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Prologue
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Opening one eye carefully, I snapped it closed hurriedly against the white glare of the sand. I tried again. A small hermit crab was making its way steadily up the beach with all the deliberate determination of an ageing hill walker. Stopping, it turned its two black-tipped antennae to glare at me disdainfully.

‘Haven’t you got a home to go to?’ it asked, before it shrank into its own.

Attempting to sit upright, I managed only to raise myself onto one elbow leaning, to my surprise, on my inflated yellow life jacket. With my free hand I brushed the grit from my eyes, cheeks and forehead, out of my ears and nose, the fine grains stinging against my skin. Gently lap-lapping, the water around my ankles was calm blue, the light breeze of an early morning just frosting its surface. The sun, casting fine shadows through the coconut leaves high above me, was already preparing for its daily offensive and, as a vanguard, a squadron of brightly coloured parrots zoomed from its furnace centre. With wince-making squawks, they flew in small swoops directly overhead. Aiming with the pinpoint accuracy of Pacific Bomber  Command, their leader released his payload. A direct hit, it landed with a wet splash on my salt-stiffened T-shirt. I groaned as the bird flew off waggling his wings. Obsequiously, the rest followed, screeching their congratulations as they banked away towards the cover of the trees.

To add to my discomfort I discovered that, whilst I had slept, my tongue had been mysteriously glued to the roof of my mouth. Squeezing my finger carefully between cracked lips, I dislodged it but as I did so thirst thundered through me and welled up in minute spots of sweat on my forehead. Every joint crackled as I heaved myself to a sitting position and unsuccessfully tried to run my fingers through my hair. Feeling it over as a blind man might an unfamiliar object, I discovered that it had set saltily solid. Parted just above the right ear, it stood out at an angle, a lopsided crest.

Staggering to my bare feet, dryly whistling the Dambusters’ Theme, I made my way down the beach until I was knee-deep in water. The yellowish grey stain on my stomach had seeped, like a noxious scientific experiment, into a wide circle. After a few half-hearted attempts to wash it out, stretching the shirt down with one hand and splashing water upwards with the other, mainly into my face, I gave up, the co-ordination required eluding me. So, slowly and very carefully, I pulled the offending article up and over my head. Dropping it into the water, I watched it slip slowly below the surface where it floated like a large amorphous jellyfish that had been crapped on by a parrot.

Shading my eyes with both hands, my thumbs pressed firmly into my temples, I peered up and down the shoreline. White beach. More white beach. Turning my back on the sea, I looked up at the deep green, impenetrable jungle. It stared back implacably and grunted.

Trudging to the next point of land, I squinted further on round the island.

Nothing. No leaf huts, no children throwing themselves into the water with great screeches of delight - thankfully, as now my head was beginning to throb like a big bass drum - no wisps  of smoke from the kitchens signalling kettles and tea, no fishermen in wooden canoes waving their paddles in greeting. In fact, none of the familiar sights and sounds of the small village that I was, by now, so used to waking to. Nothing, just the quiet stillness, the untouched haphazardness of a desert island.

Litter had been strewn the length of the water’s edge: shells, leaves, twigs had all been discarded by the risen tide as it slunk back out to rejoin its parent ocean. Now white-capped noddies, those beady, bargain-hunting birds, picked the tangled mass over, scavenging for any useful junk or tasty leftovers. Nowhere, though, amongst all this flotsam was there the cheering sight of a beached canoe or even a wet footprint in the sand. No, absolutely nothing, just miles of sand, acres of jungle and several billion gallons of bloody sea.

My thirst, now fearsome, had me by the throat. Poking a coconut out from the fringes of the bush, I tried light-headedly, half-heartedly really, to break it apart on a washed-up giant clamshell. Hopeless. In frustration, I hurled it into the sea where it bobbed and winked in a distinctly self-satisfied fashion. I turned in disgust and headed for the shade of some small sago palms.

Anyway, no need to worry, hey, said a small, slightly high-pitched voice in my head, someone is bound to turn up soon enough, you’ll see. It wasn’t as though this was the first time.

Hang on a minute, interjected another, considerably deeper and gloomier voice, doesn’t that leave just a few unanswered questions? You know, just for example . . . Where am I? How did I get here? And why is someone bound to turn up?

I rolled onto my stomach and tried to come up with some satisfactory answers. A couple of hours must have slipped by because when I awoke I discovered that the sun had quietly shifted position, catching the bottom third of my left leg unawares as it did so. My calf and ankle were now a soft pink, a shade of skin colour that is healthy, even desirable, after a long, invigorating walk on a frosty morning but was, in this case, more likely to result in a great deal of discomfort. The  way things were shaping up, I was going to get pretty little sympathy.

