your petrol, your bully beef, and, it seems, your affection for a black yeast spread that smells like axle grease. May the enemy discover the bite is worse than the bouquet.”

	The cheer was spontaneous, full-throated. Mugs clanged. Somebody hoisted a Vegemite tin aloft like a brandished trophy. Jack laughed so hard coffee slopped onto his sleeve; he wiped it with a napkin and leaned to Kate:

	“Fighter pilots and quartermasters, united by salt and axle grease.”

	Along with servings of sponge cake, the Salvation sisters passed mugs of coffee out. Night insects dive-bombed the lanterns, sounding like random Morse code. A RAAF corporal cranked up a battered portable gramophone; big band music warbled under crackles. A broad-shouldered Australian and a skinny RAF adjutant attempted a Swing dance, helmets serving as makeshift bowler hats until they tumbled across the tent cloth. 

	Kate watched Jane’s eyes follow the dancers. Months ago those eyes leaked salt at every harmonic; now they glinted with possibility. Kate nudged her gently. Jane exhaled, smiling thinly. “Still hurts a lot,” she whispered. “All the same, the hurt gets lighter when people laugh nearby.” Kate squeezed her hand and passed a second slice of sponge.

	The diner bustle couldn’t muffle the empty slot where Sergeant Colin Donovan would have stood, boots polished, quip ready. Kate’s memory of him was permanently split between two frames: the grinning sergeant who elbowed her about coffee strength, and the last message strip she filed the night of 21st September 1942.

	That night a nine-plane Betty wave had skimmed low up the Adelaide River valley, hugging the salt haze so tightly radar only caught them when their exhausts almost scorched the antenna masts. Two bombs straddled the quarantine pier. Witnesses said Donovan reached for his Lewis gun, stepped forward, and simply vanished in a blossom of ochre dust and splintered mangrove. Sappers found his pay-book three days later, the spine fused shut, the inside pages untouched, as though Someone had shielded the words even when flesh could not be spared.

	At first the disbelief, shock and grief of his dying were almost unbearable for both women. Kate mourned the loss of her wonderful supportive friend and protection guard; Jane mourned the end of the “what could have been” in a life with Colin Donovan, a relationship that had just begun to feel solid. 

	Jane still wore a black mourning ribbon pinned under the edge of her blue cap;  never spoke of him unless she’d had little sleep, then the stories spilt out like iodine, staining whatever moment that tried to be ordinary. Kate discovered that statistics lose their sterile chill when someone you love becomes one of them. Yet grief forged resolve: every new Allied boot that stepped onto Territory soil was one more safeguard that Donovan’s sacrifice would not simply be an echo off an empty coastline.

	After midnight, Strauss quieted to the hiss of lanterns and the tick-tick of cooling aircraft frames. The Ops bunker was quiet, with only two fluorescent bulbs on to conserve fuel. Kate’s columns formed under her pencil: 

	
		Spitfires arrived, 31; Serviceable, 30; 

		Merlins spares, Radiator shutter, coolant can, two floats; 

		Hispano rounds, 24K; Brownings, 108K; 

		Avgas, minus 15,000 gallons (ferry draw). 



	She paused at coolant cans 18 left (order +60) and jotted a purple exclamation, priority. Even in the shelter of Strauss airfield’s dispersal covers, tropical temperatures and humidity would take its toll on the fighter aircraft. She flipped to the final column labelled offsets, a cold word for reinforcements. She wrote: Spitfire arrival offsets air-to-air loss probability by 12 %. Numbers, sterile but soothing.

	A scuff of boot on concrete rang like a muffled drum. Jack descended the stairs, two mugs in hand, steam curling. “Mess hut coffee,” he announced. “If it’s bad we’ll paint engines with it.”

	Kate leaned back; neck tendons stretching. She accepted the mug and took a sip of the chicory-laced sludge, jolting her gums awake. Jack scanned the ledger. “Figures are bleeding but stay breathing,” he said softly.

	Kate nodded. “When I write them, I swear I feel the plane-shadows overhead.” She closed the book, letting her hand rest on its leather cover. “Caldwell wants altitude drills at dawn. I’ll set the AA board to hold fire until they’re back.”

	Jack’s palm found her shoulder. “The sky felt different today, didn’t it? Like we’ve borrowed Buckingham Palace guards to cover the roof.”

	“Let’s keep the loan long-term,” she murmured. A small smile tugged. 

	“You know that when all the Spitfires are here, the PT boats will be reassigned north.”

	“Well understood, but not happy. I know the war must move on, but I will be here waiting for you to return, still in my bunker probably,” said Kate.

	Beyond the blast door rain began its soft-hammer drumming, its first drops carrying enough weight to be heard in the quiet down the stairs. In the scent of it,  Kate found promise: that engines, ledgers, grief, and hope could all be cooled by something larger than the war.
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	Anti-aircraft gun placement at Strauss airfield

	Back at the field, Caldwell couldn’t sleep. He roamed dispersals in gum-boots, pausing to rest a hand on each wing root. He’d promised Blackmore altitude drills; he promised each Spitfire something more personal: Hold together, bring my boys home. Beneath EN318 he whispered the list of pilots killed at Dieppe, then the names of those asleep in tents yards away. Sweat cooled on his spine; night birds shrieked; yet for the first time since leaving Surrey he felt the island nation he’d once guarded had stretched itself enough to include this far, hot coastline.

	Tomorrow the Spitfires would climb above 25,000 feet, test gun harmonisation, and carve contrails over the Timor Sea. Tomorrow Kate would chase spark-plug counts, Jane would fold fresh bandages, and Jack would oil the deck guns that once spat survival for PT-131. But tonight, tonight the horizon felt freshly supplied, the war’s ledger not balanced yet, but closer to justice.


Chapter 34:  Goodbye Jack

	Wednesday 3 March 1943 - Darwin

	“ONI SPECORD FOUR-SEVEN-NINER, NTF 488/43, EFFECT 05 MAR 43.” The heading alone set Kate’s pulse hopping. Operational Special Order, four digits that could uproot an armoured brigade or, as it turned out this time, the wooden-shark flotilla that had guarded Darwin’s boom-net for a year.

	She had plucked the top-secret flimsy from the signal queue at 0607 on 3rd March. The bunker’s dimmed lights still glowed from the night shift, Jane yawned behind the teleprinter, Lieutenant Hammond was scribbling translation notes in the margins of a code-book. Once Kate read the content, “PT Detachment relocate Cairns → Milne Bay. Depart first light 05/3. Notify squadron OIC immediately,” she felt the bunker shrink two sizes. Darwin without PT-131 would feel like a lighthouse stripped of its lamp. 

	She walked the slipway herself rather than trust runners. Stokes Hill Wharf crouched under a drenched grey sky, dawn drizzle wicking diesel tang round the pilings. PT-131’s frame lit up the gloom, wing-like spray guards, torp tubes slung tight. All four boats bobbed alongside: Higgins hulls chipped but eager, like kelpies pawing at a gate.

	Jack Bowman emerged from his engine hatch, goggles stuck crooked in hair coated with graphite grease. “Morning, Ledger Lady. We blew a supercharger gasket at idle; Mac’s cursing the Packard’s treachery.”

	Kate held out the decoded order, edges damp from fog. He read it once, then again, then exhaled so sharply the page quivered. “North,” he said; not with delight or dread, just acknowledgement of the coming change.

	“Cairns for refit, then Milne.” Kate forced calm. Jack’s mouth ticked in that half-smile he used to hide worry. “We’ve been itching to bite something bigger than harbour pilings. These torpedos are going rusty and it’s time to move them on.”

	Kate raised an eyebrow. “As much as I don’t like to say it, I agree with you. The Spitfires have got this base covered, so I guess it’s time for you to go. First light Friday, no delays.” Reality spoken but sadness tinged her tone.

	“Then Friday it is.” He lifted an imaginary cap brim. The ritual sealed the order; his eyes, though, searched hers for something beyond the clipboard. She gave him the faintest nod: I know, it said.

	Back in the bunker she hammered requisition slips: 100-octane drums × 320, spark-plug sets × 12, two spare props per boat, depth-chart packet Tanimbar-Solomons. Hammond radioed Cairns for berthing space. Jane phoned the harbour master and repeated Kate’s phrase “operational redeployment” until the man stopped swearing about tide slots.

	At 0812 General Blackmore descended the stairs, pipe clenched unlit between teeth. He scanned the order, snapped it shut. “Tide turns for everyone eventually.” His hand found Kate’s shoulder, a rare warmth under starched rank. Kate was touched by his unspoken sympathy, his presence almost grandfatherly, one in uniform. “You’ll keep the harbour operating through paper, Major. Tonight I’ll find you more Bofors, we’ll need steel teeth in place of the wooden ones.”

	Kate swallowed a tightness she’d thought buried with Donovan. “Sir, the harbour won’t lack bite or protection.”

	“I know. You can have leave tomorrow p.m., and give Bowman leave as well.” He left, boots ringing, and Kate returned to the columns. The bunker’s fan droned overhead, a monotone reassurance that numbers still obeyed, even if hearts sometimes refused to.

	From Wednesday morning to Thursday midnight the wharf writhed with hose reels, sling nets, and Bedfords heaped with 44-gallon drums. Sappers laid timber slats over the cracked concrete so fuel barrels could roll without falling into blast craters left by Japanese raids.

	Mac Henderson became a profanity metronome, every third beat an expletive, every fourth a spanner clang. He detested the Bendix-Stromberg carb’s appetite for Territory dust; if he could have taped gauze to the air intake without choking horsepower, he would have. Speed Barrett shadowed him, wielding rags soaked in gasoline, eye-watering vapour that made conversation surreal. “Mac, you swear like the engine’s a sinner!” Mac replied, “She is a sinner, sloth when I beg sprint, glutton when I beg thrift.”

	Kansas Boyle inventoried warheads, chalking big backward check-marks on the plywood deck beside each torpedo tube. “MILNE 5-43” he added in grease pencil, ugly, urgent letters. Red Turner and Tiny Larsen man-handled Mark VIII torps on A-frames, singing bawdy Queensland ballads loud enough to mask strained muscles. On PT-130 a deckhand produced a bugle and tooted taps each time a torpedo seated,  which drove the wharf dog insane but caused morale to soar.

	Sister Francis commandeered the supply hut as an impromptu medical station. Her rule: tetanus shot before liberty chit. Kansas attempted charm, “Sorry, I’m needle phobic, Nurse,” but winced as Frances jabbed him anyway. “Cairo’s typhus wards make this look like an afternoon tea social,” she quipped, though her voice was gentler than the barb implied. She taped cotton, handed sulphur tablets, and kept her thoughts from drifting to a pier where steel had once split the dawn and taken someone she knew.

	Kate functioned as conductor of the cacophony: she registered drum counts, signed danger-cargo forms, throttled arguments before they blew gaskets. Harbour Control fussed over boom-gate opening times; she balanced tidal charts with Packard crankcase hours to the minute. 

	It was 1400 hrs before Jack could leave his crews to finish off preparing the boats for relocation exit tomorrow morning and meet Kate at the only café that had not been bombed. Kate found him sitting in a patched-together room of mismatched China and the smell of fresh scones. Jack looked up from his chipped teacup and grinned despite the posting north-east, they  would not let it intrude on their quiet moment together.

	“Thought you’d be plotting fuel columns,” he teased.

	“Thought you’d be greasing Packards,” she countered, sliding into the opposite chair. Their hands met across the table, not caring who saw them. Outside the half-boarded window, the afternoon sun glowed sulphur over the harbour but, inside, the small table felt like private, unmarred territory. They spoke quietly, words of love and commitment weaving future hopes: of Boston harbours and Grenfell wheat fields, house timbers that carried boat-builder’s grain, of children who would know both gum trees and New England pines. Kate traced the rim of her cup, daring at last to say, “When the maps turn from red to green, I’ll expect a certain question.”

