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Preface

This is the
second book of the Aquitaine Trilogy, the concept of which was to
envision a future community that can survey the old state of
affairs — our own — with the benefit of hindsight and learn from
our mistakes as they proceed to create a brand new
civilisation.

In order to do
this, I invented a nuclear apocalypse, which sets the calendar of
civilisation right back to zero. Whether such a cataclysm remains a
possibility in the post-Cold War era is a matter of opinion,
although I fear it cannot entirely be ruled out.

Yet this is not
about nuclear weapons and their effects, but rather about what a
group of survivors might do in a world where they have to start
anew from scratch without the benefits of technology and most human
comforts.

In a way this
second book is the meat in the sandwich of the trilogy, dealing as
it does with the question of what kind of government would benefit
people most. Many people, myself included, feel that Western
democracy has done a rather poor job of it in recent decades. Yet
what should replace it? That is the question that the People of the
Earth in the story grapple with. Does a modern society, for
instance, need religion and if so in what form?

All the
characters in the book are fictitious, although they do represent
certain traits and habits of actual people. The book’s protagonists
come from a variety of nationalities. As we all know, there are
good things and bad things in all societies. That is no less so in
this book.

The location is
France and the geography is as described. Instead of inventing a
whole new country, I have preferred to work with real topography.
That is not least because I cannot think of a better way to do
research than to sit with a plateau de fruits de mer, while looking
across the Arcachon basin and consider it work!

I hope you will
enjoy the story as much as I have enjoyed writing it. I also hope
that you will consider the issues raised, as I like to think that
whereas this work of fiction deals with an imaginary future
society, its issues have plenty of relevance for our world right
now.

 



 



Chapter 1 Nukes revisited

 


Ted Dennison,
brevet general of France and military prefect of Aquitaine, sat
across the small coffee table from Captain 2nd Class Nikolai
Kuznetsov, commander of a Russian delta class nuclear submarine.
They were sitting in the sun on the front at Arcachon looking out
across the bay. Captain Kuznetsov’s submarine was hidden from view
behind Cap Ferret, but an inflatable guarded by three sailors
rested on the beach fifty yards away. Ted has just been introduced
to the Russian and his associate Captain Lieutenant Ivan Papanin by
Lieutenant Colonel Andrew Tailor, prefect of Arcachon.

Ted was trying
to be his usual friendly self, but was uncertain about the reason
for the visit, which had required him to drive for nearly an hour
from his headquarters in Portets. The Russians were skeletal, their
clothes hanging loose on their bony frames, their faces drained and
pallid. Ted glanced across at the sailors on the inflatable and
realised they were equally emaciated. They were hopeless as guards,
sitting on the rim of the boat, looking seriously debilitated. Ted
knew he, too, had lost plenty of weight since that fateful day
nearly a year ago when the world went mad with the apocalypse of
Mutually Assured Destruction. In his case, though, weight lost had
been to his advantage, reducing him to what his medics would call
an ideal weight.

“Captain,” Ted
said, trying to break the ice and speaking in his native English,
“can I get you another coffee?” With a smile and shrug, he added:
“Although I’m afraid it is not actual coffee.”

The captain
tried to smile back, but it was a faint attempt. “Thank you
general, but we have already had one coffee.”

“Right! Well, I
will have one,” Ted said. “Why don’t you try a glass of our grape
juice? Last year we made grape juice instead of wine. We decided
that since we had masses of grapes and the wine market had rather
collapsed, grape juice would be a useful health supplement in the
winter as fresh fruit supplies have also dried up!” He explained
with an attempt at humour.

He paused, then
turned to his aide, Army Captain Yves De Moncay. “Yves, get me a
coffee, will you and I think these two gentlemen could use some
grape juice. And Andrew?” He looked enquiringly at Andrew Tailor,
an African American.

The Russians
nodded. They were tired as well as undernourished.

Ted ploughed
on, “Captain, may I ask where you have popped up from? In nearly 12
months we have seen nobody and suddenly a bloody great
submarine.”

“I fear that
information is classified, General,” Captain Kuznetsov
responded.

Ted was
irritated by the reply. He was sure they were up to something. He
glanced up and made certain Sergeant Havre, the head of the local
police security detachment, was standing nearby with a couple of
soldiers with carbines slung on their shoulders.

“Ok Captain,
then why are you here?”

The submarine
commander shuffled uneasily in his seat. “We were hoping to get
some food,” the Russian said hesitantly.

Ted thought for
a few seconds. “Well, we’re short of food ourselves as you may
imagine and the Russians round here have not exactly covered
themselves in glory.”

Seeing the
captain’s face harden, he added, “Maybe it was your boat’s missiles
that destroyed Bordeaux and blew up a perfectly good beach at
Bicarrosse that is just to the south of here and destroyed over
half this town?”

A small crowd
was gathering at the cafe, outside which they were sitting. The
crowd’s hostility to the submariners was palpable. The drinks
arrived and allowed thoughts to be gathered.

“General, that
was war. But I assure you we have done nothing to harm France,” the
Russian said, then to change the subject, he asked, “You are
English, are you not? Why are you a French general?”

“Mainly because
after your lot had done their worst, France became rather short of
generals,” Ted said ironically. “But tell me, was there a war? It
all happened very quickly. We may not have been jolly good friends,
but we weren’t fighting, were we, then suddenly boom boom and it
was all gone. Is Russia the same?”

The junior
officer, clearly older than his captain, remarked something in
Russian to his superior. It didn’t sound friendly to Ted, who
didn’t speak the language. The captain spoke again in English,
“General, all we need is some food and we’ll leave you be.”

“Leave me be,
Captain? Are you threatening me?” Ted snapped back.

“No, I’m just
asking.”

“Well, why
should I give you food? I have 30,000 people I am responsible for
in central Aquitaine and God knows how many hungry people all
around us who have little or no food.”

Ted saw the
captain bridle. The Russian was getting angry too. “General, we’re
a visiting ship and common courtesy would suggest you should at
least help us with some provisions.”

Ted was about
to retort when there was a roar behind him and a large motorbike
ridden by a short, stout figure accelerated up the promenade,
followed by ten motorbikes with sidecars carrying troops with
rifles. Ted turned round, stood up and walked towards the figure
clambering off the lead bike.

Army Captain
Andre Massena was deputy commander of the forces of Aquitaine. A
former sergeant in the French army, he had been a man with a
reputation that was written over his face in the form of a badly
broken nose and numerous scars. He liked a good fight and didn’t
mind starting one. But the slightly insubordinate officer, who
always had a twinkle in his eye, was a first-rate soldier in
action, and Ted was fond of him.

Massena snapped
a parade ground-perfect salute before clicking his heels and
reporting, “General, Sir.”

Ted smiled. “At
ease, Andre. Look, we have a Russian sub standing off Cap Ferret.
Get some eyes on it and let me know immediately if anything
happens. Get some men for crowd control.”

To the local
sergeant who came marching over, Ted added, “Morning, Sergeant.
Captain Massena will take over for the time being.”

Ted walked back
to the table and sat down. The submarine captain was looking far
from relaxed and Ted noticed the three boat guards were now on
their feet. He tried another smile. “You were saying, Captain?”

“Is that little
show of force supposed to give me a message, General?”

“Well actually,
no, but when I heard there was a sub sitting offshore, I thought it
wise to take certain precautions.”

“Do you think
we would attack you?” Captain Kuznetsov was looking increasingly
uneasy.

Ted shrugged,
then said, “Part of the problem, Captain, is that one of your
countrymen, a mafia type called Vladimir, has attacked us twice,
the last time only a few weeks ago. Then we may be unfair to
presume that Russia dropped some nuclear bombs on all major French
towns and cities. We know that Vladimir tried to destroy us, mainly
because we set about surviving by protecting our food supplies and
environment. As a result, it’s inevitable that Russians are not
exactly flavour of the month.”

Ted stared at
the Russian captain, who seemed speechless. His shoulders sank, and
he looked like a dejected man. The other Russian spoke rapidly in
their native tongue, but it was clear the captain was not paying
attention.

For a few
moments the Russian captain sat there silently, and Ted exchanged
looks with Andrew. Suddenly, one of the crew of the inflatable
seemed to be speaking on a radio, then started running towards
their table. He was too weak to really run, though, so it was more
of a quick stagger. As he drew near, he began shouting in
Russian.

The captain
looked alarmed. He looked at Ted. “General, do you have an air
force?”

Before Ted
could reply, there was a faint buzz that turned into the sound of
an aero engine as a small biplane came diving down towards
them.

It was the
Moth, Aquitaine’s only working aeroplane, a 1947 trainer built by
Stampe of Belgium. It was the all important “eyes” of the new
community. The plane pulled out of the dive and a hand was seen
releasing a bag that plunged to the ground, thumping into the sand
fifty yards away. A soldier ran over and retrieved it.

Ted smiled at
the captain. “Yes, if you call that an air force. Why? Did we spook
you?”

“General,
submariners do not like planes, particularly if they come out of
nowhere.”

The plane was
circling round Arcachon basin in an elongated loop. Yves jumped up,
took the bag from the soldier and opened it. Inside there was a
single sheet of paper, which he passed to Ted.

The note was
badly written, it had been scrawled in the back of the small bouncy
plane. It simply said, “one very large sub, no other boats we can
see. Mark says it’s a missile boat.”

Ted now knew
the note had been written by Jane, who was the number two pilot and
observer of the moth; the pilot was Mark. The two shared piloting
duties, both having been young co-pilots arriving on different
flights on that fateful day last May.

Ted looked up
from the note, “Yves, signal them to return home.”

As Yves waved
and pointed towards Merignac from the sand, the plane’s wings
waggled and it set off towards the airfield.

Ted turned back
to the submarine captain. “Captain, we don’t like surprises,
either. We were just checking there were none!”

“General,
looking around, you seem to be very well organised with whatever
old and decrepit things you seem to have. An old plane, an old car
you use. You could say it’s vintage,” the Russian quipped,
indicating the Mercedes coupe that Ted had arrived in a short while
ago. It was two-tone maroon and cream and made back in 1939.

“When a nuke
goes off, you get an electromagnetic pulse covering a vast area,”
Ted noted. “So with nukes raining down, as they were, there were
multiple EMP strikes that just about killed anything electrical or
electronic. Nothing with a computer chip in it works any more. That
means no modern vehicles. But we’ve managed to get a few vehicles
operational, some by bypassing the engine management system and
others because they actually had a carburettor. So we have no
radios but we have an old fashioned field telephone system that
just about works, which is how I knew you had arrived.”

“Yes I know
about that, General, because—” The captain stopped short and Ted
guessed it was because he was about to say more than he wanted to
let on. The captain’s older junior officer began to berate his
captain in Russian, by the sound of it.

Ted had had
enough. He realised this conversation was going nowhere and he was
reasonably certain that the submarine and her crew needed them, not
vice versa, and certainly represented no threat. They were
starving.

He held up a
hand and the older Russian glared at him, but stopped talking.

“Captain, I
think we’ve started this conversation on the wrong foot. So let’s
start again. It’s clear to me that you have no food so you need us
a great deal more than we need you — or even want you around, to be
frank. So maybe if you tell us where you have come from and where
you are going, we may, I stress may, be more sympathetic.”

Ted sat back
and looked the captain in the eye. The Russian looked weary and
defeated.

In other
circumstances, Ted thought, this guy might be all right.

“You’re right,
General,” the Russian said as he held up a hand to stop his fellow
officer from interrupting.

“As I think you
have already worked out, we are a missile boat and last May we were
a few days into a patrol in the Kuril-Kamchatka Trench from our
base in Avacha Bay.

“Avacha Bay is
on the Kamchatka Peninsula in the Far East, almost in the Bering
Sea right at the top of the Pacific. It was a routine patrol and we
had not been harassed by any American hunter subs. Nothing much was
happening. Then suddenly, we received an alert, then a “Prepare to
launch” and “Launch” orders in quick succession. It all happened
within minutes.”

He looked at
the faces around the table and added, “I command the boat and do
what I am told. Soldiers take orders.”

He added
lamely, “I am sorry.”

Ted nodded and
the Russian continued, “The procedure requires that we evacuate
from the launch area promptly and find a safe spot to lie low. This
we did and it was all very quiet. Nobody seemed to be after us.
Then suddenly we were hit by a shock wave. It nearly rolled the
boat over, several hands were hurt, bones were broken and I thought
we would all die. We came through, but more shocks followed.

“Initially, we
thought it might be a nuclear depth charge, but we realised it was
seismic. The Kuril-Kamchatka Trench is well known for big quakes
and the like. After gathering ourselves and making a full damage
assessment, we realised we had no major structural problems. But
there was external engine noise as a result our speed was reduced.
Not good if you think somebody is out there looking for you. We
waited for orders for over a month, then returned slowly to Avacha
Bay. When we arrived, we found an old volcano near the base had
erupted and it was not safe to enter the bay. Still with no contact
we headed for Vladivostok.”

The captain was
clearly fatigued just from telling the story.

Ted interrupted
to give him a breather. “It’s okay, Captain, we don’t need all the
details,” he said. “I just wanted to cover the basics. I gather you
realised that EMP would probably have been responsible for the lack
of radio contact. I presume Vladivostok had been destroyed?”

The captain
took a deep swig at his grape juice. Ted signalled to Yves to get
some more.

“Yes, we
thought about EMP, but satellites might still have been working.
And yes, Vladivostok was gone. We hung around the area trying to
get provisions. We established contact with land groups that had
survived, but nobody was too keen on us.”

Captain
Kuznetsov seemed grateful for the extra grape juice. “We did not
know what to do. So I decided to set out for Murmansk. With a slow
boat it took the best part of two months and by the time we arrived
winter was setting in,” he carried on. “Murmansk was gone, too, but
there are several other bases in that area and we found a couple
intact.

“The problem is
they had no contact with Moscow, or anywhere else for that matter.
We wanted supplies and they didn’t have enough for themselves. We
stayed for a month and tried to repair the shaft problems, but that
required a functioning dockyard. There was little food so I decided
to head for St Petersburg or Kaliningrad. The Baltic is not a good
place for subs, but by then we realised that nothing was as it used
to be. We found the Kattegat after Skagerrak was blocked to the
south. We saw some communities in Denmark, but people ran away, or
began shooting at us. We started hunting seals for meat. We passed
many small communities, but they all wanted to keep to themselves.
Same thing when we tried to approach some fishing boats to buy some
of their catch. Then we spotted some of your boats this morning and
trailed them here. The last few months have been hell, General. We
have several sick men and as you’ve guessed we’re starving.”

The captain
glanced wearily at his colleague, who was looking none too
pleased.

“How long will
your submarine able to keep going?” Ted asked.

“Well,
obviously, it’s nuclear and so technically we have enough fuel for
years of operation, but something might wear out or break. No, the
boat is strong, but the people in it are not.”

“Your engines
are electric, are they not?”

“Yes, the
reactor produces steam to drive the turbines that produce
electricity to run the motors.”

“How many crew
do you have?”

“126”

Ted thought for
a minute, then turned to Yves. “Can you find a baker and get 126
loaves, cheese to go with them and 60/70 litres of grape
juice.”

Yves looked
somewhat puzzled, but got up and walked off.

Ted turned back
to the captain. “Captain, here’s an idea. Why don’t we adjourn to
that seat over there and have a chat?” Ted pointed at a bench on
the promenade. Andrew gave him a puzzled look.

When Ted stood,
the captain rose, as did the senior lieutenant. Ted glanced at the
captain, who then said something in Russian to the other officer,
who didn’t look happy but sat back down.

Once on the
bench, Ted turned to Kuznetsov. “What are your plans, Captain? Say
we gave you some food, what would you do?”

The captain
shot Ted a steely glance. “I think you know the answer to that
already,” he said. “The only person who doesn’t know the answer is
my weapons control officer, who thinks we’re still at war and must
find a Russian base.”

“I presume you
mean the officer who’s accompanied you to our meeting,” Ted said,
glancing back at the table they had just left. “Does he speak
English?”

“He denies it,
but I’m sure he understands far more than he owns up to.” He added,
“That’s why you wanted to get away from him, is it not?”

“Of
course!”

“So what’s your
idea, General?”

“Simple.
Surrender your boat to us.” Ted smiled as the Russian’s face
registered a look of shock. He added, “But it could be done other
ways.”

“I’m not sure
what you mean.”

“We need your
boat, or rather your reactors and the staff to run them. We need
electricity and you have a power station right on hand.”

The captain
chuckled briefly. He thought for a second and said, “And what about
the rest of the crew?”

“We need all
the skilled hands we can get and I’m sure you have a highly trained
crew. Besides, only this morning I was discussing our security
needs and it turns out we could use a navy. As you said you’re a
seaman first and foremost . . . as are your crew, I’m sure.”

“You’re either
mad or up to something, General, but we couldn‘t squeeze the boat
in here,” he replied, indicating the Arcachon basin. “On the
surface we’re 13,500 tons and we have a nine metre draught.”

“Fair point.
But there are several deep-water ports in the Gironde estuary. The
Bordeaux ones are out, but I was thinking of Pauillac. There’s a
dock where the A380 fuselage was transferred to barges, which of
course is not used, but I’m sure you could moor there and we could
set up factories in that area.” He added, “We need power for
industrial purposes.”

The captain
looked out across the Arcachon basin. “I must admit this is a nice
spot,” he said wistfully. “Nor do I fancy sailing the seas forever
with nowhere to go, like the proverbial Flying Dutchman. But what
you suggest is — well, I suppose the word is — unusual.”

“We have
survived to live in different times. All past norms are gone,” Ted
half smiled.

“What you said
about Russians earlier, is that true? Will your people accept
us?”

“Don’t you
worry, Captain,” Ted said. ““We are a very multicultural mix here
as a thousand of us arrived on aeroplanes from around the world.
Four planes that somehow did not fall out the sky but managed to
land at Bordeaux. We have people from virtually all European
countries, as well as Africa, America, Thailand, Singapore, China,
Viet Nam, Philippines, Japan. You name it and we probably have one
but of course the vast majority are French, mainly rural people
because the towns got bombed. Maybe to begin with there will be
some hostility but I am sure we can get over that.”

The submarine
captain hesitated. “General, tell me one thing. How did you become
a French general?”

Ted nodded.
“Fair question. Like I said, we all came here on airliners and I
suppose I got here first and kind of took control. Somebody needed
to. Then soon the only surviving French general turned up and liked
what we’d done. The airport had been a mess, but we cleaned it up,
took over local hotels, created water supplies and sanitation. We’d
buried the dead and were rationing the little food we had.

Ted was lost in
his memories for a moment before continuing.

“He realised he
had a group that was at least looking after themselves and were
also taking in refugees — French people who needed help — and as
there was nobody else to do the job he decided he would give us his
support,” Ted carried on. “He knew if we were to seriously help
people survive we needed an official blessing. So he made me a
general and appointed a few others in key positions. He then left
it to me. But I have run businesses all my life so I am used to
organising and controlling people. In the end government is
management.”

“Yes that makes
sense, General. You were in the right place at the time!” Kuznetsov
gave a tired smile.

Ted nodded.
“Another question. What about radiation poisoning and other health
matters?”

Ted frowned.
“That has been one of our really weak areas,” he said. “Not only
have we been short of doctors but we had no hospitals, drugs or
equipment, either. We have a very capable senior doctor, but she’s
hampered by what she doesn’t have and not by what she knows! As to
radiation poisoning, early on we lost large numbers to that and
we’re still losing people. We have no idea about the long-term
effects. We presume that most radiation, except very near the blast
centre, has now dissipated. Frankly, we don’t have much option but
to get on with it.”

The submariner
gave another weak smile and nodded. “Food?” He asked.

“We have a
massive farming operation and we rounded up all the livestock we
could find — to stop people eating everything. We’re short of fuel
and our farming methods are old fashioned — if you get the gist.”
Ted smiled at his own joke. “But we seem to be getting by and
feeding the people we have.”

Looking across
to the café, Ted saw Yves appear with Hervé, who was his friend.
The two were completing a gap year when they took a flight from San
Francisco to London. It landed at Bordeaux instead and Ted
recruited the two graduates as translators. Hervé now worked as an
assistant to Andrew. They had a hand cart laden with bread and
grape juice.

The captain saw
the food and realised the conversation was over. “I think I need to
speak to my crew, General. That’s only fair,” he said. “I will make
the decision but I will listen to them first. The bread will help
them make up their mind the right way, I am sure!”

“Captain, I get
the feeling your colleague will not agree to this?” Ted suggested
looking at the other Russian.

“No, he’ll
never agree. He’s old school. In his day he would be the political
officer. He sees himself in that role anyway.”

“I will see
what I can fix,” Ted replied.

They got up and
started back towards the table. Ted took a short detour to speak
briefly with Andre, who stood with a group of troops nearby. As Ted
reached the table, he announced, “Sorry guys, I must use the
facilities. All that coffee that is not coffee!” He dashed into the
café.

When Ted
returned he looked at the two Russians and said, “Before you go on
that rather small boat and get bumped across Arcachon Bay you may
like to use the loo.” He indicated behind him. First, both
hesitated and Ted glanced at the captain, who suddenly jumped up
and said, “Good idea.”

As the captain
returned, the lieutenant decided to go too. As he entered the café,
Ted said to the captain, “You go back to the ship and I’ll wait
here for a while. Shall I meet you back here in, say, two and a
half hours?”

The captain
agreed and Ted started walking towards the inflatable.

Suddenly,
Sergeant Havre came hurrying out of the café and reported to Ted:
“The Russian officer has had a fall. He hit his head. Captain
Massena is taking him to the clinic.”

The captain
turned to go to the café, but Ted grabbed his shoulder firmly. “No
worries,” he said. “We’ll look after him and you can pick him up
later when you come back after the docs have had a look at
him.”

The two senior
officers exchanged knowing looks and this time there was most
certainly a smile in the captain’s eyes.

“Also, Captain,
you still do not know much about us. Do you want my aide Captain De
Moncay to go with you? He can answer any questions you may
have.”

The captain did
not object so Ted turned to Yves, “Yves, I hope you like boats. You
are about to get a tour of a nuclear sub.” Yves didn’t appear to
relish the prospect, but he got in the boat anyway.

As the boat
sped off towards Cap Ferret, Ted and Andrew stood watching it.
“Ted, what are you up to?” The Arcachon boss asked.

“Easy, Andrew!
We need something they’ve got.”

“But they have
nothing. Obviously, they have no food; they may have a spare
missile or two, but what else?”

 


It was early
evening by the time Ted returned to Chateau du Portets, the
headquarters of central Aquitaine. He was tired but pleased with
himself, although he expected an outcry against his latest deed. He
walked into John and Joan’s office.

John Davidson
had been the pilot on the plane that bought Ted to Bordeaux and was
now Colonel Davidson and Ted’s chief of staff. Joan Coleman was a
former globetrotting solicitor from the City of London; she was now
the head of administration. Initially, John and Joan, both in their
early fifties, had been like chalk and cheese: John was easygoing
and uncomfortable with command outside his aircraft, whilst Joan
charged into her new job with something to prove. Putting them in
the same room and making them responsible for the minutiae of
administration, leaving Ted with the job of planning and
implementing strategic decisions, had not been popular with either
J’s, but now, much to everybody’s surprise, not only did the
partnership work perfectly, but they had become an item, moving in
together, leaving the single accommodation of the Chateau for a
cottage up the road.

John was the
first to speak. “Ted, what have you been up to? I can’t believe you
have invited a load of Russians to stay here after what the
Russians have done to us.”

Joan was just
as unhappy, but more direct. “For heaven’s sake, Ted, have we not
had enough of everything nuclear? The last thing we need is a
nuclear accident. People will not put up with it you know. You have
gone too far.”

Ted gave a
resigned look, “Oh dear! Only a few weeks ago I was the hero of
Aquitaine — quite unjustly in my view. Now that I think I should be
the hero for pulling off a little coup, I’m the villain — just as
unjustly, I might add.”

Joan was not
letting go. “Ted, you really should consult other people,” she
said.

“Joan, I’m in
charge and you know I usually do consult. But maybe you should use
that considerable intellect of yours and think why I have done it!”
he snapped back.

“Well, the
power will come in useful, I have no doubt,” John chimed in to
lighten up the atmosphere.

“That would
have been a good starting point but before you two go, let me
explain,” Ted said.

He was getting
irritated and wanted to get to his evening meal.

“First, as you
quite rightly say, John, we need power,” he explained. “All the
small generators we have are falling apart. The steam engines eat
wood, although Jeff is working on making charcoal briquettes. Last
year, when we first arrived we had stocks of most things, but now
we’re running out. We desperately need to start making cloth, we
need shoes, we need glass, we need building materials; in fact, we
need many many items we once took for granted.

“Last year we
concentrated on agriculture because we had to, but this year we
need to concentrate on making things. For that we require power. In
addition, the crew are all highly trained individuals and we need
skills, all the skills we can get. We also need a navy of sorts so
that we have the capability of patrolling our coast and protecting
it. I was only talking about that this morning. We now have some
experienced naval personnel and I think the sub’s captain is an
excellent choice to set up that navy and coast guard service. So in
one swoop I’ve solved several problems, problems that were at the
top of my to-do list.

“As regards
your point about safety,” he said, addressing Joan, “we have
nuclear specialists on the sub and they’ll run that side of it. In
about four to five years we will need to dispose of the beast and
we will simply tow it to a deep spot in the Atlantic and sink
it.”

“But all those
Russians! Who’s going to accept them?” Joan was not backing down so
easily.

“Look Joan,
there are good Russians and bad Russians as well as good and bad
Englishmen. The Karys and the Richardsons would have got along fine
with Vladimir.”

“Well, I hope
you are not going to trust them,” she said.

“At this moment
I do,” Ted said. “Frankly, they’re too weak to try anything nasty.
They haven’t eaten properly for months. Anyway, I will bring some
of the officers here tomorrow, after they dock in Pauillac, and you
can see for yourself. I only really met the captain. He’s taking
the boat round and will come into the Gironde tomorrow morning. Are
you guys eating here or at home tonight?”

“Home, Ted,”
was John’s answer. “We were waiting for you to get back. We had a
message from Andrew and everybody is asking questions.”

“Tomorrow night
we’ll throw a welcome for our Russian friends and I’ll invite Jeff
and Jean Soult.”

Chief engineer
Jeff Siang had been the captain of a Singapore Airlines flight and
was from that country. Ted called him their great innovator.
Frenchman Jean Soult was a former mandarin who had the job of
running the massive arable farming operation; as a man who had
pushed paper for years, he was horrified when asked to run the
farms, but he now loved the job.

The Js left to
walk home and Ted walked into the bar for a glass of wine before
his evening meal. Ted often joked that the only thing they weren’t
short of was wine: after all, they were in the middle of one of the
largest and most famous wine regions in the world. Chateau du
Portets was the home of many of the single mangers of Aquitaine,
whilst couples had been allocated a house each when they moved from
their previous headquarters at Merignac (Bordeaux Airport) to this
pleasant wine town on the Garonne river. The main meal of the day
was midday when all local managers were encouraged to lunch at the
chateau and this gave a good opportunity to exchange titbits of
news and to sort out any small issues. However, the smaller evening
meal was more relaxed and had a clubby feel as residents relaxed.
But it also gave people an opportunity to discuss matters and Ted
urgently sought out Bill, who was their civil engineering and
building guru.

