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      This novel is based on true events, but certain details, characters and timelines have been altered for dramatic purposes. While inspired by real events, this work is ultimately a fictionalized interpretation of those events. Certain long-standing institutions, agencies, public figures and public offices are mentioned, but the characters involved are wholly imaginary. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      “They suck you in until you cross the line.

      Then, they’ve got you – for life – or death.”

      

      
        
        Sir Christopher Sherrif, KCMG OBE

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      TRAVEL

      “She needs her bottom cleaned.”

      Patrick Field blinked at John, his Australian companion and owner of the Lucky Sue. It was early evening in the middle of June, 1980. Lucky Sue was a twin masted 80 foot long schooner. She was scudding along on a starboard reach headed north past the Islands of Malekula to the west and Ambrym to the east. Waves from the gentle swell slapped against her leeward bow.

      “I just thought that we’d be making better way than this,” Patrick grumbled. “The wind is nice and steady – it’s, what? Force 3 or 4? Why aren’t we going faster?”

      “Speed isn’t important to ‘Yachties’,” countered John. “I thought you realised - we roam the Pacific, stopping off to top up the stores – or when we run out of beer!” John switched his weather-beaten gaze from the tops of the sails to peer at Patrick. “We hadn’t been in to Port Vila for months and I quite missed the place. Anyway – keep your hair on. We’ll get there soon enough. Look at that sunset - it’s going to be a cracker tonight.”

      Patrick wasn’t any happier.

      Port Vila is the main town and harbour on the island of Efate. It's one of a group known then as the New Hebrides.

      “Cheer up, Mate. It’s a bit of a bonus dropping in to the Royal Counties Bank to collect our stores money and getting involved in this caper. I like some excitement for a change.”

      Unmollified, Patrick cast his mind back. He first met John at the local Sailing Club, which was out of town but sold cheap Australian beer. Patrick was a keen dinghy sailor but knew little about craft as large as the Lucky Sue. But he persisted with his concerns at their slow progress.

      “If that’s Malekula over there, how long is it going to take us to get to Santo? I’m worried that the wind will drop away and leave us motoring into Luganville Port. With that noise, we won’t exactly be sneaking past Malo.”

      He’d hoped to bypass the small outer island of Malo guarding the creek entrance to the port while it was still dark. Then they could ghost as far inland as the reducing water depth and fading wind strength would permit. “I don’t mean to go on about it, but if the wind drops and we motor for the final mile or so, anyone watching on shore will hear us.”

      

      Patrick Field had never been abroad before (except to the Isle of Wight, if that counts). But early the previous year and at the tender age of 21, he was sent by Royal Counties Bank, London to the South West Pacific for a 2-year posting.

      He visited his local library to find out about the region. His parents’ collection of National Geographic magazines and their set of Chambers Encyclopaedia gave him more details. This research suggested that the islands enjoyed a tropical climate but that malaria and Denge fever were common.

      “Denim jeans and T-shirts would likely not be suitable. Nor would your London suits,” said the Personnel Manager of Royal Counties Bank Staff Department. He’d arched an amused eyebrow at the end of Patrick’s pre-embarkation briefing. Then pushed across a thick wad of airline tickets. ”Buy your lightweight clothing from ‘Tropiccadilly’”. The man rose from his seat, indicating the short briefing was now over. That meant nothing to Patrick. He must have looked quizzical, so the Personnel Manager threw over his shoulder on his way out of the door, “It’s the London branch of Airey & Wheeler. They supply clothes for hot or tropical weather.”

      When Patrick had gone home afterwards, he’d pulled out a map of the world and traced the route his flight would take. He would board a British Airways jet bound for Bangkok via Bahrain en route for Hong Kong. Then to Manila in the Philippines, Noumea in New Caledonia and finally to Port Vila in the New Hebrides.

      Turning up at Heathrow airport, he shivered as he got out of the taxi. He had dressed in light clothes for his ultimate destination. But it was a very chilly morning, and he found himself doing jumping jacks while waiting in the queue at check-in.

      The journey took over 50 hours because of all the stop-overs. Patrick’s main recollection was one of horror when the door opened at the first stop, Bahrain airport, allowing a wall of wet heat to blast into the cabin. In fact, the Bahrain climate only varies from the high teens to around 40 degrees C. But Patrick was used to United Kingdom summer highs of mid 20s and much less humidity. His second thought was relief that he had left his jeans behind and donned one of his expensive but lightweight cotton outfits for the journey. The chilly start at Heathrow was worth it. After Bahrain would be three more stops before the New Hebrides with increasing temperatures at each one.