	Jack’s eyes warmed. “Expect it the first time peace lets me kneel without a steel deck under me.”

	“Be sure to read your Bible every day you can, it will show you who God is and direct your path through troubled times. And good times, too.”

	They slipped out and headed down Bennett Street to Lameroo Beach. They walk with arms around each other, looking out across the water, wondering what was on the far side of the horizon for them. Midway along the waterline he drew her close, salt breeze threading her hair between them. No witnesses, only mangroves and the hush of the reef. They kissed, the longing, love and need behind it making it hard to let each other go.

	They lingered longer than they should, then walked back toward the wharf where PT-131 waited, almost loaded for tomorrow’s departure. Hooded dock lights threw gold ladders across the scene. Jack eased up the gangway with a quick salute to his commanding officer and focussed on readying the four boats.

	 Kate turned away and headed for the Ops compound. Work became their final orchestra: crates and cleats, distant clang of a ship’s bell marking nine o’clock on the harbour, checking messages and sorting ledgers in the bunker. The crews slept on their boats ready for harbour egress at first light.

	*   *   *

	Solar fire sneaked over the back of the town. A faint pink rim back-lit East Point, painting mangroves mauve. Kate and Jane hurried along Stokes Hill planks, oilskin coats flapping. The wharf crew had cleared overnight puddles with stiff brooms, the wet planks smelled of tar and salt.

	PT-128 idled beside the dock, mufflers burbling. PT-129 was tied to its starboard side, one engine ticking over, crew still lashing tarps. PT-131 sat on the outside of PT-130 at the dock, in front of 129, bow torpedo doors open for inspection to confirm safe stowage. Within two minutes, all 12 v12 engines were at idle, producing quite a low thunder that could be heard across town.

	Dock workers, boat crews, nurses and provost officers gathered around to send off the PT boat crews. These men they had befriended over the months, and sent them off to fight for Australia, to push back the Japanese.

	Jack jumped down and presented Kate with a small teak box polished to mirror depth. “Propeller hub shaving, from the Peary mast you promised we’d restore.” She opened the lid: brass gleamed, stamped with numbers distorted by years in brine. “There’s luck’s in the alloy,” he said.

	She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Come back for it,” she answered. Words felt inadequate, she pinched the box shut, slipped it into her pocket.

	Mac’s shout: “Engine temps good, Skipper!” Kansas passed Jane a sealed envelope addressed CLARKE, J. – OPEN AFTER RAIN. She clutched it tight.

	0517 Jack took Kate in his arms, delivered a swoon-worthy goodbye kiss that had everyone cheering and whooping on the dock and the boats. The harbour sentries swung the boom-gate open at the scheduled time. 

	All lines were released and Bowman eased his boat out into the channel with the others right behind. the crews giving a final wave and prepared for cruising. Bowman pushed the throttles to 90% and the engines roared. Every boat in the harbour sounded their horns. PT-131 exited the harbour first, tailing spray marking its line on the calm waters, followed by the other Mosquito boats, each sounding their air horns as they passed through the net opening. The four boats veered north-east and were soon lost to the eye.

	Kate folded arms around herself; Jane slipped an arm over her friend’s shoulders. “ Let’s go to the bunker,” she murmured softly. They turned inland as first cicadas started their manic chant of the day.

	The Ops bunker door stayed open with a guard on 24/7, and another two at the compound gate. Inside, filtered air tasted faintly of damp chalk, a smell Kate once loathed for its coffin hue, now grateful for its constancy. On Red Alert days, fourteen personnel crammed in; today, Yellow status limited staff to six. The silence ticked louder without harbour chatter: no PT call-signs, no harbour patrol challenge codes. Kate felt it in her ears like pressure change before a storm. She took the master headset at the mapping console. Telegraph keys clicked in the comm alcove, routine traffic to Adelaide River munitions, some weather chatter from Milingimbi radar. Outside channels: Spitfire patrol reporting angels 15, nil contacts. Sea frequency, once alive with boat banter, offered only static.

	Jane immersed herself in casualty parchment: night raid damage, two fuel-farm workers burned, a searchlight crewman with a busted ankle. She scribbled supply requests: gauze-roll 8 dozen, Mechlorethamine, more sulfa. The smell of iodoform seemed to cling even underground.

	At 0712 the radar board chirped. Lieutenant Chen called bearings: “Single Dinah bug, 300 ° at 90 miles, angels 26.” Kate logged intercept call numbers, flicked the scramble lamp. Two Spitfires lifted from Strauss and out to intercept. Fifteen minutes later, phone crackled: “No joy, Japs too high, returning to base.” Chalk one more line in the ledger of cat-and-mouse.

	Jane’s head lifted from paperwork. “Any word from the boats?” The question was a whisper. Kate shook her head gently. “They’ll be opposite Melville by now, out of our HF range. The Catalina pickup tonight will relay.” She allowed no tremor in her voice.

	By 1000, tasks reclaimed mind-space. Kate drafted a new watch bill: with PT boats gone, East Point Bofors ring required extra bodies; she assigned two Spitfire riggers moonlighting as gunners. She routed requisitions for balloons, tether obstacles to low-level raiders; the routine work grounding.

	At noon, Jane sat back, rubbed aching wrists. “Half the harbour may be empty, but the war hasn’t left.” Kate closed her ledger. “The sea here has lost its wooden sharks, Jane, but gained Spitfire guardians.” She meant reassurance; Jane inhaled slowly, acknowledging, folding fear into duty.


Chapter 35:  Flying Circus

	Friday 9 April 1943 - Darwin

	In the dawn light, Kate pushed through the still-cool humidity with a felt-tip of tension behind her eyes: a fortnight without any letter from Jack, and today the long-rumoured arrivals of the 380th Bomb Group, code name ‘Flying Circus’, were due to fall from the Queensland sky like steel birds.

	Inside the Operations bunker she found the night-shift lights still glowing, teleprinter paper puddled around Jane’s boots, She had had only arrived a few minutes before and was already typing one-fingered, eyes half-open, headphones tilted off an ear. She snapped to when Kate touched her elbow.

	“Advance signal just came through, Major,” Jane said, ripping the strip and handing it over.

	GRP 380 BG ADV ELMN DEP TOWNSVILLE 0815/9 APR 

	ETA DRW 1230/9 APR.

	Kate’s pencil was in her hand before the paper cooled. She drew an invisible circle around 1230 then turned to the board, wiping away the Kittyhawk sortie column with her sleeve. Columns unfurled: 15 AC, 180 ground personnel, 500-lb GP bombs 2,000+, avgas draw 4,000 gal per sortie. She wrote each entry crisply while behind her Jane fed the teleprinter a fresh roll, then looked up as Blackmore entered, an unlit pipe in mouth. He scanned Kate’s board, tapped 1230 with the stem. “Makes Fenton look like Whitehall.” Then, softer: “Sullivan, the harbour owes you another miracle, getting this new mob sorted and settled.”

	Kate inclined her head, remembering miracles that still patrolled Milne Bay. She assigned Jane to reprioritise signal channels, then drafted orders for fuel bowsers, bomb trolleys, and trucks. 

	By 1130 the strip at Fenton shimmered like molten tin. Ground crews in shorts and slouch hats planted directional panels, white boards on red dirt, to guide in the Liberators. Kate stood beside Blackmore, clipboard plastered with requisition dockets in readiness for hurried signatures. Behind them Jane manned a mobile signal cart, headphones clamped on tight, code pads in her lap.

	At 1202 a low vibration teased the soles of Kate’s boots. She shaded her eyes. The horizon wriggled, rearranged itself, and produced fifteen broad-wing silhouettes, engines in baritone chorus. A ripple of wonder swept the ground crews. The lead bomber, nose art still canvas-covered for the ferry flight, waggled its wings in salute. Kate clocked their final approach: flaps down, wheels out, prop discs mere blurs. One by one they kissed the pierced-steel planking; red dust geysered up, cloaking the wings in a vermilion cape until throttles eased and became ticking metronomes.

	Blackmore snapped his fob watch shut, twenty-six minutes from first sight to last wheel stop. He muttered, half to himself, “Could set a chronometer by those Yanks.” Kate exhaled, chest loosening. Her columns were about to gain mass: bombs, barrels, bodies and, chores.

	Jane keyed a quick Morse “LNDG COMP” to the bunker; the acknowledgement whistled back. She caught Kate’s glance and flashed two fingers: All code clear. 

	 

	[image: A silver airplane in the sky

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

	B-24D Liberator of the USAF 380th Bomb Group

	The B-24D Liberators now crouched at the end of the PSP runway, their slab-sided fuselages and impossibly long Davis wings giving them a gaunt, almost skeletal look in the tropical glare. Their four Pratt & Whitney radial engines could haul five tons of bombs nearly 3,000 miles, cruising at 270, which was a perfect fit for the long, island-hopping strikes that typed uncertainty into Japanese shipping lanes north of Australia. From the twin-fin tail to the glazed greenhouse nose, every inch of the Liberator whispered endurance and brute purpose, a steel promise that the war would not stay confined to any single patch of ocean or jungle any longer.

	Colonel Peter “Rosie” Reece hopped from the waist hatch of B-24D 42-40017, boots landing solid on PSP, goggles hanging at his neck. Blackmore stepped forward, returned Reece’s salute, and introduced Kate.

	Reece’s handshake was sandpaper warm. “Major Sullivan, we’ve already heard of you from Townsville. They said you were a war hero and balance ledgers as skillful as a trapeze artist without a net.” 

	Kate held out her hand in greeting, her voice dry, “A net is only useful if one plans to fall, Colonel. Welcome to the wire.”

	He barked a delighted laugh, then glanced skyward where dust still drifted. “My boys’ll sleep easier seeing that Spitfire wing. But we’ll need fifty thousand gallons of confidence tomorrow.”

	“I have your confidence logged,” Kate said, tapping a line Avgas reserve after draw: 283,000 gal. “If you promise not to drink it at happy hour.”

	They shared a grin; Blackmore cleared his throat, tour time. Blackmore and Reece climbed into the jeep’s rear seat so they could talk more easily, and Kate sat beside the driver, dust pooling at her boots as they jolted toward the bomb dump. After a quick drive around the airfield, the commanders were dropped off at the ops tent.

	Kate started her assessment of Fenton. Her driver, Captain “Dusty” Willis, sapper CO, guided the jeep along a grid of tent rings laid like nautical charts: each square boundary chalk-marked 380-TENT-BLOK. Bulldozers roared, cranes swivelled bomb crates, and a drum-roller pounded red earth to firm the base. At the fuel farm a Bedford tanker crew wrestled 6-inch hoses onto bladder valves, 100-octane spattering boots. Kate noted their complaint: hose coupler leaks, request rubber shim pack.

	The next stop was the medical spread: sixteen bell tents inside a barbed-wire square. Sister Francis directed orderlies uncrating kerosene fridges for blood plasma. She saluted the jeep, then waved a thermometer like a general with a baton. “Forty-three in the tents, any hotter and we’ll quick-cure ham.” Kate scribbled ice-block drops to camps every six hours.

	Jane, hitching a ride on a signal handcart, detoured to where they were erecting field-phone poles from salvaged aircraft spars. Her teleprinter sat on an ammo box fronted with a chalk label “CLARKE – DO NOT DISCONNECT.” Yankee linemen flirted and booked the next dance; Jane traded codes for candy and ordered spare headsets for the field signal’s tent. 

	Late afternoon storms threatened but eventually skirted wide. By the end of the day every Liberator would have a revetment mound, every tent a nameboard. Kate’s clipboard now bore sweat stains but zero unfilled blanks. “Things are shaping up well,” she told Willis.

	He grinned, wiping dust streaks from forehead to chin. “We build at express pace to keep ahead of the enemy bombs.”

