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CHAPTER 1

T

HE PHONE CALL had come through two hours before the email

arrived.
‘Samantha? Bill Tempest here in New York.’
‘Hi Bill. Long time no see or hear. How are things going mate?’
‘Sorry Samba. No time to chat. We’ve got an issue building. It needs
your attention.’
‘What kind of issue?’
‘Need to know basis—Chinese Walls.’
That was yesterday. Now, Samantha’s mind was numbed by the enormity of what she had read in the email. It had taken her several hours to
discover the true extent of the problem and, almost certainly, it had been
caused by some dishonest bastard motivated by the myopia of a fat bonus.
He or she had very likely chosen to camouflage a blemish on the loan
portfolio and present it instead as a beauty spot. Almost certainly, the ratings
agencies—the arms length third parties that should have seen through the
cosmetic camouflage—had turned a blind eye. Why? Damn them. Where
were the checks and balances that should have been in place? Were they
too scared of the implications if they were wrong, or maybe … if they were
right? For now, it was just speculation of course. But how could anyone
with even a smidgeon of training have been fooled by such intellectual
dishonesty? Does no one give a damn anymore about ethics and morality?
‘Deep, deep doodoo,’ Samantha heard herself mutter. At best, and
given the realities of the financial implications, she couldn’t see how it
could possibly be resolved with any semblance of integrity. It would
require a master of lies, obfuscation and bullshit artistry to muddle
through this one. But then again, maybe the power mongrels—the smoke
and mirrors experts—in the world’s corridors of power could pull it off.
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Whatever happened to that ‘kinder, gentler nation’ that George Bush
the elder had been promoting all those years ago?
‘We’re breaking the problem down into pieces,’ Bill Tempest had said
to her, ‘so that each section works only on its piece. Only two people
will have the total picture, the chairman and I. Your piece happens to be
the most sensitive. That’s why we want you to handle it personally.’ She
could hear his breath at the other end of the phone. It was short and
shallow. He’d either been running or this issue was bothering him even
more than he let on. ‘With you in Oz, you’re far from the action in our
time zone, and we don’t want the guys in the US or the UK to get a
whiff of what you’re doing.’
‘Sounds serious.’
‘It is. And that’s also why it’s for your eyes only and no questions. No
one gets to hear about this.’
‘Not even Larry?’
‘No one. Larry is Asia-Pacific region. This is Global. You are doing it
for us. You talk to me and only me. Are we clear on that?’
‘Clear. But I have one question.’
‘Shoot.’
‘I’m booked to go on holiday for a week to the Barrier Reef, with
a friend who’s coming half way across the world to join me. Should I
cancel?’
‘When are you scheduled to leave?’
‘Friday. Day after tomorrow.’
‘How long in total?’
‘A week. Maybe ten days.’
‘Don’t cancel. Go. There should be no changes in anyone’s routine.
I’ll be sending you an encoded email. It’ll be self-explanatory. Read it,
work on the attachment, send it back to me when you’re finished and
delete it from your system. I need it by sparrow fart Thursday morning
my time. Okay?’
‘Do you want me to keep myself available for follow up?’
‘No. Frankly, it suits me that you’ll be away on vacation. If you’re not
around, no one will be able to ask you questions. Just go about your
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normal business when you get back. Hopefully we can contain this thing
to keep it out of the public eye.’
The phone line had gone dead. No goodbye. No nothing.
The email was marked ‘high priority’ for her personal attention. The
attachment had been zipped closed, and required a twelve character
alphanumeric code to be opened. Samantha Alexander was one of only
three people in the Sydney Office of The Union Banking Corporation
who had access to that code.
There was no question now as to its importance. Her heart, fuelled
by adrenalin, pounded in her chest. Soft, shallow breaths hissed slowly in
and out through her slightly parted lips. Her mouth felt dry. Her brow
was furrowed from hours of uninterrupted concentration as she stared in
disbelief at the numbers that glared mutely back at her. Alarmingly, some
of the numbers which, under normal circumstances, would have been
black were red—as red as the blood rushing through her veins. And they
were very large numbers. Way too large! She ran her finger across one of
the cells in the spreadsheet, manually re-counting the zeroes that
appeared after the first comma.
‘One, two ... ten, eleven, twelve ...’
The glow of the computer screen contrasted against the midnight
sky beyond the windows of her corner office. She was on the fifteenth
floor, overlooking Circular Quay in the foreground and Sydney’s