      He walked out of the air-conditioned departure lounge at La Tontouta International Airport at Noumea for the final leg of the journey, following the passengers in front. The aeroplanes used for each successive leg of the journey had become smaller and smaller as the available runway length reduced. He creased his eyes against the sun blazing down from a clear blue sky and worried that his feet would burn, even through the soles of his shoes as he stood on the baking tarmac.

      A Spike Milligan parody of a poem by Felicia Hemans (‘Casabianca’) popped into his head:

      ‘The Boy stood on the burning deck

      Whence all but he had fled -

      Twit!’

      The line snaked towards the very smallest aeroplane in front of the concourse. It was a Fokker Friendship, resplendent in Air Melanesia livery of white with a sandy stripe kicking up at the tail - the airline’s tiki emblem. For days, Patrick had endured little sleep, poor food and worry about boarding connecting flights. Now he watched with mounting dismay as the 30 or so passengers ahead of him jostled for position up the step ladder. Each bore several large items of luggage, wrapped tightly in sheets of bright material tied with cords. Some were so bulky they barely squeezed through the hatchway. This was going to be like the aeronautical equivalent of those daft ‘How many people can you cram into a Mini’ competitions, he thought.

      As he shuffled closer to the bottom step, he was relieved to spot his own hold luggage in a pile of cases and bags beneath the belly of the plane. Would there be room for him on board? If there were more than 2 dozen people ahead and roughly the same number behind, how could they all fit in along with so much ‘hand luggage’? He prepared himself mentally to be turned away at the door, despite the boarding pass in his hand.

      Nobody else had any particular concerns, though, and there was lots of good-natured chatter going on. Maybe it was always like this. He began to realise there was an art to ‘socially-acceptable’ jostling. Apparently, it was ok to press your neighbour sideways gently as if you yourself were being shoved by others and could do nothing about it. Yet as he secured a foothold on the first step, English reserve compelled him to make way for a small and slightly bent older woman. She dived into the tiny gap with unexpected athleticism. Her package of belongings knocked Patrick’s head sideways and blocked further movement for a short time. It was seized by a bulky Australian crewmember who wouldn’t have noticed if he was lifting the old woman too. The package was squeezed through the doorway and Patrick’s way was open at last.

      “G’Day, Sir,” greeted the airman. Patrick put down his own luggage for a moment and retrieved the boarding pass from his mouth.

      “17-A, I believe,” he volunteered. The man smiled and replied with a faintly amused expression and a nod towards the interior of the cabin.

      “Riiight …it’s back there, Mate,” as though to say, ’You haven’t flown with us before, have you? We don’t go in for that seat numbering malarkey’.

      It crossed Patrick’s mind as he fastened his seat belt that the human and soft cargo filling in the fuselage was so packed, the risk of actual injury in the event of a crash was minimal, even if no belt was worn. He rested his head on the plexiglass window and watched the engine sputter into life. It coughed and belched blue smoke for a second or two but then settled into a smooth rhythm. The other engine echoed the procedure and the aeroplane began taxiing. People were still moving down the aisle, treading on each other and the bags and packages between the seats.

      In the larger aircraft, there had been cabin service, of a sort. Even the occasional odd-smelling blanket in case he wanted to sleep. But in here, such luxury was non-existent. The incessant talking amongst the passengers was more akin to indecipherable yelling, because the engine noise and vibration drowned anything less than a shout. Patrick tried to look out of the window to take in the scenery. Even the window was shaking and blurring his vision - or it was his eyeballs vibrating…

      About five minutes after they levelled off, the general hubbub increased in pitch. The Navigator had risen from his seat and was lobbing full cartons of juice down the aisle, it being impossible to walk to the rear of the ‘plane.

      Patrick was thirsty. He put aside his English reserve and called, “Could we have some more back here please?” When a precious carton arrived at row 17, he debated whether to pass it further back. His upbringing suggested this would be fair. He compromised by not drinking the one he held but promised himself that the next one he’d send rearwards. He saw that the Navigator was sitting down again and so called. loudly, “We still need juice back here, please.”

      The man didn’t budge, but raised a laconic hand to indicate that the supplies had all been dispensed. Passengers could sort it out among themselves. Another lesson learned, Patrick told himself. He levered the bevelled mini-straw off the wax carton.

      Looking out of the window, he watched the smooth disc of the spinning propellor and let his mind wander. The light blue sky tended towards white as he peered up. There was a sharp dividing line to a darker blue of the sea as he looked down. The water didn’t appear so far away. From time to time, he could make out ships with their wake streaming behind and there were other cigar-shapes which left no wake. Not boats or yachts – unless they were at anchor – or maybe large fish?