He needed Bill
to go to Pauillac first thing in the morning. Bill knew about the
imminent arrival of the sub. From the moment Bill had stepped off
the Singapore flight ten months ago, Ted had appreciated the
no-nonsense can-do attitude of the one-eyed civil engineer. That
day he had not been fazed by the badly damaged airport; he simply
put water in the system within 24 hours. Now he was the community’s
services and building expert and all Ted had to say was “Please do
it” and it was done.

Over a light
supper the two now talked about what needed to be done: first, they
decided, it had to be made certain that the submarine had a berth
that was useable; second, they had to build factories or repurpose
existing buildings.

Ted knew his
next few days were going to be all about Pauillac, which would now
become one of the community’s hubs along with Le Porge (animal
husbandry), Saucats (arable farming), Arcachon (fishing), and
Merignac (military base and engineering). Central Aquitaine was
bounded by the Garonne river and the Gironde estuary to the east
and north, from Langon to Bicarrosse beach to the south and by the
Atlantic ocean to the west. Cadillac, near the only working bridge
over the Garonne, had been used as a shelter for people desperate
for food and other help during the winter months. In recent weeks
the town and its neighbour Berguey had been fully incorporated into
central Aquitaine.

After supper
Ted had his usual nightcap with English actor Sean Paine and
Harald, a German who had run factories in South Africa and Germany
before he landed here. Sean had become the head of the Church of
the Peoples of the Earth, which worshiped the earth and focused on
not abusing the planet, as it is from this planet that we all come
from and would ultimately return to, he insisted. The large church
in Portets had become their Cathedral. Harald initially managed the
restoration and running of the hotels at the airport, but his
training was as an engineer and a metallurgist. He was now building
and developing basic heavy guns. His cannons had featured in the
destruction of Vladimir’s armoured column.

The three men
were all about 60 years of age and had good intellects and
conversation swung between light and serious. The story of the
submarine has inevitably caused Ted to field a multiplicity of
questions from those staying in the Chateau, and it was with some
relief he found Sean and Harald with a bottle of wine sitting in
their usual place.

“Well, me old
luv, you have stirred up quite a stink with your submarine. I am
not sure the church can support you. I mean nuclear is very
naughty,” was Sean’s opening thrust.

Ted had had
enough by then, even though he knew Sean was just joking. “Sean, do
be quiet. Anybody would think I have planted a live bomb by the way
they’re reacting,” he replied irritably.

Sean
momentarily looked taken aback and for once was lost for words.

“Well,” Harald
interjected, filling the awkward silence, “I think from what I’ve
heard it’s a good idea: we certainly need the electricity. It will
make a big difference, but I suppose there’s a risk of a nuclear
accident, even if it’s a small one.”

“According to
the captain an accident in a berth is extremely unlikely as it’s
akin to being on land,” Ted reassured him. “The most important
thing is to follow protocol in maintenance procedures. First sign
of trouble and we ditch the thing. But hopefully, we will get four
or five years out of it.”

“You’ve got
their guys to keep maintaining and running it?” Harald asked.

“Yes, that was
part of the deal. Anyway, I’m fed up with talking about the bloody
thing. How’s the organ going, Sean?”

Sean had told
Ted they could reconvert the church organ from electric to its
original design of hand pumped bellows. “Wonderful,” he said. “And
the guy who did the work has been playing it and he’s really good.
All I need now is a choir. I tell you, I’m really excited about it.
I think I’m really taking to this church thing. Not quite the Old
Vic, but beggars can’t be choosers.”

“All the
village ladies seem to have taken to you” Harald suggested. “They
say you are oh so good. I think you have got quite a fan club.”

“I know luv. I
sometimes think all they come for is a chat.” Then he added with a
smirk, “I wonder what else they’re after. Most of them are older
than me!”

“Well that’s
easy to solve,” Ted noted. “Just be like other priests and announce
you’re celibate.”

Harald gave a
guffaw and Sean looked almost bemused. “Well luvs, around here I
might as well be, but one can always hope. As they say chance would
be a fine thing.”

Soon the
conversation relaxed into a light banter between friends and the
woes of the day faded as the wine bottle emptied.

 


Chapter 2 Vladimir again

 


The next day
the submarine was due to arrive early in Pauillac. Commandant Kevin
Roberts, Aquitaine’s head of security and an ex-parachute regiment
sergeant, had suggested to Ted that they may need beefed-up
security. Ted thought that was unlikely, but took the view it was
Kevin’s call.

Ted arrived to
find the dock besieged by protesters, something alien in central
Aquitaine. More troops had been sent for, and there was a great
deal of pushing and shoving. Ted was unusually confused: after ten
months, he was not used to having his authority so openly
challenged by normal citizens. Ted despatched Yves to find the
ringleaders and bring them to him.

Meanwhile, the
huge submarine was edging closer to the dock that had once played a
key part in getting the fuselage of the A380 to Toulouse. Bill was
supervising the dockside operation, which sounded grand, but
actually meant no more than grabbing some ropes and securing them.
The sub crew did the rest.

Ted wanted to
go and greet Captain Kuznetsov and his crew, but instead found
himself confronted by four angry protesters.

Ted smiled
grimly at the delegation and asked what their complaints were. The
leader attacked immediately, “Why have you bought this evil boat
here? It’s not safe. And those men” — he indicated a few
submariners shuffling weakly around onboard — “they’ve killed
Frenchmen! They come and they’ll take our homes and our town. This
we shall not allow!”

“Hold on,” Ted
said. “Take your homes? Why do you say that?”

“Well, where
will the crew live? Not on the machine, I think. And they say you
want to build factories here....”

Ted cut him
short, “Wait and listen, will you. First, nobody will take your
houses. As to the crew, most will not be living here. A few will —
to maintain the reactor and the generators.”

“But these are
Russians who nuked us, and only a few weeks ago they attacked us
again,” the civilian stressed.

“What do you
know about that attack? Most of the people who attacked us were
Frenchmen,” Ted replied in a conciliatory tone.

The leader
would have none of it. “They were Russian!” he growled.

“Listen, I was
there, you know that?”

“Yes. They say
you killed many Russians that day — with a shotgun. It’s become a
legend. So you’re brave, but why...?” The leader sighed and
shrugged.

Ted was
embarrassed about the perception of events that day, but maybe the
hero image might help for a change.

“The people who
attacked us were mainly Frenchmen. They were led, and employed, by
a Russian mafia boss. But they were Frenchmen just the same, and
all the people who died for Aquitaine that day were Frenchmen,” he
said.

“But we are
from Aquitaine and we’re here to rebuild Aquitaine and France,” Ted
continued. “There are bad Frenchmen, there are bad Englishmen, and
there are bad Russians. But it does not mean all Frenchman, and all
Englishmen, and all Russians are bad, does it?”

“No, but how do
we know these are good Russians?” the man wondered.

Ted realised he
was ahead in Round One, so he moved on, ignoring the question.

“The submarine
is here to provide electricity,” he explained. “I’m sure you are
aware that we desperately need power to manufacture items we are
running out of, as well as to build new generating sources. Here
you did not suffer as much from the bombs as they did further
south. We’ve got to rebuild and this submarine will give us an
enormous boost. Surely you see that?”

“But why here?
It’s not safe. We heard before there were accidents,” the man
said.

Ted now knew he
was winning, but not only did he have to persuade the leaders, but
he also had to give them something to take back to the protesters.
He also knew the problem was partly his fault: this had all
happened so quickly nobody had explained anything to local
residents. All they had heard was rumour and the inevitable
troublemakers had been stirring things up.

Ted saw that
men were climbing off the submarine and onto the dock. They looked
thin, pale and decidedly wobbly on their feet. There was an attempt
to form the crew up, but it was obvious that was beyond them.

Ted looked back
at the members of the little delegation, now all staring at the
wasted crew. “I do not think those men represent much of a threat,
do you?” he said.

There was no
reply.

“I am going to
meet the captain, if you’ll excuse me for a minute. Then we can
talk some more.”

Ted knew he was
taking a risk leaving the group before he had properly solved the
problems, but he had seen the look on their faces. They understood
how desperate the Russian crew was and their expressions betrayed a
certain degree of sympathy.

Ted walked onto
the dock and saw Kevin helping a Russian. Bill was helping another
and several of Bill’s gang were helping yet others. Ted had
organised transport, but it was presumably being held up by the
protesters blocking the road.

Captain
Kuznetsov suddenly appeared on the submarine. He was in full dress
uniform and wearing a sword. He walked down a boarding ramp that
had appeared and marched formally up to Ted and saluted him.
“General, I surrender my ship and crew and place them under your
protection,” he said, and with that he started unsheathing his
ceremonial sword — in an age-old ritual of an officer surrendering
to another.

“Please keep
your sword,” Ted said.

Allowing an
officer to keep his sword suggests there is no dishonour in the
surrender. The officer has been defeated, yes, but only after
fighting courageously and with honour. Of course, in this case the
submarine crew had been simply starved into submission.

“Welcome,
Captain,” he said. “I hope you and your crew will be happy
here.”

He dropped his
voice, adding: “There was no need to surrender.”

“I saw the
crowd and thought it might help. It really makes no difference,”
the Russian explained.

“Thank you for
the thought, Captain. I’ve organised some transport and you will go
to Chateau Pontet Canet, just up the road. They have some
accommodation they use there for workers during the vendage. It’s a
sort of holding point so we can get your men fed and sorted. The
non-engineering officers will then go on to Portets.”

The two had
discussed the day before the immediate management of the submarine:
the reactor would be shut down and overhauled; the mooring might
need dredging to ensure there was enough water around the ship.

Ted was pleased
to see two old busses and couple of trailers being towed by old
tractors appear though the crowd. The crowd also seemed to have
quietened down: probably the sight of the debilitated crew had
helped; the formal act of surrender must have helped, too.

Ted returned to
the delegation.

One of the men,
rather than their leader, spoke first. Ted had noticed him before:
he seemed to be less belligerent than the others.

“General,” the
man addressed Ted. “One thought occurred to us: like everybody
else, we have no electric. Presumably, it will be possible for the
submarine to supply the town with some?”

Ted considered
the point. It hadn’t been his intention to supply the town and he
had no idea how much electricity was required, or if the submarine
output was enough to supply the town, on top of servicing the
planed factories. “I see no reason why we should not work on that,”
he said cautiously, then added, “Yes, I think that’s a good
idea.”

He continued:
“Clearly, it will take some time to get everything up and running.
We’re shutting down the reactor; then, we can start working on how
to get the electric ashore and distribute it. But yes, that’s a
good idea.”

Ted now knew
his problem of protests over the submarine and her crew was as good
as solved — for the time being at least. Then it was up to him to
make certain that new problems did not crop up.

 


That evening a
party was thrown at Chateau du Portets for the Russian officers.
Ted had asked all his regional managers to attend. He hoped that
way word would get out that these Russian were decent chaps and
take some of the sting out of the growing resentment that seemed to
be sweeping central Aquitaine.

Jean Soult, the
suave mandarin, warned Ted had made a big mistake. Then Soult
qualified it by saying, “But I must admit there are several things
you’ve done before which I thought were wrong, but in the end
turned out to be good decisions.”

Ted was getting
more frustrated by the minute. “Jean, I am not sure what you think
is wrong. We are desperate for energy, as you well know. We’re down
to the dregs on diesel and most of the vast forest around here is
pine, which is useless for steam engines and we have no coal as
yet.”

“But what
happens if there is an accident?” the Frenchman pressed on.

“You know as
well as I do that that’s highly unlikely if everything is done
correctly, and maintenance and procedures are done by the book. I
believe the risk is acceptable in view of the benefits.”

“And the
crew?”

“They are all
highly skilled people. We need skilled people. I am hoping that
these guys can build an X-ray machine for the hospital, among other
things. And the seamen are going to be our navy.”

“You trust
these men?”

“Why not,” Ted
said. “I trusted you, too, just as I trusted many other people I
didn’t know when we first got here. Everybody on those planes was a
stranger and within a week we had an organisation up and running.
Sometimes you just have to look somebody in the eye and decide
whether they’re capable. When I ran my business, I was seldom
interested in the most qualified. I wanted the guy who could do the
job best.

“Jean,” he
continued, “surely, the most important point is, we need that
electricity and I would have been negligent in my duty to this
community if I had simply let it sail away. Then there was also a
humanitarian issue — the crew were desperate, should we not help
them?”

“Ted, as ever
you have a powerful argument. Furthermore, I have learnt to trust
your judgement. I just hope you are right!”

Ted did not
respond, but thought, I hope so too!

Earlier Ted had
sat down with Captain Kuznetsov and his first lieutenant Ivan
Isakov and introduced the two to Guy De Villiers. Guy, who was in
his late fifties, had been an estate agent for twenty years. Before
that, he had been a Sandhurst-trained company commander in the
British army. Ted had recently appointed him as his security
adviser tasked with coordinating all aspects of security from
intelligence to training to acquisitions. They had discussed the
logistics of creating a navy. There were many large yachts in
Arcachon, and it was agreed a few would be converted to be patrol
vessels, as far as it was possible using sail.

Niki Kuznetsov
had not realised exactly what role Ted envisaged for him and he was
excited at becoming a real sailor again. Ivan, his number two, was
a very keen and experienced yachtsman so he relished the idea of
sailing rather than motoring.

As the meeting
was ending, the new navy commander asked, “I wondered, General,
what has happened to our weapons officer? Since his unfortunate
accident we have heard nothing of him.”

“I am sorry,”
said Ted with smile, “he’s convalescing in hospital. He should be
out tomorrow and I have a good job waiting for him.”

The hospital in
question was in fact a cell in Arcachon’s police station. However,
his treatment for malnutrition there was more than adequate.

Ted was worried
about the Russian officers as they had not drunk for months, and
although they had had some food they were still very weak. So for
once he kept the alcohol flow under control. Getting people to
relax and open up was one thing; having them all falling over was
another.

The meal went
well, however, and a nice atmosphere was building. In the end it
was Nostrovias! all round and the Russians wobbled their way up to
their rooms one by one, each swearing undying allegiance to
Aquitaine.

Ted was pleased
to see all those present thought the Russians were a good crowd:
they just had to get the message out to their staff the next
day.

Ted recommended
to the officers that they relax for a few days at Portets. He also
had the former weapons control officer bought to the chateau. He
was bought into Ted’s office and immediately started complaining in
Russian.

Ted stopped
him. “Captain Lieutenant Papanin, I apologise for your
inconvenience, but I think you have been well treated. As I am sure
you are aware, your captain and submarine are now under our control
and the crew are being well looked after. I think you understand
English, do you not?”

Papanin glared
at Ted, then in heavily accented English said, “I must
protest.”

Before he could
continue, Ted spoke again. “Protest noted,” he said. “But you are
now my responsibility. Would you like me to find a translator? It
will be one of your fellow officers.”

“Nyeit. I will
understand.”

“Good, because
I have a job for you,” Ted said. “Let me explain. We’re anxious
that we preserve all the knowledge we have for future generations.
Our mistakes are sometimes as important as our successes, so we’re
preserving all the books we can find and trying to write down what
is in our heads. Understand?”

The man
nodded.

“You are I
believe a former communist and grew up in a Soviet Union that was a
major superpower,” Ted continued. “You will have been indoctrinated
with communism, as well as seen the cold war from the other side.
You have witnessed the fall of the Soviet Union from the
inside.”

Ted looked
enquiringly and received a bemused look in response. He went on, “I
want you to catalogue those experiences so we’ll have them on file.
You can also work with others of your old crew to get information
that needs recording. We want to know everything; with the
exception of knowledge about nuclear weapons and I suspect that
means technology as well. I think we will let future generations
find that out for themselves. When we sink your sub in a few years
— hopefully, that will be that!”

“I think I
understand,” Papanin said, still looking puzzled. But he was no
longer protesting.

“We have a
chateau — once a spa hotel — set aside for this task. So you will
be comfortable. There’s a small crew of older academics and the
like doing this job. I have spoken to the man in charge. He’s a
former professor of geography and expecting you.”

“I understand.
It sounds interesting ... maybe,” the Russian said. “But I am a
prisoner of war and must return to Russia.”

“Ivan Papanin,
you still don’t get it, do you! There’s no Russia. There’s no
America, nor England, nor France, as you think of them. This is a
new world. I am not sure but I think ninety percent of the people
of the so-called developed world have been wiped out. Elsewhere I
have no idea.”

Ted looked at
the Russian, who still seemed unconvinced.

“A final word —
and it’s a warning,” Ted said. “I am putting you in a pleasant job
and a great environment. If you screw up, the only alternative is a
military punishment camp. And it’s not pleasant.”

 


Aquitaine used
two languages, English and French, and over time most people had
learnt French. Ted, for one, thought he had just about mastered the
language, but he had always spoken a little.

Yet many of the
Russians spoke neither language, although a good smattering spoke
English, some for technical reasons. So the first part of the
integration for them meant language courses.

After a week in
Chateau Pontet Canet, the Russian crew had virtually all recovered
and were assigned to different tasks. A few marines joined the
military operation, but most went to Arcachon to join the new navy.
Electricians and nuclear engineers stayed at Pauillac and were
housed in the Hotel de France et d’Angleterre.

The development
of Pauillac was important, but another vital job, one that now
involved thousands of workers, was recycling. One of the
restrictions was getting the right materials. The first year had
been all about food and water; this second year was about
development, and for that they needed materials — and essentially
the only avenue was to recycle. There were vast supplies of metals
like copper, lead and iron from the remains of what had once been
the city of Bordeaux. The periferique had been their arbitrary
boundary: set by Ted to avoid radiation and selected with nothing
other than guesswork. The area had suffered serious bomb
damage.

They had now
crossed into it and were searching, wrecked building by wrecked
building, for materials to salvage and more grimly remains to bury.
Last year they had taken time to identify bodies: now everybody
realised it was a pointless exercise. One tool the submarine had
bought was radiation detectors (Geiger counters) to confirm
excessive contamination by radiation. So rubble was sifted through
and separated. Scrap wood was made into charcoal and then pounded
into brickets for the steam engines. Metal in the form of joists,
bars and wiring were collected: even old kitchen utensils and white
goods were piled up to be taken apart by another team. There was a
distinct shortage of mechanical help as the few cranes and backhoes
they had ran on diesel, a substance they were short of. That was
until a vast fuel station in Merignac was found with the tanks
intact. Tanks of heating oil were also found and suddenly their
diesel problems were not over, but much less acute.

The first
anniversary of what was known as Destruction Day arrived and nobody
knew quite what to do. Should they celebrate their survival or
lament the death of civilisation as they knew it, along with all
their friends and family? In the end they did nothing.

It was not easy
and it was not going to get easier, but Aquitaine had a future,
even if for many on the outside there was despair and grief. They
sent out patrols, which found that most people were hungry and
disorganised. More and more people wanted to come to Aquitaine, and
Ted was concerned they were emptying the countryside around them.
He now had to try and get those areas back into productive land and
communities back into being self-supporting.

One lesson they
had learnt was they needed intelligence on what was happening
around them. Vladimir had attacked them twice and on both occasions
they had managed to repeal the attacks — though more by luck than
anything else. Steve Dawson was ex-SAS so Ted had put him in charge
of collecting intelligence, which was to be proactive. They needed
sources in surrounding towns and communities so problems could be
identified — hopefully, before they got out of control.

Another duty of
Steve’s was to head the new Aquitaine SAS: Superior Archers’ Squad.
Guy and Ted had been talking about weapons, over drinks, when the
idea was first formed. Guy had once seen a Discovery Channel
programme that portrayed the longbow as one of best weapons ever
invented. Without a ready supply of ammunition, there was no
certainty about the longevity of modern weapons. So they had
introduced compulsory archery at schools for all boys and added it
to military basic training. The idea for their SAS was to be a very
fit, highly mobile force that could be used mainly for
reconnaissance. The troops would carry little and live off the
land. Their primary weapons would be bows. This was a highly
experimental force and it was for volunteers who passed gruelling
fitness requirements and also demonstrated competence in archery.
The SAS had only just received its first 20 qualified recruits.

They were
sending regular patrols to St Foix and Bergerac on the Dordogne
River. Bergerac had been a great disaster for Ted when a
half-hearted support effort had provoked Vladimir to take over the
town and kill prominent leaders who had sought help from Aquitaine.
Back then Aquitaine was training 30 men from Bergerac and now some
wanted to return. But Ted was once bitten, twice shy about the
idea, and when he sent new people to Bergerac they had to be strong
enough to look after themselves. Vladimir was still in Perigueux.
He might not want to attack Aquitaine again, but he was still
active.

Ted had largely
taken his mind off Vladimir and was working on economic issues. He
was thinking about two long-term projects: the reestablishment of
trade and the introduction of money. He had been encouraged by the
reports the sub commander brought about seeing coastal communities.
Sooner or later people would start using the sea for travel; they
would want to trade anything they had surpluses of. One thing
Aquitaine had in excess was wine. In addition, they could also sell
dried and smoked fish and cheese production was picking up pace.
The supply of meat was still a problem as their population kept
growing, but by next year they would be able to sell leather and
maybe wool. Of course, if they could start making products like
clothes, they could sell more than just the raw material. But they
also needed to import products: cotton, especially. Jeff was also
desperate for rubber because they needed it for vehicle tyres, and
the old tyres they had could not be simply recycled: they were a
blend of rubber, plastic and metal. It seemed unlikely somebody
would turn up with rubber, but they could well arrive with cotton.
Then unless somebody had a supply of fuel, it seemed likely that
trade by sea would revert to sail. Not only would that slow
everything down, but somebody would have to build new cargo ships
with sails. They were examining the idea of building such ships
although Ted hoped that somebody would come to them first.

There was a
determined research of local crops and plants to see exactly what
they had. Many plants that grew wild had been used by previous
generations in various forms; particularly in medicine. Flax was
found and a specialist team formed to gather seeds and cultivate
plants that might be useful.

The issue of
money also came up in relation to trade. Traditionally, gold had
been the common currency, but Ted had two problems with the metal.
First, it was not much good for anything other than trade; second,
they had none. They did have Euros, but Ted was not sure they were
really worth anything: a currency has to be backed by something so
that its supply is limited. Ted had emptied all the banks, safes
and ATMs they could find, partly to control the supply and partly
to use the money. At the moment everybody working for Aquitaine
received basic wages. Yet everyone in central Aquitaine received
food and other basics so money was only for extras, the main one
being wine. But they had no control over the Euros in circulation
and there were traders coming to buy wine from the bars of
Aquitaine who were quite happy to pay in Euros whatever was
demanded. Ted had raided only the banks in central Aquitaine, but
others had clearly had the same idea elsewhere. As the first
requirement for a serious economy was a stable currency, it was
clear that Aquitaine needed to mint its own money.

In the
meantime, Niki Kuznetsov’s navy was taking shape. He had found an
80ft schooner in a marina and it was being overhauled and would
soon be at sea. They had also found an ocean-racing catamaran; Ivan
Isakov was excited about it. In a decent breeze such catamarans
fairly flew along. In addition, they were converting a fibreglass
speed boat and a big semi-ridgeable to use ethanol: these could be
used as fast inshore boats. All eighteen-year-olds were conscripted
for three years, so after compulsory basic training recruits could
now opt for the navy. Ted was confident that by the following year
they would have an effective coastal force. This year it would be
partly trained. In June three small yachts turned up in Arcachon.
Desperate people were on the move and the need for coastal defence
was becoming more real.

As always
happens, it is when everything looks like it’s going well that
something comes out of the blue. The submarine reactor was
producing electricity and the first factories were opening,
including a commercial ethanol plant and a smelter to process scrap
metal. People were coming around to accepting, and even liking, the
submarine and Niki had proved to be a popular addition to Arcachon
society. As Ted suspected during that first meeting, the Russian
had a great sense of humour. His crew, both Russian and French,
loved him and he instilled confidence and pride in the new navy.
Ted was quietly congratulating himself . . . then the bad news
came.

Its bearer was
Steve Dawson. His intelligence officers had picked up information
that Vladimir had put out a 100,000 Euro contract on Ted. Ted had
two immediate reactions. One: Vladimir had obviously been raiding
the banks too. Two: the quickest way to counter that was to speed
up the issuing of Aquitaine money to make Euros worthless.

Steve had come
to see Ted with Guy and Kevin as he knew it concerned all of
them.

Kevin was the
first to comment: “Ted, we cannot ignore this. We’re going to have
to change the way you do things and beef up security. It’s just too
easy to get at you.”

Ted responded
quickly, “I suppose that’s correct because I’m not worried. But I’m
damned if I’m going to let Vladimir screw up my lifestyle.”

“I know what
you are thinking but we’ve got to take this seriously,” Guy said
quietly. “And we’re responsible for your safety. If Vladimir pays
up, we’re the ones who look stupid.”

“Steve, where
did you get this report from and how serious do you think it is?”
Ted asked.

Before Steve
could answer, Guy repeated himself: “We’ve got to take it
seriously. I’m sure Steve would not have bought it to us if he did
not think it was serious.”

“Well, it came
from a farmer who goes into Perigueux regularly to sell meat,”
Steve explained. “One of Vladimir’s petty thugs asked him what he
knew about getting into Aquitaine because he wanted to collect the
reward. The farmer told me the man is so inept he would probably
miss anyway. But that’s not the point. The threat is real and
people are thinking about how to collect.

“I’m afraid
there is another piece of bad news,” Steve went on. “I am getting
vibes about another big town — Sarlaat — which is very short of
food and has acquired a hard man as boss. There’s talk of raising a
force big enough to come and get the cattle you have here.”

“What is a
force big enough? And why would they try that?” Ted shot back.

“You know the
answer why. We have all those cattle, sheep and pigs, and most of
the ones outside of here are gone. Disease and radiation poisoning
took their toll, but in the end it was hungry people and, if I may
mention it, your compulsory purchase of animals.

“How big a
force? There are a lot of people living in the Dordogne and they’re
hungry. I suppose their real problem would be the logistics of
getting here. There are fewer and fewer vehicles running as fuel is
none existent. Of course, that’s another thing people want: our
fuel.”

“We have
ethanol because we make the stuff. I’m sure any decent-sized
community could make it. A little research and experimenting and
you are there!”

Kevin
interrupted, “Ted, what are we going to do about Vladimir? That
seems to be the first question. Bluntly put, we’ve got to get rid
of him once and for all.”

“I agree,
Kevin. He’s just made it personal. Maybe we should put a price on
his head in turn?” Ted suggested with a smile, then added, “Except
he’s paranoid and will be far more difficult to get at.”

“Yes, you won’t
get near him that easily,” Steve agreed.

“We need to
flush him out into the open where we can get at him,” was Guy’s
take.

The four men
looked thoughtful as ideas raced through each one’s brain. Ted
broke the silence. “What we really need to do is get Perigueux back
under responsible management. We know that Vladimir is ruling with
fear and intimidation. So maybe we should simply get together a
task force and attack Perigueux,” he said.

“Easier said
than done,” Kevin spoke up. “We haven’t got that many trained men,
and for that matter we are short of suitable weapons. And if we use
all the armour we have, we’ll use a ton of diesel and you’ll bitch
like hell!”