famous Opera House beyond. Right now, Samantha could have been
sitting in a basement cell for all the attention she paid her multi-million
dollar view. She had triple checked every formula in every cell, and
every linkage between the cells. There was no mistake. Potentially, there
could be trillions of dollars of losses. The spreadsheet on her computer
was an attempt to quantify the potential fallout from the collapse of yet
another US originated market for packaged loans. The single offending
number—the ‘bottom line’—was a multiple of the size of Australia’s
total annual $750 billion income.
‘Oh my God ...’
The knock on her closed door caused Samantha to jump in heartstopping fright. ‘What the ….?’
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As she swivelled in her chair to face the intruder, she managed a
reflexive glance at the bottom right hand corner of her computer screen.
Years of fighting deadlines had trained her.
12.48 a.m.
‘Crean orifice?’
She swallowed. Unable to speak for the moment, she shook her
head. Standing at the now half-open door was a worker employed by the
bank’s contract cleaning company. Ostensibly. But why so late?
The cleaner didn’t move. He just stood there, apparently awaiting
instructions; one hand on the door handle, the other clutching something behind his back. There was the hint of an expectant smile on his
lips, but his eyes showed no expression. Samantha was momentarily
paralysed, still locked in the world of sabotage and deceit, until she
spotted the feather duster protruding from behind his back.Then, as with
the descending curtain at the end of Act One in a murder mystery, reality
unfurled itself. Invariably, a cleaner is just a cleaner.
She leant down, picked up the waste paper basket and carried it to
the door.
‘Just empty this for me please. You can leave my office until
tomorrow night.’
‘You wait. I bling back stlaight way.’
Instead of seating herself once more, she eased her stiffened back,
stretched and took the few steps to the window. She plucked a tissue
from its gaudy floral box and absent-mindedly dried her damp hands.
Her nerves were certainly on edge. The main question she had been so
far unable to fathom was, why me? Why not Larry? Was it a guy thing?
Larry was Bill Tempest’s mate. Was she being set up as a patsy, a fall-guy,
to be let go? She leant her head against the cool of the window to clear
her mind from the fog of unreality. Her eyes panned aimlessly across the
harbour beyond the darkened glass until arrested by the movement of a
water taxi approaching from beneath the Harbour Bridge. It skipped
along the water’s rippled surface—like one of those flat stones she and
her brother Pete, and his mate Patrick, used to throw when they were
kids. It didn’t make a right hand turn into the Quay. Perhaps it was
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headed for one of the eastern suburbs? Rose Bay? Maybe even Manly, if
the water-taxi driver was lucky. Or do you call them water-taxi captains?
Her eyes moved again to follow the craft’s progress for a few more
seconds, then stopped as the V of its wake stretched outwards, almost
stroking the shoreline below Kirribilli House, the official Sydney residence of Australia’s Prime Minister. She lifted her line of sight and stared
at the structure on the hill on the opposite side of the harbour.
‘He must know,’ she muttered. ‘Surely, he must be in the loop on this
one.’
But Kirribilli House was in total darkness. Could the Prime Minister
of Australia also be in the dark? Highly unlikely. Not with the numbers
so large, and not given the incestuous relationships that now existed at
the intersection of the global corridors of power in banking, politics and
industry.
There was a time when the various power camps were separated, and
when each camp treated the other two with deferential respect. The
Central Bankers ran the economy, the democratically elected politicians
ran the country, and the industrialists minded their own businesses and
were accountable to their shareholders. No longer. Nowadays, everyone
was in everyone else’s pockets. Scratch that. Even the term had changed.
Everyone was inside everyone else’s pants. Business had grown to
become the economy, and the economy had evolved to become the
country. The demarcation lines between authority and responsibility had
blurred. There was no longer any meaningful accountability in any walk
of life.
Samantha shook her head to clear the radiating thought-webs and
turned back to her desk. The figures that glared out at her were not so
much related to how many loans might go into default, or how big the
dollar value of these loans might be. It had to do with the so-called
insurance policies—the derivative contracts—that hung off these loans.
If this problem could not be contained, there would very likely be a
catastrophic domino effect. The entire $500 trillion derivatives industry
could be at risk. The previous sub-prime stumbles were child’s play in
comparison.