      And then he spotted land on the horizon. A slim black line to begin with, but it developed in thickness and was no longer so straight as they flew closer. Was this Efate or another island? It was lost to view as the pilot banked and started the descent. Now there were fishing canoes and, as the pilot lined up for his final approach, the coast reappeared and there were children playing in the water. The plane was put down very hard, brakes applied and without using much of the runway, they swerved onto the apron and drew up to the airport building.

      Everybody around Patrick had cheered as the wheels touched the tarmac. They became subdued and quiet as the ‘plane halted with a slight jerk, engines winding down. Patrick undid his seat belt, feeling guilty in case he was supposed to keep it fastened. Would there be a loud instruction from the cockpit for ‘The Passenger in Seat 17a to please refasten his safety belt’? Realisation dawned a few seconds later. Nobody else even wore a seatbelt, so the usual clickety click of seat belt buckles like photojournalists’ motor drives at a press conference was absent from this landing procedure.

      Patrick waited. The side door aft of the cockpit opened and one of the ground staff came in, exchanged a few words with the pilot and began making his way towards the tail. In his crossed hands, he held aloft two spray cans and made it to Row 10 by stepping over legs and bags. At that point, he gave up, fearing that he’d fall over and aimed the cans down the ‘plane, misting with a phytosanitary spray. To his dismay, Patrick ended up with a face-full and sneezed and spluttered for a few seconds. It made his eyes water, too.

      The member of ground staff retreated and that was the signal for everyone to struggle towards the doorway at the same time. “Thank you for flying with Air Melanesia,” roared the Navigator. “Fly with us again.” Patrick waited until the queue had almost gone before extracting himself and his hand luggage.

      “Thank you very much,” he murmured, as he stepped past the grinning crew.

      “No worries, Mate.”

      Now, where were his hold bags?
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      ARRIVAL

      The pile of bags in the shadow of the aeroplane grew as two ground workers leaned into its belly and heaved them out. They weren’t trying to set out the bags so passengers could identify their possessions. To them it was a motley pile of cargo to be deposited more or less clear of the wheels, so the plane could move off. Every so often, one of the passengers milling around would dart forward to snatch something they recognised.

      “Olgeta stap long ere,” tried another member of the ground staff as he sought to keep order, but soon gave up. ‘Like herding cats’, thought Patrick, smiling despite his travel tiredness. At last, all the ground staff had had enough. They abandoned the pile and the ensuing scrum peeled away layers of baggage, finally revealing Patrick’s three items. This time he didn’t hesitate to dive forward.

      Looking on, behind the faded white rickety fence with a sign proclaiming ‘Immigration’, were two sun-tanned white men, one nearing fifty years of age, the other barely thirty. Patrick struggled towards them with his bags, one hung on each shoulder and a large and heavy hold-all in his left hand. He held out his passport to the Immigration officer at the gate.

      “Move on, please,” the man beckoned, not even glancing at the open pages of Patrick’s passport. In the New Hebrides, it was enough that he had a passport.

      “You must be Patrick,” said the younger white man, stepping forward. “Welcome to Vila - here, give me that” and he reached for Patrick’s heaviest bag. “I’m Joe. I’m the accountant and this is Andrew Cutlass, our Chief Manager.”

      “Thanks,” Patrick said, relinquishing the bag with gratitude. “How do you do?”

      “What news?” murmured Cutlass. “Good flight?” And he grasped Patrick’s proffered hand with little enthusiasm.

      “Yes, thanks – although they all rather merged together, I’m afraid. This last one was quite an eye-opener.”

      A student of body language might have taken the weak handshake as an initial indicator of character. Patrick's later rueful reflection was that some experiences have to be undergone to drive home their meaning. The process was sometimes painful.

      “Are you hungry?” asked Joe. Without pausing, he went on, “We thought Royal Counties Bank might stand you a dinner as it’s your first night.”

      As a matter of fact, Patrick was hungry. His diet for the last three days had been poor quality, over-salted or deep-fried airport food. All was eaten at speed while listening for airport announcements. Not conducive to a relaxed digestive process. He realised that he was also dehydrated, being unused to the sweltering heat. He’d have loved a shower or a bath as well, as his clothes were beginning to stick to him, but that nicety would have to wait.

      They walked towards a beige-coloured and very shiny Peugeot 504. It gleamed in the late afternoon sunshine. An overweight New Hebridean man leaning on the bonnet straightened up when he saw them approaching. He trotted around to open the rear passenger door. Andrew Cutlass led the way by climbing in, leaving Joe and Patrick to stand by the boot. The driver opened it and reached for one of Patrick’s bags.