Ted laughed. “I
like that Kevin you thought I was an idiot when I insisted we use
that old tank,” he said. “Now you talk about armour as though we
have a division of it, instead of one very old tank with about
seven rounds for the main gun and two armoured fighting vehicles
that we’ve managed to cobble together from the remains of the four
that Vladimir attacked us with. But I have an idea, I think.”

Ted thought for
a moment. “Steve, you know more about the man than anybody else.
Would he go down with the ship, so to speak, guns firing, or would
he take to the lifeboats if he thought he was going to lose?”

Steve looked at
Ted and replied slowly, “What you are asking is: if he thought we
were going to overrun the town, would he stay and fight?”

Guy understood
where the conversation was going. “I get it. If we can persuade him
that we’re coming to get him with a large enough force, would he
skip town, and then maybe we can hit him as he runs.”

“Precisely,”
Ted said.

 


For the next
three weeks Ted had to put up with the extra security. Portets
became a closed town; nobody could just wander in and out. The
single bridge over the Garonne, already the location of two
battles, had security upgraded to the level before Vladimir’s last
attack and all incoming vehicles to central Aquitaine were
searched. One good thing, though, was that except for walking his
dog first thing every morning, Ted had no regular habits and when
he left the chateau he could be going to several locations and
there was no single road. By using cars, other than the staff car,
it was unlikely anybody would know when he was in a vehicle. Calva,
the dog, was the one that really suffered, being deprived of his
usual long morning walks.

“Operation
Flush” was carefully planned. First, counterintelligence began
spreading rumours that the General had heard about Vladimir’s
contract on his head and was now determined to finish the Russian
off one and for all. The Moth flew several missions over Perigueux
in a manner contrived to make it certain it was seen by people on
the ground. Then another rumour was generated, suggesting that
Aquitaine had found several armoured cars and repaired most of
Vladimir’s ones, with which he had attacked them. After two weeks,
Perigueux was alive with rumours of impending attack. Steve
reported that the city was on edge and that many of Vladimir’s
supporters were having second thoughts about being on his side: his
army of petty thugs was melting away.

Ted’s next
moves were intended to make it look like a full attack was being
prepared. On the A89 motorway, to the south of the town, a large
forward base was established for the Moth to operate from. It
looked a great deal more impressive than it was as a hundred near
recruits guarded the road, portable buildings were set up and a
section was cleared as a runway. Nothing could move up and down the
road, which was not a problem, given that few things did anyway.
Their two armoured cars were taken to the spot by night on a low
loader. Perigueux woke to find what looked like a significant camp
a few kilometres away.

The weakness of
the plan was that they were not geared up to defend the new base.
The most experienced soldiers had moved in small groups to watch
the roads leaving the city under the assumption that there were
four roads Vladimir was likely to use, with one the N21 being the
most likely. The D8 joined the N21 just north of Sorges and this
was the main stopping point. It was over ten kilometres outside the
city so they hoped that by that time any convoy would be less
alert. There was a block on the D3, which went into countryside and
looked like an unlikely route for an escape, as did the D5 up the
Auvezere river valley. Three groups moved through the night to get
in position on these roads. Each group was comprised of a group
leader, six experienced soldiers and five of the new SAS. The SAS
were there strictly to observe, to run errands and to provide
logistical backup as it was not known how long the groups would be
in place. The squads stayed firmly out of sight and would only
appear if Vladimir was spotted. On the N21 Captain Andre Massena
was in charge. His soldiers included three marines from the
submarine.

The final move
was made five days after the new base had been established on the
motorway. They had made it look like there was plenty of coming and
going, as though they were building up forward supplies. On what
was intended to be the final day the Moth dropped leaflets on
Perigueux. Not too many, because they were short of paper, but
enough to warn the residents to stay in the next day. As long as
they cooperated with Aquitaine troops as they entered the town they
would be safe. In addition, a large patrol moved in to take over
the roundabout at Chancalade. In the mid afternoon Steve met an
informer near the town and was told the place was in uproar, with
people not knowing whether to stay or run. Of Vladimir there was
little sign, but rumours were swirling he was about to leave town.
There was little sign of his usually overt security force. The
town’s residents wanted to see the back of him and were preparing
to welcome the Aquitaine forces.

Ted was in
Chateau du Portets, frustrated at being away from the action. Kevin
was in charge on the ground and Guy was also there. Communications
were difficult as a despatch rider took the best part of two hours.
Ted received a summary of the situation late afternoon and the
comments about Perigueux “waiting for them” worried him. He
realised they were about to create a vacuum: they really needed to
go into Perigueux and act as a police force until the people sorted
themselves out, and Ted had a nasty feeling that might not happen
overnight. Simply killing Vladimir now looked the easy bit.

Gunny Roscoe,
an ex-US marine, had been on the same plane as Ted and was one of
the first off with Kevin. They had recently promoted him to
Lieutenant and he commanded the bridge reserves — sixty troops
whose job was to back up the bridge commander who had about the
same number under his control. The other obvious reserves were the
Bergerac contingent under the command of Junior Lieutenant Fredrick
Bernadotte, whose father had been killed at Bergerac by Vladimir.
The group had fought well at the second battle of the bridge. They
were training as a cavalry unit to patrol the area to the
south.

Ted realised he
had only these troops in reserve. Near Perigueux there were 100
greenhorn recruits pretending to be soldiers and a patrol of twenty
holding the crossroads. The rest of the units were scattered about
doing general police work throughout central Aquitaine; in
particular there was an increased contingent at Pauillac guarding
the submarine.

Vladimir moved
earlier than they had expected. He waited for night to fall, which
came late as it was now mid-June. The constant Moth patrols had
persuaded him he had to move at night and during a short night he
needed as much time as possible so he risked a departure at dusk.
With no communications the kill units had to be alert. They all had
their youthful SAS soldiers as spotters down the road they expected
the target to come from. A shaded torch would warn the main group
somebody was coming. The problem was compounded by not knowing
exactly what vehicle Vladimir would be in — in the past he had used
a black SUV — so in effect they had to stop all vehicles at
night.

In the end he
went, as expected, to Andre’s group, but he came down the D8
instead of the main N21. The road was nearly straight at this point
and the three vehicles were spotted a long way off. Andre realised
who it was immediately: they had seen no cars for three nights —
and now here came a convoy and almost at the time anticipated.

That Andre was
sure who it was in one of the cars made the operation easier: they
already had a roadblock in the form of a tree trunk laid across the
road. Each pair of soldiers was allocated a vehicle to shoot at.
Particular attention was paid to the second and third cars as
Vladimir would most likely be in the second and, by making certain
the third car was stopped his retreat would be blocked.

The speeding
lead car did not see the tree trunk until too late. The driver had
to brake hard, and although the following two cars were well back,
the sudden braking caused the group to concertina. As soon as the
cars braked, the shooting started. Solid rounds from a twelve-bore
shotgun were fired into the engine of each vehicle by one soldier
and the passenger compartment was sprayed with assault rifle rounds
from the other. The lead car hit the tree, causing it to roll and
then slither off the road, crashing into a fence. Of the two cars
behind, the second had engine seizure as the one ounce solid lead
rounds cracked the block and the other engine failed as the rounds
smashed the alternator.

The ambushers
were on the passenger side of the vehicles so the front seat
passengers died first, but two drivers managed to escape their
disabled vehicle. One man tried returning fire and was blasted
apart as soon as he fired, revealing his position. The other driver
took the sensible option and used the darkness and inevitable
confusion to fade into the countryside.

Andre ordered a
ceasefire and they waited for a few minutes. All they could hear
was hot engines creaking and a single sob from an injured man.
There also seemed to be somebody still alive in the lead car, now
lying on its side. The head lights from the rear car partially
illuminated the scene, and the lights from the rolled-over lead
vehicle shone off into the fields. Finally, they moved gingerly
forward. A shot rang out and the sobs stopped. They approached the
lead car and the sound of another single shot pierced the night. No
more movement there.

A mop-up after
a night ambush is a dangerous undertaking: it’s better to wait till
dawn. However, Andre had to make certain they had Vladimir. He
flashed a torch. Vladimir was in the passenger seat of the middle
car — now dead. The ambushers pulled back. They would check the
rest when it was daylight.

 


As the dawn
showed in the sky, Ted left Portets and headed for Perigueux in an
old Peugeot. Yves was with him. It was a two-hour drive and by the
time they approached the camp on the motorway it was eight in the
morning and full light.

Ted was
impressed with what he saw: it really did look like a serious camp.
There were rows of tents, several large boxes, and armoured
vehicles stood at either end. Half a dozen other vehicles were
scattered around. A casual observer would think there were at least
200 or 300 men there.

The Moth
appeared to have just landed and Ted saw Mark and Jane climbing
into a caravan with several aerials. The guards initially signalled
them to stop, but as a senior NCO appeared and recognised them,
they were waved through with a salute. They drove up to the
caravan.

Ted was getting
out of the car when Guy appeared from within the HQ.

“Ted, what are
you doing here?” He asked. “Nice to see you. We’ve got
Vladimir.”

“Good. So phase
one is a success, well done.” Ted beamed. “Do you have anything
that resembles a hot drink in there?”

“Sure, we have
some foul coffee-like substance. Come on in.”

It was not a
big caravan and the beds had been removed. There was a large table
and maps on the walls. Kevin sat at the table, with Mark and Jane
standing in front of him. Kevin stood when he saw Ted enter.

Ted quickly
learnt that the Moth had been on a dawn patrol of the various
ambush spots and seen the remains of Vladimir’s convoy. They had
been able to land and get a full report, which they had just
recounted to Kevin. As far as they could ascertain, there had been
nine men with Vladimir and all were dead except for the driver of
the second vehicle, which was carrying Vladimir. Andre thought he
had escaped overland. To where was uncertain.

All ambush
groups were returning to prearranged locations except Andre’s
group. In the convoy they had found stashes of money, gold and
jewellery, as well as what was thought to be drugs. That seemed to
confirm an old rumour that Vladimir was a drug dealer and had been
run out of Lyon just before the night the bombs arrived. They
needed to send transport urgently to the junction of the D8 and
N21, as well as reinforcements just in case somebody decided to try
their luck getting their hands on Vladimir’s booty. Ted let Kevin
get on with that and went outside with Guy.

“I’m concerned
about Perigueux without Vladimir. We need to make certain that
sensible and proper people take over.” Ted said as soon as they
were alone.

“I’ve been
thinking along those lines as well. I suppose the reason you are
here is because you don’t think we have the right people here!”

“In one! I have
Gunny on standby, sorry Lieutenant Rosco, I will always think of
him as Gunny. His force is 60 and if we leave Andre here with him
that should be enough, as long as we sort out any problems today
with everybody here.”

“Sounds about
right to me,” Guy said. “I suppose we should have thought of this
before. What got you stirred up?”

“It was the
message that they were waiting for us. It rather implied they were
waiting for us to solve the problems and I thought, What problems?
That got me thinking. The last thing we need is a faction, or
factions, fight and it’s the last thing the town needs. I always
remember it as a pleasant enough town. Stayed there a few times and
enjoyed it.”

The next few
hours were busy as Vladimir’s treasure was bought in and the entry
into the town worked out. Townspeople had to be told about the
demise of the mafia boss. Steve found some messengers and soon
people started leaving the town and walking towards the camp on the
motorway. There was considerable hunger, as well as a lack of
services.

Gunny arrived
with his men, and finally they formed up and headed for town. An
armoured infantry vehicle led the way just in case anybody wanted
to take a pot shot. They were followed by the combos from the
roundabout and then Gunny’s men. It was an impressive entry. The
recruits on the motorway cleared up and prepared to go home in
addition they served as a strategic reserve.

By the evening
the town was under the control of Aquitaine. Ted, against the
advice of Guy and Kevin, drove in and met some senior residents. He
did not stay long, but made it clear that they would help the
town.

In the end,
though, it was up to the people of the town to solve their
problems. Ted left in the late afternoon with Yves driving him, and
he thought about Perigueux as he looked at the uncultivated fields
on either side of the road. As much as he did not want to, he knew
they were going to have to support Perigueux.

If nothing
else, they would need food.

 


 



Chapter 3 Extortion

 


The removal of
Vladimir should have bought relief, but only created another big
headache. It was a problem that Ted thought they had cracked: food.
Not only was the population of central Aquitaine growing, but the
relief of Perigueux had put that city onto Aquitaine’s dependence
list. Vladimir had stripped the area and done nothing about
replacing what he and, for that matter those he had terrorised, had
consumed. Ted’s drive to Perigueux and back had confirmed what he
had been told: there was little farming activity. They needed to
get those farms back into working order. But a farm does not just
start producing all of a sudden; both crops and stock take time to
grow.

And it was not
just food they needed: a long term survival plan was just as
important. Many more people than before were going to be needed to
work on the land because modern farm machinery did not work. To an
extent, that was a blessing in disguise because there were few
other jobs, although a whole raft of long-forgotten traditional
jobs like candlemaker, cobbler (as opposed to shoe repairer),
tanner and tailor were also going to be required.

The fishing
fleet was increased in size, but there was a shortage of diesel,
and apart from one boat run by three ex-City of London executives,
fishing needed that valuable commodity. The City boat fished by
sail with a small outboard for getting in and out of harbour.
Nobody else seemed too keen to try that.

The poultry
farm near Saucats had a generator driven by a small steam engine.
This enabled the incubator to operate and it also provided electric
light in the short winter days to keep the hens laying eggs. The
incubators produced a thousand chicks every three weeks. Another
incubator was to be built and placed in Pauillac, running off the
submarine’s power. They planned to provide Perigueux with 2,000
hens in the autumn. They were also breeding ducks, geese and quail.
In the spring they had released quail in the vineyards around the
Chateau du Portets, hoping they would breed and not just become
food for foxes, which as ever were the scourge of the poultry farm.
They had also put some ducks on the lakes near the cattle farm at
Le Porge, hoping they would “call in” wild birds. Immediately after
the bombs, the area was devoid of wild life, all of which had been
either killed, maimed, or frightened off by the blasts. Yet now
slowly life was returning, helped by a strict no hunting and
shooting rule.

The pig farm
was also beginning to get to serious production levels, and Ted
thought they could send some sows and a couple of boars to
Perigueux. But the area where they were really cranking up
production was in cheese. That was a fortunate by-product of the
power generated by the submarine, allowing them to open a large
cheese production unit, which dramatically increased output even
with the practically handmade method they had to use.

Ted realised
that money was fundamental to solving many other problems. They
needed a medium of exchange. Nobody was sure what Euros were worth,
partly because they had no idea of the true number of notes in
circulation since the number increased as notes were found. It had
become apparent that some individuals belonging to the vast gangs
clearing up Bordeaux had money to burn. They had plenty of
supervision, but as Ted knew only too well from his previous life
as a publican “Where there is a will there is a way,” and there
usually was a will! Another problem they faced was that they had no
means of replacing worn notes; for now, there might be too much
money in circulation, but soon there would be too little!

Ted knew if
they produced their own money they would also need a bank to manage
that money. A committee with three members was set up to work out
exactly how to set up a useable and stable currency that would be
respected. It needed something to back its value. Gold was not a
realistic option.

Ted found
himself stretched to the limit. He was not sleeping properly and
was becoming irritable. Last year it had all been so easy: getting
off the planes and setting up accommodation and finding and
ensuring the supply of food. Now it was so much more complicated
and most his staff were also spread thin. Joan: as head of
administration, which included keeping track of everybody in
central Aquitaine ensuring that they were housed and receiving
rations, she now had a massive operation as the number of people
soared past 30,000.

However, the
biggest rising problem was the discontent and threats from Sarlat
and the Dordogne in particular. There was some food there because
some farmers, particularly in more remote areas, had taken care of
their stock and had planted their fields. So rural communities were
often self-sufficient, but towns were not. Steve was keeping a
close watch on the situation and Ted was aware that they would have
to do something. This brought protests from several of Ted’s staff,
including John, his deputy, who summed up the feeling with “Ted,
have we not got enough on our plates at the moment? How on earth
can we get involved with Sarlat?”

“John—” Ted
began, then realised he was about to get snappy, so he gathered
himself. “It seems they do need some help, but the real problem is,
sooner or later they are going to end up here. Some may come as
refugees, but they could equally come en masse, shooting. In
addition, there will be a total breakdown of law and order and the
farmers and communities that are self sufficient will be attacked
and robbed, then they will be on our slop chit as well. This has
got to be dealt with.”

John was not to
be mollified so easily. “I just think we should slow down. If they
come we can fight them off. Kevin was telling me he now has over
500 men.”

Ted was
frustrated. “If they come it will mainly be because they are
hungry,” he growled.

He saw the
confusion in John’s face and added, “I know they are being stirred
up and this guy in Sarlat is a rabble-rouser. It’s their shortage
of food that allows him to rile against us. It may not be fair on
us, but who ever said the world is fair?”

Ted realised
there was one solution that might work. As Winston Churchill had
famously said, “jaw jaw is better than war war,” so he asked Steve
to try and set up a meet with the strong man of Sarlat.

Steve was not
sure. “Ted, by all accounts this guy is a dangerous bastard. You
might want to talk, but he may have another motive.”

“As I keep
saying I am not the be-all and end-all around here,” Ted said.
“There are plenty of others who can do my job. Try and set up the
meeting, but, yes, we’ll take precautions. So think about
security.”

“Okay, but that
means protecting you going there, coming back and at the meet,
wherever it is. I need time to plan all that.”

 


The meeting was
set up with Guillaume Brune, Sarlat’s hard man, for the first week
in August. The location was on the Dordogne River in the centre of
Le Buisson-de-Cadouin. The town had been chosen as it was about the
midpoint between Sarlat and Bergerac. Many villages had been
virtually abandoned because with no services and no law and order
they became difficult places in which to survive; the same was true
of many small towns. Towns were more likely to have survived, but
in many cases the leader, required to make the town work, was a
hard man with self-interest being his driving motive. Le Buisson
was lucky in that the town boss was a man who had worked to keep
the community together and used persuasion rather than strong arm
tactics. The town had inevitably lost people to radiation and
general sickness, but it had at the same time sucked in those
fleeing from more remote, and thus unsafe, locations. So it was an
almost thriving community. Steve hoped that this would ensure the
meeting site was safe. The problem would thus be getting to and
from Le Buisson.

They now had a
strong security presence in Bergerac, so Ted drove there and stayed
overnight. The meeting was set for ten the next morning. As the
small convoy drove along the bank of the Dordogne river Ted enjoyed
being away from the pressures in Portets and wondered how the
meeting would go. Steve had set it up using intermediaries and
there was always the possibility nobody would turn up.

The road from
Bergerac to Le Buisson was largely along flat river side land;
unfortunately the final part of the journey, from Calès, was up and
down hills through a forested area. In other words, this was ideal
ambush country. Ted looked out of the window of an aging Peugeot,
which was a hundred yards ahead of his staff car, and drew just
that conclusion as they used all the road to positively fly up and
down the hills. Further ahead, Andre Massena on his motorbike led
the convoy, and with two side car combinations, made certain the
road was clear, a combo held position between the two cars and
another brought up the rear. Sitting in Ted’s usual seat in his
staff car was a large soldier wondering how he had ended up as the
decoy. Ted had a feeling the journey to the meeting would not be
the problem; dependant upon the outcome of the discussions, the
trip home might pose more risks. In the woods around them Ted knew
Steve’s youthful SAS soldiers were on the lookout for ambushers;
they had been in position for two days. Steve had portrayed the SAS
role as training and Ted hoped that is exactly what it would
be.

The colleague
of the decoy was driving Ted; the two middle aged soldiers were
South African. They had arrived on a South African flight. The
captain had been a difficult man and determined to return home. A
number on the outward flight, including these two ex-soldiers, had
decided not to take the return flight as what had happened at its
destination was unknown. Ted often wondered about that flight,
whether they would have made it and what kind of reception they’d
have received. The two South Africans, with both regular and
irregular army experience, had been valuable troops as they were
part of the small corps of truly experienced soldiers.

As they dropped
down the last hill, to the outskirts of Le Buisson-de-Cadouin, the
convoy stopped briefly and Ted took his rightful place in the
passenger seat of his staff car. Behind him sat Yves and he was
driven by Billy, a former colleague of Kevin Roberts and another
ex-soldier.

Two combos, one
with the sergeant in charge of the guard at Chateau du Portets, had
gone ahead the afternoon before to check the location and keep it
secure overnight. So as they passed through the level crossing in
the centre of Buisson, the combos outside the tourist office
identified the meeting place.

The tall guard
sergeant sprang to attention as soon as he saw Ted’s staff car.
Andre had been in the lead and he soon was off his motorbike and
setting up a perimeter guard. The sergeant reported he and his men
had spent an uneventful night. Ted noted three more men wearing red
sashes, whom he took to be local security. Two were armed with
hunting rifles and one carried a shotgun.

Ted climbed out
of his car and surveyed the scene. It looked peaceful enough if you
discounted all the armed men who now stood around facing outwards
and hiding behind walls. From the station an elderly but sprightly
man appeared. He introduced himself as Dominique de Pérignon, a
onetime professor of history and now de facto mayor of Le Buisson.
Ted took an instant liking to the man and they were soon deep in
conversation. Yves stood nervously beside Ted in uniform, short
sleeve order for all. It was getting hot already even before midday
when the summer day would turn truly scorching. Andre watched the
conversation with growing irritation. He wanted Ted inside and away
from potential snipers’ sights.

Ted was sure
Guillaume Brune and his party would be late: they would enjoy
making Ted wait and would think it was clever, not rude. As a
result, he was pleased to talk to the mayor about the situation in
the area, agreed to stay in contact and made certain that if help
was requested, it would be forthcoming. He heard the approach of
the other party and ignored it. Three vehicles drove up and Yves
looked at Ted suggesting he should meet the new arrivals. Ted
purposely kept his back to the men from Sarlat.

There were two
pickups and a big old Citroën carrying eight armed guards, mainly
wearing jeans and with a collection of weapons, all eyeing Ted’s
guard with suspicion. The feeling of mistrust was mutual. Ted
realised it only needed something to go bang and all hell would
break lose.

Three men were
standing by the large car; Yves was nervously introducing himself.
Finally, Ted walked up and held out his hand, “Ted Dennison,” he
said, smiling. “You have already met my aide Captain De Moncay,” he
added as he beckoned Andre over and said, “And this is Captain
Massena.”

Guillaume Brune
was a brute of a man with cropped hair. Ted reckoned him to be in
his early fifties. He took Ted’s hand and tried to squeeze it.
“Guillaume Brune and this is Rene,” he said, introducing a scowling
man standing to his right; he had black hair and an acne-ravished
face. Ted shook his hand and looked into eyes that were anything
but friendly. The third man stepped forward, half smiling. He
looked unlike the other two who looked like thugs to Ted.

“I am Louise
Davout,” the third said. “Pleased to meet you, General
Dennison.”

Ted shook the
proffered hand and smiled at the mild mannered Davout, who was
fortyish.

“He’s our
lawyer to make certain you don’t try and stitch us up.” Brune
announced with a sneer.

“M. Brune, two
things: First, I think we all need to get our men relaxed. I think
we can stand down,” Ted said, casting a sideways look at Andre.
Andre snapped an order and his men reluctantly lowered their half
raised weapons. Rene said something and his gunmen, too, shuffled
down their weapons, with equal reluctance.

Ted noticed the
man who gave the order to the guard with interest. “And second,” he
continued, “I have come a long way to see you to try and resolve a
problem. I’m not here to stitch anybody up. I think it’s in our
mutual interest to try and cooperate!”

Before anybody
could say anything Ted turned and marched into the office.

Ted went to a
central table that had been set up and sat down at it. Yves
followed and sat beside him. The three others followed and sat
opposite. Tourist posters and signs of local events adorned the
wall, all looking somewhat faded; the room had been cleaned, but
its lack of use was still apparent. Ted’s group had bought a small
camping stove, ersatz coffee, made mainly of roasted barley, and
milk. One of Ted’s soldiers offered it to everyone present. There
was some shuffling and nothing was said.

Finally, Ted
broke the ice. “Right, gentlemen, let me tell you why I am here and
what we have,” he began. “Last year we were all in the same
position: multiple nuke strikes had destroyed the country as we
knew it. All major towns were hit and the country areas suffered
badly from radiation. I was tasked by General Berthier, the
surviving head of France’s military, to help the survivors around
Bordeaux. We worked hard last year to build up food supplies and to
protect those supplies. We imposed strict rationing so the supplies
would last and this year’s food production is increasing almost
daily.

“However,” he
paused briefly before adding, “we have more and more people coming
into Bordeaux and we are helping the towns of Perigueux and
Bergerac, which were devastated by criminal activity. Last year we
had about 30,000 people to feed; that number has doubled. We are
now stretched to the limit.

“As I
understand it, this area was comparatively unaffected by the bombs
and that several farms and villages are working well and producing
food. But you’re short of basic food because there was no control
last year and you simply ate most of the stock and harvested
everything in the fields and generally did not save enough seed to
replant.”

Ted saw Brune
was not enjoying his summary and Rene looked as though he might
explode. He ploughed on, but tried to soften his stance. “Of course
you may have been unaware of the full extent of the damage done and
not realised there would be no resupply,” he said. “I now hear that
you are threatening to attack us to get at our food.”

Ted stopped and
looked across the table and gave a grim smile. “Is that a correct
summary?” Ted noted the lawyer Davout seemed to be nodding in
agreement. He wondered why Brune had really brought him.

“I am not
interested in what you think. You have food and we need it,”
snapped Brune, clearly a man of few words. Ted noted he exchanged
looks with Rene as he spoke.

Ted was angry,
but tried not to show it. “That may be so, but what makes you think
you can get it?” he said. “Besides, our food production is getting
more sophisticated as time goes on. We have two big incubators
producing chickens; we have a high-intensity pig farm. We have
crops now being harvested that will give us the grain we need to
make bread. Corn will provide the biofuel we need to catch fish and
plough the fields for next year. It’s all delicately balanced. We
have to make certain that we retain seed for new crops and then we
have to keep reserves as well. I think you need to do the same
thing.”

“We do not need
lectures from you,” Rene interjected angrily. “And what makes you
think we cannot just come and take what we want?”

Ted was now
prepared to be cantankerous. “Rene, I do not know who you are, but
I can assure you that you will not. The last guy who tried that is
dead, which is a good thing, but unfortunately, so are a number of
unfortunate people who listened to his bullshit!”

“You were
lucky,” Rene snapped back, making Ted suddenly wonder what exactly
he knew.

“Okay,
gentlemen,” Ted said. He did not know if he was furious or curious.
His interlocutors were trying a very strange approach, almost as if
they wanted the talks to fail right from the start. “I have come a
long way to see you,” he told them. “I came because I want to avoid
bloodshed and because I am, after all, Military Prefect of this
area. It’s part of Aquitaine. My resources are limited, but I am
prepared to try and help. But — let me stress the word but — I am
not going to do it unless you are prepared to work with us. Put
simply, say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ and you may get our help.
Threaten us and you can forget it. And there will be strings
attached.”

Ted looked
straight at Brune, who for the first time looked uncomfortable and
threw a quick glance at Rene.

The lawyer
spoke for the first time. “General, we appreciate what you offer.
We have many hungry people.”

The comment
drew a furious stare from Rene. Ted was now getting the distinct
impression that Rene was the boss, not Brune.

Ted decided to
put the ball firmly in Brune’s court and looked straight at him and
asked, “So what do you say, M. Brune?”