[6]

BEYOND NEANDERTHAL

Of course, the theory was that even if a bank was heavily involved in
such contracts, so long as it balanced its portfolio by having a roughly
equal value of buy contracts and sell contracts to offset one another, the
probability of something going wrong could be kept very low.
That was the theory. The facts—as her spreadsheet was now
showing—were that something had gone horribly wrong, and that The
Union Banking Corporation Inc. was one of the counterparty banks that
would be affected. It was not a problem Union alone would be capable
of solving. There was even some doubt in her mind as to whether the
world’s Central Banks acting in concert could solve it.
Samantha pursed her lips. Suddenly, she couldn’t wait for the
following day when she and Patrick would be flying out for their island
resort holiday. Her brother’s old school friend. The one long-standing
relationship in her life …
After drafting her email reply to Bill Tempest, she hit ‘send’ and
deleted all traces of both the email and its attachment. Her reply was
devoid of any expression of her personal opinion. Satisfied that she had
followed his instructions to the letter, and mindful of the energy efficiency memos that Admin liked to send around, she switched off her
computer and the lights on her way out.

CHAPTER 2

T

HE DELTA AIRLINES Boeing 757-200, flight 207, had taken off

right on time from JFK in New York at 8.45 a.m. It was now
11.45 and Captain Tara Geoffrey was thinking of starting her
descent routine as they jetted towards Santo Domingo in the Dominican
Republic. The flight had been as smooth as.Visibility was crystal clear. She
could see clear across to the edge of the Earth—where Columbus would
have fallen off if his world had turned out to be flat.
One of only a handful of women commercial airline pilots worldwide, Tara Geoffrey had been flying for as long as she could remember.
At thirty-three years of age, she could hardly be called old, but she had
certainly logged an unusually large number of flying hours.
When people asked her why she had chosen to become a pilot, she
had to stop herself from smiling. The question always gave rise to the
fond memory of a joke her late father used to tell, which went something like, ‘How did the artist Toulouse Lautrec get his name?’ Then,
when no answer was forthcoming because the question was such a dumb
question anyway, ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ he would ask. ‘He was born Toulouse,’
and then could not stop himself from spluttering with laughter.
She must have heard him tell that joke a hundred times. Every time
she had laughed with him, but not because she thought the joke was
funny—it was such a ‘dad’ joke. It was just that his enjoyment was incurably infectious.
The true answer to the pilot question would have been ‘because I
was born to fly’ but, because of that stupid Toulouse joke, she could never
bring herself to answer in this way with a straight face. Instead, sometimes she responded with, ‘I guess I was a bit of a tomboy at heart. I liked
the idea of shattering glass ceilings’, or at other times with, ‘someone had
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to show those men how it’s supposed to be done.’ Her heart wasn’t really
in it, though. The truth was that she loved flying. It gave her a sense of
wonder that she never got used to, never took for granted.
Her somewhat unflattering pilot’s uniform unsuccessfully hid the
fact that Tara was a stunner. She’d cut her copper coloured hair short and
it was usually hidden beneath her pilot’s cap. But she was unable to
camouflage her sapphire eyes. Sometimes, it seemed that flames danced
behind them. They lit up when she laughed and it was as if a party
animal was held captive inside her, like the genie inside the lamp. Tara
was not interested in liaisons with her fellow pilots so she was careful to
compartmentalise her life, and those who saw the sparkle saw it only
fleetingly. She was an exceptionally competent pilot and, most of the
time, that was all her associates saw.
Any socialising on stopovers was usually with one of the gay stewards. She could count on them for good light-hearted company. They
were non-judgemental, non-threatening and when she was with them
Tara felt she could let her professional pilot persona slip a little.
The Boeing, still cruising at 40,000 feet, was about a hundred nautical
miles from its destination. Captain Geoffrey turned to the flight steward
who had been chatting to the co-pilot. ‘David, I’m about to start our
descent down to 18,000 feet. I wouldn’t mind a quick cup of coffee before
the cockpit goes sterile. Think you can get me one in two minutes flat?’
‘Sure thing, Cap’n’ he responded and returned seconds later with a
freshly poured cup.
‘I still can’t work out why there are no buses from the airport to the
city in Santo Domingo,’ he said as he placed the cup into the cup holder
next to her. Then, expelling an exaggerated sigh, ‘Oh well! I suppose I
can learn to enjoy the comfort of a cab for a change. Are we still OK to
share one to the hotel?’
She smiled. Although her attention had been focussed on the various