      “Thank you,” said Patrick, hefting the second one off his shoulder.

      Joe introduced the man. “This is John,” he said, “Andrew’s driver.”

      John was all smiles, bobbing his head and he shook hands. “Mefala yufala welkam tumus.”

      Picking up the gist, Patrick said, “I’m very pleased to meet you, too.” John opened the other rear door for Patrick while Joe slid into the front passenger seat.

      “The Rossi, John,” instructed Cutlass. “And turn on the A/C.”

      The tarmacked airport approach soon degraded to a dirt road as they headed towards town. ‘Crushed coral’, Joe explained, seeing Patrick turn around and stare at the clouds of dust in their wake. “We thought you could do with a bite to eat and something to drink and then we’ll drop you at the flats. I’ll nip back to the branch tonight and cable London to say you’ve arrived. They will telephone your family.”

      “Righto – that sounds good. Thank you,” said Patrick. Cutlass, beside him at the back, wasn’t in a mood for idle chatter and remained silent. Joe kept his gaze to the front, so Patrick was content to watch the scenery. There were coconut groves and banana plantations on both sides as they sped along. He had never been in a Peugeot 504 before. But being something of a motor car nut, he was impressed by the way its supple suspension soaked up the ruts in the road. He was sure that the wheels were hammering up and down, but little of this transmitted to the interior.

      There were more shacks, now, and the occasional lean-to shop or market stall. These gave way to more formal, low-rise concrete buildings - offices, shops, a garage or workshop or two. Then they turned into a tarmacked parking area in front of the Rossi Hotel.

      Joe and Patrick hopped out, while Cutlass waited for John to open his door. Leaving the bags in the boot of the car, the three men headed for the hotel’s double doors.

      “This is also the Vila Branch,“ Joe nodded at the building on their right as they walked. “The Royal Counties Bank sign is on the other side, at the front. We call the Rossi our ‘other branch’.” Patrick and Joe smiled at one another but he noted that Cutlass didn’t share the joke. Perhaps he considered himself above such frivolity.

      As Joe held open one of the doors for him, Patrick looked forward and exclaimed, “There’s the sea.” The Rossi had an enviable position, right at the water’s edge, looking out into the bay. Its bar area made the most of this view, with tables scattered about, each with two or three chairs angled seawards. The sun was heading for the horizon, pretty much between the points of land on either side. It bathed the hotel with a welcoming warm light.

      “Beer, Andrew?” asked Joe. “Patrick? What’ll you have? I recommend a Zombie, as this is your first time here.”

      “Fosters,” said Cutlass, curtly, scraping back his chair.

      “What on earth is a Zombie?” Patrick enquired. Joe smiled and didn't respond, so he went on, “Oh, ok. ‘In for a penny’ and all that.” He picked up the menu from the table.

      “There’s not much to choose from,” intoned Cutlass. Turning to Joe, behind them at the bar, he called, “I’ll have a Club Sandwich.”

      Joe called back, “Patrick?”

      Patrick had spotted a burger he liked the sound of and so replied, “Hideaway Burger, please, and can I have salad instead of fries?” Joe passed along the orders to the barman. He returned with two beers and an enormous brandy balloon glass filled with a layered, multi-coloured liquid, topped with vegetation and a tiny parasol.

      “That …is a Zombie! Welcome to Port Vila – cheers.”

      They clinked glasses and Patrick sorted through the green sprigs to find a straw. After an exploratory sip, he pronounced it, “Refreshing. Pineapple juice, I guess, but how they achieve all these colours is beyond me.” He took several deeper drafts from the glass and prodded it with the straw. It wasn’t as sweet as he’d expected. It was quite good, actually.

      “What do you know about Trade Finance?” asked Cutlass, not being one for small talk.

      “Only what I learned in ‘Finance of Foreign Trade’ as part of the AIB exams.”

      “Oh, yes. I forgot you passed your exams. Congratulations, by the way.” Patrick dipped his head in acknowledgement.

      “I expect the actual practical aspects are a little different, are they?” Patrick asked, feeling the need to be humble.

      “Like much in banking, a big proportion of our work is tedious,” began Joe, “But every so often it gets a bit exciting.”

      “We don’t like excitement, though, do we, Joe?” Cutlass scowled at his accountant. “We like steady and predictable.” Joe flushed with embarrassment, underneath his tan.

      “It’s different from London, out here,” amended Joe. “I’ll go through the basics in the morning. Do you want another?”

      “Mmmm. Yes, please,” Patrick responded, draining the final drops of the Zombie. He pushed the glass towards Joe. “I could get used to this.”