By the time I had sat myself up again, my deliberations had reached only a few, fairly unsatisfactory conclusions. Try as I did, I could not piece together the events leading up to my mysterious presence here. I did, however, succeed in deducing, from various elementary clues, a number of near certainties. First, from the nature of the scenery, I was pretty sure that I was on one of the Solomon Islands. Which one of course was still open to debate - with myself. Secondly, the tranquillity of the morning led me to conclude that I was this particular island’s only occupant. Thirdly, all the classic symptoms proved beyond reasonable doubt that I had a thumping and possibly terminal hangover. Oh, and finally of course - a faint surge of wellbeing washed over me, for of this I was quite certain - I was Chicken Willy.




Chapter One

‘Spirit of Adventure’
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In which my big mouth bites off more than it can chew -  
cold feet attempt to back-pedal - I am buoyed by a surprise  
gift - but eventually packed up, I am packed off.





‘Class, I think it’s important that I let you know at this stage that, as of the beginning of next year, you will be having a new French teacher,’ I said, staring down at my fingertips, which rested amongst the dusty slag heaps of paperwork on my desk.

‘Yes, I shall be leaving at the end of this Summer Term.’ Glancing up surreptitiously, hoping for at least some muted sign of disappointment, I was greeted by a blank wall of fourteen- and fifteen-year-old faces seated in front of a faded background of posters and last year ’s displayed projects. Any cogitative processes that were taking place behind the passive masks were, I feared, much more likely to be revolving around considerably more important issues:

Whether Charlie was going to be back from injury for the game on Saturday; how to avoid having to hand in homework to old Jerry for the third week in a row, not that he’d probably notice; why Nat was such a bitch or, probably overwhelmingly,  how to get rid of that wearisome burden of virginity. Bet Scott had made it up about him and Danielle - not in the school secretary’s office, anyway.

I soldiered on.

‘Yes, I shall be leaving teaching and shall be going to live in a little village in the Solomon Islands.’

This revelation, too, was met with impressive indifference.

Oh, come on! It was quite interesting surely. A stirring in the front row. Good, the class swot. Robert was fresh-faced, keen, all hands up and smug glances to his left and right whenever he handed in another tome of homework or eventually received some back. We all loathed him but he would probably ask a bright question, the answer to which would kill off the last five minutes of the lesson.

‘Yes, Robert, what is it?’ I stood and pointed to him enthusiastically. Everyone else sat and cast their eyes heavenward.

‘Sir, I just thought I would remind you that you haven’t set us any homework yet, sir,’ he simpered. Both of his parents worked for the tax office.

‘Robert!’ we chorused. I searched around haplessly for the textbook, trying to work out which exercises had already been completed, while the others searched around morosely for their notebooks, praying that I wouldn’t be able to remember.

‘So where are these Sodomon Islands, then?’

‘Thank you, er, Sonia, er, Sarah. Yes, well the Solomon Islands, Solomon Islands, Sarah, are in the South West Pacific, about four thousand kilometres off the north-east coast of Australia.’

This much I had ascertained. Checking the map of the world on my classroom wall, I had eventually found the microscopic dots. It had not been an auspicious introduction. Seconds later the rickety wooden chair, on which I had been standing for a closer view, had collapsed. Falling, I had sliced my chin on the corner of the empty filing cabinet, which, ironically, had only been put there to furnish me with an air of efficiency. The next thing I knew I was lying on my back, bleeding onto my favourite tie and blinking up at a piece of graffiti which  had been dextrously inscribed on the underside of one of the desks: ‘Randle is a wanker!’

‘So what kind of stuff can you do there?’

‘Excellent question, Ricky, excellent question. Er, yes . . .’ I picked at the scab doubtfully.

With a boxer’s relief, I heard the bell ring. Eleven ten - morning break until eleven thirty-five.

‘I tell you what, why don’t we have a prize for the person who can come back and tell us the most about the Solomon Islands next time, eh?’

‘But what has that got to do with French, sir?’

‘Robert, why don’t you just shut up and bugger off?’ (Actually I said, ‘Robert, let’s get going shall we? We don’t want to waste our break time do we?’ but the sentiment was much the same.)

Sorry to relate it was perfectly true that, once again, I had little more knowledge of the matter in hand than my pupils. I had signed on the metaphoric dotted line and agreed to go to live in the furthest reaches of the back end of outer nowhere but knew next to nothing about the place.

‘Be Prepared’; even though my association with the organisation had only been brief I still remembered the Cub Scout motto. So, in the hour-long lunchtime break I had made a brief appearance in the school library but had hastily backed off when I came upon half the aforementioned class in the geography section. I grimaced as I caught a snippet of their conversation:

‘I bet it’ll just be some crappy old Mars Bar.’

‘Yeah, like all the other “prizes” he owes us.’

As I slipped out and pulled the heavy door to, I did have the satisfaction, however, of hearing a thump and a yelp from Robert after he piped up:

‘And he never did set us any proper homework.’

Lessons finished at three-twenty, so after school that day I ambled down the High Street of the small market town, past the door of the travel agent’s, waving briefly at the harried-looking manager. He was half out of his seat the moment he  saw me. I hurried on: he wanted paying for the ticket. The one thing I did already know about the Solomon Islands was that it was not one of your cheap holiday destinations. Walking up the granite steps of the possibly eighteenth-century town hall, I strode enthusiastically into the public library.