instruments in front of her, her antenna received his thespian message
loud and clear.
‘Absolutely. We still need to make arrangements for that dinner I
promised you, and I’m working up a great appetite over here. Now, why
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don’t you piss off and close the door behind you?’ Her tone was cheeky,
light-hearted. ‘Paul and I have work to do.’
As David closed the door behind him, the co-pilot turned to face her.
‘I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve asked you out to dinner on a
stopover. How come I get a zero batting average and he has no problems?’
‘Come on Paul, there’s a big difference between you and David.’ She
raised one eyebrow as if challenging him to contradict her. ‘When I
decided to get into the corporate world, my old man told me to never
shit in my own nest. It was sound advice. I’m not prepared to mix business with pleasure. It’s nothing personal.’
Paul Carthage turned his gaze back to the instruments. He wasn’t
fooled by her propensity to use four letter words in the cockpit. Tara
Geoffrey had about as much chance of being seen as macho, as the recently
departed David had of winning a spitting contest at a bikey convention.
Whatever she might say, however much her mouth might talk the talk, her
pheromones sure walked the walk.There was no way this particular female
was going to talk any red-blooded male into accepting her as just one of
the boys. Reluctantly, he turned his attention back to his work.
At 18,000 feet Tara fastened her shoulder harness, reduced power for
a 1,000 feet per minute descent, and called for the Approach/Descent
checklist. In the background there had been an intermittent stream of
communications from air traffic control that would ultimately result in
her intercepting the Instrument Landing System on runway two.
After a few minutes, she clicked off the autopilot and took over
manually, allowing the nose of the plane to dip as she took hold of the
yoke and simultaneously reduced the power all the way to idle. Finally,
after being switched first to Approach Control and then to the airport
tower, they received their landing instructions.
‘Delta 207. Wind 020 at 14. Cleared to land runway two.’
She called, ‘Gear down,’ and Paul responded, putting the gear handle
in the ‘down’ position.
The runway came into sight.The on-board recorded warning system
kept her informed of her height above the ground, ‘400 feet’ … ‘300 feet’
… ‘200 feet’ …
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Just before the wheels came into contact with the runway, she pulled
back gently on the yoke to lift the Boeing’s nose slightly. The engines
roared as she put the plane into reverse thrust, all in one smooth series
of practised actions.
Paul couldn’t help himself. ‘Well that didn’t wake any babies.’
Tara moved her feet from the steering rudder to the brake pedals,
and transferred her hand from the yoke to the steering tiller after coming
out of reverse just as the tower controller said, ‘Delta 207 exit next
taxiway and contact Ground.’
Tara taxied, slowed the plane down to twenty knots, and then slowed
down even further as she manoeuvred the now ungainly flying passenger
bus into its position alongside the designated landing gate, her eyes fixed
on the ground crewman guiding her in.When he finally crossed his hands
above his head, she called ‘Let’s shut ’em down,’ and set the parking brake.
Paul moved the fuel levers to ‘off ’ to shut down the engines.
Then, with irreverent disregard for company protocol, she reached
for the intercom and announced, ‘Ladies and gentlemen. This is Captain
Tara Geoffrey speaking. We have arrived safely at Las Americas airport in
Santo Domingo, in the sun drenched Dominican Republic, home of
merengue dancing. On behalf of my co-pilot Paul Carthage and our
flight crew, we hope you had a great flight and that you will enjoy your
stay here. We realise you had a choice of which bankrupt airline to fly,
and we thank you for flying Delta today.’
Not long after the last passenger had disembarked, she was on her
way from the plane to Customs and Immigration. ‘Do you think we
can ask the cab driver to give us each a receipt for thirty bucks?’ David
asked her as they walked the long corridor together. ‘After all, we
could have made our ways separately to our hotel.’
Tara didn’t respond immediately. Her attention had been drawn to a
group of workmen who had been struggling in vain to erect a large
banner. ‘Santo Domingo. Host to the 2011 World Energy Congress,’ it said,
in both English and Spanish.
A workman stood at either end holding the corners in place but
the banner ballooned in the middle, entangling a third workman who
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tried to fight his way out of the voluminous cloth. A fourth man tried
to direct proceedings but the banner seemed to take on a mind of its
own. Two more workmen strolled over to watch the goings on. They
didn’t attempt to help. Instead, they shouted suggestions which, by the
look of the grins on their faces, did little other than intensify the
mayhem.
It reminded Tara of the clowns who used to erect the tents when the
circus came to town. They let sections collapse, tripped over each other,
