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SOLOMON TIME


Prologue
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Opening one eye, I snapped it closed hurriedly against the white glare of the sand. I tried again. A small hermit crab was making its way up the beach with deliberate determination. Stopping, it turned its two black-tipped antennae to glare at me disdainfully.
I managed 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 shadows through the coconut leaves high above me, was already preparing for its daily offensive and, as a vanguard, a squadron of brightly colored parrots zoomed from its furnace center. They flew in small swoops directly overhead. Aiming with pinpoint accuracy, their leader released his payload. A direct hit, it landed with a wet splash on my salt-stiffened T-shirt. The bird flew off, waggling his wings. The rest followed, screeching their congratulations as they banked away toward the cover of the trees.
I discovered that my tongue had been mysteriously glued to the roof of my mouth. Squeezing my finger between cracked lips, I dislodged it, but when I did so thirst thundered through me. Every joint crackled as I heaved myself to a sitting position and unsuccessfully tried to run my fingers through my hair. 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, and shading my eyes with both hands, I peered up and down the shoreline. White beach. More white beach. I looked up at the deep green, impenetrable jungle. It stared back implacably.
Trudging to the next point, I squinted further on round the island.
No leaf huts, no children throwing themselves into the water with great screeches of delight—fortunately, because now my head was beginning to throb like a big bass drum—no wisps of smoke from the kitchens signaling 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.
Along 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. White-capped noddies, those beady, bargain-hunting birds, picked the tangled mass over, scavenging for any useful junk or tasty leftovers. Nowhere, though, among 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, halfheartedly really, to break it apart on a washed-up giant clamshell. In frustration, I hurled it into the sea, where it bobbed and winked in a self-satisfied fashion. I turned in disgust and headed for the shade of some small sago palms.
No need to worry, said a small, slightly high-pitched voice in my head, someone is bound to turn up soon enough, you’ll see.
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?
Try as I might, I could not piece together the events leading up to my mysterious presence here. I did, however, succeed in deducing, from various elementary clues, two 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. Second, the tranquillity of the morning led me to conclude that I was now this particular island’s only occupant.


CHAPTER 1
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Spirit of Adventure
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 among the dusty slag heaps of paperwork on my desk.
“Yes, I shall be leaving at the end of this summer term.” Hoping for at least some muted sign of disappointment, I was greeted by a blank wall of fourteen-and fifteen-year-old faces.
“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. 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 class.
“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.
“Robert!” we chorused. I searched around haplessly for the textbook, trying to work out which exercises had already been completed, while the others prayed that I wouldn’t be able to remember.
“So where are these Sodomon Islands, then?”
“Thank you, er, Sonia, err, Sarah. Yes, well, the Solomon Islands, Solomon Islands, Sarah, are in the Southwest Pacific, about a thousand miles off the northeast 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. The next thing I knew I was lying on my back, bleeding onto my favorite tie and blinking up at a piece of graffiti 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. Err, yes …” I picked at the scab doubtfully.
With a boxers relief, I heard the bell ring.
“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 fuck off?” (Actually I said, “Robert, let’s get going, shall we, or we will be late for our next lesson, won’t we?” but the sentiment was much the same.)
Once again, I had little more knowledge of the matter in hand than did my dear 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 it. So, in the hour-long lunchtime break I made a brief appearance in the school library but hastily backed off when I came upon half the 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.”
Classes 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 agents, 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. I strode enthusiastically into the public library.
“Ah, yes!” I said to the steely librarian who stood behind the counter, her half-moon glasses swinging from a 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?”
“Err … 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 ascertained that there were no books with any mention of the Solomon Islands in the title. In fact there was nothing that I could find with any mention of them, inside or out. I moved to the reference section. I pulled down a dusty red Sl—Tr volume of the encyclopedia. As I riffled past “Slov’yansk,” “Snoilsky (Carl Johan 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 southwestern Pacific Ocean, extend southeastward 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 Álvaro de Mendaña y Neyra, in 1587—Ah, sí, sí, Don Alvaro!—Center of widespread missionary activity from mid-nineteenth century but slow acceptance due to strong tribal beliefs and headhunting—Hmm—Center 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 … err … 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 rain forests, six varieties of rats and two of crocodiles—Virgin rain forests, six varieties of rats … and two of crocodiles. Marvelous—Malaria is a problem—Of course—The population is largely Christian of various denominations although animist beliefs—Animist … hmm?—still exist and cannibalism is thought to be practiced 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 the way swam smiling sharks, tearful crocodiles—and six varieties of synchronized 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 marking papers. 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 cozy niche in the life of the school, in the soft valleys of the West Country. As I gazed above the faces that must surely one day become distorted from all the leaning on fists and jaw-cracking yawning, I realized that my classroom had become very much my own; clothes, books, the jumble of pictures and mementos 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 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, the other side of the stone bridge, high above the valley where the sharp incline of the road met the 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, boys like Robert 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. On balance, I was happy with my world. Swapping all this for a few bouts of malaria before featuring as the 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—apart from a few rapacious reptiles—was going to be that upset. 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 new pastures, Will? Or should I say jungles, ha, ha!”
“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 turnups.
“Still,” he said more cheerfully as he looked up again, “well 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 hockey team needs a coach next season and err …”
“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.”
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 was the seat of his trousers. Anyway, I realized, as I wandered off in the opposite direction for the two-forty German class, 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 gave up. Having convinced 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. 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 realize that liberation is at hand. They were glowing at the prospect of leaving, full of 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 schoolbag, 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, neatly folded in its own neat container, was an inflatable life jacket. A rip cord dangled from a small 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 his home, let alone the country, for all the palaver it causes. In fact, looking back now, I see it was a much more momentous time than I had realized. Over the years I had 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 …
But eventually it was all done and lightly dusted. Everybody wanted to say good-bye. Either they were truly sorry to see me leave or 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 group I sympathized with more.
The only person who did not seem to pass any judgment 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 farewell 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 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 into 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 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, now paid for, caught up with me. Grasped firmly by the arm, I was frog-marched off to the South Pacific.
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