	*   *   *

	At 1530 Sergeant O’Dell circled the lead Liberator, checklist flipping in the breeze. “These engines get a bit warm when there close to the ground,” he said to Kate.

	“Can’t do much about the sun, but I will organise tarps to protect the cockpit windows.”

	 Nearby, Jane cooled her teleprinter motor by waving a clipboard; the thing had chattered itself hot sending codes for bomb cradles. She called over: “Message for you, Milne Bay relay, PT boats reported safe after escorting a convoy north.” Kate’s shoulders slackened an inch, but she pocketed the strip with minimal display. Later, alone, she’d read every word: Jack getting suntan, engines singing, will write soon.

	A sudden bark of laughter erupted mid-ramp: a Spitfire fitter had bet a Liberator crew chief he couldn’t recite ten Waltzing Matilda verses in under a minute; the American succeeded but mangled half the vowels. Kate saw Sister Francis watching, a smile lighting her face briefly. War’s ration book allotted small joys sparingly; best to devour them when served.

	Dusk leaked copper across the camp; under the marquee lamps glowed amber, suspended by field-telephone wire. Tables of sheet-metal nailed onto 6-pounder ammo crates, bowed under tins of bully beef, pickled beetroot, and paw-paw halves shimmering in their syrup. Salvation Army Captain Mavis Flint ladled watery tea into enamel mugs, apologizing that lemon rinds were now rationed.

	Kate took a middle seat. To her left, Australian armourer “Snowy” Hayes displayed a pocketful of Japanese ball bearings he insisted were lucky dice. To her right, Lieutenant Wilbur Cain of Kansas fingered a mini New Testament he kept in his flying jacket: “Mom says it doubles as flak armour.” Across the table, Jane cracked open a can of Morrows Chocolate Bullets and scattered them like poker chips. The table grew raucous on the spot.

	Reece rose, banged tin for quiet. “We bring big appetites and bigger footprints,” he drawled. “But we bring long-range claws, too. Together we’ll clip Nippon’s shipping wings.” When cheers ebbed, Blackmore spoke eight words, “See you at sunrise; we fuel at four,” sat, satisfaction hidden in pipe smoke. The ‘Welcome’ meal was a relaxed evening of music and chatter. 

	A guitar appeared, strings rust-dulled but true. Squadron Leader Caldwell led Click Go the Shears; Cain countered with Deep in the Heart of Texas; Sister Francis, after coaxing, contributed a wavering but triumphant Nearer, My God, to Thee. Lanterns flickered, breeze buffeted canvas, yet Kate felt the tension of months ease a notch every time voices blended in unison.

	Outside, lightning spidered over the Timor Sea. Kate looked east and silently dispatched a prayer across waves: Keep him dry, keep him steady.

	The bunker smelled of mangos from the night shift crews meal and damp Basildon Bond paper. At 0230 Kate finalised the intake ledger: fifteen Liberators parked, 180 ground crew inbound by road, twenty drums glycol consumed already. She flipped to a blank page and titled it “Thunder Wing Running Totals.”

	Jane, fresh from coding the new bomber call-sign list, entered with a battered kettle. “I managed to scrounge chicory from the radio van. Sister Francis swears it cures night-blindness.”

	Kate raised an eyebrow. “She over-prescribes her kindness,” and accepted the mug. The drink tasted of burnt sugar. They finished of a long day’s duty and headed to their billets, escorted by a Ops provost guard.

	She sat at her desk and held the teak box, Jack’s prop-hub shaving. Sky guardians, sea sharks, both necessary, both beyond her reach tonight. She found comfort in the thought that numbers, if honest, served as prayers: each gallon accounted, each bomb strapped, each ampoule logged a way of saying life matters. She heard thunder roll in the distance, monsoon or bombers she could not tell. Either way her duties would begin again at sunrise, addressing whichever it was. She fell asleep thinking of faith and duty, her two guiding lights in a world now given over to war and separation. 

	 

	 


Chapter 36:  Lest We Forget

	Saturday 19 February 1944 - Darwin region

	On 19th February 1944, at dawn, Kate Sullivan’s boots clicked on the freshly tarred wharf planks while darkness still ruled the harbour. Ahead, skeletal cranes stood motionless against a pre-dawn sky, their booms pointed accusingly at constellations slowly paling in the east.

	Stokes Hill Wharf had become a colonnade of small altars overnight. Each timber bollard bore a hurricane lamp shielded with blackout tin, the glow turned inward so only a nimbus of amber kissed the deck. Beneath every lamp lay a wreath, some tight and proper from the wives of senior officers, others loose-leaf offerings of wattle snapped in roadside dust only hours before. All shared the same paper ribbon: 19 FEB 1942, LEST WE FORGET.

	Major-General Blackmore was already in position near the rail, standing very straight, face sombre. A Navy bugler stood to his left, polishing a trumpet mouthpiece with the corner of his sleeve in reverent circles. To Blackmore’s right, Lieutenant Hammond checked his field telephone for the third time, flicking open the handset cradle, listening for the soft “buzz‐buzz” dispatch tone, then replacing it with satisfied nods. The line would link East Point, Strauss, Livingstone, Cox Peninsula, and a dozen satellite strips; when Darwin fell silent, so would they.

	Jane Clarke appeared from the shadow of a moored cutter, her teleprinter clipboard tucked under one arm. Night duty had left purple bruises beneath her eyes, yet she kept her shoulders squared. She gave Kate a faint, ironic smile. “Signal ministry is almost holy on a morning like this,” she murmured, then lifted her headphone set,  settling it over her dark hair.

	Kate replied with a grip on Jane’s forearm, quick, firm, comforting, speaking what words would clutter. She took a place behind the front row of wreaths, pressed white gloved fingertips to the hibiscus petals spelling 1942. The scarlet disks were still cool from fridge storage. She allowed one reiteration of that hideous first raid: the screech of Dora dive-bombers stooping from the clouds, the train yard’s fuel drums erupting like pillars of orange confession, warrant officers shouting “take cover!” with an urgency that drilled itself into her bones. Two seconds, no more. She lifted her hand, inhaled the predawn brine, and fixed her eyes on the horizon where the first smear of violet hinted at daybreak.

	Behind her the assembly thickened. RAN sailors in navy blue parade tunics lined the gangway. RAAF mechanics came in oil-smudged overalls, still technically on night shift; the fight to remove grime for ceremony had been lost to necessity. Civilians, the sparse remainder who had not evacuated, also remembered the carnage.

	This was not ANZAC day, it was Darwin’s day to remember the first attack on Australian soil exactly two years previous.

	A single bugle note burst from the harbour patrol launch, moored fifty yards inside the boom net. It hung on the mist, bright as a strike of flint. From East Point bluff came a second call, slightly flatter, by a half beat, then a third echo from the Salvation Army verandah downtown. Three notes converged into a chord so pure Kate felt it tighten a net across the harbour mouth. Even the gulls, usually eager for fish guts at first light, swirled to pylons and went mute, watching the unusual scene.

	Blackmore’s silhouette straightened, waiting, eyes closed behind steel-rimmed glasses, until the final tremor of brass faded. Then he inhaled and turned toward the microphone perched on a folding tripod-stand.

	Darwin wasn’t the only witness to the ceremony. Two hundred and fifty miles south-east, red plains outside Fenton Airfield tremored with the heavy breathing of fifteen Liberators parked nose-to-tail. Colonel Reece had ordered engines off precisely at 0550; ground crews finished draining de-icing alcohol from lines to reduce fire hazard. The only light came from the waning moon and the dwarf constellation of Coleman lanterns placed at each squadron gate.

	“Group, fall in.” His voice carried through the cold dawn, sharpening breath into white clouds. Pilots and armourers formed ranks on PSP still cool beneath their boots. The desert smell, wild thyme, dust and diesel, mixed with something older: expectation hammered into discipline.

	At Strauss, 75 miles closer to Darwin, Wing Commander Caldwell reviewed three lanes of Spitfires, wingtips glinting frost under starlight. He’d chosen to tape a strip of black cloth over each pilot’s heart, right next to the squadron crest. The men stood at ease until 0601, when Caldwell lifted a Morse clicker. Across static he caught Lieutenant Hammond’s three-dot link test. Caldwell clicked back a single dot. Line secure.

	Back on the coast, the sea ceremony reached the same hinge moment. Hammond’s watch hand climbed toward 0602 and paused. His finger hovered over the transmit key; the whole network awaited the touch. When he pressed it the second time, the line went dead quiet: a synchronized hush stretching from Fenton’s runway to Adelaide River, from Quarantine Island to Milingimbi’s radar shacks.

	On all outer bases: “One minute’s silence, gentlemen. Eyes to the north, the same quarter the enemy used to choose for morning murder. Watch it become the quarter of our dominion.”

	They faced the faint glow over Darwin’s horizon. Silence dropped like a blackout curtain. Each pilot wrestled ghosts: the crash dive of Zeros, the smell of burning glycol, the memory of a mate’s parachute never opening. The soil under their boots kept its secrets.

	The minute ended when bugles everywhere breathed as one. Fenton’s echoed tinny; at Strauss, Caldwell’s bugler shaped Last Post into something rawer, almost a blues line, and his pilots saluted their shadows on the frost-silvered ground. Over the Coral Sea, Bowman heard Last Post thin and wavering, fed through radio static, but it carried the same weight; he replaced his cap and murmured, “Fair winds, harbour lights.”

	The golden rim of sun rose, sliding free of cloud exactly at 0602. Light rushed across the harbour, gilt-edging mangrove islets, turning oily water into molten brass. Blackmore stepped to the microphone, its cable snaking off to a field telephone battery clamped to a bollard. 

	“People of Darwin, mates in every direction, today we mark two full years since the sky first split over us.” His baritone travelled clean over the water, picked up by rooftop loudspeakers along Mitchell Street, relayed to Fenton and Strauss through Hammond’s patch, and echoed in almost real time into the cockpit loud-hailers of nineteen Kittyhawks scrambled to fly a ceremonial racetrack pattern above.

	“We remember those who did not wake after that first siren. We remember those who sprang from burning trucks, from crushed hospital wards, from blasted radio shacks, and fought fire with bare hands. We remember, and more: we give thanks that the same harbour now launches bombers big enough to make it to Timor and back, and that our roofs are kept inviolate by wings that once guarded London.”

	Kate listened, breath held. When Blackmore invoked roofs, she pictured the Ops Room concrete overhead, once rattled by bomb shock waves, now rattled mostly by the thump of supply crates. Sister Francis, white-veiled, lowered her face, tears tracing cheekbone hollows. Jane, headphones slipped off, mouthed the general’s words like a prayer.

	When Blackmore had said, “One minute’s silence,” Hammond had keyed the net open. Across every strip, tent city, gun site, the digital tick turned to stillness. Someone’s boot creaked; someone else coughed; otherwise silence knitted its tapestry tight around them.

	The bugle call began simple, just the first four notes of Last Post. The lead bugler aboard the RAN patrol launch blew slow, almost fragile, each note floating across the water. When the call passed to the East Point coastal battery, the second bugler added a subtle warble, the two instruments twining in unison. The Salvation Army verandah bugler, a seventeen-year-old who’d only learned the tune the week before, came in one bar late, but somehow the delay made the harmony heartbreakingly human.

	Kate felt the corners of her eyes prickle. For a second she saw her own small lantern of survival flicker in the copper dawn; saw Jack standing on that distant deck, hat over heart; saw Donovan’s playful grin preserved in the ledger margin where she’d pencilled Cpl Donovan, KIA. 

	At the final drawn-out note the silence did not collapse; it sighed, releasing tension. Blackmore stepped back, eyes glinting. He left the microphone live for thirty seconds, the sound of Darwin’s waves slapping. Then Hammond closed the circuit, and February 19th, 1944 resumed its ordinary roar against Japan.