‘Ah, yes!’ I said cheerfully to the steely lady librarian who stood behind the counter, her half-moon glasses swinging from a safety chain around her neck.

‘I shall be going off to the Solomon Islands pretty soon and would like to do a bit of research.’ I laughed a sort of ‘we’re all in this together’ kind of laugh. We obviously were not.

‘Are you a member?’

‘Er . . . no, I don’t think so.’

She snapped on her spectacles. After a few formalities and a good deal of snorting, I was directed, by the point of a carefully sharpened pencil, to the travel section. After a brief distraction by a slim but illustrated publication entitled  Bournemouth: A History of Sun, Sea and Sex, I quickly ascertained that there were no books with any mention of the Solomon Islands in the title. In fact there was nothing I could find with any mention of them inside or out. Attempting to dodge the barrage of glares that were being howitzered in my direction, I moved to the reference section. Nervously, I pulled down a dusty red volume of encyclopaedia ‘Sl-Pr’. Riffling past Slov’yansk; Snoilsky, Carl Johann Gustaf (Count); snoring  and social Darwinism (all of which, had I had the time, would no doubt have been fascinating), the page fell open upon the following entry:


Solomon Islands, island nation in the south-western Pacific Ocean, extend south-eastward from Papua New Guinea and Bougainville. - Yes, knew that. - Formerly British Solomon Islands Protectorate (independence 1978), democratic government, Head of State: Queen Elizabeth II. Discovered by Spanish explorer, Don Alvaro de Mendana y Neyra in 1587. - Ah si, si, Don Alvaro! -  Centre of widespread missionary activity from mid-nineteenth century but slow acceptance due to strong tribal beliefs and head-hunting . - Hmm. - Centre for slave trade. Fierce rebellion Malaita  Island (1927), subdued by British with great brutality. - Wonderful. Should make me really popular. - Scene of intense fighting WWII between American and Japanese (Battle of Savo, August 1942). Recent political unrest and fighting between rival militia groups over land rights. - Not exactly a history of tropical harmony, then? - Capital Honiara. - Well that sounded nice enough. ‘Horniarra’; I tried it with my best Spanish accent, a quick stamp of my feet and a very quiet click of my fingers. - Total population 360,000. - About the same as . . . er . . . Northamptonshire? Maybe? - Total area 1.35 million sq km. 992 islands, approx. 350 inhabited. Total land area 27,556 sq km. - Not quite the same as Northamptonshire then. - Tropical climate, hot and humid. Flora and fauna: virgin rainforests, six varieties of rat and two of crocodiles. - Virgin rainforests, six varieties of rats . . . and two of crocodiles. Marvellous. - Malaria is a problem. - Of course. - The population is largely Christian of various denominations although animist beliefs - . . . Animist . . . hmm? . . . - animist beliefs still exist and cannibalism is thought to be practised in remote areas. - As in they still eat people. Great. - No more than 3,000 visitors a year.

Well that was hardly a heel-rocking surprise. I wondered how many of them made it back intact.

‘The capital is called ’Oniara, sir.’

‘Good. Anybody else? Yes, you there, um . . .’

‘John, sir. There’s loads of rats and crocodiles, sir.’

‘You don’t have to tell me anything I don’t know already, thank you,’ I said irritably as I gazed out through the diamond panes across the small courtyard at the back of the school. An elderly caretaker creakily snipped the edges of a square of grass.

‘And sharks, sir.’

‘Sharks, who said anything about sharks?’ I turned as if - as only very occasionally happened - someone had fired a paper pellet at my backside.

‘My mum says it sounds horrible, sir.’

‘And my mum says it hasn’t got anything to do with French, sir.’

‘Oh will you just shut up, Robert!’ I sat down behind my desk with a jolt. The figures in front of me swam away and into view swam smiling sharks, tearful crocodiles - and six varieties of synchronised rats.

I suddenly felt very hot and humid - was I really doing the right thing giving all this up: the holidays, the house, what was left of the car? Teaching was fun and there weren’t too many drawbacks, apart from the marking. Even Robert was nice enough really, just a bit misunderstood - by everybody.

For ten years now my life had been steered by the comfort of bells, the regular ringing shaping my days, putting their events in order. In the main, the course had been smooth and I had carved myself a cosy niche in the life of the stone mock-Gothic school; even the buildings themselves were warmly ensconced in the soft valleys of the West Country. As I gazed above the faces that would surely one day become permanently distorted from all the leaning on fists and jaw-cracking yawning, I realised that my classroom had become very much my own; clothes, books, the jumble of pictures and mementoes all gave my work a setting, a backdrop. From the leaded windows I was used to watching the seasons come and go, scattering the quadrangle with petals or leaves. I was used, too, to watching the youngsters arrive as bright-faced, pencil-case-toting innocents, only to slope off a few years later with a ‘Seeya’, never to be seen again apart from, perhaps, the occasional appearance in the court report of the local newspaper.