      Cutlass snorted. “Give them a hurry up, would you? I don’t want to spend all night here. I’ll have another Fosters.” Joe scurried away. “You’ll learn to keep the local staff in their place. Look weak and they’ll walk all over you.”

      Patrick furrowed his brow. He had not worked in a culture different from his own before – hell, he hadn’t even gone abroad before, so had no idea what to expect.

      “I’m not sure what you mean, Andrew.”

      “It’s quite simple. Give them straightforward instructions, don’t take ‘no’ for an answer and check what they have done. Then check it again.”

      Joe came back carrying their drinks. The waiter was two steps behind, bringing the food. Patrick admired his burger. It consisted of several layers of meat, cheese, onion and tomato. A skewer with a larger parasol held it all together on top of an attractive salad. There was lettuce and other leaves mixed with shredded carrot and dressed with vinegary oil and crushed nuts. Quite a work of art.

      They all bit hungrily into their food. Cutlass finished first. He wiped his mouth and got up to leave. “I’ll have John put your bags behind the bar. Joe will take you to the flats. See you at eight sharp in the morning. Good night.”

      Never what you might describe as a ‘slow eater’, Patrick was amazed that the man had outpaced him by so much. He pushed back his chair and half rose to say good night, but was still chewing. By the time he’d swallowed, the Chief Manager was striding out past the bar.

      “Don’t worry about him,” Joe said. “You’ll get used to his little ways. Those are good, aren’t they?” glancing at Patrick’s plate.

      “I was in need of something other than deep fried Mystery Meals.” Patrick speared more of the salad. “That was all that was available on aeroplanes and at the air ports. The food and the Zombies are beginning to work their magic – I’ll sleep well today – tonight – or whatever it is now.”

      Joe checked his watch. “It’s 6:30 in the evening. Better set an alarm for 7 tomorrow. I’ll send John to pick you up at 7:45. Okay?”
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      TRADE FINANCE

      Patrick did indeed sleep solidly that first night. On waking, though, he discovered he was soaked in perspiration. For a moment he pondered, ‘Where am I?’ But he walked to the bathroom, figured out the control and turned the shower to maximum volume. Pretty soon, the streaming cool water blew away the fog in his head. Much refreshed, he dressed in his new tropical clothes, hoping the slight creases wouldn’t matter. Next stop - the kitchenette for something to eat. “Hope you like cereal,” Joe had said, cheerily, handing over a carrier bag of basic foodstuffs when he dropped Patrick off last night. “There’s bread and milk and tea as well.”

      He paused for a prolonged stretch to ease his back, still cramped from all the flights and made worse by the thin mattress on his bed. But then he faced the next puzzle of the day. He stared, blinking at the shelves in the refrigerator. Why was his passport in there with his wallet?!

      ‘Gee. I was so tired…’, he thought. But he found a bowl for cereal and boiled water for tea.

      He hadn’t quite finished when there was a bang on the flyscreen. “Mr Patrick? Hello? Me stap long car blong takim yufala long bank.”

      Patrick scooped the last of the cereal from his breakfast bowl and looked ruefully at his not yet brewed tea. “I’ll be right there, John – one minute.” Thinking they’d be safer on Bank premises than in his flat, Patrick picked up his cold passport and wallet and hunted around for the door key.

      There was a scraping noise on the door. “Hemi wunfala key,” called John – waving the errant item in his gnarly hand. Yet more evidence of his tiredness - Patrick had left the key in the lock all night.

      “Oh – righto. Thanks…” He shook his head and began to go red in the face, and not only from the morning’s heat billowing in through the open door. “Off we go then.”

      John left the car windows rolled down for their journey. The gentle breeze through the swaying palm trees at the side as they bounced along the tracks towards town was welcome. “What a lovely smell from the sea,” Patrick said, sharing his genuine delight. The tang of salt in the air was almost more refreshing than his morning shower had been. John smiled. He couldn’t understand why the Chief Manager, Andrew Cutlass, always insisted on using the A/C when they drove. Perhaps this man Patrick was different from the other ex-pats.

      Joe, the accountant, was in his office near the front door when Patrick tapped on it. The branch was not yet open for customers and a member of local staff looked to Joe for permission to admit him. Joe nodded assent and called him over once the big glass door was locked closed again.

      “Here are a pile of letter of credit requests and last night’s post, probably with bills of exchange and other payments to make. Come with me round to your department; I’ll introduce you and you can dig straight in.”

      The stack of folders pressed on Patrick’s chest causing his still-cold passport to make a damp patch on his shirt. He extracted it. “Should I put this in the safe?” he asked.