	*   *   *

	1300 hrs, Blackmore convened an informal luncheon under the shade of two lemon-scented gums behind Headquarters. Underneath them, a pair of trestle tables pushed together were set up, fashioned from salvaged shed door panels resting on 44-gallon drums stencilled AVGAS, HIGHLY FLAMMABLE (emptied, scrubbed, now part full of sand). A northerly breeze fluttered the awning edges, carrying a mixed perfume of eucalyptus oil and wood-smoke from a cookhouse fifty metres away.

	Canteen staff, wearing ARP armbands and patched aprons darted around the table, covered with a large sheet, laying chipped enamel plates, dented pewter water jugs, and, as centrepiece, three bottles of real sparkling lemonade. The bottles, rescued intact from a smashed Territory Stores train, wore paper labels bleached almost blank by sun and rain; yet the fizz inside winked like promised treasure in the light.

	Blackmore stood up, calling called time with a flick of his fob watch: 1300 dead-on. “Seats, please,” he said, warmth sliding beneath formality. “There are no ranks here this afternoon, only fellow witnesses to our war.”

	Ten people gathered around the table, each claiming a rough-hewn folding chair. Blackmore sat mid-table looking at his guests: Major Kathleen Sullivan; Lance-Corporal Jane Clarke; Lieutenant Hank Hammond; Sister Frances Nawurla; Chaplain Howard; Wing Commander Clive Caldwell from Spitfires; Colonel Peter Reece of the 380th; sapper Captain “Dusty” Willis; and Captain Mavis Flint of the Salvation Army.

	When the last din of chairs subsided, Blackmore rapped a dessert fork on a tin mug. “We’ve counted bombs, gallons and sorties until the pencils broke,” he began, voice pitched low. “For the next ninety minutes,” he tapped his watch, “we count things numbers never catch, personal pages out of our ledger, as you please. Who dares first?”

	*   *   *

	Jane Clarke’s hand fluttered upward before nerves could veto. “I’ll launch the ship, sir, but my story’s tiny.”

	Blackmore bowed, mug raised. Jane inhaled, marshalled the memory.

	“Late July last year, we were in full raid with the teleprinter stuttering faster than I could tear strips. I’d not slept in two days, boots glued to concrete, mouth dry, mind stuck. Then Sister Francis barged in, sorry, Sister, carrying a jam tin of wattle blossoms she’d pinched from the hospital garden. She said the bunker smelled of wet socks and gloom. She crammed the tin into our cooling-fan grille. The blades shredded  blossoms and the scent bloomed out like someone flung sunlight against the walls.

	“That yellow wattle smell lifted me, quite literally made my hands move again. I patched the fire-crew diversion order; fifteen minutes later they saved a tanker row on the rail spur. Just flowers, but they reminded me we protect life.” She exhaled, smile shy. “Morse keeps men alive, but sometimes flowers keep Morse alive.”

	Applause pattered across enamel tabletops. Sister Francis dabbed pride from one eye. Blackmore tipped his unlit pipe in salute.

	*   *   *

	Kate sensed the table’s attention sliding to her. She set knife and fork down, brushed an errant daisy-petal (gift from Jane) off her lap. “You all know columns soothe me,” she began, “but  sometimes decimals can bite harder than shrapnel.”

	She described 30th July ’43: enemy bombers overhead, rail-yard inferno painting the horizon, Ops bunker vibrating like a drum. “We were routing an emergency fuel convoy to Strauss. I dropped a decimal, split eight thousand gallons in my sums. Hank,” she nodded across, “caught it, rapped my tin helmet telling me that ‘Even prophets need proof-readers.’ We corrected the call sign; convoy rerouted; the Strauss fighters took off the next dawn.”

	Hammond flushed but grinned. Blackmore raised his mug: “To small points that turn heavy guns.”

	*   *   *

	Chaplain Howard stood, his coat hanging too big over spare shoulders. From inside a breast pocket he drew a tin whistle, dented, mouthpiece wrapped in insulating tape. “Night after night,” he told them, “I slipped among row on row of stretcher cases with this and a hurricane lamp. I’d ask: ‘Scripture or scotch?’ Most chose scotch. One, Stoker Jamie Mills, whispered Psalm 91. Against policy, I sat beside him reciting while ward roofs shuddered under bomb shock.

	“Two weeks later his Catalina ditched off Groote Eylandt. Swells eight feet, fuel on fire. Jamie told me, when ocean folded over the cockpit, Psalm 91 floated up like a cork and kept his head above his fear. He survives in Adelaide now, raising an orphan who never met her father. This whistle,” he tapped metal, “reminds me that, at times the smallest breath can carry men beyond the wave.”

	Conversation hushed. Leaves overhead rustled; somewhere a kookaburra cackled, oddly gentle.

	*   *   *

	Clive Caldwell rapped knuckles on table, and took a sip of warm lemonade. “We Spit fellows trade death for altitude; this tale’s about a hose.” He narrated 25th August, the biggest raid after July: “Betties stacked, Zeros above as vipers. I dived, finger on the twin Hispanos, and a coolant hose ruptured. Glycol fogged everything, windscreen, goggles, oxygen mask. I prepared to bail but the severed hose pinned itself against a fuselage rib; coolant dribbled instead of spewing, pressure balanced, engine soldiered on. Major Sullivan intercepted me on the apron and said, ‘Double-braid hose next time, sir,’ like I’d mis-buttoned my collar.”

	Kate raised an eyebrow; Caldwell grinned. “We ordered fifty hoses. Haven’t scrapped a Merlin since.” He slugged lemonade. “Lesson: sometimes war is won by housekeeping.”

	*   *   *

	Colonel Reece tugged shirt collar away from sunburned neck. “Yanks crave Thanksgiving pumpkin pie. The Territory offers paw-paw, condensed milk and Vegemite.” He mimed stirring sludge. “Our mess cook, Corporal Jean Boyle, invented ‘Territory Pumpkin.’ It tasted like boot polish sweetened with axle grease. We devoured it. Navigator Ed Hawkins sliced a piece, wrapped it in V-Mail for his family in Kansas, scribbled: ‘Flavour of victory.’ Censor slit it and dogs ate it at the field post. Still, the story reached Kansas; folks mailed us three crates of pecans along with two of real pumpkin.”

	Laughter erupted; Sister Francis offered Reece an approving pat on the arm, pecan nuts being her favourite.

	*   *   *

	Sister Francis stood, gaze sweeping the table. “My story’s about trusting odd instruments. October raid, Liberator ground-looped, fuel erupted. We hauled three gunners from flames. One unconscious, arms seared. I needed a vein. The only razor handy was a Navy cut-throat usually reserved for head shaves.” She mimed the blade. “No foam, no time. Mid-shave he woke up, half-baked. ‘Sister, I only asked for a haircut,’ he slurred. He survived, sent the razor back with a red ribbon. It now hangs in the triage tent. It reminds me that skill matters, but humour keeps blood in the veins.”

	Applause again; Blackmore dabbed eyes under pretext of pipe ash.

	*   *   *

	Captain Willis leaned elbows on table-edge, voice gravelly. “We’d just laid PSP at Livingstone. Liberator touched down, tail-wheel snapped, skidded half the strip. PSP screamed like a steel cello. Engineers cursed, runway finger-tightened, nothing else. We clobbered salvage bolts through tie-holes, hammering with a sledge until dawn. Next landing, the Liberator rolled smooth, but each panel clanged a tone. My corporal said we’d tuned it to C major. We chalked staff lines on the edge, spelling Waltzing Matilda.”

	Jane wiped eyes laughing. “So the air force has its own jukebox.” Willis toasted with water: “Noise becomes music if you survive it twice.”

	*   *   *

	Captain Mavis Flint of the Salvation Army, bonnet cap folded neatly in her lap, cleared her throat. “You asked for memories, sir,” she said, voice husky yet warm. “Mine is the night after the first February raid, when I found twenty-six evacuee children huddled in the courthouse basement, too frightened to sleep. The only instrument left intact was a harmonium missing some of its ivories. I struck what keys still spoke and sang ‘Abide with Me.’ Those little ones stopped shaking, one lad even hummed the alto line through a split lip. Bombs or no bombs, music stitched the night back together long enough for them to rest.” Silence settled; Jane dabbed her eye with a sleeve and Kate found herself breathing easier, as though the hymn still floated somewhere above the canvas roof.

	*   *   *

	Hammond tugged at his ear and began. “Lightning fried the Ops comm pole April last year. Major still needed Fenton for bomber confirm. I salvaged two headphone leads, Sister’s empty syrup tin, and a butter knife for ground, spliced a bypass. Voice came through like bees in a bucket, but it held. Engineers named it Hammond’s Harp, mounted it in their hut. Lesson: Don’t wait for perfect wire when tin will do as well.”

	Blackmore chuckled. “And thus the Darwin Philharmonic gained another instrument.”

	*   *   *

	When silence beckoned again, Jane touched the pocket of her khaki skirt. “May I share one more?” Blackmore nodded.

	“Censorship eased in November. I transmitted a personal cable for a supply-truck driver named Jeffrey Macarthur, his wife had given birth during a raid, premature. I signed with call-sign EC. Last month a package arrived.” She drew out a tiny knitted bootee, pale pink. “Letter says: ‘Baby girl named Jane because the wireless lady calmed us.’ I keep the other bootee at the teleprinter to remind me dots and dashes might become lullabies.”

	Around the table faces softened. Chaplain Howard murmured “Amen” so quietly only the gum leaves heard.

	*   *   *

	General Blackmore stood last, removing his service cap. The replacement badge, shiny gilt rising-sun caught the full glare of the afternoon light. He placed the cap on the tabletop.

	“Late afternoon, second raid,” he said, voice grainy. “I found this cap, brim torn open, badge gone, in a shell crater behind the hospital. A machine-gunner named Alan Kirkwood had fallen there. I patched the brim with leather and have worn it since. Reminds me debris can become armour.” He rotated the cap, exposing the neat patchwork. “Today a new badge means this maimed lid no longer just remembers loss; it celebrates endurance.”

	He fixed each guest in turn. “All of you, too, are patched but shining. When war ends, let those patches you gained strengthen you, don’t ever be ashamed of them.”

	No one applauded; after a minute of silence chairs scraped, feet stood. A hush deeper than  morning’s silence swelled, acknowledging a vow accepted.

	Canteen staff cleared plates; Captain Flint took away the lemonade bottles, promising to “save fizz to accompany Sunday scones.” The clock chimed quarter-hour. Blackmore clapped hands. “Back to your posts; the afternoon won’t manage itself.”

	Caldwell tugged his cap, heading to flight-line: dusk intercept practice. Colonel Reece strode off, whistling Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree, to brief crews on next week’s Makassar run. Dusty Willis inspected a new stack of PSP, ear cocked, perhaps hearing latent melody. Sister Francis collected a tray of leftover cake for night-shift orderlies. Chaplain Howard tucked the tin whistle beside his Bible. Captain Flint headed toward the hospital tents singing Onward Christian Soldiers in a key no one recognised.

	Hammond rose from his chair, nodded at those left around the table and walked away, a lightness in his step. Kate and Jane lingered last, taking time to thank the canteen staff. Then Kate gently returned Blackmore’s cap to him. He offered a brief, paternal nod.

	“Thank you sir, this lunch will be another memory we take back home with us from this war.”

	Sunlight slanted gold across the yard, striking the new gilt badge; it flashed, momentary heliograph. In Kate’s mind the glint became a Packard exhaust shimmering on a distant swell. She pressed a hand to the daisy in her breast pocket and stepped into the glare, ledger and pen were waiting. Her heart was sturdier for having heard the orchestra of stories that kept Darwin’s sky in place.

	 


Chapter 37:  Cease Fire Declared

	Eighteen months later - Wednesday 15 August 1945 - Darwin, N T

	Kate stared at the ledger’s blank top line, the question pulsing louder than the ticking wall-clock: how many more days can a world endure this? Rumours had filtered south, whispers of a single device that could erase a city in the time it took her to draw a decimal point, a weapon whose heat fused sand into glass and turned neighbourhoods into shadows on stone. 