Brune looked
uncomfortable and then pulled himself together. “We’re not going to
beg,” he started but quickly corrected himself: “But we do have
some very serious problems with lack of food.”

Ted leant back
in his chair. “The point is, if we help you, it has got to be a
long-term plan. You are going to have to ration food,” he said,
just as another thought struck him. “And the food must be
distributed evenly. That means everybody gets the same!” he
added.

“Absolutely!”
the lawyer agreed, but again Rene looked far from happy and Brune
nodded weakly.

Ted ploughed
on: “Well, we have your lawyer here so we could draw up an
agreement right now.”

Rene’s faced
look even angrier. “Don’t you trust us?” He spat out the words.

Ted smiled
sweetly back, then said, “As a matter of fact, no!”

Judging from
the others’ expression that was not the reply they’d expected to
hear.

“On the whole I
trust very few people,” Ted said. “The reason I want it in writing
is that if you break the agreement, I will stop giving you food and
when your people are starving I want them to know who was
responsible.”

Andre walked
into the room and asked if anybody wanted more coffee, but Ted
sensed he wanted to speak. Ted jumped up. “Thanks Andre,” he said.
“If you fix that, I’ll just need to use the facilities — if there
are any,” Ted quipped.

Andre pointed
at a door and Ted walked through it as Andre followed. “Ted,” he
spoke quietly, “I have just had a note from Steve. He was watching
from the station. The guy with the dark hair was involved with
Vladimir.”

“Why am I not
surprised?” Ted nodded, then again he sensed there was something
else. “Anything else?”

“I am not sure.
I noticed, as did Steve, that there was an apparent group going
back down the road we have just come up. There is really nothing
moving so when we saw two pickups go that way I became suspicious,
especially as they were not together. Steve spotted it too and put
it in his note.”

“Well, Steve’s
running ambush cover.”

“Ted, get real!
He’s got a bunch of kids with bows and arrows. This could be
serious.”

“Thanks, Andre!
Must get back now. Better keep a sharp eye out!”

Back in the
front room Ted found Yves and the lawyer talking with a sheet of
paper in front of them. Ted had spoken to Yves about the agreement
before the meeting. Brune and Rene were holding a whispered
conversation standing in the corner.

Ted took no
notice of the whisperers, but instead sat down at the table and
addressed Yves and the lawyer. “All clear, is it, M. Davout? Very
simple: just a few principles we need to agree on.”

“Yes, General.
It looks very fair to me. Rationing with equal division of food,
all the stock sent will be to breed from, so no animals to be
killed. You will inspect the stock monthly and will send food every
two weeks. The only clause I thought was harsh was no hunting or
shooting of wild animals and birds except vermin.”

“That is so
that the wild animal population recovers. I’m sure that last year
you hunted everything that moved. In the end wild animals are an
important resource. If you have a good population you can hunt
sparingly and have a good supply of extra food.”

“I suppose that
makes sense,” the lawyer agreed.

“It does not to
me,” Rene chimed in, having apparently finished his private
conversation. “None of your bloody business what we do here, I
think!” he barked.

“Neither, for
that matter, is your food problem,” Ted snapped back. Then he
turned to Brune. “Mr. Brune, as I understand it, you’re the man I
should be dealing with.”

Brune looked
embarrassed. “Rene is helping me,” he said feebly.

“Okay Brune.”
Ted turned back to the other. “I think your lawyer thinks our terms
are fair. There is no small print, just broad principles which we
expect you to adhere to. There are no tricks on our side. I have
not written it in there, but I also expect you to respect the
farmers and villagers that have looked after themselves. If they
want to trade, or sell to you, fair enough. If they do not, then
that is it.”

Ted was
watching Rene as he spoke and concluded that if a think bubble
suddenly popped out of his head it would be saying “You must be
bleeding joking.”

There was
little more discussion before Yves and the lawyer wrote out the
agreement, each making one copy. Ted then signed the two documents
and passed them to Brune, who looked at Rene, before he too
appended his signature.

It was then
agreed that the first relief supplies and stock animals would be
bought to Sarlat in three weeks’ time. Ted said he would come along
with them and suggested that they could have a small handover
ceremony. Again, Brune seemed to defer to Rene before agreeing.
They all shook hands and walked out to their vehicles.

Andre came up
to Ted as they got outside and Ted just said quietly, “Let’s get
down the road and stop.”

The convoy
reassembled with Ted in his staff car and headed back towards
Bergerac. They started heading up the hill out of town with Andre
in the lead. He called a halt just outside the town and dismounted
and walked back to Ted in the staff car.

“I think they
are up to something. I am not sure what,” Andre said.

“You and I are
one on this, Andre. Do you know what Steve is up to?”

“No, but it
might be a good idea to give him some time.”

Before Ted
could answer, a figure came running up the road towards them. He
was wearing jeans and a mottled brown and green shirt. His face was
stripped with charcoal, his shoes looked like moccasins, and he
carried a bow with a quiver of arrows on his hip.

His breathing
was remarkably even for somebody who had been running. He pulled up
smartly in front of Andre and said, “Compliments, Captain Dawson.
There is a lay-by area about a kilometre ahead, just as you get
into the wooded area. Please stop there and wait for Captain
Dawson’s next message. There are ambushers lying in wait ahead that
we need to take out. Could you also block the road to stop anybody
else getting involved, or retreating.”

“Thanks,” Ted
said. “We will do as you request. Are you going back to Captain
Dawson?”

“I was to warn
you, then get back. I will go now as I do not want to miss the
action.” He gave a half smile, then turned and ran off back down
the road.

“Oh, to be
young and fit, eh Andre!” Ted laughed.

“I am fit
enough, but Steve has those guys running six hours a day up and
down hills. Not my idea of soldiering. The odd forty-mile march
with full pack, yes. But since they carry so little I suppose they
can run everywhere.”

They moved to
the lay-by and used the combos to block the road as Andre formed a
defensive ring as best he could with the limited numbers available.
The position they were in was about sixty yards from a bend; nobody
coming back down the road would see them until the last minute.
Andre wanted to go and see what was happening, but Ted would not
let him.

“I am sorry,
Ted, but this is a job for real soldiers with guns, not boys
playing cowboys and Indians,” Andre insisted.

“Indians were
great fighters. Do not belittle them! Pity we did not bring a
hamper. We will just have to pretend. We do have some cheese and
bread somewhere.”

So they sat and
waited with Andre getting edgier by the minute; his frustration
started getting to the other soldiers. Ted was trying to appear
relaxed and confident. Then in the distance they heard a shot,
followed by several more. Then there was silence as everybody
stared towards the sound.

The shots
allowed Andre to get his troops on alert and review their
positions. Then they heard a car and suddenly a pickup swung round
the bend and started heading for them. As soon as the driver saw
the soldiers he braked hard. In the back a lone gunman fired a
couple of rounds in their direction. A mistake, Ted decided as a
fusillade of shots replied. The pickup was trying to do a U-turn,
but one shot burst a tyre and then the engine was hit and it was
obvious it was going nowhere. For a moment there were no more
shots, then the gunman in the back tried another shot. The bullet
whined past Ted. From inside the pickup cab came a shout,
presumably telling the gunman to stop, but it was too late. The
gunman was crouching down, but shots smashed through the pickup
side and he was silent. Other shots crashed through the cab area;
there was a scream. Andre shouted, “Cease fire!”

They waited for
a moment. There was no further sound. Two of Andre’s men ran
forward, guns held against their shoulders. The pickup door was
yanked open and the back inspected. Four more soldiers ran forward
and Andre ran to join them. Ted waited. One man was pulled out of
the cab and laid on the roadside. He seemed to be alive. Another
body was pulled from the front and tossed in the back. A couple of
rifles were removed — they were hunting rifles. Just as lethal, but
without the firepower of the military carbines the Aquitaine
soldiers had. Picking this fight was only ever going to have one
result.

The whole
incident had taken a mere couple of minutes. It took another twenty
minutes before Steve Dawson came trotting into view leading a small
troop of SAS troops. They looked absurdly young and were all
dressed as the first man had been and armed with bows.

Steve trotted
up to Ted, who noted he was the only one wearing a sidearm, and
reported: “Afternoon General. I can inform we have engaged a group
of men who had set up an ambush to attack your convoy. We killed
three and two are injured, another is our prisoner and three
escaped in a pickup. That one,” he pointed at the shot-up vehicle.
“So it looks like a clean sweep.”

“Well done. Did
you actually kill anybody with an arrow?” Ted asked.

“Of course. It
worked well. We picked off two before they even knew they were
under attack. If the second man had not screamed we would have got
more that way. We ambushed the ambushers. I had left two guys at
this spot when we checked it earlier, realising it was an ideal
ambush location. So my guys watched them move into position. Then
one man ran to find me. I returned with the full squad. We were
above them. Shooting down is not ideal, but we have two crossbows
that can do that. I had already decided that a squad of twenty
should always have two crossbows to back up the longbows. That
worked well.”

“Well, all I
can say is well done, Steve.”

“Thanks Ted,
the lads did a good job, but we still have a long way to go. This
will have done them good.” Steve replied happily.

Ted took half
his escort and headed off home, leaving the rest, including the SAS
soldiers, to clear up. It was agreed that they would try and remove
all signs of what had happened and leave the man who had ordered
the attack, presumably Rene, to try and work it out. One thing was
clear: the reason the agreement had been signed so easily was
because Brune and Rene never expect it to go anywhere.

Ted was in a
happy mood on the way back, which confused Yves who wanted to know
why he was so elated.

“Simple,” Ted
said. “I knew that Rene was a lying bastard, and I suspected Brune
was the same. Now I have proof. We will deal with them
accordingly!”

Back at
Portets, Ted faced a great deal of unhappiness, for supplying
Sarlat meant that the promise, made last winter, not to ration this
year was going to be broken.

However, two
other matters distracted him. First, Ivan had taken the big
catamaran for a sail up and down the west coast of France. He had
seen a few fishing boats out, but most importantly he had found two
serious communities at St Jean de Luc in the south and Pont-Aven in
the north. In addition, he had found several small local
communities struggling but surviving. Pont-Aven was far from any
bomb, and deep in a river valley in southern Brittany; it had been
a fishing community for years until it found art, in the form of
Gauguin, and since then tourism and art had taken over. St Jean de
Luce is a French Basque town, which also started as a fishing
village and then became a tourist spot, rather upstaged by its near
neighbour Biarritz, which had been destroyed. These finds were
encouraging as Ted was beginning to think that Aquitaine alone was
pulling the whole of France out of the abyss. Now it seemed there
were some other horses.

The second
distraction was the proposal from the three-person committee on
money. The members were an accountant, an economist and a lawyer,
all in their fifties and sixties who had been helping out with
general duties since last year. The economist was named Jane
Stevenson and she had been the chairman of the small committee. The
big issue was what to attach the value of the currency to. Original
currencies were backed by something, normally gold, and were a
“promise to pay the bearer on demand an amount of gold.” They were
in effect a cheque written by the country’s national bank. Of
course, most modern currencies were almost a share in the country
they supported and were backed up by that country’s reserve of
other currencies. So if you took a US dollar to the US bank you
could get Yen, or pounds or Euros for it, or theoretically even
gold. They had reserves of Euros and those could be considered an
asset, even if they were effectively worthless, but they were an
asset as long as there was demand for them. They did not have much
gold or silver, but as there was no market they had no idea what
those metals were worth. The one thing they did have, that many did
not, was a big herd of cattle, a flock of sheep, a drift of pigs
and varying types of poultry. Would their notes promise to pay on
demand a cow, a sheep, or a chicken? Or could they simply produce a
currency that was backed by their growing economy. The conclusion
of the committee was that since the currency was intended for
internal use, it really did not matter too much. It was accepted,
however, that the use of Euros would decline as the notes fell
apart.

If they issued
their own money, it would have to be mainly coins until they
perfected the art of making paper and indeed printing the notes.
They had a stamp machine and engineer Jeff had said he could easily
produce a simple coin. Copper was a precious commodity to them as
it was desperately needed and thus they were reluctant to put it
into coins. They were still trying to work out what alloy to
use.

Creating their
own money meant they needed to manage it. They had to control its
supply and hold deposits. Initially, it would be issued instead of
Euros for payments and wages. Clearly they would also have to
exchange Euros for their own currency. They all suspected that in
the short term people and traders would rather keep Euros, but the
challenge would come if the Aquitaine franc, as they had decided to
call it, became a means of exchange outside central Aquitaine and
its environs.

Ted had a long
discussion with the committee. Jane had been researching what trade
was going on at the moment and as far as she could ascertain the
number of Euros was growing and growing as central Aquitaine sucked
in trade, particularly in wine. The wholesale value of a bottle of
wine had been fixed at two Euros, but traders were now paying three
because they had plenty of plundered Euros and the value was
irrelevant. But the increased wholesale price was being passed on
to locals. It was classic inflation brought about by no control of
the money supply. At the end of the meeting Ted simply said, “Do
it.”

Ted had just
finished this meeting when Joan stormed in. Ted could see she had
come for an argument so he tried to diffuse it before it started.
“Joan, you look wonderful when you are preparing to execute
somebody. Can I just live for another day?” Ted said with a
smile.

“Ted, do not
try your charm on me. Have you any idea what you are doing?”

“Well Joan, I
like to think I do, but you know sometimes....” Ted left it at
that.

“I am beginning
to think that you believe you can do miracles; or at least I can.
Last year we survived the winter and fed 20,000 people this year.
After your latest escapade to Sarlat we will be feeding nearer
80,000. How am I supposed to do that?”

“With your
usual efficiency and robust management,” Ted said.

“Do not try and
be smarmy with me. And it’s not just me; everybody is up in arms.
They tried to kill you and you still want to feed them.”

“Joan, first,
the people did not try to kill me and they are ones who will
suffer. If we do not do something, there’s a danger they will come
here — and come shooting.” Ted saw Joan was about to butt in so he
carried on, “Before you say anything, I know we can probably beat
them back, but I am not prepared to shoot five hundred people
simply because they want food. Are you?”

“That’s not a
fair argument, Ted, and you know it. The point is, what about the
people here? The people who suffered last year who you promised
would have food this year. What are you going to tell them
now?”

“The only thing
I can — the truth. And hope that next year it’ll be better. In a
sense we’re the victims of our own success.”

“I do not think
that’s going to impress anybody, especially when they are hungry
this winter.”

“I suppose the
good news is, we are not a democracy so I do not need to be
re-elected. But needless to say, I will watch the situation
carefully — with your help, of course — and who knows we may have
more than we think.”

“Okay Ted. I
knew I would not win, but I wanted you to know people are very
unhappy.”

“They would be
even more unhappy if we had not done what we did last year. There
would be even less food and just as many trying to get to it.
Discipline has its virtues I think!” Ted said.

 


The first
delivery of supplies and food to Sarlat was at the end of August.
In central Aquitaine getting the harvest in was employing
thousands, and the vendange would follow soon after that. This year
they still intended to produce grape juice as well as wine.
However, they would harvest in many more areas and it was estimated
the quantities would be considerable greater.

Once again Ted
was in a convoy, but this time it was much longer. In fact he, and
his escort, had caught up with the food part of the convoy near
Sarlat. The central vehicle was an old double trailer pulled by a
very old tractor unit that somehow kept going: this was carrying
cows. There was another horse box-type trailer with goats pulled by
an old Renault and then seven motorbike trailers laden with
supplies. They had a small escort of six combos. Ted caught up with
them in an old Ford Granada with four more combos. The two convoys
joined together where the road to Sarlat-la-Canéda left the river
at Beynac, with its impressive castle which dominated the nearby
countryside, and snaked its way over a hill to the medieval town,
often called the capital of the Dordogne. Ted knew that Steve
Dawson was concerned about this area and was on patrol looking for
hostile activity. Steve’s young SAS troops were displaying great
promise: they had left a week ago and would have walked into the
area and nobody would know they were there, hidden in well-chosen
hides to watch and observe, living off the land.

As they came
into the town proper, Ted was relieved there had been no incidents.
They drove slowly up the ancient Rue de la Republic and stopped
outside the Hotel de la Madeleine. There was an open area which
held a good crowd and the convoy spread itself out around the
available roads so they were all bunched with the cattle truck in
front of the hotel. The combos spread out to pre-designated spots,
quite clearly a defensive arrangement.

Ted climbed out
of the old Ford with Yves, and Andre joined them from his
motorbike. In front of the hotel was a small platform where
Guilliaume Brune stood smiling happily; beside him was the lawyer
Louise Davout, also looking happy, and various others stood behind
them on the platform. In this setting, Ted noticed, Brune looked
even more like a thug as all the others were reasonably well
presented, even if their clothes, like Ted’s, were now showing
signs of wear and tear and were often too large for them. A year
and a half of limited food did wonders for the waistline. The only
person who did not look so relaxed was Rene. He was well to one
side and not even on the platform, but what also caught Ted’s eye
was that the crowd was being controlled by a dozen or so
tough-looking men. Rene’s enforcers, Ted decided. He glanced at
Andre, indicating with his eyes, and got a knowing look in
return.

Ted walked
towards the platform and felt a shiver down his spine. He suddenly
knew he was in real danger. He could not see it, but he could feel
it. Andre came up and Ted noticed he had got directly behind him to
act as a shield from that direction. Ted knew he could not display
himself. He strolled to the back of the platform where there were
steps up. He was now clearly expected to step up and do a little
crowd waving and accept the plaudits. That could very well be the
last thing in life he did and that was not in the master plan.

“Yves.” Ted
turned to his aide. “Just pop up there whilst I take a quick leak.”
Ted was sure they would not want Yves so he had no compunction in
saying that. He then turned and went into the hotel. Andre had
moved where he was not supposed to be — beside Rene.

Yves looked
taken aback, but did as he had been told and mounted the platform,
where he received a cheer. Brune looked surprised to see him, but
the lawyer quickly stepped forward and introduced Yves to those on
the platform. Ted hovered in the hotel entrance. Andre was much
shorter than Rene, but he was most definitely in his face and Rene
was looking far from happy as he was looking down the barrel of a
pistol. Without blinking or moving the pistol, Andre pulled out a
whistle and blew it.

Ted called out
“Yves get down.” Yves turned to go, then a bullet smashed into the
wall behind the platform. Yves jumped off the platform.

Elsewhere the
combo riders suddenly all had weapons in hand. Each pair of driver
and sidecar rider faced in opposite directions back to back. And
the top of the cattle lorry flew off and thirty soldiers popped up
with rifles, which were aimed at the thugs controlling the crowd
and anybody else who looked threatening. There was another shot and
this time one of the combo riders spotted the movement and returned
fire. The guard sergeant from the Chateau du Portets bellowed from
the top of the cattle trailer: “Nobody move! You are in no danger
if you stay still. Move and you will be shot!”

The two South
African soldiers who had been in the front of Ted’s car rushed
forward; one snapped handcuffs on Rene, the other covered the stage
with an assault rifle.

Brune looked
shocked, frightened and confused all at the same time. Andre, now
freed from holding Rene, jumped on the platform and grabbed Brune.
The soldiers in the cattle truck started moving to the ground, two
or three at a time, and the thugs were quickly identified. They
were frisked, all had some form of weapon, mostly knives, so they
were disarmed and forced to sit with their hands on their head in
the road.

A small squad
went in search of the sniper who had shot at the platform. He was
found badly injured and died soon after.

Given the nod
by Andre, Ted climbed onto the platform. The lawyer Davout smiled
at him warmly. “I never took you for a fool, General, but others
did, I fear.”

“M. Davout, we
have no desire to run this town and we hold no grudge or malice
against its people. But in return for helping you, we need good
responsible governance. I think that was clear in our agreement
,was it not?”

“Yes General.
It was.”

“Good. Well, we
need to discuss who will run the town and the area around. And we
need to see that they have security and will treat everybody in a
fair and equitable manner.”

“General, I am
a lawyer and have lived in this town all my life. I know the
people. Brune was new to the town and was little more than a petty
crook who ran various shady businesses. The other man arrived even
more recently and I think he encouraged Brune to be more
aggressive. Most people in the town were far from happy, but he had
thugs and speaking out was not wise.”

“So why did
Brune bring you to our meeting?”

“I was
surprised. I have to say I did some work for Brune in the past,
routine stuff mainly to do with property. I can only think he was
frightened of Rene, whoever he is. After we met you, we came back
here and Rene was very pleased, but by the next morning he was the
opposite. I think you did something to him because I heard him tell
Brune several times to watch you, and not to trust you.”

Ted grinned.
“Fine. We have got much work to do. Presumably, these head of
cattle and goats were going to be looked after by somebody. Who was
that? Are members of the town council about? Do you have any police
left? We need answers.”

Ted noticed all
those on the platform were listening to the conversation.

“Yes General,
but maybe you could speak to the crowd first.”

This was from
an older woman to the right of the lawyer. “What you say is good,
but they do not know what is happening.”

Ted nodded his
agreement and stepped forward on the stage. He held up his arm and
slowly the chattering petered out. With no microphone it was
difficult to be heard far from the podium, but Ted raised his voice
and spoke briefly and succinctly. “We are here to help so do not
worry. I will talk with your town council about who is now to run
the town. We need ideas! Please see me or Captain De Moncay” — Ted
pointed at Yves — “or speak to your council member.”

Ted thought
that was enough and turned back to those on the platform. He looked
at the woman who had made the suggestion and she gave a half smile
and a tiny nod. Ted discovered later she was a grand dame and ran
the hotel with a rod of iron and that smile was a compliment above
many.

Ted spent two
nights in Sarlat and by the time he left he was reasonably certain
that all would be well. It was a great town that had a tremendous
history and, with so many old towns destroyed, its medieval town
centre with narrow cobbled streets and old buildings needed
preserving as an important part of their heritage. They left a
squad of twenty soldiers in Sarlat to stay for a few weeks to make
certain everything stayed peaceful.

Rene and Brune
were taken back to central Aquitaine and incarcerated at the
punishment camp at Verdon in the very north of the Medoc. Ted
refused to build a jail as he regarded it as a waste of resources.
Those at the punishment camp were subject to military discipline
and worked ten hours a day. The issue of Rene’s enforcers was
simply solved. Ted realised they had to be, at least for the time
being, removed from the streets of Sarlat. As a result three of the
thugs who had committed serious crimes were sent with their former
bosses to Verdon, and the rest were given the option of the camp or
the army. They all opted for the latter and joined the next group
of new cadres at Camp De Souge, the French military base that was
Aquitaine’s training camp.

 


 



Chapter 4 The Conception

 


The end of
September was the date for the new money to be launched. Thereafter
all wages would be paid in Aquitaine francs. The exchange rate
against the Euro was set at 10 Euros to 1 franc; one franc would be
subdivided to 100 pennies. Penny coins, in denominations of 1, 5,
10 and 25, would be from an aluminium alloy; Franc coins 1 and 5
would be minted from a silver alloy; and 10 Francs would be minted
from a gold alloy. Needless to say, there was not much gold or
silver in the alloy!

Two weeks
before the launch date, they distributed a newsletter explaining
the new money and why it was needed. The bulletin also laid out
what had happened in the Dordogne, and that as a result food
rationing would remain in place. However, from March 1st the
following year, free food would be phased out and wages would be
adjusted accordingly. Shops, which had been effectively closed
since the bombs fell, would start reopening.

It was an
ambitious programme, but Ted really wanted to get the wheels of
commerce rolling again. At the moment, everything was state-owned
and -controlled; the new money would allow private businesses to
open.

Much to the
surprise of those at Chateau du Portets, the newsletter was
remarkably well received. When Ted tried to analyse it with John
and Joan, he realised the master stroke was the currency. It gave
people a great sense of pride and belonging. Aquitaine was taking
shape and they were part of it.

As autumn was
upon them, it was time to prepare for winter and Ted set out to
visit all the main centres of operation. He saw Jean Soult in
Saucats, the suave ex-mandarin who was effusive about affairs in
general. His harvest had been relatively pain-free considering the
methods were so ancient that some crops were harvested totally by
hand. Yields had been good and he still had other crops to get in,
but felt he had had a really good year.

Over a bottle
of wine he joked with Ted: “I am beginning to give up on doubting
you. Money, I thought you were mad. Taking on most of the Dordogne,
I thought you would have a revolt, but everybody still loves
you!”

“Jean, it has
been a very hard year from my point of view,” Ted said. “In the end
I think we have been lucky, but it’s amazing how those who work
hard are luckier than those who don’t! We had to create our own
money if we were ever to get back to normal. If you do not control
your money, you control nothing. Euros were popping up all over the
place. And frankly, we had to help our neighbours.”

Ted then
discussed his privatisation of farming. He was keen that individual
farmers would once again operate as such. They already had a number
of farmers in the arable cooperative so it was quite easy, but they
needed to create mixed farms as that would allow crop rotation.
Every fourth year a field would be left fallow, which meant that
grass would be grown and animals grazed, the animals providing
natural fertiliser.

Ted also had to
discuss this with Californian cattle rancher Bruce Oppenshaw, who
ran the animal unit at Le Porge. It was now time to start
dispersing those animals to individual farmers and keep a unit of
excellence at Le Porge. The milking herd would be reduced from 600
to about 200, and the same would be done with goats, pigs and
sheep. To a certain extent this had already started with the stock
sent to Perigueux and Sarlat.

The change to
Pauillac over the summer had been enormous. The once sleepy wine
town was now a manufacturing hub and around the former Airbus 380
dock there were numerous factories as well as several small
workshops in the town itself. The port had been visited by a few
large yachts whose crews wanted wine, offering a variety of goods
in exchange. The rule was, they always did a deal. They must
encourage trade if they wanted to make Bordeaux a great trading
port once again; first, though, they had to rebuild it. Pauillac
was the temporary home of Aquitaine maritime trade. The town fairly
buzzed.

Arcachon was
also benefitting — this time from Niki’s new navy. His flagship,
the big schooner called Clarita, was anchored off the town and
looked impressive. Niki was the life and soul of the party that
seemed to happen every night in the bars of Arcachon. The four
ships of the navy exercised regularly as the catamaran and the
schooner sailed the coastline, whilst the fast patrol boats
challenged any boat unknown to them. A few yachts had visited over
the summer coming from the surviving communities on the coast that
were trying to find out who else was out there.

Ted stayed the
night and partied with Niki, enjoyed a meal with Andrew and his
number two Maria, formerly the purser on Andrew’s flight. The two
now were an item, working and living together. In the morning Ted
drove back to Portets with Yves and his friend Herve. Ted had a
task for them: Aquitaine, he had decided, needed a
constitution.

Ted sat with
the two young men in his office and outlined what was needed. “I
think we must assume that France as a unit is no more. We have not
seen General Berthier for a year and we have seen no sign of
anybody else in an official capacity,” he began.

“I am the
Military Prefect and thus absolute ruler and whilst I am a great
believer in benevolent dictators I know that all too often
benevolent turns into malevolent as power goes to the head. I think
the quote is ‘Power tends to corrupt; absolute power corrupts
absolutely.’ Of course, there’s also the issue of what would happen
if I drop dead, as well as who takes over from me when I have had
enough.