My home, on the other side of the stone bridge, high above the valley where the sharp incline of the road met the level top of the hill, provided me my landscape. Green always but for the occasional smearing of wet snow, the countryside stretched from my bedroom window away to the sea. My wages were fair, Roberts a rarity and the pub was on the way home.

I opened the classroom window. The room could be insufferably stuffy on warm days but then again so could most of my colleagues all the year round. Outside Colin, the cheerful,  curly-haired driver of the sanitary towel dispensing machine van, raised a mock salute as he went about his Monday morning round.

‘Morning, Will. Not had to throw anybody out today?’ he chuckled gently.

He was referring, a little unkindly, to an unfortunate incident earlier in the term. One of my charges had, entirely voluntarily, although perhaps with a little help from his friends, stuck his head through one of my classroom windows. It had not been open. There had not been too much blood and I did not feel that I could be held responsible as I had not even been in the room at the time.

‘Having a smashing time?’ he laughed again.

I waved back and closed the window. Of course it was true there had been the odd disaster; I fingered the soft, new putty round the glass. There had also, unforgettably, been the school inspection. I shook my head to dispel the memory.

On balance though, I was, as much as one can expect to be, happy with my world. Swapping all this for a few bouts of malaria before featuring as the slightly disappointing main course at the Sunday barbecue was the action of a madman.

I would get out of it. That was it - I would just say no. I had reconsidered and, in light of my professional aspirations, whatever they were, I was terribly sorry but it was just not possible. I couldn’t imagine that anyone was going to be that upset - apart from a few rapacious reptiles. So that was that. Easy.

Sadly, as so often seemed to happen, any plans that I had for my own future had already been wrestled from my grasp. I had again been relegated to the role of timid onlooker at this runaway disaster. It soon became clear that I had discussed the venture with far too many people. It had become a fait accompli.

‘So, you are off to pastures new, Will? Or should I say jungles new, ha, ha!’

Oh, ha bloody ha. Anyway, they were virgin rainforests.

‘Well, I, actually, I was thinking that perhaps . . .’

‘Damn good idea. Do something a bit different. Breath of fresh air, eh?’

No, breath of hot air. Hot, disease-ridden air.

‘Wish I’d done something like that myself, you know, when I was a bit younger. Too late now, of course.’ The elderly Headmaster shook his head as he looked down rheumily at his frayed tweed turn-ups.

‘Still,’ he said more cheerfully as he looked up at me again, ‘we’ll accept your resignation of course.’

‘Oh, yes, well, thank you very much . . .’ I faltered, ‘but I don’t want to leave anybody in the lurch, you know, perhaps it would be better if I stayed. I hear the Under 14C hockey team needs a coach next season and er . . .’

‘Nonsense. Nobody is indispensable. Least of all you, eh? Ha, ha!’

In hindsight I am not sure how flattered I should have been by this last remark but I suppose it must have been a joke.

‘I always thought you had a bit of the old spirit of adventure about you.’

Spirit of adventure? Spirit of adventure! The most adventurous thing I had done in years was to go to the funfair in Torquay with a coachload of pupils. Even then the height of my daring had been to allow myself to be driven on the dodgems by an eleven-year-old.

As my employer turned on his heel and walked quietly down the parquet corridor, I reflected on how quickly events were overtaking me, how helpless I was to change their course and how extraordinarily baggy and shiny the seat of his trousers was. Anyway I realised, as I wandered off in the opposite direction heading for the two-forty German lesson with Year Nine, that my fate was sealed because my lips had not been.

The end of term came in a flurry of kind things being said and some, at least, meant. On the final afternoon, I sat in a large tent and listened patiently to interminable speeches of self-congratulation about the good old School and there always being an England. I decided, though, to forgo the tepid  cup of tea and the ‘He’s doing fine, fine, bit more effort, nice lad, do have a lovely holiday’ conversations that were twittering away on the lawn as everybody took this last chance to be appallingly nice to each other and the sparrows hopped around the curling sandwiches.

Skulking away, I found myself alone, glum and grumpy, in my classroom. After a desultory attempt to tidy up my belongings, I was just about to give up. Convincing myself that the new incumbent of my job and therefore room would find the mounds of yellowing files and folders invaluable, I was doodling absent-mindedly on the blackboard and wondering whether the pub was open when a knock came at the door. Before I had a chance to answer it burst open and in bounced Tom and David. The two sixth form school-leavers wore smart suits and the wide grins of those who realise that liberation is at hand. They were glowing at the prospect of leaving, full of a belief that the worst was over, that life, from now on, was going to be fun; that you would not, through your own inherent ineptitude, find yourself banished to the other side of the world to meet your fate.

‘We just came to say bye, sir, so bye, sir.’ They ran back out only to burst back in.

‘Sorry, forgot we’ve got a present for you, for you to take to your island,’ they laughed.

Reaching into a school bag, David pulled out a package which he thrust under my nose. The pink bow was a work of art.

‘My girlfriend wrapped it,’ he answered my look of surprise.

‘Hope it’s useful,’ said Tom. ‘Go on, open it then, sir.’