	If such bombs were real, victory might arrive overnight, yet so might a future in which one argument, one mis-keyed code, ended civilisation faster than a siren cycle. She imagined the sky itself outlawed, humanity holding its breath beneath an invisible sword. Her pencil hovered, hesitant: what number could ever tally that? The day’s first signals would soon demand columns and calm, but Kate found herself praying the war’s ledger would close before those rumours proved more than theory.

	Jane sat opposite, headphones clamped tight, teleprinter hammering. At 0815 hrs the machine hiccupped, spat one burst of ragged Morse, and fell silent. Jane’s pencil stilled mid-stroke; eyes widened. She ripped the strip and half-whispered, half-sang each word:

	FLASH, MANILA PRESS CIRCUIT, TOKYO NEGOTIATING 

	UNCONDITIONAL ACCEPTANCE, STANDBY OFFICIAL BROADCAST

	Major-General Charles Blackmore strode in, pipe unlit. “Source?”

	“MacArthur press bureau, sir, low precedence but genuine header,” Jane answered.

	Blackmore’s brows collided. “No sirens, no gun stand-down until GHQ verifies. Note the time, Major.”

	Kate recorded it, as she always did, 0815 Darwin, 0745 Manila. For three years rumours had risen like false dawns. Still, hope slid into the bunker. Outside, engines grumbled, buildings were being rebuilt and magpies quarrelled, the war’s usual soundtrack. Was this were it all stopped?

	Three hours of static-chewing suspense later, Jane snarled, “There!” and turned the receiver volume higher. The bunker loud-speaker crackled, then a reedy baritone, translated from Japanese, rebroadcast through Radio Manila, echoed off the concrete walls:

	“The war situation has developed not necessarily to Japan’s advantage… the Imperial Government has accepted the terms of the Potsdam Declaration… hostilities are to cease.”

	“We must wait for official orders before we announce,” the General stated.

	Blackmore snatched the Manila cipher a split second before Jane fed it through: “CEASE OFFENSIVE OPS IMMEDIATELY.” Anticlimactic plain English, and yet it built thunder in every chest. The clock read 1230 hrs Darwin. Kate felt the bunker inhale as one organism and release a breath saved since 19th February 1942.

	But the bulletin carried another document: casualty estimates from Hiroshima and Nagasaki, numbers so enormous they seemed mythic. 150,000 men, women, children. Sister Frances crossed. Even Hammond, seldom shaken, set down a screwdriver and sat hard on his chair.

	Blackmore shook his head slowly. “What a terrible price to silence the guns of war,” his voice scraped raw. All bunker activity stopped in shocked silence, astonished sorrow and gratitude twined together.

	Kate wrote two lines on a blank ledger page:

	1230 hrs NT, War formally ended.

	Cost incalculable; effect will be counted for generations.

	Ops sent priority messages out to all units over all channels. 

	CEASE FIRE – JAPAN HAS SURRENDERED – STAND DOWN. 

	General Blackmore walked out to the Headquarters verandah. Sun speared down, its heat bouncing off sheet-metal roofs. He lifted a wartime loud-speaker:

	 “Citizens of Darwin, this is not a drill. Japan has surrendered. Stand down. I repeat Japan has surrendered. Stand down.”

	For two heartbeats the town stood still; then sound burst forth from everywhere. As Blackmore’s message filtered through the town, air-raid sirens that once heralded terror now howled two short, one long, all-clear stretched into ebullient roar. The cracked bell in Saint Mary’s tower boomed like thunder; churches along Smith Street joined in clanging dissonance. Tugboats in the harbour let loose horn and a duty Spitfire pilot at Strauss, ignoring procedures, yanked his kite vertical and carved a victory loop through the unconcerned clouds.

	Kate bolted up the stairs behind Jane and Hammond. Sunlight drove needles into eyes unaccustomed to mid-day brilliance. Railgate workers, blue singlets, black grease, whooped, flung caps high. A RAN stoker embraced Captain Mavis Flint of the Salvation Army canteen; she laughed, forgave, and pressed a mug of cordial into his hand.

	Joy, delayed by caution, now flooded streets. Blackmore’s shoulders sagged, pipe dangling. “Sorted,” he muttered, as if ticking a box. Turning to Kate he said, “The harbour submarine net stays closed and operates normal until further notice.”

	Shade was essential, even in celebrations in Darwin. The same khaki tarpaulin they had used before now sheltered HQ and Ops staff in an afternoon casual celebration drinks. Canteen staff raided every sundry store: tins of corned beef, real white bread, pickled beetroot, jam saved for Christmas and whatever alcohol they could lay their hands on, which was not much. Within minutes a long trestle sported enamel mugs, chipped plates and the last few bottles of lemonade.

	Blackmore, flushed, gestured his core team to sit, ranks be hanged. Kate dropped next to Jane and Sister Frances; Hammond thumped down beside Caldwell. Chaplain Howard offered a blessing of few words: “For peace, for mercy, for homecoming.” Blackmore lifted a tin mug. “Three years, six months, and twenty-seven days. We endured, right to the very end, now we are freed from the grasp of war!”

	They ate ravenously: beef, beetroot, jam smeared on bread, chocolate broken into hasty shards. Reece slapped pecan pie onto plates, nuts mailed from Kansas after the Vegemite-pumpkin fiasco months before. Yet jubilation paused when Blackmore raised a hand. “We remember Hiroshima and Nagasaki.” Sister Frances stood and led a sixty-second interlude of silence. When mugs lifted again, the liquid carried both grief and gratitude. Such was the recipe of peace.

	Blackout paint vanished beneath scrubbing brushes. Teens scaled storefront ladders, scraping black from windows until glass threw sunlight onto footpaths at 1800 hrs. Engineers strung semaphore flags between the harbour cranes: V P in red and white. Kate and Jane cruised Mitchell Street in a wheezy Jeep. Children chalked WELCOME HOME across rail tracks, smudging fingers pink and green. Over the past year, civilians had made the way back to Darwin as Japanese bombers could no longer reach the town. 

	At Fenton, Reece’s ground crew painted FINIS (Latin for “the end” or “it is finished”) beneath each Liberator’s bomb-tally row. Captain Willis at Livingstone ordered runway floodlights wired for “no-cover” brilliance; “We’ll light the strip bright as a Melbourne Parade,” he promised.

	Kate stood atop a Bedford bonnet, bullhorn borrowed from Blackmore. “Ladies and gents, tonight Darwin emerges from darkness! We light up the city, we dance, we celebrate!” Cheers and whooping lifted from the crowd.

	Night should have swallowed Darwin; instead, power-station dynamos thundered, floodlights stabbed upward. The cricket oval, long converted to a turn-round yard had now become the dance floor: pierced-steel planking laid over drums, edges lashed, lanterns slung from limbs above.

	In the new glare Kate glimpsed the harbour surface sheeted in silver, no fear of enemy periscope glints now. She looked over to where Jane lowered the gramophone needle onto a record, then the familiar sound of Glen Miller’s “In the Mood” sounded across the floor. To the amusement of herself and others, Hammond bowed before Jane, took her hand, surprising all when he moved into a neat jitterbug,

	At 2200 East Point gunners, ignoring Blackmore’s earlier caution, loaded star shells. Red-green constellations whooshed skyward, burst into umbrella sparks, their reflections writhing on the harbour. “Illegal, but essential,” Dusty Willis shouted above cheering.

	Kate stared upward, tears pricking. The Milky Way flaunted itself as it did every night, clouds or not: a river of diamonds Darwin had forgotten it owned. She pictured Jack Bowman on PT-131, somewhere in a shadowed Pacific anchorage, receiving the same starlight, free of searchlight guilt.

	She whispered, “Safe seas, Jack.”  Jane, beside her, squeezed her hand.

	Amid music and gunfire echo Jane tugged Kate’s sleeve at 2315. “HF schedule to Milne Bay clears in five.” They hurried to the signals van, stepping over cables. Kate seized a blank pad and pencil:

	DARWIN FREE, LIGHTS ON, COME HOME, LOVE K.

	Hammond tuned the set, voice steady despite punch fumes. Static hissed; he keyed the message. It rode the ionosphere, the same invisible highway along which three plus years of warnings had flown. Morse chirped back: “Roger, PT-131 acknowledges.”

	Kate shut her eyes, let the click pattern sink beneath her ribs. Finally, a message leaving Darwin that carried no fear.

	The awning still thrummed, someone now crooned Sentimental Journey, off-key, yet sounded perfect. Blackmore, ever pragmatic even in euphoria, tapped his watch. “Time to wind down. Dawn demands sober officers.”

	Chairs slid back. Caldwell was one of the first to leave, escorting Sister Frances toward the hospital. Kate, Jane, and Hammond ambled to their billets for a few hours’ sleep before hitting the bunker at 0700 hrs. For the first time in years the shop windows blazed light into the night. The air no longer smelt of fire and smoke but of beer and eucalyptus… freedom.

	Kate flicked on a desk lamp, opened the ledger she abandoned hours ago. She drew a bold margin and printed:

	15 AUG 45 HOSTILITIES ENDED

	Town lights restored, future reckoned in births & classrooms, not bombs.

	She hesitated, then slid the pressed daisy, the one that had travelled in her Bible since ’42, and placed it in the pages, closing the book. A reminder to herself; no need to endure now, it was time to bloom.

	And so began the long task of demobilisation; caring for the wounded, returning men and machines back to their homes, and handing a war damaged but victorious Darwin back to its civilian residence.
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	Japan formally surrendered on September 2nd, 1945, aboard the 

	USS Missouri in Tokyo Bay, marking the end of World War II

	 

	 


Chapter 38:  Decommissioning 

	September onwards 1945 - Darwin, Melbourne

	2nd September 1945 had ended in a carnival of lanterns and lemonade, yet by 0600 hrs the following morning Kate was behind her desk she’d manned throughout the siege. The ledger lay open to a new section titled SURRENDER ADMIN, DARWIN AREA, its first entries already smudged by the humidity. Jane, red-rimmed eyes but hair immaculately scraped into regulation bun, lowered herself into the opposite chair and whispered, “It feels like we’ve woken up inside someone else’s dream.”

	At 0610 a runner from Signals dumped a sheaf of forms labelled TORPEDO DISPOSAL BOARD, URGENT. Kate riffled them, two thousand Mark VIII fish, seventeen types of exploder pistols, propellant stocks ranging from brand-new to half-salted junk. Each line item demanded a destination: scrap furnace, deep-sea scuttle, or transfer to RAN. No figure could be guessed, every crate had to be counted physically before being struck off the  books.

	Blackmore appeared in the doorway, tie askew, pipe trailing a ghost of night-old tobacco. He set a tin mug on Kate’s desk, sweet black tea, one sugar, and pointed to a palimpsest of ink scratching’s on the wall map. “We kept the country alive by lining up columns. Now we must clear those columns from the war books.” He ran a finger from Darwin to Brisbane, then to Sydney, tracing a route of crates and ledgers more daunting than any bombing plan. “We’ll call it the Victory Audit.”

	Jane clicked her pen. “What colour pins for rumours, sir?” She tried to lift the mood, but Blackmore answered seriously: “Red pins, same as unexploded ordnance. Remember, rumours can still kill.”

	By the second day, Kate’s desk had disappeared beneath manila files: strike-off schedules, repatriation kits, even lists of surplus hymnals from Chaplain Howard’s field chapels. Jack’s last letter, still in Kate’s pocket, rustled every time she bent to retrieve a docket. Must answer tonight, she promised herself, though the day already felt endless.