“We are in a
unique position since we can look back at history and learn from
it,” Ted continued. “Before this conflagration people kept going on
about democracy and how it was the only solution. In reality
democracy was only really practiced in Europe, North America, and
Australasia. Most other countries that were supposedly democratic
had extremely flawed processes. However, I am not convinced that
democracy in the 21st century worked that well — most politicians
were inept and governments went with the flow in order to get
re-elected. But as the saying goes ‘Only dead fish go with the
flow.’ So we need to think about how to get the best
governance.

“In my opinion,
one of the best constitutions ever devised is the US constitution.
The reason I say that is that it’s short, to the point and pretty
clear in its meaning. If you try and write a constitution that
covers all angles, there will be a thousand pages and you will
still miss out on situations that will inevitably pop up. So we
need a constitution that is simple and everybody agrees to it. It
needs broad strokes of the brush.

“One other
issue I think we need to address is economics,” Ted said.
“Personally, I think the economics of a country are far too
important to be left to dead fish, if you get my drift — pun
unintended,” Ted added, wincing. “I think a constitution should
address levels of government spending in percentage terms, as well
as taxation and government borrowing.

“And that takes
me to the next point: What are the priorities of government? It’s
universally agreed that the number one is safety from external
aggression, and then maintenance of a stable society and economy.
But after those basic priorities, what is more important?
Education, or health, or welfare, or arts?

“Also how far
should government go? And how responsible should people be for
themselves. What are the rights of the individual? How do we
counter corruption? Corruption corrodes social cohesion and
undermines economies and good governance. Everybody professes to
hate it, but if they get their snout in the trough . . . !” Ted
said and shrugged.

“I would also
like to see some principles of law established like caveat emptor
and do we use Napoleonic or precedent law? How about crime? Are we
going to stick with my current three laws: stupid, very stupid and
endangering life or causing death or injury by being stupid?

“What of the
institutions of the state? We need a legal system and a military.
Anything else?

“I’m talking
about central Aquitaine as a state, but we also need to think about
local government and what its responsibilities are as opposed to
the state’s responsibilities.”

Ted looked at
Yves and Herve. “Now,” he said emphatically, “you two went to a top
management college and will have learnt a great deal about
administration. The last eighteen months you have both worked in
what has been a disaster recovery operation. Yves, you have been
with me and know how I think. You may not have agreed with me,
that’s fine, but it has given you insight into some very real
problems and maybe some strange solutions! And you, Herve, have
been watching Andrew, who has a very different style to me. All
that is grist to the mill!

“Now go and
talk to people, get all the feedback you can and all the ideas you
can. Then we can start on a concept and discuss and refine it until
we have what we want. When we have a constitution we think is good
we will have a referendum on it.”

“Ted, I know
you well and I know you have already got some strong ideas on what
you think should be in this constitution. Maybe the first person we
should talk to is you!” Yves suggested.

Ted chuckled.
“You think that you will produce something then I will tear it all
up. Well, I was not going to do that because I want to have regular
meetings with you,” he said.

Herve spoke up:
“Surely, we need to go step by step. You talked about democracy and
then said it did not always work, but you also dismissed an
absolute ruler, so what?”

Ted nodded and
leant back in his chair. “The problem with democracy in the last
few decades of civilisation was that it was not attracting the
right people into it. However, the really fatal flaw is that a
government will do anything to get re-elected so they will not
always do what’s best for the country in the long term. They will
always put short-term political gain first. I think that can be
best demonstrated by the crash of ‘08. The main reason was that
successive governments had allowed economic bubbles to be created
because it kept the economy booming and that helped incumbent
governments to stay in power. The idea that everybody should own a
home, even if they were reckless and unemployable, was never
practical. But a housing boom was created, which made every
homeowner happy and enabled any insolvent idiot to buy a house.
They then fiddled with the statistics, particularly the cost of
living index by excluding housing, and because there was no
inflation, interest rates stayed low.”

“Conventional
wisdom is that it was all started by the bankers,” Herve
suggested.

“Come on,
Herve, you know better than that,” Ted countered. “Of course, the
bankers were stupid and greedy, but they had a nod and a wink and
several blind eyes shown them. Governments wanted the boom as it
was good for them; the bankers simply provided the means. It takes
two to tango, or even create a bubble.”

“So what are
you saying?” Yves asked.

“We need
government that is responsible and not subject to fickle public
opinion.”

“We get back to
an unelected person then,” Yves mused.

“Okay, you are
pushing me,” Ted conceded. “Let us say there are three governing
bodies as there were once in the US — in most countries there were
certainly two at least. In the US it was the President, the
Congress and the Senate. In the UK we had the Houses of Commons and
Lords, and technically the monarch, although in practice no monarch
has rejected legislation for many years. So we might have had three
branches: the civil service, an elected house, and an appointed
house.

“The civil
service would be charged with running the country within strict
parameters, which is why I was talking about levels of spending and
taxation, as well as what are the responsibilities of government
and in what priority. So their job is clear and
straightforward.

“The House of
the People would be a fully elected chamber whose job it would be
to oversee the civil service and to put forward ideas and proposals
that the civil service can accept or reject within their existing
mandate. As an example, if the house of the people says ‘Build a
road between A and B,’ the civil service can say ‘Yes, we have the
budget and we will do,’ or ‘No, sorry, can’t do.’ They would also
propose new laws as required, which again the civil service could
reject or accept.

“The third
governing body will be what I want to call the Elders. The members
of this body will be there on merit derived from their position. So
the chairman of the biggest companies, the secretaries of the
biggest unions, the relevant persons from trade and professional
associations, from charities, senior judges, senior former civil
servants and military, as well as a few ex-elected members of House
of the People. The role of this chamber will be twofold: first, to
look to the future and try and make certain we are pointed in the
right direction; and second, to invigilate between the civil
service and the House of the People. So if the people say ‘Do this’
and civil service says ‘No,’ then the Elders will be called on to
make the final decision. Of course, they would also have oversight
of the civil service.

“The other two
institutions of state would be the judiciary and the military. I
would make the military responsible for the national police
force.

“I also think
you need strong and effective local government with towns and
cities responsible for local law and order as well as several other
functions. Thus, the main government run by the civil service needs
to handle only matters that are truly national; it is to be small
government. But local government will be responsible for all things
local, with full tax raising powers.”

Ted stopped and
looked at his two-man committee, waiting for reactions.

“I am not sure
how democratic that is,” Herve ventured. “But what about the civil
service?”

“You are right,
Herve.” Ted nodded. “The civil service must not be corrupt. My
proposal would be that the civil service recruit the best. Once a
person reached a certain rank, they will be given guarantees as
regards salary, pensions and benefits, and in return they cannot
leave and join a private operation without losing those rights.
There must also be a clear break of a couple of years. In addition,
their financial status must be transparent and checked regularly.
Finally, they cannot stay in a top job for more than ten years and
under no circumstances may a close relative follow them into a top
job.”

“That sounds
tough,” Yves suggested.

“Yes, and it is
intended to be. But it is very much ‘You look after the affairs of
state properly and we will look after you’.”

“So who runs
the towns? A town council?” Herve asked, to which Ted nodded in
agreement.

“A fully
elected body, presumably. So what are checks and balances in the
town councils?” Herve noted.

“The people,”
Ted replied. “I think we need parameters for taxing, spending and
borrowing, but if you have a situation where councillors last, say,
for four years but half of them are elected every two years, a bad
council will not last long. I would also have an option for areas
to leave one council and join another, assuming it is practical.
But in my mind, the towns will very much govern themselves and they
must also finance themselves. Central government can set standards,
but it’s not in the business of financing local spending. This way
most taxes paid by people will be to their town council, which they
have control over.

“One other
point is, who gets to vote? My view is as the most iniquitous
impost of government is taxation, then the taxpayers should be the
people doing the voting. Now councils may impose both income and
property taxes so I believe that to vote you must be a payer of one
or both, or have an exempt status for a clear reason.”

“Anything else
you have not thought of, Ted?” asked Yves ruefully.

“Yes. One other
issue I would like you to think about is age and longevity. I think
for the House of the People and for the Elders there should be a
minimum age limit. After all, we want people who have got something
to contribute and have some experience of life. Again looking back,
we used to have professional politicians who all too often had done
nothing in their life except be politicians. So say forty for the
People and fifty for the Elders, but that could be modified to a
percentage of life expectancy. Also, I think a maximum number of
years in office, say, fifteen years would make certain we keep
getting new blood in. Let’s be honest. If you cannot do it in
fifteen years, you probably won’t do it ever!”

Ted felt he had
said enough, so he made one last proposal. “We can do this in
stages. First, we agree on the administrative structure, then the
priorities of government and so on and so on until we have the
whole idea and the we précis it and then précis it again — if we
can!

“A final point:
one of the issues often brought up in the US was the intentions of
the Charter writers. I believe you need to keep minutes of main
meetings so those intentions are clear to future generations.”

 


The idea for a
constitution quickly became a much-discussed issue with many people
questioning why it was needed in the first place. Ted was
buttonholed by Michelle, the senior doctor who had been rescued
from the clutches of Vladimir after she had fled Perigueux with a
group that included two other doctors. She was a high-flyer who had
left Paris to take a senior post in the provinces hoping that would
speed her elevation in the system. Initially, she and Ted had
fought as she had expected more help, but in recent times they had
been getting along well as each respected the other for what they
did.

“First money,
now a constitution! Have you given up on France, Ted?” she
asked.

“No Michelle,
not at all, but I fear France has given up on us!” Ted replied
jauntily.

“I think you’re
acting very prematurely. You should consult with General Berthier
first.”

“I would like
nothing better than to have Louis Berthier walk through the door
right now, but I think that’s unlikely,” Ted said sarcastically.
“But Michelle, I am only starting on this process. First, we have
to produce a constitution, a process during which everybody will be
consulted. I do not expect to have anything completed before next
spring. Then, we need to explain it to everyone in depth before we
can hold a referendum — probably next summer. I estimate it will
take at least a year to start putting local councils in place and
in charge, and another year before the actual Aquitaine
Constitution becomes fully implemented. So that is the best part of
three years from now and by then we will need proper governance.
Otherwise, I remain in charge until I drop and then who? My
nominee?”

“I suppose
you’re right if you put it like that. But why not just use the
existing French Constitution?”

“I think the
answer to that is this is a good time to look at exactly how our
government should be structured, and I think we can do better. But
I suppose the most compelling reason is nobody actually has a copy
and as there is no Paris and no central government, most of it is
irrelevant anyway!”

“Okay, you
win,” Michelle conceded.

“No worries,”
Ted said in a conciliatory tone. “This is a long process and can be
stopped easily.” He flashed a smile and asked: “And how is the baby
factory?”

“I wish you
would not call my hospital that!” the doctor said, almost pouting,
and Ted wondered if she was flirting with him.

“We’re back to
long nights again as there will be plenty more on the way
soon!”

There was a
sudden explosion of pregnancies, largely attributable to long
winter nights when without electricity there wasn’t a great deal
people could do except go to bed — preferably in pairs.

 


The vendange
was still underway and the final crops were being gathered in when
the weather broke and rain began pouring down. In marked contrast
to their first year, winter had arrived early, but the vendange
still progressed as all the grapes needed to be harvested.
Suddenly, farming became a very unpleasant occupation.

Euros were
still turning up and Jane Stevenson, now the governor of the new
Aquitaine Central Bank, had been steadily devaluing the Euro by
paying less and less francs for each one. This was simply done by
limiting the supply of francs. Within two months one franc was
commanding 20 Euros, twice the initial rate. The bank’s next move
was to decree the Aquitaine franc the only currency suitable for
internal use. Ted was pleasantly surprised how smoothly this
transformation was going.

Another good
sign was that farmers who had been driven away from the countryside
ravished by Vladimir now wanted to return to their farms. A group
of advisers was appointed to help them resettle and provide seed
and stock to get them going. The working capital to employ the mass
of people they now needed without mechanisation remained a problem,
however.

An Indian
summer evolved from the storms of October as November turned into a
beautiful month. Ted held a lengthy meeting with Jeff and his
engineers, planning a couple of major developments. Ever since the
early days, when they acquired the Moth, Ted had been worried about
anything happening to it. It was a superb reconnaissance resource
and they had originally used it to spot cattle. Now it patrolled
their borders regularly.

Jeff proposed
they build a second aeroplane from aluminium taken from the many
useless aircraft littering the ground. The planes they had landed
in were intact and could technically still be flown, but there were
several other aircraft scattered around the airfield; of them many
had been damaged beyond repair while some had been mothballed
before they arrived. The survivors had already used some of the
metal from them on other projects, including the minting of coins.
Jeff recommended a power glider with an ethanol engine. He believed
they could make it light enough, and that by using a centrally
mounted engine, to stop it being nose heavy, he could get it to
work as a glider. Either way, he thought he could produce a plane
with an endurance of about five hours in flight if it was
tow-launched. On the downside, it would have long wings and really
only be able to be used from an airfield; whereas the Moth could
often be landed on roads. Ted was all for the project and the group
set to work on what would be a hand-built aeroplane.

The second
major proposal, and maybe the most ambitious, was to build a
railway to link central Aquitaine. There were already railway lines
to Pauillac, Arcachon and Portets, but they all led to Bordeaux. So
the proposal was to link these using the periferique. Since they
were only using one side of this three-lane dual carriageway, this
made sense. There were problems in the north, where the line from
Pauillac had been destroyed coming into the city, but they thought
that could be repaired. Merignac would be the control point and
later Bordeaux could be brought into the system. They had found
several damaged engines, wagons and carriages, yet the wheel and
chassis assemblies were often complete or repairable. It was a
large project and would employ legions in the construction
phase.

However, as the
populace continued to swell, Ted was always looking for schemes
that kept many hands in regular employment. He still wondered,
though, whether this was a scheme beyond the capacities of the
already seriously overstretched Jeff, even though they now had
found several decent engineers with at least one having railway
experience. After much talk and research, they decided the scheme
would go ahead and a couple of steam engines would be built to
operate the services. Though expected to mainly carry goods, it
would also allow people to move about between areas, something that
was difficult as personal transport was not allowed. Arcachon may
yet again rise as a resort!

The
constitution debate quietened down quickly as everybody got fed up
with talking about it. But Ted was not surprised to find there was
a general consensus that politicians had not done a great job in
the past and an acceptance of the idea of full local democracy. A
professional national management supervised by elected and
appointed chambers was considered a good option. Ted had expected
much more of a fight. In fact, they moved to the next phase of
deciding the priorities of government.

Ted was
becoming uneasy as he explained to Sean one evening. “Ever since we
have been here, every time things are going smoothly, something
screws up,” he said. “I have been expecting a crisis for weeks, but
none has come. Even Joan is not berating me daily for something. It
is making me positively nervous.”

“You worry too
much, me old luv,” the ex-actor quipped. “It could be you have done
a good job. Have another glass of wine and stop worrying.”

Sean turned to
Guy, who was with them: “What do you think, oh great military
chief?”

Some months ago
Harald, one third of the triumvirate, had moved to Pauillac, where
his manufacturing experience was invaluable, and Guy, being in the
same age group, was a natural successor, although his jolly sense
of humour was totally different to the dry German’s.

“I know what
Ted means.” Guy positively bounced as he spoke. “Quiet is all too
often the precursor to chaos. But it’s winter, the days are short,
people have food even if it’s not a lot. When I was in the army, we
kind of made our own crises with training and redeployments. We
were always moving on. As an estate agent after a year or two the
problems became repetitive: either somebody deciding they were not
getting enough, or somebody thought they were paying too much, or
suddenly a person did not have the money they said they had. It was
rather ‘In case of Problem B, apply Solution Z.’ But here
everything has been so new; problems do not have an instant
solution. That’s what makes it so exciting. Maybe things are just
finally settling down!”

Sean reflected
on that. “Yes, for me as an actor, the challenge was supposed to be
the acting, but it was more often handling the director and other
actors, and after a while I kind of got used to what to do in any
given situation. Not that it was often that easy!”

“Mind you,” Ted
said, “we still do have loads of problems to solve. We have been
here less than two years, but the current issues were fairly
predicable. It’s the one that comes out of left flank that causes
all the grief!”

 


 


 Chapter 5 Responsibility and
Ambush

 


Ted sat with
Yves and Herve. “You have agreed to the basis of government
structure so we need to decide the priorities of national
government and what they should do, what local town or area
governments should do and be responsible for. Ideas, guys?” he told
them.

Yves spoke
first. “Most people seem to agree that the main priority is a safe
and secure place to live, but I suppose we need to break that down
because when I think about it that can cover an awful lot.
Everything from security to welfare,” he explained.

Ted resisted
the temptation to jump right back in and was pleased to see Herve
offer a comment. “We thought about the basics, which involve
security, both external and internal,” he said. “Then, we thought
about infrastructure. If you look at when we first got here, water
and food were priorities, but you can barely expect the state to
feed everybody. So I suppose water, roads and housing, but again
houses are normally built by individuals. So I suppose it’s the
structure that allows people to get food and build houses. The more
we talked about it, the more confusing it became.”

“I see where
you are coming from,” Ted said, nodding. “But when we first got
here that was an emergency situation. One of the duties must be to
help people who are in distress. The duty is to create a measure of
economic stability to allow commerce to resume. Yes, and as a
government we need to see to it that the right infrastructure is in
place. We don’t need to build it, but we need to make certain
somebody else does.

“Then we need
to make certain it’s available to everybody at a fair price,” he
continued. “Looking back at history, in Europe most major
infrastructure developments were government projects. Some were
then sold on, or privatised later, mainly because no private
organisation had the wherewithal initially: electricity and
telephones being classic examples. In the US, though, it was the
other way round and free enterprise built the infrastructure. We
can at least review whether we thought that private or public was
good or not?”

“Sorry Ted,”
Herve interrupted. “Surely, it’s not our job to say how things
should be done in the future. I thought we were simply providing a
list of priorities and responsibilities of government. Whether
they’re provided by public or private means should not be our
problem; that they are provided is our concern.”

Ted nodded.
“You’re right,” he agreed. “I digressed. And that’s the problem
with what we’re doing. It’s too easy to meddle in areas we should
not. So shall we write down and agree the priorities of government
as we all see them?”

Ted saw both
Herve and Yves were ready to speak up. “I presume you’ve discussed
this. Do you agree?” he asked them.

“Sort of,” Yves
said, looking questioningly at Herve, who nodded. “External and
internal security is the number one priority. Also on top of the
list are the creation of a stable economy, the protection of the
country’s resources and environment, decent infrastructure to
provide services and travel. Those are the essentials we need to
agree on, then we can begin fine-tuning the details.”

Yves looked
questioningly at Ted.

“I agree,” Ted
said, “though maybe you need to add maintenance of a fair and
equitable legal system, which of course includes a criminal code
and protection of the rights of the individual and the right to
freedom of speech.”

“We thought we
would include that later,” Herve countered.

“Maybe, but
why? Surely a sweeping statement outlining the primary
responsibility of government would be succinct and clear?” Ted
suggested.

“Yes, that
would make sense, outlining the primary responsibilities and then
the secondary ones and so on,” Herve conceded.

“Agreed,” said
Ted. “But perhaps we need to include something about the welfare of
the population as a whole.”

“I thought you
considered welfare as a pretty low priority on the list of a
government’s duties,” Yves noted.

“Fair point,”
Ted conceded. “But government must see to it that basic welfare
services are available. I’m not talking about sweeping social
security measures, but simply the general availability of staple
foods. Although how we exactly cover that without making it too
encompassing, I am not sure.”

“We could just
modify your last clause and say ‘protection of the rights and
welfare of the individual’,” Herve said, consulting his notes.

“Good,” Ted
said. “Next duty, may I suggest, is education. To develop, we must
educate people. We’re going nowhere if the population cannot read
and write. And we need to pass on our knowledge as broadly as
possible. So primary, secondary and university education must be in
place and available to all — although, of course, university will
not be for everybody.”

“You place
education above health?” Herve looked surprised.

“Most
certainly. I’m not sure we have a duty to provide universal health
care in any event. I think government has a duty to ensure that
basic necessities like food are available and perhaps to provide
emergency facilities one way or another. But remember what we’re
trying to do is prioritize duties so that when a government has 100
francs to spend, there’s no argument as to what comes first. If
they have covered everything else and funds are available, this
comes next. It works like a household budget. After paying for the
mortgage, food and water, do we have money left over for meals out
or a holiday?”

Herve looked
thoughtful. “So now we need to prioritise the other functions of
government,” he said. “So after education, we have healthcare. But
what about social security, a pension plan, protection of the
environment, patronage of the arts etc?”

“I think,” said
Ted, “the real issue is what exactly the state should be paying
for. Now if we look back at the world as it was, every country that
had full healthcare and welfare systems was struggling to afford
them. The reality was probably that they could not afford them, but
politically they were committed to them. And if you looked at what
an individual was paying into social welfare it was clear they
could have done much better in a private scheme. If all those
welfare payments had been simply put in the bank from the day
somebody started working and they had taken the normal interest
rates on those savings, they would almost certainly have had enough
to pay medical bills and have a pension. But that’s not the whole
story. The real cost to the system is those who do not pay in,
either because they do not earn, or because they cannot, or in some
cases will not!”

As neither Yves
nor Herve looked like saying anything, Ted continued. “I remember
when I was young I worked out I could get double for half, which
meant that if I paid half my employment tax to private health and
pension providers I would get twice the benefit. But more
importantly, there was much discussion then, as there was over the
following decades, about creating an individual pension for each
person. So instead of the state taking my money this year and
giving it to somebody else, it puts that money in a fund with my
name on it and funds the other payments another way. Of course, in
the short term that creates a problem for the government, but in
the long term....” Ted shrugged and held his hands out.

“I am not sure
where that fits in, Ted. Should that really be part of a
constitution?” Yves challenged.

“Maybe not, but
we could help future generations by pointing them in the right
direction. If we make pension very low on the list of priorities
the suggestion will be that it should be funded individually.”

There was a
knock on the door. Kevin entered with a look on his face that
immediately suggested to Ted that a long-awaited new crisis had
just arrived. Ted waved Kevin in and saw he was followed by Guy —
another harbinger of bad news, no doubt. He turned to Yves and
Herve. “Well guys, it looks like school’s out. We’re doing well.
Try and write something up and we will look at it soon!”

The two young
men left.

Ted had to
switch his mind off and reprogram it before turning it back on to
face another challenge.

Kevin placed a
cup of coffee in front of Ted and sat down. Ted waited
silently.

“A food convoy
to Sarlat has been hit,” Kevin reported. “We think there are
multiple casualties and all the food is missing.”

As Ted gave him
a questioning look, he continued: “We’ve just had a courier arrive
from Bergerac. It seems one of the combo escorts managed to escape
and went to Bergerac. They’re sending out a patrol, but they don’t
have many men. I have sent Gunny and twenty combos to report.

“Andre is in
Merignac and Gunny and the bridge reserves were closest. I know I
should stop calling him Gunny,” Kevin added, smiling weakly.

“We did not
interrupt you immediately, Ted. We got Gunny on his way,” Guy
said.

Ted looked
grim, but managed a half smile. “Look, you guys are in charge of
security. Of course, I want to know, but you were one hundred
percent right: Respond first as you see fit and then report back to
me. And yes, I still think of him as Gunny, so that’s fine. What
did you tell him to do? He’s going to arrive hours after the
event.”

“Well, we
thought we should get somebody to the scene to see if there was
anything they can do and to try to figure out who did it. But in
truth I am not sure an investigation will do much good,” Guy
noted.

“Do we know
where this happened?” Ted asked.

“Yes, we think
it was near Beyac, in one of those steep wooded areas. Ideal for an
ambush,” Guy answered.

Ted looked out
of the window, gazing at the dim lights of a murky December day. “I
suppose it would not be a good idea to send the Moth. The cloud
cover looks too low,” he mused.

“I spoke to
Mark and he agreed about that: they would not have enough time in
the area,” Guy said. “It’s quite hilly out there so, except in very
good weather conditions with good visibility, low flying would not
be safe.”

“Ok, now what?”
Ted asked. “We had better get after them. Gunny has enough men I
would have thought to try and get on their trail.”

“I am not so
sure,” Guy said, casting a look at Kevin. “We did discuss this
briefly. It’s pretty wild country up there and we don’t know the
area as well as the locals do. Putting men in there will not be
easy.”

“Well, we can’t
let them get away with this!” Ted shot back, looking concerned.
“And how do you know they were locals?”

“Ted,” Kevin
said, looking agitated, “locals or not, that’s a forested hilly
place with steep slopes and ravines. It’s rotten country to chase
people through. They can ambush us every few miles and then just
melt away. We could take serious casualties and still end up
without catching anybody.”

“Like it or
not, we have few really experienced soldiers,” Guy spoke up. “Most
of our guys have done basic training and a little police work. You
need properly trained men to go into that woodland, and even then
you may still well take casualties. We simply do not have the right
people. Steve’s SAS would be ideal for the task, but they are not
up to speed yet. Maybe next year, but even then chasing people
around woods that the enemy knows and you don’t is no walk in the
park.”



Ted sat back in
his chair and looked at the two soldiers in front of him. He knew
they were both very experienced and he had to take their advice
much as he disliked it. He thought for a moment before replying,
“Right then. What do you think we should do?”

Guy spoke
again. “We haven’t really thought that through yet, but for my
money we need to rethink these food convoys and make them harder to
attack,” he said. “And we need to work on intelligence resources
around Sarlat to see if we can get a whiff of who these guys are.
If we can find out who they are, we could try and take them out.
Steve might have some ideas, but it’s cold and there’s little cover
to hide observation posts, and dangerous for them if they are not
up to it.”

“I’m afraid I
have to agree, Ted,” Kevin said. “We may send out a few patrols
just in case, but first I want to know more about the attackers.
How were they armed and how many were there?”

Ted was
unhappy. “Well, if that’s it, that’s it. I suppose we’ll have to
get another convoy on the way ASAP.” He paused. “I have had a
thought,” he added. “The least we can do is increase the deterrent
factor. In my book, given our situation, stealing food is a major
offence and any armed attacks will be severely dealt with; I do not
want to take any prisoners.”

Guy didn’t seem
pleased about that view. “Look Ted,” he said. “It’s your call, but
if we don’t take prisoners, then villains will see no point in
surrendering. Such an iron-fisted approach will only escalate
things. We might even kill some kids who are on the periphery,
which will just alienate more people. As we know from most other
events we’ve had to deal with, there are normally a few ringleaders
and the rest of them are just followers, some not even all that
willing.”

Guy paused,
then becoming more animated, he burst out, “Ted, for heaven’s sake,
we have some of Vladimir’s guys in the army and one or two are
doing very well. They were just boys who joined for the craic, so
to speak.”

“Well, they
should think more seriously before they get involved,” Ted said,
still unconvinced. “You can’t just say I am sorry I robbed you — it
was somebody else’s idea. That I think is known as the Nuremberg
defence. It did not work then, so why should it work now?”

“These are
often kids, and Nuremberg was about senior people who did have an
option. Not everybody in the SS got charged!” Guy was getting
worked up.

Kevin realised
he needed to defuse the situation. “Look, I know where you are
coming from and Guy is right as well,” he said in a conciliatory
tone. “Can you leave it to our discretion? Remember, even during
our first fracas with Vladimir we took a prisoner, that poor French
boy who was frightened witless. He was never a soldier and we all
knew it.”