I did and inside, folded in its own neat container, was an inflatable life jacket. A ripcord dangled from a small brass gas canister, waiting for the dire emergency that would require it to be tugged. I was touched. I was actually quite moved.

‘Thanks, thanks very much,’ I stumbled, ‘but it must have cost you a fortune.’

‘Not really, nicked it off of a plane when we went to America  last year. Couldn’t think what to do with it. Cheers then, sir.’

And with that they disappeared through the door to their futures leaving me alone to face mine.

 



They say that selling your house, packing up and moving is to be considered on a par, in terms of stress, with getting divorced, married or bereaved. I cannot understand why anybody should wish to leave their home, let alone the country, for all the palaver it causes. In fact, looking back on it, it was a much more momentous time than, in the middle of the affray, I had truly realised. I had over the years amassed not much more or less than most but my possessions were not just material belongings that could simply be thrown away without a second thought, cast aside in order to adopt a new identity. Actually most of them were but some things did seem to have a particular hold . . .

By the time I had got halfway to making my mind up about what to keep it was all too late. To any passing burglar peering past the roses and in through the window, it must have appeared that one of his colleagues had beaten him to it, as I crammed everything I could lay my panicking hands on into an eclectic variety of receptacles. Eventually it was all done and lightly dusted.

Everybody wanted to say goodbye either because they were truly sorry to see me leave or, conceivably, because they wanted to make absolutely sure that I really was going. Friends, on hearing of my intentions, seemed to divide themselves into two distinct groups: those who said that they thought I was so lucky, who really wished they were doing what I was and who were clearly not telling the truth and the rest who informed me with startling sincerity that they thought I was barking mad. I was unsure which of these two groups I sympathised with more.

The only person who did not seem to pass any judgement was my ninety-three-year-old great-aunt, who had lived through all the major events of the twentieth century and therefore had a better sense of the ridiculous than most. One  afternoon I visited her in her book-lined cupboard in the hinterland of West London to say my farewells and, of course, have a cup of tea.

‘I’m sure you’ll have a lovely time, dear, but you’ll need something to read, so I’ve made you up a little parcel.’

From under her velour- and lace-covered armchair she produced a package of brown paper and white string and made me promise not to open it before I arrived.

‘It’ll be more fun like that,’ she assured me.

As it was, I only just had time to cram it in to the top of my rucksack and do up all the complicated zips, clips and drawstrings before I had to leave. Time was plodding on and, with neo-adolescent recalcitrance, I was being forced to follow. The car was sold, covering the cost of a couple of last-minute parking fines, and furniture and belongings were spread evenly between ungrateful friends and relations. Finally the date on my ticket, eventually paid for, caught up with me. Grasped firmly by the arm, I was frogmarched off towards the South Pacific.




Chapter Two

‘Welcome to Solomon Islands’
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In which I finally ship out by plane - the sorry circumstances  
surrounding my exile become a little clearer - what I can do  
to salvage the situation does not - and, taking off from  
Australia, I discover a number of stowaway butterflies.





Impenetrable, the cloud that sat overhead was almost dense enough to stifle the drone of the bumper-to-bumper planes taking off from Heathrow. Sour-grey and wet, the sky reminded me of that late November afternoon; the day that the odd-shaped ball with my name written on it had been booted out of my feeble grasp.

Slithering and squelching my way to the touchline of the bog-wet pitch, I had been preparing myself, as their reluctant coach, to witness the glorious Fourth Fifteen being pounded viciously into the red slime for the umpteenth time that season. At a distance I had recognised my next-door neighbours standing on the far side of the field and I went to join them. Burrowed into scarves, clapping their warm gloves together, they intermittently ran on the spot as they waited for the Big Match in which their youngest son was to star later in the dank, freezing afternoon. In the meanwhile, they had come to offer the unwilling junior coach moral support. I was faintly  cheered - at least it was someone else with whom to share the misery of comprehensive defeat.

‘So, what do you reckon to your chances this week?’ asked Charles, in a comradely way.

I made a face as I put the blood bucket down by the corner flag. ‘My’ team was huddled together underneath the far posts; more for warmth than camaraderie I imagined, as the white wisps of their breath disappeared on the light ice wind.

Most of the players came from abroad, from countries where rugby was a dirty byword for peculiar barbarity. Little did they realise, until they arrived and saw the oceans of mud, quite how dirty it was to be. An excessively overweight Russian had been pushed into the front row with an inexpressive grunt. A rather prim German called Heini, who was ‘vun meter ninety-sree’, had been mortified when instructed, in his new-found role as second row, to thrust his hand between the aforementioned Muscovite’s legs and hold onto whatever he found there. He was however determined to do his duty ‘for ze skool’. At the beginning of every match, he would ceremoniously hand me his glasses with a curt nod and a click of the heels of his brand-new boots. I would return the compliment with a wet slap of my wellies. I never did discover whether we were being serious.