	But below the fatigue a tremor of exhilaration pulsed: each ticked line meant somebody’s son or daughter could go home; each box labelled DESTROYED sliced one fang from the war’s jaws. She flexed her cramped hand, dipped the pen, and wrote the first cancellation entry in bold block script: “Order No. 1: Cancel bomb-dump resupply north of 14° S.” The word cancel looked wonderful, miraculous.
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	Decommissioning war equipment

	Darwin’s landscape in late September looked less like a fortress, more like a yard sale. Mountains of empty fuel drums stacked four high along the waterfront; Bofors barrels lay on trestles; full crates of aircraft spark-plugs formed impromptu benches where American gunners smoked last-ration cigarettes and argued baseball.

	Kate spent mornings chairing Boards of Survey, dreary little committees convened alongside the very equipment under review. Sapper Willis would arrive in shorts, clipboard balanced on knee, and read serial numbers while a warrant officer chalked verdicts: Serviceable, Reissue, or Destroy. If the last box received an X, a sapper sergeant scrawled explosive weight and detonator count. Kate countersigned, logged the docket and moved on.

	One September afternoon she rode shotgun on a truck convoy to Winnellie demolitions area. At the range, sappers had laid small pyramids of 250 pound bombs deemed too rusty to travel. As they wired charges, Kate stood behind the safety barrier, helmet on, heat baking her shoulders. Detonations cracked the air one at a time, fireball, concussion, then a ring of dust rippling outward like a thrown blanket. The earth swallowed the war bit by bit, but each concussion echoed in her chest. She returned to Darwin with a headache but determined to finish the paperwork as quick as possible so nobody would need to detonate the past again.

	Evenings brought letters, Jack’s first scrawled one came from Milne Bay. He had stuffed it into a Kodiak pilot’s breast pocket with instructions: “Deliver to the ledger lady; tell her she is not the only one counting now.” Kate read it thrice, folded it into her diary. Next week another arrived, then another, each one a connection forming a bridge across the Coral Sea. Then they started coming from America, as he had been taken home. The move weighed on Kate heart for a week.

	Darwin itself pivoted from fear to frontier entrepreneurship at whiplash speed. Chinese traders reopened mah-jong dens; market gardeners advertised watermelon instead of camouflage netting; soldiers swapped helmets for bush hats and mined the rumour seam of “easy pearls outside Broome.” Yet the trauma lingered: when a dry thunderstorm cracked on 2 October, half the town population ducked instinctively.

	Sister Francis, working double shifts as wounded transports flowed south, confessed over tea, “Some boys are afraid they’ve survived too long. Peace feels like being on thin ice.” Kate jotted the phrase in her notebook and resolved to requisition more psychiatric pamphlets for the hospital library. The war may have ended but, for many, their personal battles had begun.

	*   *   *

	On 25th October a coded signal arrived via Army teleprinter: “NTF HQ to stand down. Skeleton administrator cadre transfer to Victoria Barracks, Melbourne, NLT 01 Nov 45.” Blackmore read it once, twice then beckoned Kate and Jane to his office, now with bare walls where war maps had hung.

	“We are at the end of an era, ladies. We close shop here and carry the ghosts south.” His voice cracked but regained command timbre at the next sentence: “Pack up what the historians will need; the rest we burn or bury.”

	During the next five days, Kate and Jane organised a choreographed exodus. Three wooden crates stencilled HISTORICAL FILES, NT FORCE contained bombardment charts, ledger extracts and Sister Francis’s ward register. Kate added the patched service cap, which Blackmore had reluctantly relinquished, granting it to the war museum, and the teleprinter ribbon Jane had used the night the surrender message flashed.

	The bunker door swung closed, emptied of all operational artifacts and became a war-time museum of remembrance.

	Their departure dawn was hot and humid. A single RAAF Dakota idled at the strip, nose art newly painted: MISS DEMOB. Blackmore insisted each crate be carried aboard by hand and not by forklift. Kate climbed the ladder carrying her own kitbag, one uniform, one summer dress, the teak keepsake from Jack and the daisy sealed in her Bible.

	Jane earned a last laugh, presenting Hammond with a sign reading “STATIC NOT WELCOME” for his new depot post. The line-man raised a mock salute, eyes watery to see his friends go. He would be operating from an office in the Headquarters building, never to go down in the bunker again.

	As the Dakota lifted, Darwin spread below, boom-net permanently parted, sun flecking wave-tops. Kate leaned to watch the ghost gums disappear from view. This city up north had forced her to become both mathematician and mourner. She whispered, “Thank you,” half to the town, half to God in His heaven above.

	Up front, Blackmore spoke with the pilot; at cruising altitude he returned, crouched in the aisle. “Melbourne’s a different jungle, politics instead of mangroves. I’ll still need your compass, Major.”

	Kate smiled. “Just give me a ledger. But sir, I have decided to leave the Army at the soonest time. Looks like my future holds a transfer to the United States.”

	Blackmore nodded his head in disappointment but fully understood.

	Victoria Barracks loomed granite and Victorian filigree, as unlike Darwin’s fibro shacks as parchment is to palm leaf. Kate, Jane, and Blackmore were allotted side-by-side offices in the north wing overlooking St Kilda Road trams. The hallway smelled of boiled linseed and coal smoke, civilian aromas that reminded Kate of childhood Methodist fêtes.

	Their new job was ‘Demobilisation Planning Cell’ (DPC). Blackmore answered to Land Forces HQ; Kate drafted policy memos; Jane became “Cipher & Schedule Clerk, Grade II.” Their daily traffic included:

	
		final casualty lists for Hansard publication;

		war-gratuity account codes;

		rail warrants for 300,000 men and women;

		inventory of captured Japanese materiel offered to museums or melting pots.



	At 0830 Kate’s office queue resembled an employment line. There were double amputees requesting typewriter courses, engineers lobbying for retooling grants and war widows chasing back-pay. She processed each with efficient calm, but the toll etched grooves beside her mouth by week’s end.

	Australia outside the gates spun at a dizzy speed. Victory parades clogged Collins street with papier-mâché Liberators; yet ration queues still curled round block corners for tea and sugar. Housing crisis headlines screamed “No Roofs for Diggers.” Repat monuments sprouted up faster than weatherboard cottages.

	One Friday afternoon Kate accompanied Blackmore to a parliamentary sub-committee on “Post-War Works.” Politicians quibbled over sewer pipes versus stadiums. Blackmore produced Kate’s spreadsheets showing unemployed sappers per state and miles-deficits in drainage. “Hire them,” he thundered, “and you’ll have pipes by summer and no riots by winter.” The motion passed to draft. In the taxi back, he murmured with satisfaction, “Numbers still win battles, Sullivan, just quieter battles.”

	*   *   *

	Three weeks into the Melbourne posting, Kate found her brisk footing faltering. The Demobilisation Planning Cell had become a treadmill of minute details, correcting typos on rail warrants, chasing missing shoelace counts, red-inking forms that no longer carried life-and-death weight. Each morning she walked past brass plaques listing battles she had helped survive, only to spend the day arguing over who was entitled to two blankets versus three. By dusk, the once-comforting scratch of pencil on paper sounded like a mosquito she couldn’t swat, whining just out of reach.

	Nights were worse. Her boarding-house room, papered in faded roses, felt airless despite the November chill. Letters from Grenfell spoke of lambing season and wildflowers but arrived slower than her need for them; Jack’s Massachusetts envelopes crossed the Pacific on a fortnight lag that left too many evenings unaccounted for. She held each last page open just to stare at it while the ration-house silence pressed in until her chest hurt.

	One Saturday she stood at the tram stop outside Victoria Barracks and realised she could not remember the previous week’s totals, tonnage, headcounts or anything. The ledger that had once ordered her world now stared back blank, accusing. A wave of homesickness swept her knees weak: for Grenfell paddocks, for wattle scent after rain, for the certainty of a siren’s purpose, even fear had been simpler than this drab abundance of safety. She stepped onto the tram, eyes stinging, and for the first time since February ’42 wished she might hear an engine that was unmistakably a Packard, a sound that promised Jack was close enough to petition the future.

	Jack’s stateside letter arrived in a manila envelope with the return address, Bowman & Co., Buzzards Bay, featuring a blue-ink sketch of crossed chisels and a cedar plank. Inside, Jack’s spidery scrawl ran to four pages of news: demob at Newport, train south to Massachusetts, keys turned in to an office he hadn’t seen since 1941. Finally, he had been set free.

	“The yard’s dusty and untidy, but my manager has kept the business going really well, suggesting we start another yard just out of Florida using skilled workers released from the Services. My thought was you could put your skills into this project after we were married, that is, if you say yes.,” he wrote. “I have ordered spotted-gum planks for specialty fitouts; they will be your country’s gift to American hulls.”

	Kate answered at once, drafting by the yellow lamplight of her boarding-house: “Melbourne is colder than a bunker freezer but your letters keep me warm.” She enclosed a pressed blossom from Fitzroy Gardens, labelled “not wattle, but close. And, I am still waiting for the question in person.”

	One letter from Jack and her depression vanished. Truly, the office paperwork was a minor detail to sort, compared to planning a future life in America with Jack. His words gave her comfort and resolve to face the days to come. She knew her faith in Jesus was unwavering, He would strengthen her days, encourage her to show compassion and love to all she met along the way in this time of rebuilding and waiting.

	Letters stitched across the Pacific weekly. Jack described getting back on the tools, smelling cedar curls, hiring men who had switched from PT engine bays to planers and adzes. Kate reported demob tallies: “2,140 rail warrants issued this week; watched men sleep upright against kitbags but smiling as they were heading home.” She slipped in a vulnerability after midnight revisions: “Sometimes I wake hearing sirens. Do cedar chips cure nerves?”

	Jack’s reply arrived in a parcel: a small packet of shavings, sugar-bright, resin-rich. “Breathe these,” he instructed. She did, inhaling the memory of PT-boat decks drying under equatorial sun. Her fear eased a notch.

	*   *   *

	Months later, Victoria Barracks’ drill hall hosted discharge, providing tables draped in khaki for the medical officers on duty. Kate queued behind an artillery captain practising his “no malaria” declaration and in front of a WAAAF wireless op who kept humming Glenn Miller through nerves. When her turn arrived the president, a colonel with snow-white eyebrows, scanned her record. “Thirty-two months on the forward zone, five citations for meritorious service, one mention in despatches, no dependants. Your Major rank has been confirmed for peacetime.” He glanced up. “You sure you want out? The Treasury’s eyeing women with your accountancy record as well.”

	Kate answered, “War ledger’s close, sir. It was an honour to serve in the Army, to know my skills counted but a new civilian page opens for me.”

	Her medical clearance posed one snag: the doctor frowned at her notation of “recurring night terrors.” She admitted them; he wrote No bar to civilian work, advise rest leave. Finally, she received a form stamped TRANSFERRED TO RESERVE. 

	Jane’s discharge board was in another two weeks; she insisted on escorting Kate to Spencer Street train station. They hugged on the platform amid steam clouds and parting whistles. Jane slipped a felt poppy into Kate’s diary. “Plant it in that Grenfell soil,” she said, “and write me when it flowers.”

	“Expect an invite to a wedding soon. Look after Melbourne for me. Love you Jane Clarke.” She clasped her friend in an emotional, fierce final hug.

	Just as she was to get on board, Blackmore materialised, a last-minute surprise, pressing a leather notebook gift to her. “Our Ledger Lady needs a new volume.” He spoke sotto voce: “The Government will court you for a position, I hope you say yes, maybe after you’ve breathed farm dust awhile.”

	Kate hugged, spoke to him with conviction, “Sir, thank you for keeping Australia and me safe. I will never forget your leadership or kindness.“

	The train jerked. Kate waved until Jane’s handkerchief dissolved in a haze of steam and smoke. She sank into the worn seat, her new notebook heavy on her lap. Outside, north Victoria flashed by: paddocks golden, dams brimming, farmers mending fences they’d abandoned to khaki. She opened the first page, wrote: “Freedom, Day One: Wheat fields wave just like surf.”