      “Better give it to me – my secretary will make a copy and then we’ll file it in the safe with everyone else’s.”

      He couldn’t help noticing that Joe was all business this morning; there was none of last night’s easy pleasantry. “Sara? This is Patrick. Sara will be your secretary; that’s Jean-Marc and …where’s Luke?”

      Jean-Marc piped up, “Hemi long wunfala store cupboard.” Joe nodded.

      “Tell him to come and see me.” And then he left Patrick standing awkwardly beside what he guessed would be his desk. Patrick added the folders he’d been given to one of the piles beside the telephone.

      “Shall we go through those together?” asked Sara. She kept her eyes down, as though shy, but she looked up eagerly when Patrick replied.

      “That would be helpful, thanks.” He was no linguist, but was beginning to catch on to the language structure used around him. All the same, he was grateful that Sara spoke in clear English rather than the local Bislama language. He feared making an expensive mistake if he tried giving instructions in a language in which he wasn’t fluent. “Who does the foreign exchange payments?”

      Sara inclined her head. “Mr Gilles. ‘E ees Frennnch,” she said, rolling her eyes and elongating the words with a faux-French accent.

      Despite himself, Patrick grinned. He knew right away that Sara was going to be a valuable asset. She must have taken to him immediately if she was prepared so soon to make gentle fun of another member of staff – moreover, an ex-pat member of staff.

      “Could we go to say ‘hello’?”

      Sara scraped back her chair. “Oui - bien sur, Monsieur Pierre.”

      Around the back of the store cupboard they went and towards a floppy-haired but tanned and well-built man scrawling on some papers.

      “Veuillez m’excuser, Monsieur Gilles, puis-je vous presenter Mr Pierre.”

      Patrick stepped forward. “Attend, attend,” Gilles said, raising his hand to stop them. He stabbed at his desk calculator and wrote the answer at the bottom of a column of figures. Then he focussed on them, all smiles. “Bienvenue …you are English, yes?”

      Patrick beamed in reply. “Sara says you do the foreign exchange – I expect I will be calling on you for help quite often.”

      “At least once per month – Pay Day – to send home the Staff Sterling payments. But if you are Mister Trade Finance now, it will be more frequent, yes. Parlez-vous Français?”

      Patrick tried to recall his schoolboy French. “Er, oui – un peu. Si vous parlez lentement – je comprends.”

      “Bravo,” applauded Gilles. “But you and I have work to do, I think.” His phone rang and he turned away to snatch it from its cradle.

      “Let’s go through those L/Cs,” Sara said.

      

      Patrick spent time in the Outward Collections department of Royal Counties Bank in London before joining the bank’s Management Development Programme. His posting to Port Vila branch was part of that. It had given him real practical experience of letters of credit, bills for collection and negotiation, basic foreign exchange contracts and promissory notes. He soon felt confident of the tasks ahead of him, and he settled in well. The local staff sensed this confidence as the days passed and felt able to ask him questions and learn more about trade finance. Together, they chewed through the work as it came in.

      Now and again, Patrick came into contact with some of the other bankers in town. He’d take shipping documents around to the banks to present them for payment and so stopped sometimes for a short chat. He was always astonished that the staff in the branches of Australian and New Zealand banks wore shorts. Royal Counties Bank dress code demanded long trousers. Moreover, they’d often have an open beer can on their desks – Patrick wouldn’t dream of drinking anything other than coffee, tea or water at work. There was one French bank, which he rarely visited. The only real point of difference he observed was that it closed for two hours at lunchtime. The French, he determined, took lunch very seriously. There were no other British banks.

      One Friday, a large New Zealander named Scottie suggested that Patrick might like to drive out to Erakor Lagoon that night to join their weekly dinner at La Hotte restaurant.

      “There’ll be bulk tinnies, CDMs and FCs and the tucker’s alright, mate.” Patrick accepted on the spot, feeling that a night out, letting his hair down, so to speak, would be great. He wasn’t entirely sure what Scottie had meant, but reckoned all would become clear after he got there.

      “Joe?” he asked during that afternoon. “I’ve been invited along to the Aussie bankers’ end of week dinner.” He was about to ask for directions, but Joe interrupted.

      “I know it: at La Hotte.” Patrick nodded. “I went a couple of times but Sharon doesn’t like me coming home drunk and waking the kid, so I haven’t been out there for months. You’ll have a good time, but watch out for the liqueurs.” Patrick looked askance, so he explained: “Marcel – he’s one of the owners - brews his own liqueurs from various fruits – the apricot is deadly.” The corner of Joe’s mouth turned up in rueful remembrance.