Ted was about
to snap back, but thought better of it. “Okay guys,” he said
softly, “you’re the people on the ground. I just wanted to get an
unequivocal message out there that attacks on food lorries will not
be tolerated.”

He let that
sink in before adding, “I suppose we really need to wait for
Gunny’s report, or at least more information on the incident before
we can do much more.”

Both soldiers
appeared to agree with that, so Ted closed the meeting by saying,
“Guy, will you talk to Steve about intelligence and any ideas he
has? We’ll get together tomorrow morning when we know more.”

After the
meeting, Ted remained sitting alone, deep in thought. He was angry
with himself for getting riled by Guy, or did he do it to himself?
He pondered a piece of advice he used to give businessmen who asked
him about the secret of success. His advice was this: “Do not be
afraid to take holidays. You need to get away so that you can see
the wood from the trees.”

It was now over
eighteen months since he had been thrust into this position. In
that time he had not had a day off and most days he worked at least
twelve hours and most nights he went to sleep with that day’s
problem still lingering on his mind. Yes, he thought, I need a
break. But so did many others, he reflected. The trouble was, there
was nowhere to go on vacation!

 


That evening
after dinner, in the mess as the comfortable lounge area in the
chateau was called, Guy spoke to Ted. “I’m sorry, Ted, about
getting you all riled up. It’s just that I’ve seen so much
overreaction that inevitably tends to make the situation worse.
We’re always told about ‘hearts and minds,’ but that approach
invariably goes arse up when somebody starts shooting. Equally
inevitably, an innocent passerby gets killed and then it doesn’t
matter what you have done to help, even if the so-called innocent
turns out to be a militant.”

Ted grimaced
and half smiled. “What you are saying is we cannot win. But don’t
worry! Your job, and for that matter anybody’s job, is not to say
‘yes’ when they mean ‘no,’ or ‘maybe.’ It’s important we get all
views in and consider them.”

“Thanks, Ted. I
just don’t know where all this is going and it worries me.
So-called terrorism is all too often taken over by organised crime.
Money for the cause is more likely money for beer and fags for the
boys and women and whisky for the bosses.”

“But Guy,
nobody has yet suggested this is anything other than
straightforward robbery?” Ted phrased the comment as a
question.

“Sorry, Ted,
but I have bad vibes about this. I was talking to Steve and he says
there’s still massive resentment about us and what we’ve done.
We’re still seen as foreign invaders by many.”

“I’m sure
that’s right, but I’m not sure what we can do about it. Most people
have come to us for help and we’ve helped if we can. But I suppose
they resent the strings we’ve attached to that help. They expect
‘Gimme and don’t ask any questions.’ Well, that is not my way,
mainly because I do not want this to go on. Everybody has got to
learn to be self-sufficient. People have got to start farming
properly again, growing needed crops and living without
subsidies.”

“You are right.
But what we really need is home-grown policing as well. What little
there is at the moment isn’t enough,” Guy said.

“What I fear
more is that we’re going backwards in time,” Ted explained. “Two
hundred years ago there was a continual threat on country roads
from robbers. It was not until there was decent communications and
transport that this was brought under control. Now we’ve lost the
communications and transport is limited. My long-term plan for our
new SAS is to give them a patrolling role. Let them range far and
wide. When they come across robbers and the like, they need to have
enough strength to deal with them.”

“What concerns
me now, if this becomes common, is the small villages and
communities that have made the right moves and are growing food and
selling it. I’d hate to think they will now suffer from a breakdown
of law and order,” Guy suggested, looking glum.

“To an extent I
suspect it depends upon how powerful this band of brigands is —
assuming, of course, there’s just one gang. What would make things
far worse is if several groups banded together. Then we really
would have a problem on our hands. I suppose in the scheme of
things an isolated incident doesn’t really matter,” Ted said. He
shrugged.

Guy looked
surprised. “That was not your view when we told you about this,” he
noted.

“I’ve thought
about it,” Ted replied wearily. “Look! It’s a real problem in some
ways, especially to those who have lost someone. But I suppose I
must look at the big picture and to an extent something like this
had to happen. Let’s just hope it doesn’t get out of control.
That’s what we have to prevent. You can think about that overnight
for me,” Ted said with a weary smile. “Tomorrow we can pore over
Gunny’s report, but now I think we’ll need to lighten up. Where’s
our actor turned priest when we need him? I need his sense of
humour!”

 


The following
morning they waited for the report from Gunny before having another
discussion about the attack. Ted was surprised when Gunny himself
came into his office with Kevin, Guy and Steve. Ted smiled at
Gunny. “Good morning, Lieutenant Roscoe. I fear I do not know your
first name as I am so used to calling you Gunny,” he said.

The American
grinned back. Ted remembered when they first arrived the American
was distinctly overweight; he now looked trim, although the loss of
weight made him look older, closer to his fifty years of age.

“Morning,
General,” he said. “Everybody still seems to call me Gunny. That
doesn’t worry me for gunnery sergeant major was all I aspired to so
I am happy with that.”

“Fine Gunny it
is officially then,” Ted said light-heartedly. “All of you, please
sit down and tell me what’s going on.”

The four
soldiers found seats around the table that extended from Ted’s
desk.

Guy spoke
first. “Gunny thought it would be better if he came in person, and
I agree. It also gives us an opportunity to brief him on what has
to be done.”

Ted acknowledge
that and asked Gunny to report.

“Well, the
actual attack was simple and classic,” the American began. “On a
stretch of road where the trees and hills come right down to the
river just before Beynac, they hid in the woods, from where they
dropped a tree in front of the convoy. As soon as the convoy came
to a halt, they opened fire. The rear combo was lucky to be able to
make a U-turn and get away.

“It’s from them
that I learned about the tree,” Gunny continued. “When we got there
after the Bergerac guys, we did a full survey of the area around
the site of the ambush. Bergerac only sent three combos and I think
they were frightened of being attacked and I cannot say I blame
them. It’s scary country up there. You could get ambushed
anywhere.

“The attackers
cleaned up the ambush scene well, erasing telltale traces. They
must have hoped we wouldn’t be able to locate the site, but of
course with a combo escaping we did find it. Searching back off the
road, we found five bodies dumped and half-hidden — our boys, I’m
afraid. The convoy had six trailers and four combos so with one
combo escaping that’s eight men, so presumably they still have
three kept alive as captives.”

Guy looked at
Ted meaningfully. The message was clear: If we shoot our prisoners,
they would shoot theirs, too.

Gunny carried
on with his report: “We also found some shell cases. It looks like
they only had shotguns and hunting rifles, although I cannot be
sure. I think one of the dead men was killed by an arrow. Not many
people live around there, but nobody we spoke to saw anything. I
suspect they wouldn’t have cooperated with us even if they had seen
something. It’s easy to intimidate people living alone in a
deserted area like that.

“We went on to
Sarlat and stayed there last night. I told my sergeant to visit
local villages today to see if they knew anything, but I’m not
hopeful,” Gunny concluded, looking slightly apologetic.

Ted looked at
the other soldiers, none of whom said anything. So he spoke up. “I
suppose that’s all we’re going to get unless we find the combos, or
the trailers, or if somebody tries to sell the food. I wonder what
they will do with the prisoners.”

He looked at
Gunny. “Now, what about the bodies?” he asked.

“We buried them
as we had no way of transporting them. It seemed the sensible
option,” Gunny said.

Ted nodded.
“Thoughts, gentlemen?”

“I think you
said the combo guys thought there were about a dozen attackers,”
Kevin said, looking at Gunny.

“Well, I’m not
sure how reliable that estimate is, which is why I didn’t mention
it. They were under fire and trying to get away. Unless they saw
the attackers in the open, I doubt they really know.”

“These convoys
are routine, are they not? Always the same day and time?” Steve
asked.

“Yes,” Ted
replied, adding sarcastically: “We made it nice and easy for
them.”

“It’s nobody’s
fault, Ted,” Kevin said. “I mean it can barely be a state secret,
but I suppose now we know we can make the schedule a little more
random. But with the short days we are now into, the time has got
to be about the same or they cannot get there and back in a day.
Those motorbike trailers may be effective, but they’re slow and we
need to load them up. We could vary the day, I suppose.”

“We could put
in some OPs and find out who is moving about. We might well get a
lead,” Steve suggested.

“Are your guys
really ready for this?” Guy asked. “It will be no picnic at this
time of the year. Cold with little cover.”

“It’s what I’m
training them for,” Steve answered. “I know who is good enough and
some certainly are. Yes, it will be tough, but that is what the
name of the game is.” He looked confident.

“Surely,”
suggested Ted, “the problem is what to watch. If we assume the
attackers have moved away, there’s little point in keeping watch
around the scene of the ambush. What I think we need is an
intelligence-gathering operation to try and track down suspects. We
also need to make certain Sarlat and other communities are
cautioned about these guys. To an extent, it depends upon what
happens next.”

As Ted had
feared at the outset, the meeting went nowhere other than to
recommend increasing intelligence-gathering around Sarlat and an
improved security for future convoys. They would now have more
escorts and would be strung out on the road, making a simple ambush
difficult. Also, the SAS would mount surveillance on likely ambush
spots for a few days, immediately before the convoys set out.

 


The three
missing men turned up two days later. They had been taken and
dumped in the hills about five kilometres from the road. The extra
information they had was very limited as they had been blindfolded
as soon as they surrendered. They’d heard snatches of the
conversations their captors had, but it told them very little. They
believed the group was about twelve men-strong and had transport
near the attack area. That was probably the most important bit of
information because few people now had transport that worked and
twelve people suggested at least two and probably three vehicles.
It was something to look for.

Another convoy
was sent to Sarlat a few days later with no incident and Ted got
back to working on the new constitution.

At the
beginning of the next meeting, Yves suggested that they needed to
define exactly what the local councils and the central government
would be tasked with. “You keep saying as much responsibility as
possible to local authorities, so clearly before we go on, we need
to decide exactly who does what and I suppose who pays for it,” he
said.

“My view is
that if an authority decides to do something, then it must make
sure to be able to afford it,” Ted responded. “Mainly because
allocating money from one area to another will always entail
dispute. However, we may need some way of correcting differentials.
I mean, not all areas will have the same demographics. So if one
area has, say, mainly young families and another mainly retirees,
the former area will have much larger education costs, while the
latter may likely have heavier medical costs.” Ted realised he was
thinking out loud and said no more.

“What you’re
really saying is a simple law or formula is almost impossible to
make,” Herve suggested with a puzzled look.

“Yes, of
course, you’re right Herve, but what I want to stop is the building
of bureaucracies. Once A pays B and C gets from A and B, the cost
of allocating the money quickly becomes the biggest cost,” Ted said
tentatively. He added, “We’re into minutiae again, I fear. Shall we
agree exactly what goes where and then look at it again? Yves,
ideas?”

“Well, if you
want the local authority to be responsible for as much as possible,
maybe it might be better to decide what they’re not responsible
for.”

Ted laughed.
“That’s a copout if I ever heard one! Herve?”

“You’ve already
mentioned local policing, and I presume education and medical care
from what you’ve just said. Clearly local services must be there
and with that I presume local roads and planning and local
environment. What else?” Herve said, the paused. “What about courts
and prisons? Okay, I know you won’t have prisons, Ted, but sooner
or later...” Yves produced another red herring.

“Well, I’m very
much in favour of local magistrates courts as they used to be in
England, with local people who know the area and the people,
dealing with local matters and events. But needless to say, the PC
busy bodies thought that was unfair as the magistrates had prior
knowledge. I always thought it saved a lot of time and, as a rule,
was remarkably effective. And there is always the right of appeal
to a higher court, and in any event the sentences were strictly
limited. So maybe local courts, then a higher regional court, as
well as a high court, which is mainly an appeal court. But we
probably need to put that in with the justice. And the final appeal
can be to the Elders. Guys?”

Herve nodded
and wrote furiously before showing the other two his draft, which,
after a short discussion, they agreed on:

 


There will be
three levels of criminal court: local magistrates court with
limited sentencing powers, regional courts and a high court or
appeal court. The rulings of all courts can be appealed to a higher
court. The final appeal from the high court will be to the Elders,
who will appoint a committee to review cases and make a
recommendation to the House. Civil courts will have a similar
structure.

 


“Good,” said
Ted, “now back to local authorities. I was thinking that the local
authority would be responsible for basic education and healthcare.
So in education they would all be responsible for local primary
education as well as secondary, but in smaller areas it may be
advisable to have one secondary school covering two or even three
areas. But universities and places of higher education would be the
responsibility of government and it’d be the same with medicine:
local doctors and clinics with regional hospitals of excellence. Of
course, the thorny question is what care and education is free and
what is not.”

“Individual
local authorities could decide on that,” suggested Yves.

“What about
those who cannot afford it? Do they get no education and
healthcare?” Herve countered. Both men looked at Ted, waiting for
an answer.

“Hey, I am not
the final arbitrator here,” Ted protested. “But my view is, there
should be a minimum standard for free. I would like to see
education free to all and I am sure there will be fee-paying
schools as well. Maybe there should be some nominal charge, but I
think we can leave that and simply say councils must supply to all
children to the age of, say, sixteen, primary and secondary
education to a standard set by the national government. Clearly,
that means those who cannot afford it will need to be subsidised.
Again, in medicine everybody should have access to medical help and
there must be an accident and emergency service that operates
without asking for payment up front! So in an emergency the patient
is dealt with and if they cannot pay, well, they cannot pay. “I
suppose the wording must be ‘ensure that there is adequate
provision of medical, including emergency facilities and
availability of primary and secondary education facilities of a
standard set by central government,’” he said.

“You mentioned
some limits on government and other spending,” Herve interjected.
“Surely, that will present a conflict of interest if you say you
must spend so much on schools, but they do not have the money.”

“Not at all.
That’s why we need priorities,” Ted explained. “If you do not have
enough money you cannot do some things. Or you have to work out how
to pay for them. In other words, the budget must be balanced and
some spendthrift who believes in throwing public money about is
stymied. What we are trying to do is set up a constitution that
creates and ensures responsible government. They will have
borrowing powers, but borrowings will have to be paid back. So if
there’s a short-term crisis, a war or the like, they can overspend
beyond their budgetary means, but once things return to normal, so
must the budget.”

“You’re tying
the hands of future generations. Is that correct?” Herve was not
giving up that easy.

Ted smiled. He
was enjoying the back-and-forth. “That’s not my intention,” he
said. “There will be a provision to change the constitution, and I
am sure future generations will find plenty of wriggle room. It’s
our job to be specific, but at the same time allow some
manoeuvring.”

“So how will
they change the constitution?” Herve asked.

“My idea is
this: We will have a referendum on this constitution and assuming
we get a majority, the constitution can be changed by a referendum
that has an equal, or greater, percentage voting for that change.
We might also include a state of emergency, which must be agreed on
by a two-thirds majority in both houses, which allows the
suspension of the constitution for a maximum of one year. Of
course, that can be extended by the same means.”

“I think your
wriggle room is minimal, Ted,” Herve said, looking serious.

“The problem,
Herve, is that as I have found out in life, there’s no truer saying
than ‘You give an inch and somebody takes a mile.’ We’re simply
taking our combined experience of the world, looking back at the
way things were, and saying that from where we sit today this looks
like the best way to organize things. What I do not want is future
generations who will not fully understand our thinking to trash
this because of some absurd ideology.”

“We Ted? I’m
not sure it’s we! Is it not you? Or should I say Ted’s?” Herve said
with a half smile/half grimace.

“Herve, you’re
here to argue and debate. I’ve never overruled you, and you’ve
spoken to others and know their feelings. To be fair, the reason I
have you two is because if I included people like Joan and Jean
Soult, we would still be here arguing in three years’ time. But
once we have completed this process, we will let them have their
say!”

It was Yves’
turn to object, which he did: “It sounds rather like you have us
here as voting fodder. You know you can persuade us.”

“Maybe there’s
a little of that,” Ted acknowledged. “But you’re both bright young
men. You’ve added to this process, whether you know it or not. And
you’re doing all the research and opinion-taking. I think, on the
whole, you do not disagree with anything.”

“You may be
right about that,” Yves said, “but I’ve spent eighteen months under
your spell and maybe I’ve grown to think too much like you. I
suppose I’ve seen that what you do normally works. But Herve is
more sceptical of your ways.”

Herve took this
as his clue to butt in. “I must admit I do agree with most of what
you say, Ted,” he noted. “And I think most people do. There’s no
doubt that the general feeling was that what went on before only
sort of worked, and in reality probably was due for a fall. The
crises of the end of the noughties scared the hell out of
everybody. People really did wonder about governments and how they
should work, although the governments wanted to blame everybody
else. I suppose the real question is, would that situation have
happened under your government scheme?”

“Ah yes, the
million dollar question! I like to think not,” Ted said. “Because I
think the civil service would have had no problem is stopping the
bubble before it got out of hand. They would not have let Mickey
Mouse money being created by bankers poisoning the system. They
would have cooled the housing market down before it took over.
Well, that’s what I think anyway.”

“And if they
did not?” As ever, Herve was the cynic.

Ted grimaced.
“Then we’re wasting our time and there’s no system out there that
will protect us from ourselves.”

“Socialism
maybe?” Herve again.

“In theory,
socialism should work, but it does not,” Ted explained. “People
need a reason to go to work. It’s the cut and thrust of commerce
that delivers new products and ideas. I travelled in Eastern Europe
just after the Wall came down and it was obvious what had happened.
After World War II the US helped rebuild Western Europe and the
USSR helped rebuild Eastern Europe. I suspect in about 1960 both
sides of the wall were reasonably developed and probably to about
the same standard. Then the socialists sat back and did nothing.
There was no innovation and nothing new was produced on the
domestic front. I am, of course, ignoring the arms race. But in the
Western world, private enterprise drove the economies forward and
by 1990 the west had gone twice as far as the east. And of course
the people of the east thought private enterprise was the panacea
for all their problems, but as the 1990s progressed they found out
the hard way that private enterprise takes time, and many were much
worse off.

“Under
communism they had nothing to seek as they had a home, food and a
job, even if they were of considerably lower standard than those on
the other side of the wall. They had little or no work discipline
and many older people found the idea of ‘going to work meant
working’ a hard concept to accept. The cold war was won because
capitalism simply out-developed communism, although the reality
was, as communism stood still, there was no race.”

“Well what
about so-called social capitalism?” Yves suggested.

“In a way I
think that’s what we’re suggesting: a state that’s largely driven
by private enterprise but has a safety net. But we do not want a
state where the safety net becomes the dominant force. When you
have payroll taxes of fifty percent of the cost of the payroll;
that in my opinion is destructive and discourages employment. I
want to see large companies providing welfare and being rewarded
for it as used to happen when British mill towns, for instance, had
a doctor and a clinic as well as schools and alms houses for the
elderly. In fact, most old towns in England had alms houses
provided by the local business community for people no longer able
to be productive. Modern governments seem to have discouraged this
because it hurt some ideal, but why not? Good employers should be
given a chance to look after their staff and they should be
rewarded with tax incentives. If a new factory comes to town, why
not let them set up facilities for their work force and then maybe
pay them for others to use it?”

“That sounds a
bit complicated. Surely we are going too far with that?” Herve
suggested.

“Of course we
are. But I would like to see a clause that prevents councils or
governments discriminating against private services, including
educational and medical services.”

“How do we
quantify that?” Herve asked.

“We don’t; we
just make it a principle, and with our notes a court may have to
decide on that in the future — if the people cannot do it
themselves.”

Ted looked out
the window and noticed the night was nearly upon them. “I think
we’re really getting there,” he said. “Let’s write up what we’ve
done today and take more thinking time. We’ve still got another
three months before we need to finish!”

 


It was now
getting near to Christmas. Last year Ted had decided to ignore the
festival as he felt it would be a painful experience for many who
had to face their first time away from friends and family,
especially since they had no way of knowing their whereabouts or
whether they were even alive. But then had a revolt on his hands
and was forced to back down and restore the celebration, which
turned out to be as painful as he feared it would be. So this year
he decided to say nothing and see what happened.

The first
person to bring the subject up was Sean. One evening he told Ted
that several of his “old ladies,” as he called them, had requested
that he hold Christmas mass. He felt he needed to oblige, although
it was not part of the new “Peoples of the Earth” faith.

Ted took up the
challenge of squaring that round hole. “Well, the concept of the
‘Peoples of the Earth’ is to move beyond old religions,” he said.
“That does not mean we do not respect them. What it means is that
we’ve left them behind. As we agreed, they’re out of touch with the
modern world. Our world is about our planet that has created us,
sustained us and which will take us back when we are finished with
this life and return us as new life.”

“You’re right,”
Sean said. “I’m thinking so much about this I have almost become an
ecumenical thinker. I’m thinking of writing a book to explain what
we think and believe in, and why we have moved away from
traditional religions.”

“That would be
a worthwhile project to explain to future generations how we abused
and damaged the earth so much that the earth nearly died, and if
the earth had died, so would we have died. Catalogue our abuses and
why they were abuses; the dangers of destroying habitat, of
polluting both land and water, the constant search and destruction
to get chemicals and substances from the Earth, the poisoning of
the atmosphere and the dangers of overpopulation.”

“Ted, I
sometimes think you should be our Celebrant; you seem to have a
better grasp than me,” Sean said.

“No Sean.
There’s always theatre in religion,” Ted protested. “It is, after
all, about spreading the word and instructing people about how to
live. A dull priest without a sense of humour will inspire nobody.
Every week your church gets fuller because of the entertainment
value of your services. It’s your thespian skills that make that
happen, and on top of that you do think about it. You have just
proved that. Religion is always more successful when leading from
the front, not pushed from the back. Why did Islam suddenly become
so powerful after years in obscurity?”

Guy, who had
been sitting and listening, had an answer: “Because we allowed
Muslims to become part of our community and then let them have
their ideals, even if they were against our traditions and beliefs.
We gave them a platform.”

Ted looked at
Sean, who responded quickly: “Maybe. But they were much more
passionate about their region. Their radical leaders led and
inspired!” Sean looked at Ted. “I think that is what you would
say?”

“Perhaps.” Ted
agreed. “Also it’s worth looking at America where Christianity
remained popular because many preachers were showmen with great
oratorical skills. They led and thundered, instead of shoving and
wimping.”

“You may be
right in one way, but religions that keep their traditions seem to
remain more popular,” Guy said. “Judaism is still strong.”

“But not really
recruiting,” Ted shot back. “The same could be said for most
Christian churches: theoretically still strong with large numbers
but more because of tradition than belief. The European Christian
churches seldom got recruits in ways other than via the family or
convention. On the other hand, the mosque had been inspiring and
attracting people. Some may say it’s because they attracted the
disenfranchised and the poor. And that may be true in poor parts of
the World, but it does not explain middle-class recruits in Europe.
Somewhere one religion has outsold the other.”

“So you think a
priest is a salesman. I thought he was a leader,” Guy
suggested.

“Well, great
leaders are also great salesmen,” Ted agreed. “People must believe
to follow, but what about the ultimate sacrifice? Maybe that should
be seen as a standard; it is a long time since somebody died for
Christ or was tortured or burnt to death to become a Christian
martyr, but I seem to remember endless suicide bombers dying for
Islam?”

Sean and Guy
looked at him in stunned silence. Finally, Guy said: “You have to
be joking. I mean...” He hesitated as he reflected about it.

“If you can
promote your religion enough to persuade people to die for it, I
think they would say, ‘Our God has got to be the most powerful!’”
Ted said.

“For heaven’s
sake,” Sean spoke up. “You are pushing this too far. I do not want
people to die. I want people to respect the planet!”

“Great, Sean. I
agree but can you sell your beliefs enough to get people to die to
save the planet?”

Sean looked
confused as he thought about a reply. “I have never thought about
that. I want people to stay alive and look after Earth.”

Ted grinned
wickedly. “But that must be the ultimate test of a religion,
because it is after all a belief, a way of life — so do you believe
enough to die for it? Not just die but die painfully for it?”

Neither Sean
nor Guy seemed to want to follow that line of argument.

Ted thought to
himself, Harald would have had an answer. “Ok, so you do not like
that line of reasoning, but Sean, are you selling or leading?” he
said.

“Well, I
certainly do not think of myself as a salesman. I am not sure how I
think. I just do what I think is right and what I find people
like!” Sean said.

“There are two
types of salesman: those who try and persuade somebody they want
something, and those who give people what they want. Guy would know
all about that as an estate agent.” Looking at Guy, Ted added:
“Knowing you as I do, I would doubt you thought you were selling.
You were simply trying to find what people wanted. Your job was
putting two parties together and trying to make certain both of
them were happy.”

Guy nodded.
“Yes, I suppose you’re right. I seldom thought of myself as a
salesman, more as a facilitator. But of course my income was based
on sales.”

“You see,
Sean,” Ted said, grinning happily. “A second-hand property salesman
who thought he was something else. You’re selling the Earth by
helping people understand it, giving people something to believe
in. So, going back to Christmas, if they want it — why not let them
have it.”

“I got it. But
I shall write my book,” Sean said, then added: “Truth be told,
however, I am not sure how I’ll print it. . . and I can hardly
recruit a monastery of scribes to make copies.”

“You’re right,”
Ted agreed. “Printing is fairly low in the priorities of what we
need to do. But we’ll get around to it sooner or later, I hope, as
I want to get a newspaper published as soon as possible. We need to
get more information out. We have a process for making paper and a
kind of ink, so we will get there.”

 


Ted thought
little more about Christmas; so much so that he was sitting in his
office early one morning when Joan came in and said happily, “Merry
Christmas, Ted!”

It was
Christmas Day and a small party was thrown at lunch time at the
chateau. Elsewhere, Ted was told later, there were many small
Christmas celebrations as people fondly recalled times gone by. Ted
concluded that the problem last year had been the expectation of so
much more, which was why it had gone so badly wrong.

It was two days
after Christmas and Ted was having his usual nightcap with Sean and
Guy. On these dark nights they ate early, and rather than go to bed
alone at eight in the evening as most others did, they sat and
chatted over a bottle of wine. Ted had heard that some families and
groups were getting into old parlour games, and people who could
play the piano were in big demand by those with a piano. Home
entertainment was no longer available at the press of a button.

Ted said
offhandedly: “I am really beginning to think I need a holiday. I am
not exactly bored, but apart from the constitution everything is
getting very routine. Not, I hasten to add, because I have nothing
to do. We still have myriad problems; it’s just that I spend so
much time in meetings.”

Guy laughed.
“Knowing you, Ted, I doubt that. You’re forever chasing down a new
project.”

Ted snorted.
“Yes, you are right. I suppose it’s having something to get my
teeth into. I sit in meetings and largely advise and agree with
other people’s ideas. I need new inspiration.”

“You could come
to church and ask the planet to guide you in a righteous and planet
friendly path!”

Ted laughed.
“Need more punters, Sean? I thought you had a full church every
Sunday.”

“Well, I do
luv, but one must never rest on one’s laurels!” Sean replied at his
most camp.

Ted was happy
to be amused, but a serious thought crossed his mind. “Sean, you
seem to be popular around here,” he said. “Can you be popular
elsewhere?” Ted realised he had not phrased his question well so he
added: “Can we spread the beliefs of the Peoples of the Earth?”

Sean looked
momentarily perplexed, but Guy interjected: “Surely, you are not
suggesting you want to convert others?”