A terrified champion table-tennis player from Korea however had absolutely no intention of participating at any level and simply ran aimlessly round the pitch, yelping miserably whenever anybody from either team came anywhere near him. They had none of them wanted to leave home or come to England and afternoons like this must have confirmed them in their gloomy suspicions that not only did their parents not really love them, they actually positively disliked them.

‘Oh, come on, Will, where’s your team spirit?’ laughed Juliet, Charles’s saintly wife. Sadly the last drop of team spirit had been consumed well before half term. It was now a question of damage limitation.

‘Will, have you met the Commander? Commander Somebody Something-Something, Will Randall.’

‘Sorry, no I don’t . . . What?’ Distracted, I was at that moment wondering what they had been feeding the opposition team that was now lumbering into view.

Turning, I met the sharp blue gaze of stone-hard eyes set in an ancient face. Blood vessels brought to the surface by the scouring of the elements ran widely across both cheeks; a few grey whiskers bristled from the end of a determined nose. Wrapped in a battered, stiff mackintosh that looked tough enough to withstand musket shot let alone the rain and girded by a thick belt of the same material, a short, uncompromising man looked up at me. On his head resided a deerstalker of incalculable age. From my height advantage I checked for signs of life.

‘Will Randall, Commander Something Somebody-Whatnot.’

Despite Charles’s solicitous formality I had still failed to catch his name. Never mind. It was hellish cold and the quicker this whole fiasco was over and we all went home, the better.

‘How do you do?’ I said with absent-minded politeness, holding out my hand.

‘Dying a little bit more every day,’ he replied, not releasing my hand from a nutcracker grip. My vision blurred.

‘Oh, yes how nice, good, great . . .’

A colleague, who had bounded spotless out of a washing-powder advertisement and onto the field of play, brought the two Captains together. The first whistle blew and my cohorts churned slowly through the mire. I closed my eyes as the first strangled ‘Ach, Gott!’ was expelled from a pair of lungs somewhere at the bottom of a pile of bodies.

 



The Commander had been as good as his word. Within six months of our meeting he had died. The seasons drifted one into the next regardless and it was on the side of a cricket pitch in the middle of one strangely warm May that Charles told me of his demise.

‘Of course, he was getting on. Eighty-four this year. Extraordinary man. We ever tell you about him? Amazing chap, the Commander.’

‘No, I don’t think so.’ A smattering of applause came from the deck chairs that lined the white rope boundary. I clapped along with everyone else and wondered what could have happened out on the field to cause such approval.

‘Of course he had a very distinguished war career.’

‘Oh, yes . . . what was he in?’

‘The Navy.’

‘Oh, yes, of course.’ Idiot.

‘But the amazing thing was that after it was all over he went off and bought a plantation in the South Pacific.’

‘What, like the musical?’

‘Well, yes, as a matter of fact. It’s funny you should say that because the musical was actually set in these particular islands. The Solomon Islands. Anyway, he was there and he ran it for about thirty years: coconuts and cocoa. He sold it off to the government but it’s pretty much disused now. He came back to England in the early eighties to retire.’

‘Oh, right . . . retire, oh really? Interesting.’ I could see a particularly garrulous mother approaching.

‘Actually I’m the executor of his will - he was friendly with my parents, served with my father during the war. Here’s a thing for you, Will. He left a bit of money for the welfare of the islanders who used to work for him because they’re still living out there, you see. I’ve just received a letter from them very sad to hear of his death. They were very close to him and he to them of course.’

‘Of course.’ I could still see the mother waiting until the end of the over before she bore down on us.

‘Yes, do you know over all these years he has kept in touch with them. Never missed a birthday or a Christmas card. He was a tough old chap but he would get very cut up if he heard that one of his old workers had died. He never married so they were pretty much family to him. In many ways he probably regretted ever leaving. Well anyway, so he’s left this money, not much - to prevent poverty and promote education - that sort of thing. We’re looking for someone to go out and organise something. I was chatting to my father, he’s an  executor too, and we thought you might be interested.’

‘Me?’

‘Just the thing for you - bit of a change.’

‘What, me? No, no, not me.’ I laughed. Ridiculous. ‘Not me.’

‘Why not? Good chance to get away from all these awful kids.’

‘Over.’

There was some languid shuffling about on the field.

‘No, no way. Huh, blimey, no. Hello, Mrs Edmunds. Anyway, look, I’ve got loads of marking to do. Got to get it done by tomorrow. Sorry. Bye then.’ I checked my watch rather obviously and made a less than polite retreat.

King Solomon’s Island? Who’d want to go there, for God’s sake? I’d never even heard of the place.

Of course, I should have realised that I was not going to have any hand in steering the juggernaut of fate as it tore off downhill, roaring towards an unimaginable destination. On the way it pulled in briefly for supper at Charles and Juliet’s:

‘Of course, I’ve done a bit of travelling. School holidays and that sort of thing, you know . . .’

Admittedly, a pre-Christmas trip to the hypermarket in Dunkirk or even a two-week school exchange to the petrochemical fields outside Le Havre with seventy twelve-year-olds and attendant disasters did not really set me alongside Thesiger, Theroux, Burton or Bryson. It was, on the other hand, worth stretching things a bit if it went any way to impressing the lovely Czechoslovakian trainee doctor next to whom I was sitting.