      “Where is the Erakor Lagoon?” asked Patrick. Joe gave him directions.

      So it was that at 7:15 that evening, Patrick turned right at the roundabout in Numba Tu district and headed south through thick jungle. He drove on the main dirt track for a couple of kilometres, sometimes catching glimpses of land on the other side of the lagoon, but kicking up a dust cloud all the way. It was no surprise, then, that all the trees and bushes right next to the road had a uniform beige colour. Other than an occasional track winding off to the side, which he guessed led to a small settlement, nothing resembled a restaurant. At last, though, he spotted the large, painted sign with a copper-coloured wooden facsimile of an oven hood – the literal meaning of the name ‘La Hotte’. There were a few other cars in the car park already, so at least he wasn’t the first to arrive. He backed into a handy space near the entrance. The building itself, of local hardwood, was very dark with age. It was a couple of storeys high with a steeply-pitched roof of wooden shingles to resist the monsoon-like rains when they came.

      The windows were tiny and out of proportion to the bulk of the building itself. He approached the almost medieval wooden door, guarded either side by two enormous tiki statues. Local Kastom believers carved these from Ferntree plants to ward off evil spirits. He lifted the latch and pulled. A theatrical squeal of protest from the hinges announced his arrival to those sitting around the bar. “Look out, lads: the Poms are here!” called one of the Australians.

      “It's only me,” soothed Patrick. “No need to panic. Now - whose beer is empty?” knowing the fastest way to the Antipodean heart was pouring them cold beer. The cavernous inside of the building was as dark as the outside. Artful lighting by concealed spotlights focussed onto war masks mounted on the walls. The effect was unnerving for guests who were sober and would be positively scary once they were drunk.

      There was a chorus of jeering and shouts of ‘Yes, Mate’. Scottie, puffed up with self-importance, stepped away from the crowd. They were all bellied up to the bar surrounding the cooking area. But the tall and wide copper hood, which gave the restaurant its name, dwarfed everything. “Swan Lager for me and Frosties for this lot – ‘cept Carl down there, who’s a banana bender from way back. Give ‘im Barbed Wire.”

      Sometimes Patrick felt it was harder translating ‘Okker than the local Bislama. Swan lager was a straightforward order. ‘Frosties’ meant Fosters lager and ‘Barbed Wire’ denoted the brand of Four X lager.

      To Patrick’s relief, the small, swarthy ex-pat behind the bar smiled and said, “Don’t worry – I’ve got it.”

      “And a Fosters for me, please.” Patrick took out his wallet to pay.

      Seeing this, the barman said, “Paul down there will settle up for everyone at the end of the night.”

      Patrick turned to Scottie. “Which one is Paul? This is very generous of him.” He intended to go and say thank you right away.

      “No worries, Mate. You’ll pay next week. See: Paul’s bank pays tonight and then draws a bill on Royal Counties Bank which you settle up – otherwise we go ‘round Joe’s house and rough him up. Got it?”

      “I think so.” Questions swirled in Patrick’s head: who counted how many beers he would have? Supposing he wanted pudding after the meal? But at that point, the barman pushed their beer order across the bar and Patrick was drawn into the banter. He’d ‘go with the flow’ – it was Friday night, after all.

      The menu had been pre-ordered. A salad of shrimp was followed by steaks, fries and a pile of quite delicious shredded cabbage and onion, which the restaurant owner, Antoine, flambéed in a spectacular manner. When flames reached high up into the copper hood, they could all feel the rush of heat on their faces. Patrick's enquiries about how to prepare this dish were rebuffed, so it remained a mystery. Instead of puddings or cheese, as Patrick expected, the group then moved on to more serious alcohol.

      “Hey, Scottie – you told me to expect ‘CDMs and FCs’ – are you going to tell me what they are?” Patrick shouted above the chatter.

      Scottie had been knocking back bottles of Swan lager like it was going out of fashion. Owing to his undeniable size and that he’d eaten heartily, he had remained tolerably sober. “They’re coming right up, Mate.” And then, turning to the bar, “Oi, Marcel – we’re ready for Afters.”

      Marcel was already fiddling with something on the working surface behind the bar. Soon he lifted a tray of small brandy balloons filled with green liquid. As the tray reached the end of their table, Patrick saw the glasses were full of crushed ice over which the liquid had been poured. Another tray of a larger size of blue Fosters cans joined the brandy balloons and people began taking one of each before passing the trays along.