“Actually,”
replied Ted thoughtfully, “I am.” He went on: “Guy, you were not in
on the original concept of the People of the Earth. Essentially, we
wanted a modern religion that gave people some direction in life.
All religions have been primarily started to give people a standard
by which to live. They then seem to get kidnapped by zealots and
they do not move on. All of what made sense two thousand years ago
no longer makes complete sense. So old-fashioned beliefs get
sidelined because they’re stuck in a rut.

“Now, a few
weeks ago we were talking about sacrifice for religion and passion
for that religion, which is totally contradictory to the ‘stuck in
rut theory’ you’re advocating now,” Guy pointed out. “But I guess
it proves religion still matters. There are several religions, some
with very credible agendas, but they were not helping the most
important thing in our life: our planet.”

Ted warmed to
his theme. “Now that we’re in a Brave New World, in many ways we
are back to medieval times, but are hanging on by our fingernails
and trying to stay in the beginning of the steam era. We, in
Aquitaine, might stay in the steam age, but outside things are
getting worse.” Ted focused on Guy. “You know that better than
anybody!”

“Yes. Anywhere
away from us, the only leadership has to be by the strongest and
that doesn’t make it very benign.” Guy looked perplexed. “You’re
not suggesting that Sean stumps the outer reaches of the Dordogne
beseeching people to save the planet?”

“That is one
script I will not agree on,” Sean added pointedly.

“No, but I am
thinking ahead,” Ted said. “Stability and proper rule will return,
but as we have seen in Europe, a modern society without traditional
morals is a problem. Too many governments believed that they could
create ethical behaviour by legislating and, on the whole, that was
not only a miserable failure, but if anything created a culture
which encouraged people to manipulate the regulations — in other
words a legalistic culture. On top of that, the state gave no
ethical guidance, but expected people to do things morally.

“I keep
thinking about this in connection with the constitution we are
working on. I believe the less the state is involved, the better.
The PC world we left behind created some awfully crass rules and
attitudes. Now we can barely direct how future generations behave,
so all we can do is see they know the lessons of history — and try
and persuade them not to go in certain directions. But most
countries have, or had, a religion that was dominant in their
society. And that religious direction provided a background for
behaviour. Destroy that at your peril, the churches said. And when
you look at the abject failure of morality in countries that
encouraged multiculturalism one suspects they were right.

“Moral
leadership was effectively removed lest it upset somebody. The
Peoples of the Earth is a simple faith that provides basic rules of
life. These rules do not conflict generally with any religion or
faith; they complement them. So rather as the Old Testament was
incorporated into Christianity and Islam, Peoples of the Earth can
incorporate those older religions. It is an update.” Ted looked
from Guy to Sean and back to see their reaction.

“So you are
thinking of making the Peoples of the Earth the official religion
of Aquitaine,” Guy suggested.

“Not
necessarily. That may be a step too far. But we could include the
principals of the POE, with reference back to the Testaments. A
kind of moral code of conduct that should guide the citizens and
the lawmakers, but more importantly since the executive body is not
a political organisation they can and will be directed by those
principles. There will be no gerrymandering for political
expedience. And I am sure the Elders will stick with that.” Ted
looked thoughtful as he finished.

Sean was lost
in thought. Guy spoke up: “I see where you are coming from. But is
the POE ready for elevation to moral guardian of Aquitaine?”

That Ted was
clear on. “No, but I think it needs to be. That’s what I was
thinking about after Sean talked about his book. You can legislate
and say you cannot steal, or murder; that is the easy bit. But you
cannot really legislate on what way to think and react. Christ
talked about the Good Samaritan. That is exactly the point. There
was no legal requirement to help. Saying ‘Thou shall not pollute’
is fine, but you cannot watch all the people all the time. You need
another force, moral condemnation by one’s peers, but that is only
effective if one’s peers are in agreement. In most countries the
strength of communities is peer pressure, yet make everybody a
criminal because of too many silly laws and suddenly everybody is a
criminal and the peer pressure disappears, which is exactly what
happened in the so-called enlightened West. But that is off subject
although not irrelevant.”

“I get what you
are saying,” Sean said, with a new zeal about him. “POE must set
standards of behaviour. Standards that must have true moral
authority and that people passionately believe in.”

“Yes, and that
we can teach at schools as a compulsory subject for all in junior
school as well as incorporate it into general education, military
and official life.” Ted was now sure of what he wanted.

“I see your
point,” Guy said. “I, like the rest of us, had the Church thrust
down my throat when I was a kid and as I became older and a
soldier, church parade remained very much part of the curriculum.
Nothing new there, and I think that’s the same for most of Europe.
We oldies were all bought up with it. It is the younger generations
that veered away. And I think you’re right partly because of the PC
culture. Nobody would tell a Muslim he had to attend a Christian
church parade so we all gave up on it.”

“Exactly!” Ted
looked pleased with himself. “I keep thinking about Buddhism. It is
more a collection of teachings and is not considered a religion,
although it is a very serious faith. POE can be like that as it is
directed at looking after our home: our planet. The most important
thing in our life has to be our planet Earth. Without it we are
nowhere and nobody.”

“Exactly,”
agreed the Celebrant of the Peoples of the Earth. “That is just
what I say every week to my congregation.”

“Of course,”
Ted added, “there is another point. Since we have been here we have
seen no sign of any other pastoral activity other than a few
priests who still operate. We have no idea what has happened to
Rome, or any other centres of organised religion. So who is going
to train and appoint new priests? If we do nothing, all religion
could just fade away. And that’s certainly something we agree is a
bad idea.”

Ted waited for
a comment and getting none went on, “Sean, why do you not get
together with that priest you made friends with? I always see you
and him together after the big funerals we have had. He always
initially refuses to work with you, then agrees reluctantly, and
afterwards you two look like best buddies.”

“You mean
Father Joe? I see him occasionally for a wine and, yes, he wants to
excommunicate me, but otherwise we get on fine. What is your
idea?”

“Talk to him
about the idea of making POE a wholesome new faith incorporating
all religions.” Ted gave a wicked grin.

“He will kill
me.” Sean smiled.

“Oh, I doubt
that. Fire and brimstone on your head maybe. But he might see a
certain symmetry in it. Or he might just be smart and get on the
bandwagon! If nothing else, he may help you with your book.”

 


 



Chapter 6 Sea Stories

 


The New Year
began with crisp, bright but cold weather. Ted enjoyed his early
morning walks with Calva. The river was still high from all the
autumn rains, and on it they saw some of the geese and ducks they
had released: they’d apparently survived the foxes, and some young
birds, now fully grown, were with their elders, including the old
goose which hissed him a good morning. Some wild ducks, too, had
returned to the area, eagerly partaking of the feed left daily for
the domestic birds. Sometimes Ted felt guilty about feeding the
birds when he knew some people were, if not starving, not exactly
overfed, either, but the birds were as much a part of life on the
planet as humans were. The two species needed each other to rebuild
their devastated world.

Ted had hoped
that, barring an unforeseen crisis, January would provide some
leisure time. He was wrong.

Two major
emergencies had him running around and keeping him in meetings for
hours on end every day. Even the drafting of the constitution got
relegated to the backburner.

The most
pressing problem was the supply of several basic items. When the
survivors had arrived just over eighteen months ago, there were
warehouses and shops full of domestic goods, as well as such items
as tyres and blankets. Now, despite trying to ration and preserve
their meagre supplies, they were running out of stock. Just over a
year ago they set up a number of innovation committees tasked with
addressing the supply problems by a combination of research into
alternatives and ways of making the needed goods. In one area,
medicine, they located plants and herbs that did the job nearly as
well as sophisticated drugs which were now beyond their means.
Complementing techniques of modern medicine with traditional
curatives, a process supervised by Michelle, had been remarkably
successful. Meanwhile, the submarine’s technicians had fashioned an
X-ray machine from cannibalised parts of the sub and other parts,
further enabling the hospital to resume its role as a major
treatment centre.

In other areas,
however, they were less successful. A major source of headache was
how to replace tyres on the numerous motorbikes they used for
combos and trailers. They were well supplied with fuel as their
ethanol plant had come along in leaps and bounds so the survivors
believed they were now producing ethanol of a truly commercial
standard. Elsewhere other people, too, were producing fuel, but
theirs was seldom as pure. This meant that whereas Portets’ bikes
went further on less fuel and suffered fewer breakdowns, without
new tyres all that good fuel would soon be of no use. They had a
choice of trying either to find a substitute for rubber, or to
recycle existing tyres, which were largely a mix of plastic and
rubber. They went searching for ways to replenish their stock of
tyres. At one of Michelin’s larger factories, in north Bordeaux,
right near the epicentre of a bomb, a team set to work with a
Geiger counter in hand, after travelling up the Garonne to the site
to see if anything was recoverable. They didn’t find much, but
another team was assigned to start cleaning up the area as soon as
possible, just in case.

The guayule
plant was an alternative source of rubber like substance. They
thought the plant would grow well in the warmer climes of southern
France, maybe in Languedoc-Roussillon, but they couldn’t find any
seedlings. Their research indicated that the nearest rubber trees
might be as far away as Nigeria. So they were left with a twofold
solution: in the short term, they would have to try and make tyres
out of plastic added to whatever rubber they could extract from old
tyres and, of course, the plastic would also have to be recycled.
In the long term, they would have to travel to remote locations
where such essentials as rubber and cotton were produced. Ted
realized that they would inevitably need to get a fleet of merchant
vessels up and running.

For that, they
would need boats, but the ones they had were either small leisure
craft or steel hulls that were driven by diesel, a substance which
they also didn’t have in abundance. The solution to the conundrum
became quickly obvious, but its implementation presented another
major difficulty. Ted had hoped that trade would come to them, but
upon reflection he realised that historically European growth had
often been fuelled by trade with the world outside the continent.
Britain had become a world power because it was a maritime
powerhouse. If Aquitaine was to fully recover, and boom, it had to
source the products it needed — ideally with the old port of
Bordeaux as its main hub, even if the port had to be rebuilt. Yet
even assuming they could build or find a fleet of merchant vessels,
they still needed goods to trade. As there was no longer a world
banking system, trade would be back to basic barter. Glass beads
had done it once centuries ago, but now their products would need
to be something more substantive.

But then, what
ships to build? It was clear that for want of oil they would have
to be mainly wind-powered; in other words, traditional sailing
ships. In the old days, ships were built of wood, mostly oak. But
that required expertise in boat design and they did not have
anybody on hand. In the end, a couple of engineers volunteered to
conduct some research and produce some designs. Although there were
a few boat builders in Arcachon, their know-how mainly lay in the
building of yachts. Ted spoke to the ex-City of London sailor who
had built and managed their only sail fishing boat and appointed
him to head the projects, giving him three weeks to come up with a
proposal. He jumped to the task, explaining to Ted that “Sailing
and fishing was a pleasant change from city life once, but it
barely presented an academic challenge.” Ted left him to it after
suggesting he should also involve Ivan, the experienced Russian
sailor. As Ted drove home from the meeting, he reflected how, after
once spending his life disparaging excessive bureaucracy, here he
was with yet another committee he had just set up.

The lack of
ammunition for their various weapons also presented him with a
challenge. Their main weapon was the FAMAS assault rifle, which
used 5.56mm rounds. They also had a number of Kalashnikovs, which t
used 7.62mm rounds, as well as various hunting rifles and shotguns.
There was little point in training soldiers if you could not train
them how to fire their weapons; yet even after the severe rationing
of ammunition — a minimum number of rounds per recruit — their
supplies were dwindling fast. Cases could be reloaded and worked,
but were prone to jam. In any event, the powder for the reloads was
not up to the standard of the originals. Nitric acid was one of the
main ingredients of most military propellants, such as cordite, and
that was needed, as was a primer like a fulminate. It was another
task that would take research and time to resolve, not to mention
the no small number of experiments involved.

The Chateau
they had converted into a depository of knowledge was called Les
Sources de Caudalie. It was only a short distance from Portets and
had once been a luxury spa and hotel with large grounds that were
part of the vineyards of Chateau Smith Haute-Lafitte. It had proved
to be the ideal place for storing the books they collected and the
notes and thesis they wrote on what they knew about the world
before the apocalypse. This was where the Russian weapons officer
had gone. But more and more, it was becoming a place of research as
the demands for information about “how to make” and “where to get”
streamed in from the innovation committees. Initially, the
databank’s personnel had been only older people, mainly retirees,
several of them couples, but as demand for research grew, so did
the staff: a growing number of people were required to index the
information and to conduct research on queries. The new people fell
into two categories: graduates to do the research and secretaries
to organise and index.

It did not take
long to realise that Les Sources de Caudelie was becoming an
institute of learning: bright young people were being sent there to
learn, both from the old experts working there and the written
texts. Copious records were kept of their development, particularly
with respect to farming methods and experiments, including
successes and failures. The institution was becoming an essential
part of their efforts to return to the standards they had two short
years ago. It proved once again, if a reminder was necessary at
all, that knowledge was an essential ingredient of civilisation and
the development of society.

On top of
struggling with the supply needs, Ted found the decision to go
private in March was much easier said than done. Whilst it had
never been his intention to simply press a button and go from
state-owned to private overnight, Ted had hoped there would be
rapid transference once it started happening. Yet he could have
kicked himself several times when he realised the flaw: he had
overlooked the most basic lessons of Adam Smith.

An enterprise
required four elements, in varying quantities according to the type
of enterprise: land, labour, capital and an entrepreneur. At the
most basic level a man who did repairs in the street needed a chair
and a place to sit, needles and cotton, his own labour and his own
decision to set up the chair in that place and buy the needles and
thread. A farmer needed land and money to buy the stock of seed and
animals. A factory owner needed people to work for him. A
shopkeeper could rent a small shop and work there alone, but he
still had to buy the stock before he could sell it. However you
looked at it, each enterprise needed those four basics.

Ted and his
advisors’ mistake was that few people had adequate capital. The
other problem, which this created, was that the simple answer was
to lend the money to people and assume they would repay it.
However, if the community lent the money out, their own funds would
be depleted at just the moment they would need them for community
purposes, having disposed of the community’s businesses. They had
hoped that they would sell the stock they owned to the farmers and
the farmers would sell to the shops, which in turn would sell to
the public. If they funded the farmers and the shops, it would take
time to get that money back. Ted had always assumed that at some
stage, the government would need to start raising money from some
form of taxation, but he had hoped to get commerce underway before
that started. Needless to say, there were some funds out there and
it was not as if they would have to fund every enterprise, but even
the farmers who still had some money from the compulsory purchase
of animals did not have enough to get their farms up and running
again. A few quick cash flow projections — including the costs of
financing the building of the ships they would now need to
commission — showed that the exchequer looked very bare indeed.
Jane Stevenson, the head of the new National Bank, suggested the
obvious: slow down privatisation.

But Ted was
less convinced. “I know you are right, but if we are to go forward
quickly from here, we need the power of private enterprise,” he
explained. “We need risk-takers and wacky ideas to get us really
going again. We have large numbers employed clearing up Bordeaux,
and there is massive unemployment outside central Aquitaine. I’m
not confident we can keep employment going if we run
everything!”

“Well, maybe.
But if we print money, we’ll devalue our currency before it gets
going and then people will want gold, which will slow us down even
more,” was Jane’s take on it.

“Or,” said Ted,
“we tax.”

“But if we do
that, we slow down business expansion: instead of having money to
spend on their businesses, entrepreneurs will be giving it to us!”
Jane retorted.

They sat and
looked at each other blankly for a minute. Finally, Ted burst out
laughing. “Now I know why I never wanted to be a politician,” he
said. “It’s so easy in business: you either have it or don’t have
it. If you can borrow it, you still have it, and if you can’t, you
don’t. But we can fiddle the books. We can print more money; I
suppose we could even borrow, but I am not sure from whom.”

Then Ted
thought and added: “But I suspect that those who have got a few
francs stored away might lend it to us, but they will not invest in
a risky business.”

He paused
again. “Of course,” he said, “that means setting up a full banking
system to take money in deposits and pay interest on them, and then
lend the money out. Surely, we cannot do that in a few months!”

Ted looked at
Jane waiting for an answer.

Suddenly, Jane
laughed as well. “My God, Ted,” she said. “Here I am, a has-been
economist with a basic BA, suddenly thrust into being head of a
central bank. And now you’re thinking about a full-service bank. I
had children over twenty years ago and I thought that was the end
of an undistinguished career.”

Ted was still
smiling. “Well, as they say when needs must.... But let’s be
serious. How is Reg? Is he not your accountant?”

“Straight to
the point eh, Ted. Reg Davies, I’m not sure he’s up to this. To be
honest, he’s a bit of an old woman, talks a lot and does little.
Well, that’s my impression.”

“Fair enough
Jane, we need to be tough about this. If we get into what we look
like getting into, then we’re going to need some seriously good
people,” Ted said, then looked out the window, musing. “Yes, the
more I think about it.... but I have to say I see no other option,”
he added.

Then Ted had
another thought and laughed again. “I would give you Joan, but I
don’t think you would thank me for it!”

“Joan is, as
they say, ‘a formidable woman.’”

“Yes, she is
better than a pack of Dobermans at guarding my door, which is
something I have to keep an eye on as she sometimes drives off the
wrong person. When I had Yves as the filter it was easier. I
suppose I need another aide.” Ted stopped himself. “Ok, back on the
case! The more I think about it, the more I see sense in a bank.
People have nowhere to keep their savings and sooner or later that
will become a security issue. So a commercial bank would be ideal,
but I don’t think anybody else can do it and there’s no reason why
the government bank should not act as a normal commercial bank.
Management is a problem: all the qualified people seem to have
other jobs. But maybe we will have to move them around. You need
some good bookkeepers and accountants, for a start.”

“Ted, this is a
big one, I am not completely sure I’m up to it. Up until now it has
been mainly theory, but this is well a real management job. I have
never had one of those,” Jane said, looking thoughtful.

Ted smiled. “No
worries Jane, I’m sure you can do it. I think the best summary of
management I had was that it’s mostly ‘kicking arse and kissing
arse.’ Mind you, the guy who told me that could not run the
proverbial party in a brewery, but with that at least he said
something sensible!”

“OK, Ted, if
you say so, but I hope you’ll help me,” Jane said.

“You know I
will, Jane. My door is always open, but if we can find you a decent
team I think you’ll have no problems,” Ted assured her. “It’s going
to slow down our privatisation, but whatever we do, we’ll have to
do that, I fear. You have a think about people to join you and I
will have a think as well. You need a balance between old with
experience and young wishing to learn and give you the get-up and
go.”

 


Suddenly, Ted
found himself engaged urgently trying to create a marine fleet
while also helping set up a commercial bank. If that was not
enough, the weather turned from cold to wet. The extra rain on top
of the already wet autumn was the last thing the land needed. As
they had already found out last year, the nukes and subsequent
earthquakes had fractured surface water drains and floods built up
quickly when it rained. But now the river Garonne was lapping onto
its floodplain and threatened to engulf low-lying land that
included the guard barracks under the approach to the bridge at
Cadillac. Floods in several low-lying spots virtually closed the
roads to Perigueux and Sarlat, and food convoys had to be
cancelled. Jean Soult in Saucats was very concerned as many of his
already planted fields were being flooded, a calamity that
threatened to destroy their entire harvest yields. The few
independent farmers who had returned to their farms were devastated
as they struggled to stem the deluge.

Ted was
inundated with requests for help and notes about the probable
failure of crops next year. However, there was little that could be
done until it stopped raining. A few people in low-lying areas had
to be evacuated, but otherwise all they could do was hope that
riverbanks would not be breached and towns flooded; both the
Garonne and Dordogne threatened to do just that.

It was with the
rain still sheeting down and storm winds making it all worse that
Ted drove over to Arcachon to see Max, the stockbroker turned
sailor who was working on the merchant ship. In Arcachon he went
first to see Andrew, who looked worried and the greeting was muted.
Ted just sat and waited. Finally, Andrew explained: “Ted, it’s Niki
and his schooner. I do not know what I should have done, if
anything, but he insisted on going out.”

Ted looked out
the window at Arcachon basin and even there white horses raced
across the bay. “Not exactly sailing weather, I would have
thought.” Ted commented.

“I told him not
to go, but he said his crew needed some rough weather experience.
He said they had to know how to handle the boat in bad weather.
Ivan went with him, but I think he thought it was not a good idea.
Ivan is a sailor, he knows about sailing, whereas Niki has always
been on big warships.”

“Ivan has his
own command. Why did he go?” Ted asked grimly.

“I think
because he was worried about Niki and his capabilities with sail.
Niki has a couple of good sailors on board, but I think Ivan was
concerned he would not listen to them.”

“How long has
he been gone?”

“Three days
now, so he is about one day overdue. He said he would spend two
nights at sea, but last night was the third.” Andrew looked
miserable.

“It’s not your
fault, Andrew,” Ted said consolingly. “Niki is answerable only to
me.” He added, “And not all is lost yet. He could be hove to out
there. In this weather, from the little I know about sailing, it’s
often better to simply take down all the sail and go below. A
sailing boat is like a barrel; water should not get in and it will
just be bounced around on the surface. Of course, the danger is
hitting something solid — normally land. Have you spoken with Max?
I have come to speak to him, anyway.”

“Yes. All he
said was the crazy Russian should have listened to Ivan, but he
thinks he’s probably okay because he believes Ivan will keep him
out of trouble. In fact, he said the same as you. But remember I’m
a pilot and we cannot just close down and wait for the problem to
go away. We hit that solid bit sooner!” Andrew said, smiling
faintly.

Ted left Andrew
and found Max with an engineer and a local boat-builder. They had
just settled round a table and started going through the issues
when there was a knock on the door and Andrew came in, “Sorry to
bother you, Ted, but Niki’s schooner has just come round Cap
Ferret. They look okay, I am told. I will go and meet them.”

Ted looked at
Max and it was clear they both wanted to know if everything on the
boat was in order.

“Shall we take
five and go and get a coffee at the cafe by the pier?” Ted
suggested. The four men rushed out of the room and despite the
howling gale and rain walked up the promenade.

The schooner
could be clearly seen with a storm jib up and the mizzen sail
reefed right down, but still even here in the sheltered bay the
boat was leaning over as the strong north westerly blew at ninety
degrees over her port side. They were all staring at the yacht and
Max spoke first. “She looks all right, still got two sticks.”

They headed for
the cafe and watched the boat sail past and then tack onto the pier
coming alongside almost square. Ropes snaked out and bow and stern
were quickly secured.

“That was an
impressive piece of sailing. That had to be Ivan,” Max noted.

Ted watched as
Andrew and a few others on the pier exchanged words. Then one of
the two people standing by Andrew turned and hurried off. Ted
recognised Niki standing on the deck talking to Andrew and then
Ivan appeared as well as several crew. There was some movement from
the hatch to the cabin and new people appeared. Three seemed to be
strapped up and finally a fourth was hoisted up between two men.
Then the man who had left came back with two others and a gurney,
which they ran up the pier. The man being held up was gently passed
onto the pier and laid on the gurney. Two people then hurriedly
pushed him away, and the three with strapped limbs were helped
ashore. They started walking unsteadily up the pier until a big
motorbike towing a trailer with seats on it appeared. Ted knew they
used that as a kind of jump-on-jump-off bus: it had six seats, on
each side, facing out. Men sprang forward and helped the three onto
the trailer, which then set off slowly. Andrew walked down the pier
and came into the cafe. Ted raised an eyebrow.

“Well, they’re
all sort of okay,” Andrew said, though he looked far from happy.
“There are some broken bones and a guy who needed to be stretchered
off is quite badly bashed up. But at least they are all alive and
the boat is in one piece. I believe they lost some guardrails and a
couple of guns. Below deck is a mess, I’m told.”

Ted nodded
grimly and tried not to let his feelings show. He was seething
inside. Niki had taken a thoroughly unnecessary risk, and not only
did they have injured men but two of the six deck guns the schooner
had been specially equipped with. They did not have that much
material to make bronze cannons. Most cannons they had were made of
iron, and these six had been Harald’s pride and joy and the last
guns made before his departure for Pauillac; replacing the missing
two was going to be a pain. So Ted managed a tortured smile and
said, “Thanks Andrew. It’s good they’re all back safely.” Then to
Max: “Right, we might as well go and get on with it.”

Max summed it
all up by saying, “That’s typical. It’s not the boat that breaks,
it’s the people.”

Back in the
meeting room at the Park Inn, Max took centre stage and outlined
what they proposed: “When we looked at the project we decided we
needed to first of all decide upon a few basics. Number one was
exactly what materials we had for construction. Then we needed a
design for a long-distance cargo sailing ship. That’s because we’re
not sure how far we’ll need to go. The initial destination is
Nigeria and we estimate it will take about a month in a slow
sailing cargo vessel. On that basis Cape Town is about six weeks
and Thailand, because you said you knew where the rubber was there,
is about three months. But I hope we do not have to go that
far!

“Looking for a
design,” Max carried on, “we finally found one. It may be old, but
it’s a ship that sailed round the world — one that has been around
for a long time and still keeps going. To an extent, sailing ship
design did not change a great deal until steam came along. We
looked at tea clipper designs as they were fast and about a
thousand tons. However, it would be a nightmare to construct and
take a long time to build. So we found the basic design of the
Endeavour, the ship Captain Cook sailed to Australia. She was
initially built as a collier and general merchant ship. She has a
flat bottom, which allows her to be beached, and deep holds. She is
barque rigged, which makes her easier to sail. But she has a very
square design and that means it will be easier to build as ribs
will be repetitive.

“We believe we
can build her fairly easily and quickly and we can set up a
production line to produce the six ships proposed. Now, the design
we have come up with follows the Endeavour’s basic design criteria,
but we have modified it to match the material we have. The main
point apart from the shape is the weight and distribution of that
weight.

“So this is how
we propose to build the ship,” Max explained. “We will use a single
RSJ as the keel; this will mean joining a few long joists, but we
can do that so they’re as good as one. The keel is ninety-six feet
long, and we will also use another RSJ as the bow post, and
construct the frame of the rear transom in steel. We’ll use ribs of
light steel and oak. We do not have enough oak to use for all, but
we do have enough steel. Jeff and Harald believe we can cast these
as we want. Obviously, the more of the same, the better: that’ll
require fewer moulds. Now our boat is getting to be too heavy, so
we will not use wood but aluminium to cover the hull. We estimate
that will make it very light even if we put rubbing posts at
regular intervals from deck to water line and sleds on the bottom.
The intention is to keep the aluminium away from anything other
than water, as well as holding the aluminium sheets in place. We
can use pitch — which we have plenty of as it comes from pine trees
— to seal and hold the sheets in place, and then screw, bolt, or
maybe use a dowel through the rubbing strips to the frame. As you
have probably guessed, we will cannibalise some old aircraft for
the aluminium and we will use the aircraft flooring to make decks.
There’s an old DC10 on the field that has not flown for years and
we think we can just about get all we need for the first ship by
pulling that apart. We can fit out the interior as we need it with
a window in the stern.

“A couple of
other features: as well as three masts and sails, I will get back
to sails, we’re going to put a 4.5 litre BMW car engine in the
centre of the boat with a prop shaft above the keel plate. This
will run on ethanol and we will carry 200 gallons in tanks. This
engine will have three functions, one to get in and out of port,
two as a ‘get out of trouble’ last resort in the eventuality that
we’re either going towards the wrong thing or we get attacked. It
means we will be able to go whichever way we want, and maybe go
faster. Finally, we could use it if we get becalmed, but we need to
be careful about that as we estimate we will only have about fifty
hours of run time. Also in the bilges we will carry six tanks that
can be used as water tanks, or even more ethanol, or simply as trim
tanks.