	 

	 


Chapter 39:  The Big Question

	Wednesday 23 January 1946 - Grenfell, central west New South Wales

	The rail-engine wheezed into Grenfell’s end-of-the-line station at 2.05 pm. No brass band awaited; instead, a single magpie trilled atop the goods shed nearby, the town’s bakery chimney puffed its daily promise of bread. Kate stepped on to the small platform, boots crunching, a sound of home reintroduced to her life after years of echoes in an underground chamber. 

	She removed her service cap, tucked it under her arm. The platform building looked smaller than childhood memory; the station sign chipped yet sturdy. The warm wind carried dust, drying gum leaves, and the faint perfume of late rose blooms from the arc of house gardens beyond the silos.

	Her parents were not in sight; she’d wired but didn’t mind the solitude. She needed a moment alone with sky unscarred by searchlights. She inhaled: no cordite, no diesel fumes, only the hush of workaday life in a small country town in Australia. She adjusted the kitbag strap over her shoulder and found a seat at the back of the station building, to wait to be picked up. 

	A stockman pulled up in his ute. “Welcome back, Miss Major.” She smiled. “Thanks, though it’s just Kate now.”

	“Tom asked me to let you know they’re waiting for you at the town hall. Come on, jump in.”

	Kate thought this did not sound good, all she wanted to do was head to the farm. He pulled up just short of the hall at a store and she thanked him, headed up the street to the hall. Two teenagers came up the path and paused; one whispered, “Returned officer.” Respect, tinged with awe. She gave them a playful salute, then thought: Salute no longer required, habit may take longer to stand down.

	She squared her shoulders and headed up to the hall, seeing her mum, dad and brother Tom waiting on the steps. Tom rushed forward and picked her up in a bear hug, then her mother smothered her in kisses, “We thank the Lord you are home safe.” She peeled away from her mum and cuddled into dad like a wayward child coming home to shelter, his arms around her shoulder and a huge smile on his face. “The town council wanted to welcome you back which is why we’re here. Are you ready to face them?”

	“One more duty and then home, okay.”

	The hall was packed with most of the town folk, and some out of towners. A big banner stretched across the stage WELCOME HOME, KATE. Kate’s first glimpse of the hall’s interior landed like an embrace. Timber rafters she’d once looped with Christmas streamers now bore swags of tricolour bunting, and every uncurtained window poured January sunlight across rows of seats.

	In front of the stage and along both side stood a cheering mob waving and clapping a welcome, Kate was unsure of what to do, somewhat overwhelmed. Shire-President Arthur Preece, rotund and resplendent in a fawn suit, beckoned Kate to climb the three creaking riser steps to the stage. People took their seats, and the hush that settled felt heavier than any Ops-room silence, yet kinder. Preece leaned into the stand-microphone:

	“Friends and neighbours, the Commonwealth called her Major Sullivan, Darwin called her Ledger Lady but we call her Kate. She grew up right here, with us. How could we have known that one day, while we still ploughed our paddocks, she would be sent to Darwin to tally bombs and fuel barrels so our sons could come home to their families. Kate, you played a vital role in helping to protect Australia and all of us. Welcome home!”

	The crowd of townspeople broke out in applause. She looked around, smiling at faces she recognised. Miss Barton, her third-grade teacher, clapping despite arthritic fingers; Mr Kosta the tailor, who had let her chalk sums on the back wall of his shop as a child; and Alfie Cooper, once the terror of the footy oval, now shy in a new returned-serviceman’s suit.

	Arthur Preece turned to a polished red-gum casket. “These notes were raffle shillings, fete pounds and butter-saving coupons. They were collected over three years for postage north but never travelled. We hand them over to you, Kate, to determine their best after war use.” He opened the lid. Inside, crisp ten-pound notes sat beneath a single pressed daisy, the town’s own contribution of faith.

	Kate’s composure wavered. A low ripple of sympathetic murmur ran through the audience; even stoic shearers shuffled boots. She swallowed, touched the daisy, and at last found words. “Even with the distance between us, you lent us your courage when we most needed it, when we had none to spare. I’ll account for every shilling of this gift, which will be designated for the care of returned service personnel. It is good to be home again, thank you all.” It wasn’t eloquent, but around here sincerity always beat polish. Preece nodded, satisfied; the applause roared out again. 

	*   *   *

	Arthur Preece signalled for quiet. “The town of Grenfell thanks you for your service but there is one more item on the agenda.” To the audience he said, “You’ve welcomed Kate home; now we are witnesses to someone else, welcoming her into his future.” He tilted his head toward the side-door. All seated pivoted to the door, curious. The door eased open and Jack Bowman, tall and handsome in US Navy dress Lieutenant’s uniform, stepped into the rectangle of light and climbed the steps. The hush turned electric: whispers flew in half-seconds, So that’s him… American, they say, polite as a church deacon… My, he’d make a girl swoon… Been hiding out at the Sullivan place  since Sunday… He helped Harry fix the tractor clutch yesterday.

	Kate’s breath caught. It was hard to reconcile her wartime memories of a dedicated, sea-sprayed skipper with the reality of this man, one who would soon be enjoying her Mum’s scones and translating baseball into cricket. Joy rose up as he walked toward her, framed by bunting and wattle garlands.

	Jack crossed the stage, each footstep matched by the hammer beat of Kate’s pulse. They hugged and the crowd erupted, then separated enough for a kiss, accompanied by a murmured “awwww” from the ladies. He took her hands and gave a small, almost sheepish shrug as if to say So much for secrecy. Then, with a glance at Preece, seeking silent permission, he took out a small jewellery box and dropped to one knee. Collectively, the hall inhaled.

	Jack didn’t launch into speeches. His voice, strong and certain, carried to the far corners of the hall. He opened the box and offered it to Kate, “Kathleen Sullivan, Kate, will you marry me?”

	That was all, simple words, stripped of romance rhetoric, polished by three nights of porch-practice. A solitaire diamond caught the overhead light, scattering star-points onto the pressed-tin ceiling. Gasps rippled like wind across a paddock. The crowd leaned in.

	Kate’s answer welled up wholly formed. She answered with a delighted laugh, “Yes, yes!” and their audience laughed with her. She held out her left hand. Jack slid the ring home, a perfect fit. Another loud cheer erupted, children stamping, CWA ladies waving handkerchiefs.
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	Tom Sullivan vaulted the stage stairs, clapped Jack’s shoulder. Mum hugged her daughter, spilling happy tears on Kate’s uniform jacket; Dad wiped his spectacles and muttered, “Good lad.” At the stage edge the town’s scratch band launched into Advance Australia Fair but, lacking a complete repertoire, segued halfway into Waltzing Matilda. Nobody minded the key change; Grenfell had never been fussy about orchestrations.

	Jack rose, whispered, “Three weeks. The church is booked and I have the licence forms in my pocket.” Kate squeezed his fingers. She had counted torpedoes, casualties, and rail warrants; now she tallied weeks, days, heartbeats, an arithmetic with joy as the common denominator.

	She’d said yes, yet the significance settled slowly. Standing hand in hand, she scanned the hall: the banner, the bunting, the neighbours who had kept their farms running through drought and manpower shortages. In Darwin she’d feared coming home might feel like stepping into a childhood doll-house, familiar yet too small. But accepting Jack’s concise proposal expanded the room until the rafters seemed as high as cathedral arches.

	Down on the floor, a chorus of voices demanded a close-up of the ring. Kate lifted her hand. The diamond, set in yellow gold, flashed sparks of midday sun despite indoor light. Mrs Preece exclaimed, “Big as a prairie star!” Jack grinned, explaining he’d had to barter six shares in his boatyard to persuade a Boston jeweller to expedite work over Christmas. 

	Kate leaned toward the mic Preece had relinquished. “Neighbours, you’ve pledged enough; please spend the rest of your kindness on the school roof.” Someone shouted, “We’ll rebuild the roof for the wedding!” Which brought on another round of laughter. 

	While the crowd was served afternoon tea and cakes, Jack took Kate aside to a quiet place. After a breath-taking long kiss , Jack shared what had been happening in the past few weeks, and the wedding plans so far. First, an apology for the underhanded plans, but he had no other choice or options due to all the frustrating restrictions, US and Australian issues, his family and business considerations. And, they did need a short engagement, hadn’t they had waited long enough? 

	“I know you like to plan everything down to the last decimal, so I hope you will forgive me?” 

	“Jack, I’d be happy to head to the registry office tomorrow if that was what you wanted. So, fill me in on the details.”

	For the next ten minutes Jack shared how he had been in touch with her parents over the last four weeks planning, and staying with them on the farm for the past three days. With the delays in getting his family and friends into Australia for the wedding, the best date was three weeks away, on the 16th February. His family and friends would arrive one week before and stay in Sydney, do a bit of sight-seeing and then head to Grenfell for the wedding.

	The wedding would be in the town hall; her Darwin friends had been invited with all travel and accommodation paid for; Jane, Hammond, Blackmore all had confirmed, Francis  was a ‘maybe.’ Also, Kate could invite anyone else and all expenses would be paid if needed. And no, he had not arranged a wedding gown for her or bridesmaid’s dresses!

	Major-General Blackmore had already began arranging visas for her as Mrs Bowman, with a copy of the marriage certificate required to finalise, ready for her to travel to America. Honeymoon was yet to be confirmed, but a few days layover on Hawaii should be enjoyable.

	After he finished, she considered for several seconds. The longer she took, the more Jack worried. After purposely delaying, to teach him a lesson that every husband needed to learn, she said, “Well, you certainly have been busy Jack Bowman. You know, I don’t always deliver the solutions and calculations, sometimes I just approve them and sign off. Today, I sign off your plans. And I will add the finishing touches.”  He smiled in relief, kissed her once more before they headed back drinks and nibbles.

	Kate’s mum walked by, squeezed Jack’s hand. “Three and a bit weeks leaves no margin for error.”

	He winked. “Details are what Kate does best Mrs Sullivan, no problems.”

	*   *   *

	This was going to be a country wedding sorted by country folk. The reception line dissolved into working groups faster than any military tasking Kate had witnessed. Mrs Williams, who ran the bakery, commandeered a corner table and began pencilling cake-tier dimensions on butcher paper. Two woolgrowers offered lamb for a feast if a local butcher would dress it; the butcher shouted back, “Done!” Miss Barton, ex-teacher, formed three of her grown pupils into a “decor committee,” despatching them to inventory CWA bunting stocks and other possible decorations.

	Meanwhile, Jack unfurled a folded sheaf of documents, a special collection of visas, shipping confirmations, and passenger lists. He spoke to Kate, but loud enough that townsfolk near the footlights overheard: “Two Douglas DC-4 charters arrive in Sydney in fourteen days, Bowman family, Buzzards Bay neighbours, and five of my PT-boat crew. Cabin class all the way; I’ve signed the receipt.” Cheers from an on-looking farmer: “Shout them to Grenfell, mate, we’ll billet the lot!”

	Kate’s logistics brain shifted into high gear. “Accommodation capacity?” she asked Tom, already scribbling. “Station homesteads can spare six rooms; Presbytery another four,” he reckoned. The CWA president chimed in: “The Rural Youth Hostel’s been empty since the victory march; that’s twenty bunks.” Kate nodded, ledger lines forming in her mind: guests, bedding, meal ratios, transport, all very manageable when joy erases fatigue.

	The guests included General Blackmore, Sister Francis (possible), Chaplain Howard, and even Colonel Reece, the Liberator man. “Reece owns a war-surplus fuel chit; he’ll hire an aircraft if Qantas hesitates.”