      “There you are: Crème de Menthe and Fosters Chasers – ‘CDMs and FCs’” exclaimed Scottie with great delight. Joe’s cautionary words earlier about taking care with Marcel’s liqueurs crept into Patrick’s head. Except this was more like commercially-made Crème de Menthe. Patrick sipped and found the minty taste to his liking, its sweetness toned down by the crushed ice. “Crack a tube, Mate – you gotta ‘ave ‘em together,” advised his Kiwi self-appointed alcohol consultant. So Patrick did.

      The combination was a bit of a revelation, he had to admit. Mad, but boy, it was good.

      Patrick scraped back his chair, stood and shouted for a bit of hush. “I’d like to say thanks for inviting me to your Friday night dinner – it’s been great. And the food has been delicious.” He turned towards Antoine and Marcel at the bar. “I’d like to propose a toast to our hosts, Antoine and Marcel.” He raised his Crème de Menthe towards them. “La Hotte.”

      Everyone repeated the toast and the noise level again rose to loud chattering. Patrick sat down, feeling giddy. Scottie and a couple of others clapped him on the back and went to sit at the bar to settle in for what they later referred to as a ‘serious session’.

      He checked his watch: 10:30 already? “I gotta go, guys.” He stood up again. “Do you know why the sun never set on the British Empire? God didn't trust the Poms after dark. Thanks again, fellas. It’s been er…bonza.” Hoots of good-natured but raucous laughter greeted this clumsy attempt at colloquial Australian. Patrick downed his remaining drinks, rose to his feet and headed for the door. Scottie waved and shouted after him, “See you at the Barbie on Sunday.”

      Difficulty finding the door latch was a potent reminder to drive home with care on the unfamiliar dirt road in the dark.

      As he pulled the heavy door closed, Patrick saw two men standing with their heads close together in the shadows beside his car. He went towards them. One was Roger Hammerson, who ran the Price Waterhouse accounting office in town. To an outside observer, the two might have been exchanging a few last words before leaving for home after having dinner together. But he was pretty sure there had not been any other diners in the restaurant while he was in there with the Aussies. He did not think he was mistaken. Hammerson’s companion was small and swarthy with curly black hair - he appeared Arabian. Patrick didn’t know him. “’Evening, Roger”, he said, fumbling for his car keys.

      “Who’s that? Oh, yes – Patrick. Hello. We’re just talking”. The two men pulled apart.

      ‘Well, obviously,’ Patrick thought. ‘What an odd reply’. But he said, “Well, good night, then.”

      Hammerson nodded but seemed uncomfortable and said nothing more. The other man glared at him and remained silent.

      The New Hebrides was a tax haven. Patrick was aware that this made it attractive to large corporations, but also to criminals. Some financial jurisdictions had rather loose regulations. Money laundering activities flourished in such places. Few bankers there questioned the origin of incoming funds. The London headquarters of Price Waterhouse enjoyed a well-earned high reputation. Patrick had naturally assumed that Roger Hammerson possessed the same integrity. But something about the man’s reaction shouted guilt at being caught out. Patrick tried to convince himself that he may have happened upon two friends meeting. But they looked too furtive to be friends – no, this was a business discussion. So why conduct it in the late night shadows of a restaurant car park, far from the centre of town?

      As he settled into the driver’s seat, a stab of discomfort at what he believed he’d seen sobered him up. The haze of happiness brought on by food and alcohol had peaked as he closed the restaurant door. It now fought to resist the cold whiff of criminality.

      He tried to centre his mind and concentrate on driving home without crashing. But couldn’t forget the curious conversation and Hammerson’s shifty reply.
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      THE INDEPENDENCE ELECTION

      Saturday morning dawned far too early for Patrick. He had remembered to draw the curtains across his full height bedroom window. But they weren’t lined and did little to keep out the South Pacific sunshine. They were also a hideous orange pattern and lit up the room with an other-worldly glow.

      Blinking, Patrick tried to focus his eyes on the wall cupboard and his brain on where he was and what time it might be. It was only when he heard rhythmic chopping outside, he figured it must be Tom Charlie, the gardener. The boy would be trimming some unsuspecting plant life. Thus, it must be Saturday morning. ‘Phew. Panic off. No work’, he thought. As he lay, summoning up the will to head for a reviving shower, little blips of memory from last night popped into his head.

      He hoped he hadn’t made too much of a fool of himself in front of his new friends. Patrick’s upbringing in England had been rather sheltered. He had never attended a dinner party where the main aim was downing as much alcohol as possible. Despite his junior status within the bank, he had attended several formal dinners in London, some for which he had hired a dinner jacket, no less. On these occasions, he blessed his parents’ insistence upon knowing how to set a table with successive knives and forks and spoons. Also, how to eat pudding (not ‘dessert’) with a spoon and fork and other niceties of
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