‘So, why do you not go to help in Solomon Islands. It is a wery important job, isn’t it not?’

Not that one again. It was the last thing I wanted to talk about, although she did have the most charming double-yous.

‘Well, er, I, yes, I’m sure it is.’ I took another deep swig of wine. ‘Perhaps we could go together?’ I added with skewed inspiration and an eye-wateringly embarrassing wink.

‘Naturally, this is not possible because I must study.’ Naturally.

‘But you must go. “Wariety is the spice of life”,’ she added wehemently as she made an incision in the skin of her jacket potato and inserted a microscopic piece of butter, before performing a skilful dissection of her trout.

‘Yeah, well I just might,’ I burbled grumpily into my glass.

‘Did you say you would go, Will? That’s great. Darling, Will’s said he’ll go. Darling . . . ?’ Juliet, sitting on my right, turned away from me to attract Charles’s attention.

‘Well, er, hang on, wait, when I said . . .’

Too late.

A few days later the telephone rattled loudly on my bedside table, slicing through a Sunday morning dream. In it, due to the desertion of the Korean and a few like-minded teammates, I had been forced to play for my own rugby team and so initially I had been pleased to be rescued. The Czechoslovakian doctor woman, dressed only in a long scarf and aggressively whirling a wooden rattle, had been enthusiastically supporting the opposition from the touchline and, to add injury to insult, two policemen were carting me off on a stretcher to the sick bay and the ministrations of the malevolent School Nurse.

‘Look, Will . . . did I wake you up? Sorry. Look, can’t talk now. Just spoken to the other trustees and they are fine about you going.’ Charles was at his most genial - and his most businesslike. I had to put a stop to this.

‘Now listen, I’m afraid the other night, you know, perhaps I’d had a couple too . . .’

‘I shouldn’t worry too much about that, it’s all pretty much forgotten about. Anyway, she’s going back home next week,’ he laughed.

Sitting up, I dredged through the murk.

‘Pop into the office next week. Perhaps Wednesday afternoon and we’ll discuss dates and things. Take a bit of planning. Off out to lunch now . . . all right, see you Wednesday. Bye now.’

‘Charles . . . I . . . look.’

But come that Wednesday, I was in a very different frame  of mind. A terrifying amount can happen in a short space of time and on this occasion, perhaps by coincidence, perhaps not, it had.

‘Raring to go?’ Charles looked up in surprise from his appointments diary. Leaning forward in his studded leather chair, he had slipped on his glasses to better understand this bizarre change of heart. ‘But, I thought . . .’

‘What a wonderful challenge. Yes, I’m very excited by the opportunity. Very good of you to consider me. Yes, absolutely raring to go.’

‘Well, I see. You do know a bit about the Solomons then? What to expect?’

‘Yes, Solomon Islands. That’s right - South Pacific.’ I waved a hand at a vague point on an imaginary map of the world that hung in the air between us.

‘Oh, well that’s great. You’ve done some research then? You know what’s involved, I suppose?’

‘Sure, sure. Help out a bit, be useful?’ I hazarded.

‘Well, yes. More specifically, we hope that you will be able to use the money I mentioned to create some sort of local project that will provide a bit of income for the villagers to use on community improvements.’

‘Yep, sounds fine, fine. When do you want me to go?’

‘Well that was rather what I was going to ask you, Will. I mean, you will have to give some notice, I suppose?’

‘Yes, I suppose. A term, I think.’ It was the end of the Spring Term in a week’s time. I was sure I could get a letter written up by then.

We shook hands on the deal. I left Charles looking slightly dazed and went to the dry-cleaners. I told them all about it.

What Charles did not know was that during the few days between our telephone conversation and my arrival in his office much had happened that gave me good cause to have a significant change of heart - at least so I thought at the time.

Perhaps it was coincidence or perhaps it was a natural juncture but a variety of concerns, uncertainties and regrets had simultaneously bubbled to the surface of my skin. It had  suddenly become clear that some action needed to be taken to relieve the irritation or I ran the risk of scratching myself to bits.

On Monday morning, in a last attempt to be on time for school assembly, I had narrowly avoided killing Jim, the postman.

‘Morning, Jim, OK?’ I greeted him lightly.

‘Morning, Will. You in a bit of a rush again?’ he smiled as he unsnapped my mail from an elastic band and handed it to me from the ditch.

Thanking him, I pressed on, the wheels spinning slightly in the muddy lane. I waved into my rear-view mirror and thought I saw Jim raise his hand in return. Driving through the damp town, I ripped open the three stiff envelopes with my teeth as I fought to do up the top button of my shirt and tie my tie. Not one, not two, but three invitations to friends’ weddings that summer. Normally I would have been delighted to go, to wish them well for the future and have the odd glass of champagne to send them on their happy way. However, as my own romantic prospects, in the shape of la belle Sophie, had disappeared in the exhaust roar of a plane bound for Toulouse, I could only feel a triple measure of irritation.