	Jack briefed the pressingly romantic parts. “Pre-honeymoon: we board the Qantas Kangaroo Service at Sydney, stop at Honolulu for four days. I’ve booked a beach-bungalow and two outrigger lessons.” Kate laughed at the precision: “Ledger accurate to the hour, typical Captain.” He countered, “Still a Captain, but not of PT boats, just a boat-builder crafting sunshine for you.”

	Her father joined, quietly asking, “Do we keep it in the Methodist church?” Kate nodded. He patted her shoulder, eyes misty. “I replanted the rose hedge round back in ’43. It’s blooming just in time.” That small detail, brittle rose canes surviving war, tugged unexpected tears from Kate.

	By the time the scratch-band played their closing song, the plan was sketched: ceremony sixteenth February in the church, reception in the very hall now buzzing, cake from Mrs Williams, décor of wattle, rosellas, and cedar shavings courtesy of Jack’s Massachusetts parcels. Kate stepped back, surveying chalk notes on the blackboard, rail timetables, hymn numbers. She realised she felt no pressure or urgency, just the joy of planning a future.

	On the veranda bench at the farm house, Kate finally sat, legs aching from all the standing. Jack joined her, passing a peppermint recovered from his suit pocket. “Three weeks,” he repeated, amazement underscoring each syllable. “Your town organises faster than the US Navy can.”

	“True, but we’ve had years to practise emergency logistics,” she teased. She laid her head on his shoulder, inhaled the faint aroma of cedar oil that clung to him. She touched the diamond ring on her left hand, still a little overwhelmed that it had finally happened.

	Jack spoke softly. “Your dad’s been teaching me wheat futures in exchange for Massachusetts lobster lore. He’s a quick study.”

	“And Mum?”

	“She’s quizzing me on the Apostles’ Creed to be sure Boston Methodists match Grenfell Methodists.” They both laughed. Kate felt tension ebb; for years she’d aligned variables under the tyranny of war’s decimal. Now figures assembled themselves: three-week timeline, two inbound charters, one country church, infinite possibilities. Kate’s eyes started to close through sheer exhaustion, it had been a busy day, one that caught her by surprise and delight. Jack escorted her to her room, shared another lingering kiss. 

	With tender softness in his voice, he whispered, “Goodnight, fiancée. Dream sweet dreams of you and me.” He headed to his bed in Tom’s room.

	Kate’s evening prayer was for blessings to her family, for those who lost loved ones in this horrible war, for the ones who had survived and would live with its trauma all their lives. And lastly, for the wonderful blessing of Jack, the man who loved her and loved her God too, and for their future together. 
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Historical Key Milestones:   1941 – 1945

	  World War Two - Defending Australia

	Darwin was bombed 64 times – 19th February 1942 to 12th November 1943, a fact that a surprising number of Australians are unaware of.

	Each milestone below has been verified with historical sources to ensure the date, key participants/locations and significance are accurate. These events collectively chronicle the darkest hours and ultimate triumph of Australia’s northern defence during the Second World War, from the first declaration of war to the final victory in 1945. 

	dva.gov.auanzacportal.dva.gov.au

	Each played a crucial role in the so-called “Battle for Australia,” either by confronting enemy attacks on Australian soil or by building the Allied forces that turned the tide against Japan. The timeline underscores how close the threat loomed in 1942–43, and how the concerted efforts of Australian, American, and Allied units ensured the nation’s security until victory was achieved.

	Sources: Australian War Memorial, Dept. of Veterans’ Affairs (Anzac Portal), official WWII histories and contemporary news reports.

	anzacportal.dva.gov.audva.gov.au

	 

	
		8 December 1941 - Australia declares war on Japan. Prime Minister John Curtin announced that Australia was at war with the Japanese Empire, marking the nation’s entry into the Pacific War dva.gov.au. This was the first time Australia had independently declared war, responding to Japan’s attacks across Asia and the Pacific.

		15 February 1942 - Fall of Singapore. The British bastion of Singapore surrendered to Japan, eliminating a key Allied stronghold in South-East Asia. Its loss exposed Australia’s northern approaches and fuelled fears that Japan’s next step would be an attack on the Australian mainland historyguild.org.

		19 February 1942 - Bombing of Darwin. In the first and most devastating enemy air attack on Australia, 188 Japanese carrier-based aircraft struck Darwin in two raids. The raids sank several ships, destroyed infrastructure, and killed over 250 Allied military personnel and civilians, in what is remembered as “Australia’s Pearl Harbor” anzacportal.dva.gov.au.

		3 March 1942 - Japanese air raid on Broome, WA. A formation of Japanese Zero fighters attacked the remote port of Broome, a major staging point for evacuees from Java. With no Allied fighters to oppose them, the Japanese destroyed 15 flying boats crowded with Dutch refugees and several Allied bombers on the airfield. At least 40 people were killed in the burning wrecks, making it one of the deadliest attacks on Australian soil awm.gov.auawm.gov.au.

		March–April 1942 - US 49th Fighter Group deploys to the Northern Territory. The American 49th Fighter Group, equipped with P-40 Kittyhawks, arrived to bolster Australia’s air defences. Flying from newly built outback airstrips, the 49th became Darwin’s sole fighter cover from March to September 1942 historyguild.org. On 14th March, its pilots scored the first successful interception of a Japanese raid over the Australian mainland, shooting down several enemy Zero fighters and a bomber, a critical early boost to morale historyguild.orgimodeler.com.

		4–8 May 1942 - Battle of the Coral Sea. Fought in waters to Australia’s northeast, this carrier battle saw Allied naval-air forces (including HMAS Australia and Hobart) turn back a Japanese invasion fleet bound for Port Moresby. The Japanese advance was halted after fierce aerial combat, and the enemy fleet retreated. This victory, later called “the battle that saved Australia,” was the first major Japanese setback of the war and prevented a direct seaborne threat to Australia’s front door anzacportal.dva.gov.audva.gov.au.

		31 May 1942 - Midget submarines attack Sydney Harbour. Just before midnight, three Japanese two-man submarines penetrated Sydney’s harbor defences. One became entangled in an anti-submarine net and self-destructed, but another managed to fire two torpedoes at the American cruiser USS Chicago. The torpedoes missed their target and instead struck HMAS Kuttabul, a moored depot ship, killing 21 sailors (19 Australians and 2 Britons) awm.gov.auanzacportal.dva.gov.au. The daring raid brought the war directly to Australia’s largest city, shocking the public even though the attackers failed to sink any major warship.

		8 June 1942 - Japanese submarines shell Sydney and Newcastle. A week after the midget sub raid, two larger Imperial Japanese Navy submarines surfaced off Australia’s east coast. In the early hours of 8th June, submarine I-24 fired about ten shells into Sydney’s eastern suburbs, while I-21 bombarded the port of Newcastle with roughly 34 shells anzacportal.dva.gov.auanzacportal.dva.gov.au. Damage was slight, only one shell exploded in Sydney (at Bellevue Hill) and a few buildings were hit in Newcastle, but these brief bombardments remain the only enemy shelling of mainland Australian cities in WWII.

		25–29 July 1942 - Air raids on Townsville, Queensland. Over three nights in late July, Japanese Kawanishi “Emily” flying boats made repeated night attacks on the strategic northern city of Townsville. Each raid involved one or two aircraft dropping bombs from high altitude. Most bombs fell harmlessly into the sea or on remote hills; one bomb in the final raid did land near the Townsville racecourse, breaking windows but causing no serious damage awm.gov.au. Though militarily ineffective, these raids underscored the reach of Japanese aircraft and prompted improvements to Australia’s northern air defences awm.gov.au.

		25 August–7 September 1942 - Battle of Milne Bay (Territory of Papua). Japanese special naval landing forces came ashore at Milne Bay, at Papua’s eastern tip, aiming to seize Allied airfields that guarded Australia’s northern approaches. In heavy jungle fighting and amid torrential rain, Australian Army troops, supported by RAAF No. 75 and 76 Squadrons flying P-40 Kittyhawks, overwhelmed the invasion force. By 7th September the Japanese survivors evacuated under cover of darkness awm.gov.audva.gov.au. Milne Bay was the first outright defeat of Japanese ground forces in the Pacific War, lifting Allied morale and proving that Japan’s troops were not invincible.

		2 November 1942 - Kokoda Track campaign ends in Allied victory. After months of brutal jungle fighting in the mountains of Papua, Australian infantry finally retook the village of Kokoda. On 2nd November, advance elements of the Australian 25th Brigade entered Kokoda to find the Japanese had already withdrawn anzacportal.dva.gov.au. The recapture of Kokoda (and its vital airstrip) marked the end of Japan’s overland drive toward Port Moresby. This hard-won victory secured New Guinea’s south coast and removed the immediate threat of an overland Japanese attack on Australia anzacportal.dva.gov.au.

		2 March 1943 - Spitfires in action over Darwin. The first Supermarine Spitfire fighters to reach Australia (1st Fighter Wing, comprising RAF No. 54 and RAAF Nos. 452/457 Squadrons) made their combat debut in the defence of Darwin. Having arrived in secret the month before, the Spitfires were sprung on the enemy during a Japanese air raid on 2nd March. That day, a formation of 15 Japanese fighters was intercepted, and at least six Zeroes were shot down in a decisive rebuff to the raiders trove.nla.gov.autrove.nla.gov.au. The Spitfires’ performance proved instrumental in strengthening Australia’s northern air defence, as these high-performance fighters replaced the older Kittyhawks in shielding Darwin.

		6 July 1943 - Largest Japanese air raid of 1943 hits Darwin. Determined to knock out Allied air power in northern Australia, Japan launched a massive daylight raid against Darwin’s inland airfields. On 6th July, radar picked up 26 enemy bombers (with fighter escorts) headed for the 380th Bomb Group’s base at Fenton, NT anzacportal.dva.gov.au. All three Spitfire squadrons of No. 1 Fighter Wing, led by Group Captain Clive Caldwell, scrambled to meet them. In a fierce 90-minute dogfight over the Top End, the Spitfires shot down at least 8 Japanese aircraft, for the loss of 8 Spitfires (and 3 pilots) anzacportal.dva.gov.au. The raid did little damage to Allied assets, thanks to the Spitfires’ intervention, and it proved to be one of the final large-scale attacks against the Australian mainland.

		May–August 1943 - Arrival of US heavy bombers boosts the offence. The USAAF 380th Bombardment Group (“Flying Circus”), flying B-24 Liberator heavy bombers, deployed to Australia’s Northern Territory under RAAF operational control flightjacket.com. As the only American heavy bomber unit in Australia at the time, the 380th  extended the RAAF’s reach deep into Japanese-held territory. From their NT airstrips, these Liberators struck enemy bases and shipping across the Netherlands East Indies. In one daring mission on 13th August 1943, twelve B-24s flew a 3,700 km round-trip from Fenton to bomb the oil refineries at Balikpapan, Borneo, one of the longest bombing raids of the war anzacportal.dva.gov.au. The success of such operations by the 380th BG (sinking ships and burning oil installations) underlined northern Australia’s value as a forward base to take the fight to the enemy flightjacket.com.

		12 November 1943 - The final Japanese air raid on Darwin was a lone Japanese reconnaissance bomber that swooped over Darwin, marking the 64th and last air raid on the Northern Territory rslaustralia.orgdva.gov.au. In total, Australia’s Top End endured 97 air attacks between 1942 and late 1943 dva.gov.au. By the end of 1943 the direct threat to mainland Australia had receded, as Japanese forces were pushed north and could no longer reach Australian targets.

		15 August 1945 - Victory in the Pacific (VP Day). Japan accepted the Allies’ terms of surrender, and at war’s end Australia was finally secure from attack. Prime Minister Ben Chifley announced on the radio that the war was over anzacportal.dva.gov.au. Australians celebrated in the streets after nearly four years of conflict, the nation had prevailed and the Defence of Australia was won. All Japanese forces that had menaced Australia’s territory and northern lifelines were now defeated or in retreat, bringing World War II to a close in the Pacific.
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