and ducked or were acrobatically felled by their fellow clowns carrying
long poles over their shoulders. She grinned at the image of comic chaos
that had been the circus management’s way of getting the local kids to
pitch in and help. But there were no kids to join in here and an airport
was too busy and impersonal a place to expect help from passers by …
or even other workmen, it seemed.
Belatedly, Tara focussed on what David had said. He was being
theatrical again, his voice pitched about half an octave above where it
should have been, and his right hand fluttering up to touch his right
cheek. He knew that she knew it was all an act. His eyes gleamed like
those of a naughty child.
The question of the cab receipt wasn’t even a real question. It was
just a sound that supported his perpetual pantomime, like the piano
music that accompanied the silent movies. She admonished him in a
motherly voice, her brow furrowed severely and her nose wrinkled like
an angry rabbit.
‘Listen, Mr Village People, don’t waste your flim-flam act on me. We
both know that you’re a charming and highly intelligent person.’
‘That’s why I love spending time with you on these stopovers,’
David responded in a more normal voice. ‘You see right through me.
For a pilot, you’re so down to earth. But you must admit, it’s fun to challenge the establishment now and then. Especially the oh-so straight
establishment.’
‘I wouldn’t know about that, but I’ll take your word for it.Why don’t
we both quit the act, just be ourselves for the evening and enjoy our time
together?’
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Their conversation was interrupted for the time it took the two of
them to bypass the formalities of Immigration and to negotiate their way
through the chaos of people milling around.
At the cab rank David leaned over to murmur in her ear just as the
cab arrived. ‘Message received my captain,’ he said, in a totally normal
voice. He opened the kerbside backseat passenger door for her with a
flourish; closed it again, just like the gentlemen he really was, then skirted
around the driver who was heaving both their bags into the trunk.
As the cab drew away, Tara leaned forward to give the driver instructions. ‘Please take us to the Hotel Conde de Penalba in the Zona
Colonial.’
‘Si señora.’
‘ “Señora!” I’m not that old, am I?’ she whispered defiantly at David.
‘It’s the cap.’
She took it off, placing in on the seat between them.
‘Wheel nauw, Dayvid, me boyo,’ she said in her best mock Irish
accent. ‘Just wheer didya huv a hunkering to huv dinna on this foin
evening?’
He laughed out loud. ‘To be shoor oim tortally at yer dispoosal and
oil foller yerr t’thee ends of the earrth’ if that be yerr will.’
Their banter continued for a while, spiralling downwards from that
point until the novelty wore off.
She patted his knee in a sisterly fashion and they lapsed into a
comfortable silence until she said, as much to herself as to David, ‘I’ve just
now taken a decision. I’m going to take my three-week vacation here,
starting next week. I want to know what this city has to offer. And, if the
hotel has a concierge, let’s ask him where to go for dinner tonight, you
know, where the locals eat—a genuine Creole meal.’
‘Whhat? Why would you want to spend three weeks here all on your
own? And why now, suddenly?’
‘When I saw that group of workmen erecting that banner at the
airport I realised if I leave it for much longer the old Dominican
Republic will be completely gone. This whole country is going to
change: the Energy Congress, infrastructure changes …’
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‘So? Why on earth would you want to come here at all, and why on
your own?’
‘To start with, I’m sure I’ll meet a few people while I’m over here.
It doesn’t really matter. I’m comfortable in my own skin.’ She swung
around to face him, uncoiling from the seat as though she had been
asleep until now. ‘This country interests me. Every time we’ve stopped
over during the past few months I’ve found myself looking at the blue
amber jewellery and carved ornaments in the souvenir shops. Why is this
the only place in the world where blue amber is found? I think I’d like
to see one of the mines, and maybe travel around a bit and take some
photographs of the countryside. The scuba diving off the coast here is
supposed to be incredible. Did you know that Christopher Columbus
landed on this island before he went on to discover America? The waters
in this part of the world have shipwrecks that are …’
David broke in. ‘And the cockfights? It’s the national pastime …
might be exciting if you have the stomach for blood and gore.’
The cab arrived outside the hotel. ‘And merengue dancing.’ Tara
held her hands at eye level and jiggled her knees left, then right. ‘Let’s
not forget that this is where it was invented. I wouldn’t mind letting my
hair down for an evening or two. It’ll make a great change. What do you
say?’
Buy the B&N ePub version at:http://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/beyond-neanderthal-brian-bloom/111042163
0?ean=2940014541596
Buy the Kindle version at:http://www.amazon.com/Beyond-Neanderthal-ebook/dp/B007Z7GJH4/ref