She had, she said, ‘finalement piquée une crise de nerfs’. This, from what I could gather from the way that she had treated a few of the more fragile objects in the house, meant that she had thrown an enormous and terminal Gallic wobbler. Undoubtedly she had had endless lists of good reasons for being so angry with me. Sadly, however, I never found out what they were because when she talked that fast and shouted that loudly I could never really understand what she was saying.

It had been an affair that, like many, had started with something of a bang but had slowly disintegrated into a relationship which had only been life-changing to the extent that I now had to wait to use the bathroom every morning. Indubitably, however, and I was the first to admit it, I had not  paid her enough attention. I had been too wrapped up in the minutiae of school life to realise that she did not share my enthusiasm. She was fed up of my late-night rehearsals of the school play and surely bored to sobs with my endless stories about the Mystery of the Stolen Football Boots or the new dish that Barry had dreamed up for the school canteen. (Although it had to be admitted that Barry was a caterer possessed of a rare talent.)

Sophie had been an undergraduate studying English at university and still found many of the customs and eccentricities of my fellow countrymen and women intriguing, refreshing and amusing, to be engaged with, to be investigated. I just took them for granted. When the school day ended or the weekend finally began I felt inclined only to recline, preferably in bed. I did not want to go on a trip to ‘see’ something, which, I discovered, really meant more often than not to ‘buy’ something. I had no desire to go and visit people, surrounded by them as I was for every second of my working life. I mistook lethargic domesticity for a healthy relationship, laziness for love, lack of communication for mutual contentment.

Sophie manfully tried to coax me into a world outside the classroom. She created social occasions at which I was produced and where I would play along by laughing at the right moments. If I felt it was unavoidable, I could also produce an anecdote which would suit the company and environment and might even elicit a little mirth in return. As time went on, though, I became idle in my efforts to please and Sophie, despairing of my inertia, attempted first to cajole, then to coerce me into action. Finally, she started to tell me what to do. This unfortunately had quite the opposite effect from the one that she was hoping for. I buried my head in the pillows. When I re-emerged she had gone.

No, no, I did understand why she had left and consoled myself that, for both our sakes, it was much better that things had come to a head sooner rather than later. I convinced myself, after Sophie had slammed the last door behind her,  that I had learned a lot from this experience, that I had matured as a result and that, next time, things would be quite different. Unfortunately the opportunity to test this theory out had not been forthcoming for quite some while now.

When my natural buoyancy occasionally deflated in the early hours of a lonely morning, I was reminded of a tearful, profoundly drunk girl whom I had once met at a wedding party. Late on, she had mumbled into my shoulder her theory that if you weren’t married by the time you were thirty-two, you might as well grab the first person who walked past - in her case, that person appeared to be me. Otherwise, she concluded, you might as well give up and go abroad. I was now eighteen months past my departure date.

On Tuesday morning, Jim had delivered a fourth wedding invitation. Still clutching it, I went into the Head’s study. The atmosphere of academic competence and neat self-discipline always slightly unnerved me just as it had done on the unhappy occasions that I had found myself in similar circumstances as a teenager. Now, as then, I checked the cleanliness of my shoes.

‘Ah, Will. Sorry to get you in like this. I’m sure you are very busy. It’s just that . . . It’s a rather delicate matter . . .’ My toes curled in my less than spotless footwear and I riffled through a mental drawer marked ‘Guilty’. I found it refreshingly empty. ‘It’s just that the groundsman found these on the side of your rugby pitch on Saturday. Quite rightly, he brought them to me.’

Pulling open an oak drawer of his colossal desk, he carefully removed a plate. Lying on it were the chewed and mangled remains of five or six quarters of half-time oranges. Resisting the surging urge to laugh, I rearranged my face into an expression of tragic mortification more in line with his own.

‘Litter.’ The word that he had been searching for suddenly hit him with all its truly awful resonances, resonances that spelled the certain and imminent collapse of Western Civilisation.

‘What can I say, Headmaster, what an appalling oversight.  Don’t worry, I shall have a full investigation at the next practice. ’

‘If you would and get back to me. Standards, Will, standards. That will be all. Thank you.’

No, no, thank you, Headmaster.

Fortunately I was outside, the door closed between the two of us, before I had had the chance to suggest how he might best dispose of the offending articles.

Christ, the sodding things were biobloodydegradable, I thought as I pounded back down the corridor, glaring at the portraits of countless other pompous idiots, whoever they were. I was livid. He might have mentioned that we only lost by two tries and a conversion.

‘Good morning, sir,’ said a fluting, syrupy voice behind me. I glanced over my shoulder. Oh, no.

‘Morning, Robert,’ I growled as I charged on. ‘Have you seen the groundsman?’

‘No sir, but siiir!’ He skipped along to keep up. ‘My mother wonders when we will get our exercise books back?’

‘You can tell your dear mother.’ Dreary, neurotic old hag that she was. ‘You can tell her that you can have them back when I’ve finished counting in the oranges.’
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