“Sails will be
a problem as we need canvas and do not have much. However, there
are many yachts in Arcachon with no owner and good sets of sails.
The sail-maker thinks he can cobble together a set of sails. On
that note we need to find hemp and I suggest we grow some, for
marine purposes only, I hasten to add!

“I will give
one caveat and that is using aluminium to cover the hull. There are
some issues with sea water, aluminium and steel that we need to
fix. We think there may be a corrosion problem so we’re doing some
experiments. That is why we will bolt through the rubbing strips
and use pitch to keep the aluminium away from steel. We may also
run a wood strip over the iron side of the frames. It seems
unlikely this will cause any short-term problem, but may mean the
ship will only have a life of about five years. We will try and
install some anodes; that might help, but we’re not sure. Of
course, we will also need to paint the hull. If we cannot find
enough paint, we may just use a diluted pitch. So we accept that
this is a quick fix and something we will have to watch. Building
the boat conventionally, with wood only, will take considerable
longer and we would need to source the materials.

“And that, Ted,
is basically the plan,” Max concluded. “We have the materials on
hand and we think that with the right level of assistance we could
build it in about three months; say, launch four months from today.
So with two weeks of sea trials and fine-tuning we could be on our
way in about mid-June at the latest. One month to Nigeria, one
month finding rubber and a month back so, say September, you will
get your rubber.”

Max finished
and looked pleased with himself. Ted sat and thought for a moment:
It all sounds too easy, but then why should it not?

“Thank you,
Max, he said. “That sounds like a plan. I agree with the point
about speed of build, but please make certain any corrosion is not
that fast! I would hate you to rot away on the first voyage — we
want you back in one piece!”

Ted looked at
the other two men, who had said very little. “You have obviously
worked on this. Any comments?” he asked them.

The engineer
spoke first: “I’ve tried to do some calculations on weight and
stresses. I think the boat without ballast will be lighter that the
Endeavour because wooden planks weigh an awful lot more than
aluminium, and of course they also absorb water. I think I’m right
in saying it’s not a good idea to let a wooden boat dry out as it
pulls all the joints apart as the wood shrinks. The cast iron ribs
will be about twelve percent heavier than the oak ones. One idea we
did talk about was putting concrete along the keel to add weight
and seal that whole area in. It might work. I think Max thought he
would see how it was without it. On the issue of corrosion between
aluminium and iron, I really do not know enough, but we have
discussed and believe we have the solutions.”

The engineer
looked at Max, who nodded.

The boat
builder, who realised he had to say something, was noncommittal. “I
am not sure about this mixing of materials,” he said. “It looks
good on paper and should speed things up in the build stage, but I
would like a long time to test it.”

Ted, after
thinking about it, asked another question: “Max, any electrics on
this boat? Could the engine be used to charge batteries?”

“We thought
about that and, sorry, I should have mentioned it,” Max said. “We
can put up a couple of simple wind generators. We can take these
from several yachts I have seen. That should be enough to keep
batteries charged for low power electric lights for passage way
light, running and compass light saving on dangerous oil lamps.
Also I want to see if I can get a yacht radar system to work. I
think it might!”

They talked
round the project for a while. Ted was concerned about the design,
thinking they might get something more modern, but nobody was
convinced that it would either make the boat that much faster or be
easier to build. Those were the two main areas of concern, as well
as potential cargo size. In the end, Ted suggested they go to
Pauillac the next day and talk to Harald and Jeff, if possible,
about the build programme. Ted saw little point in the boat builder
coming and when Ted suggested he was not needed he seemed equally
confused as to whether he wanted to go or not.

Ted had been
allocated a room at the Park Inn for the night. Although it no
longer operated as a hotel, Andrew made certain that rooms were
available for odd guests. Ted decided to go to his room and gather
his thoughts before meeting Andrew and Maria, as well as Max, in
the cafe downstairs. It was dark and there was little light in the
room so Ted lit the oil lamp and sat down to think about the day.
He had only been sitting for a minute or two when there was knock
on the door. Ted opened it to find Niki, unusually in uniform.

“General, may I
speak to you?” Ted noted the use of “general” as they usually used
Christian names.

Ted opened the
door. “Certainly Commandant Kuznetsov” — commandant because that
was his rank in Aquitaine.

Ted walked back
to his chair and sat. Niki followed him in and remained
standing.

“General, I
wish to resign.” Niki stood bolt upright and looking straight
ahead.

Ted was
surprised, but upon reflection he decided he should not be. There
was a long pause before he replied, “So you think I am going to let
you off that easily?”

There was no
reply.

“Commandant
Kuznetsov,” he continued, “what you did was stupid and arrogant.
You were advised not to go out, I am sure.”

“Yes General, I
decided my men needed the training, but I risked their lives and my
ship. I was wrong. I will resign.”

“If I let you
resign, who will be captain of your ship?”

“Captain Ivan
Isakov proved today he’s a better sailor than I am. He saved the
boat and the crew.”

“And who will
captain his ship?” Ted did not wait for an answer. “Ivan’s best
role is in his catamaran. He can make that sail very fast and it’s
very useful to us. We need him to do that.”

“General, there
are others who can take over. I know that.”

“Maybe, but you
have built this naval unit. In that you have done a good job. You
have made a stupid mistake. For a sailor you underestimated the
sea. I thought that not doing that was drummed into all sailors
from day one.”

“It is,
General.”

“Well, you know
it now once and for all, don’t you?”

“Yes,
General.”

“Right,
Commandant Kuznetsov. I do not want to lose you and I am not sure
what else you can do. You have created something here. Your little
navy has become important to Aquitaine and I have no doubt it will
in due course prove itself. So you cannot simply get out of it by
resigning — that is the easy option. You have got to go back and
get your men to trust and believe in you once again. That will be
hard.”

“Yes General,
thank you.”

“Right,”
snapped Ted, “dismissed!”

Niki turned and
marched out of the door. Ted sat and smiled quietly to himself; in
a way he felt sorry for Niki, but that was not his prerogative.

Ted sat in the
gloom again and now thought about the conversation with Niki, but
after only a couple of minutes there was another knock on his
door.

Ted swore to
himself, What now? He opened the door to find the classic English
blond face of Maria looking at him, the dark eyebrows barely
showing up in the dim light. Ted was surprised.

“Maria, always
a pleasure, but I am alone in my bedroom. Hardly the place to meet
the lady of another!” He looked only half serious as he said it. He
thought they all knew and trusted each other enough by now, but he
was confused.

“Ted, I need to
talk to you in private for a few minutes. Andrew knows I am here,”
she added as an excuse.

“Well enter! A
delightful surprise to find an attractive lady in my bedroom.”

He walked back
and sat again after offering Maria the other seat in the room. He
then waited for the explanation that must come; his intuition was
already working overtime and he thought about Andrew and Maria and
any signs he might have picked up.

“I want to
leave Arcachon. Please!” she said.

In the dim
light it was difficult to read her face, so Ted waited for more
information. There was a pause before she added, “Andrew and I have
agreed to split up. It’s just that we seem to have grown
apart.”

“I am sorry,”
Ted said and meant it.

The black
American and blond English woman was a sign of something he liked.
Ted wondered if he would get a further explanation. He did.

“It was all
wonderful,” she explained. “Stus chase pilots and pilots normally
end up with a stewardess. It sort of happens and as we all
understand each other and the life, that’s fine. But now it’s
different and I suppose living and working together is not a good
idea.”

“No, I am
afraid it is not. I have seen it too much in the pub business. I
must admit I wondered when you first got together, but in those
days it was sort of anything goes. But I thought it had worked
out.”

Silently Ted
wondered if failure to have children had anything to do with it. He
had expected this handsome couple to be early parents; instead
eighteen months later there was nothing.

But he needed
to get back to business. “Maria, if that is what you want, it’s
fine by me. But we need somebody to replace you, and I am afraid I
have already taken Herve away from Andrew.”

“We have been
sort of working on this and I have a very good local girl who works
for me who can do my job. It’s mainly dealing with rations and
registrations etc.”

“Ok, I will
talk to Andrew later. Any idea what you want to do?”

Ted was quietly
running through jobs that he needed somebody for.

“No, you know
my qualifications aren’t much. I did go to Cardiff University to do
philosophy, but I did not complete the programme. My parents wanted
me to go to uni and frankly I was more interested in getting on
with life. So I dropped out after a year and did a secretarial
course and went to London, but that was boring so I finally joined
Virgin, and well, the rest is history. I enjoyed that and worked my
way up to purser. I think I was one of the younger ones. So I
suppose I am a failed student, failed secretary but successful
trolley dolly!”

“Don’t forget,”
added Ted, “you have done a good job here as administrator. The
fact the admin here works is down to you. Of course, hopefully by
this time next year Andrew will be finishing here and we will be
about to hold elections so the locals get control of their city
back — and a lot more control than they had before, at that. And
your administration will become the new administration, this time
working for the new council.”

“Yes, I suppose
you’re right. I still get confused about what’s really going on. I
think I’m like others and somehow think my old life will suddenly
come back. I still think about family in the UK and wonder.”

Ted had
immediately thought of Jane and the new bank. The question was how
would Maria fit in; the last thing he needed to do was lumber Jane
with an unsuitable person, but the more he thought about it, the
better it looked. “Maria I think I have a job for you. Do you know
Jane Stevenson?”

“Is she the
woman who was talking about the money? She came here and talked to
Andrew and some of the more serious local people. She seemed like a
nice woman.”

“Got her! Well,
she’s now running the National Bank, but we need to set up a
deposit-taking operation and also probably we’ll be making loans as
well. This is so private enterprises can get going. She’ll need
accountants and bookkeepers, but she will also need administration
and training staff. I think I will suggest you become her
assistant. You have got the hang of employing and training here.
It’s a good mix; you are about 20 years her junior. It’s her
decision, but I will speak to her as soon as I get back to
Portets.”

“Thanks, Ted.
That sounds great. I have enjoyed Arcachon. I will be sad ... but
pleased to leave.”

Maria left and
Ted sat alone for a few minutes before looking at his watch and saw
it was time to go downstairs to the cafe and meet everybody and
have some food.

As he walked
out of the hotel he realised it had not only stopped raining but
the clouds were gone and the stars glittered above him. The air had
that wonderful fresh quality to it that comes after a big storm. He
walked past the cafe and looked out across Arcachon Bay. There were
no lights, but he could make the odd shape out in the dark. He
remembered standing here only a few years before when the basin was
full of life and boats; would it one day return to that? He thought
‘that’s my job!’ and shuddered. It would not happen in his
lifetime, but maybe what he did would decide when it did happen
again. He shuddered again and turned round and walked back to the
cafe. In this cafe he had watched Italy beat France to win the
European cup. He remembered how unhappy the French who had coloured
their faces with the French tricolours had looked. Well, at least
in those days they had had electricity, air-conditioning and
television. They now had none of those!

In the cafe Ted
was greeted by several people, some there to see him and some
undoubtedly there hoping to talk to him about something they
thought he needed to talk about. At the bar, Max and Andrew sat
with the other two of Max’s crew and Joey, Ted’s driver, now that
Yves was no longer his aide. Ted was certain that Joey’s real job
was as his minder, put in the job by Kevin, a onetime colleague of
his. Joey looked pleased to see him and Ted realised he was over
fifteen minutes late, quite long enough for a good minder to get
twitchy.

The group
welcomed him into the conversation and a glass of wine was
produced. Max had spoken to Ivan about his trip and took pleasure
in telling Ted: “Ivan said it was as bad as he has seen it and even
he was worried. By the sound of things, most of the crew had just
about given up. He said the trouble started the first night when
they were blown all over the place and they did not know where they
were. On the second day they were hove to under virtually bare
poles and they finally got out a sea anchor. The second night Ivan
was worried about how close to land they might be, so he had to
head West, and they had a North Westerly at what Ivan reckoned was
force 10. So he thinks they just about managed south-south west and
with the sea anchor and the smallest jib they had he hoped they
were holding position with the tide and wind conflicting.

“Then the next
day,” Max continued, “the wind moderated so they sailed east, but
as it got dark they had to re-rig the sea anchor and sit out the
night. He did some calculations and worked out where he thought
they were and at dawn on day three he finally turned back towards
land with a course they could manage and found Arcachon. ‘Very
hairy’ was Ivan’s summary. I think it frightened Niki to death.
Ivan did not say that, but it was what he did not say!”

Ted
acknowledged Max’s story and then excused himself and Andrew and
they went to a private table.

Andrew looked
at Ted as they sat and said, “Maria spoke to you?”

Ted nodded.

“Look, there
are no hard feelings,” Andrew said. “It’s just, well, we’ve sort of
got fed up with each other. Maybe bringing her here as my deputy
was not such a cute idea.”

“Yes,” Ted
replied trying to remain impassive. “As I said to Maria, I have
seen it many times in the pub business; working and living together
is not easy.”

In his mind he
was also reflecting how easy this all was, but there was no money,
no house, no possessions to argue over and probably just as
important, no well-meaning friend to insist one party goes to a
lawyer. It was over. Simple as that!

“So you’ve
agreed she can go?” Andrew asked.

“I have agreed
little. I said I would talk to you. But it seems that’s what you
both want and I can barely see the sense of staying together if you
both want out!”

“Okay, well, I
agree. I will be sorry to see her go in many ways, but....” Andrew
left it at that before adding, “When will she go?”

“Well, that’s
up to you. She’s a key member of your team. How soon can you
replace her?”

Andrew said the
same as Maria about her assistant and so it was agreed they would
begin the handover immediately and Maria could leave in a week or
so. After that they talked about a couple of other items before
returning to the bar.

Back at the
bar, Ted found himself talking to Ray and William, Max’s
colleagues, also ex-City of London. A worm was working in Ted’s
brain and he suddenly asked William, who was mid-forties, “What did
you do before you became a sailor and fisherman?”

“Ah, you mean
those days long ago when I had what was supposed to be a real job.
Although I enjoy fishing, not so much in the winter!” William
quipped, before providing the answer: “I was an accountant.”

“That’s what I
seem to recall,” Ted responded. “Doing what?”

“Well, when
this happened I was corporate, working for a Singaporean investment
company, but of course I did the Chartered bit. In fact, I worked
with Ray.” He indicated the other man. “He was a trainee in the
same audit team when I had just qualified”

Ted looked at
Ray, who was tall, wore glasses and had frizzy hair. “Boss you
around, did he?”

“Not really,”
Ray said. “All he did was teach me how to drink!”

Ted: “You were
working together when this happened?”

“No, it was
pure chance we got together,” Ray replied. “I was flying back from
a holiday in the States and I saw William at Bordeaux airport and
he knew Max of old and had met him on the flight.” Ray replied.

“It’s funny how
you meet people in strange places,” Ted reflected. “I used to think
I did not know many people, but it was amazing how many times I
walked into somebody I knew when travelling!”

He added, “When
we first got here, we did not need accountants as you know. But it
looks like you may yet get to use those qualifications if you want
to.”

Both William
and Ray looked interested so Ted turned to Max. “Your fishing boat
— who sails on it these days? You have a crew?”

Max looked at
Ted warily. “Yes we do,” he said. “Without an engine we need a much
larger crew. I did talk to Jeff about a steam engine, which is what
latter-day sailing trawlers had, but we have not got one yet, so we
normally have a crew of ten, mainly because we need them to work
the trawl capstan.”

He thought
before continuing, “If I think you’re asking ‘Do I need William and
Ray?’ the answer is no, as long as I am there. If you want me to
build your new merchant ships and maybe sail one then we are
getting into problem territory.”

“Were you not
saying you enjoyed a challenge?” Ted quipped. “Problems are what
management thrives on surely.”

All three
looked at him and finally laughed.

“I think, Max,
you are out flanked,” William joked.

“Hi guys,”
Maria joined the group of four. She looked at Ted. “Andrew says you
spoke, so it’s official!”

Ted
acknowledged that with a slight frown. Maria looked round. “What’s
the joke?” she asked.

Ray answered:
“Max walked into the wrong comment, that’s all.” Then to Ted, “So
what is it you need accountants for?”

“I have a nasty
feeling we are going to need more and more of you,” Ted parried the
question. “Can you both give me a brief potted CV? If you can find
some paper you can do it now and I will take with me. Nothing
smart, just your experience.” Then to spice things up, he said,
“We’re going to need a taxation department among other things.
Nothing like turning the poachers into gamekeepers!”

Maria gave Ted
an odd look, but said nothing.

Then William
replied thoughtfully, “I always thought about running a taxation
department. There are so many rules and regulations that one
inevitably thinks are unnecessary. It would be interesting to run
and develop an effective and simple tax system. One everybody
understands, but also one that works and is easy to audit!”

“There you are,
William. Maybe you will get your chance!” Ted left it with that,
but since he had also been thinking about taxation, it was good to
know he might have somebody who could help with that. So he
finished his comment with: “I will admit tax was never my favourite
subject as a business manager. I seemed to waste more time and
resources on it than I thought I should.”

 



Chapter 7 Jealousy

 


The next day
Ted drove with Max and the engineer to Pauilliac to see Harald and
Jeff. There had already been much discussion about the project and
this was the meeting to set it on its way. Ted knew they had to
build boats: it was the only solution to their supply problem,
which made sense, but whichever way you looked at it this was going
to be a major undertaking; if for no other reason than that failure
was going to severely limit their ability to claw their back to
anything like the standard of living they once enjoyed. There were
other essentials as well, but maybe this was the most
challenging.

Ted sat and
listened as the four people who would put this together went over
the problems and the options. The boat would be built at Port
Medoc, a yachting port with boat repair and building facilities at
the top of the Medoc Peninsula at Verdon, where they also had their
military punishment camp. It seemed like the ideal facility: it had
both a boat slip and a boat crane, which they thought could be made
to work. Logistically, it was a long way from the points of
manufacture in Pauilliac and Merignac. Ted pointed this out.

Jeff answered:
“We’re getting on with the railway, but the line already runs from
here to Verdon. We’ve surveyed it and it’s okay. We’ve built a few
wagons, just flat trucks, and we are building the first engine,
which should be finished in the next week or two. We need to prove
it anyway so this will be its test. And we’re nearly through to
Merignac with the lines: the weather has held us up. As we want to
prefabricate the boat parts as much as possible I think we can use
the railway and it should not hold us up.”

“Great,”
replied Ted. “Well done. I was going to ask you about that later.
What I was concerned about was using even more rubber up than we
need to by dragging materials all the way up there.”

Another thought
that was going through Ted’s mind was that this railway would save
thousands of miles of travel on rubber; that would help the
situation as well. All they really needed was coal; maybe they did
need a collier, after all.

The meeting
finished and Ted told a reluctant Billy, who clearly thought he
should stay minding Ted, to take Max and Dave, the engineer, to
Port Medoc. Ted would stay and talk to the Harald and Jeff. It was
an excellent opportunity to sit with the two key men in charge of
the production and engineering capability of Aquitaine.

Ted kicked off
the conversation. “Can we talk about the actual operation of the
railway? When do you think it will be operational?” he asked.

“As I said, we
should have the lines all in place in about two or three weeks and
we’ll have one engine ready. We’ve started on the second engine,
but I wanted to see how the first one turned out before we went too
far,” Jeff reported.

“That makes
sense,” Ted replied. “What is the engine like, and how fast will it
go, do you think?”

“To be honest,
we have no real idea. We planned for it to go about 60 kilometres
an hour when hauling six wagons, but until we get it on the rails,
we cannot be sure. It is not built to be pretty, just to work,” the
Singaporean explained.

“When we talked
about this originally, there was discussion over double and single
tracks?”

“As we said
then, I am not sure we can really make rails,” Jeff said, casting a
look at Harald, who nodded. “So we have been using existing rail,”
Jeff continued. “Generally, there’s only single-track on this line,
although, of course, the line south is high speed twin-track. We
have grabbed rails and sleepers from sidings and stray branch lines
to build the periferique section. We also got some good line from
inside Bordeaux. We were thinking of taking up the line up to
Verdon. We thought it would not be used much, so your boat building
has slightly thrown that plan. So the line along the periferique is
largely single-track with passing places in our depot at Merignac.
Once we have everything running we may try and upgrade to
twin-track, but with only two trains,” Jeff concluded, letting them
work out the rest.

“Fine,” Ted
nodded, “but what about signalling?”

Harald smiled.
“That’s where we have had a brainwave!” he said.

“Yes,” Jeff
interrupted. “To be fair, it was Andy’s suggestion. He’s the
engineer in charge and is supervising the work. He came up with the
idea of a telegraph. Of course, many early telegraph lines ran
along railway routes.”

Ted let that
sink in, but quickly saw it made perfect sense. “Yes, I suppose now
you mention it, it’s so obvious. Those field phones we have barely
work over any decent distance, and anyway we only have a dozen or
so.”

Ted thought
again. “I suppose the telegraph could also work for everybody
else,” he suggested.

“Of course,”
Jeff confirmed. “I think our railway station will quickly become
hubs. So shops and I suppose offices will grow around them.”

Ted was now
thinking about a telegraph system’s full uses. Apart from anything
else, it solved a problem his new banks would have in communicating
with each other. The bank branches could be near the telegraph. In
addition, the shortage of tyres created a transport problem, and
within central Aquitaine this was going to be partly solved by the
railway. Within the towns that the railway visited they were now
going to use horses and had built a number of horse-drawn buggies
with traditional wood and steel wheels. Of course, horses were only
practical over short distances so there was still plenty of work
for the motorbikes. In addition, another transport problem was
related to heavy loads. They had only a few shire horses, so they
now proposed to keep some heifers past their slaughter age to train
them to be oxen. Slow they may be, but strong and easy to operate
compensated for that. For other heavy work, including farming and
fishing as well as transport, even more biodiesel would be grown,
but no matter how much they grew, it never seemed to be enough in
the end. This was all again discussed as the conversation ranged
over all aspects of the new railway. Suddenly, Ted began to feel
quite excited about it. It really would help Aquitaine rise
again.

One of the
projects Jeff wanted to talk about was the idea of building ethanol
engines. To date, they had modified existing engines, in some cases
removing computer-controlled fuel systems and replacing them with a
carburettor. Jeff felt they could build an engine from scratch, and
Harald had an idea that small motorbike engines could be
baulk-manufactured. Ted was less sure as he felt they had more
pressing problems to solve first — the main one being electricity.
He knew they were working on creating power from wind and water,
but the problem with that was producing electricity in sufficient
quantities. Electricity was a product that could not easily be
stored and the eternal problem of electric generations was meeting
the varying demand. What Ted had hoped they could do was develop a
generator that could supply a village or about a thousand homes,
ideally using wind or water power, not to keep them awash in power
but to provide them with enough for light after dark. They had
already experienced several fires caused by oil lamps and candles
that tipped over. Yet this was easier said than done since the wind
did not always blow and water wheels were tricky to put in place
without constructing a weir. In addition, rubber was required as
insulation, although at the moment they had plenty of salvaged
cable and even coils of new cabling.

The
conversation about energy needs ranged over a variety of subjects:
what they were doing, what they were planning to do, and what was
proving beyond them and why. They had such discussions regularly
and Ted reflected sadly that all too often issues had to be raised
again as they just would not go away. This frustrated him: they had
done so well in some areas, particularly food production and even
medicine, but getting back the basic creature comfort of electric
light was seemingly beyond them. The alternative was the lighting
source that electricity had replaced, namely gas, but gas was
essentially a by-product of coal, a product they would dearly like
to get hold of.

The actual
factories they had in Pauillac, which benefitted from the power of
the submarine, were the ethanol plant, a cheese factory, and a
collection of factories spinning yarn from wool and making cloth.
They had just started building a process to turn scrap copper into
wire, which would be needed to make electricity — not only needed
to build new generators but also to repair the several small
generators they had had from day one and used for essential
services. The emphasis at Pauillac was production. Harald designed
and built the machines for that. At Merignac, working off the large
steam engine, were several bespoke workshops producing individual
items and renovating engines, building trailers and processing
scrap.

The group who
had been visiting Verdon reappeared and Max was enthusiastic about
the facilities. They now needed a full-production plan. Max would
move to Merignac, and work with Jeff and his engineers on planning
before moving to Verdon.

As an ever
reluctant Billy took Max and the engineer back to Arcachon, Ted
decided to stay the night and had a final discussion with Harald
and Jeff about computers. The EMP, from the nuclear explosions, had
destroyed most computers as well as many electrical systems.
However, they did have notebook computers that had been on the
planes with them; in addition, they had computer parts and had
built a few computers from scratch. Now that they had a steady
power supply, in Pauillac, these could be used. The problem was
that there were no spare parts and so any breakdown would threaten
to destroy all the work on that computer, by putting it out of
service irretrievably. So they were using them judiciously —
particularly for calculations — and made certain they had important
results written down, putting pen to paper. Ted had been dead set
against the use of computers at first as he felt they must not
become reliant on them with no repair and backup facilities at
hand, but Harald had bluntly pointed out to him that it was simply
stupid not to use such important tools, particularly on design and
calculations. Still, the idea of building computer drives and other
parts was deemed beyond their wildest dreams at this stage,
although Jeff suggested that they appoint a couple of techies he
had found to see what they could do, if for no other reason than to
keep computer technology alive. Ted agreed and suggested they join
the staff at Caudelie, where they could also make sure that all the
knowledge they had, and subsequently acquired, was recorded.

Jeff scurried
off back to his many commitments at Merignac and Ted settled back
to enjoy Harald’s company, as well as talk about a couple of
products he was keen to start manufacturing.

Over the
inevitable bottle of wine, Ted opened his wish list. “Firstly
Harald thanks for all you good work here,” he said. “I’m sorry not
to have you in Portets. Our late night chats were always
invaluable. Guy, who has replaced you is a good man and an
interesting fellow, but it’s that dry German logic that I
miss!”

“Ah yes, I
always liked sparing with you and that actor. It takes two to have
a good conversation you know! But you and I, we think alike! But
what do you want?” Harald said.

“You old cynic!
Maybe I just want to chat with to you!” Ted said, trying to look
offended.

“I would
believe you, but I already know one thing you want,” Harald parried
his verbal dart. “Max said you had discussed trade cargos with him
and had suggested wine, but needed some way of storing it other
than oak barrels. So I’m sure you want glass bottles, but maybe
more, and knowing you there will be a wish list as long as my arm.”
Harald looked happy.

“Ok, you win,”
Ted conceded. “Yes, we need to make glass bottles and flagons and
we need paper and ink as well. We have made some paper, but we
really need much more, and well, more ink too would be helpful as
hand-making it has not been consistent. Those are very old basic
products, yes, but it is how we make them in quantity is what’s at
issue. And I probably do not need to tell you we have run out of
lavatory paper.”

“Ah yes, that
essential of life!” the German quipped. “You know we have suffered
and lost so much, but suddenly having nothing to wipe your arse
with has to be loss to end all losses. I hope you are not asking me
to produce some fancy soft paper?”

Ted smiled.
“No, I am more worried about paper to write on than anything else,”
he said. “In the end, we need communication and knowledge and we
must record that. So we’ll build a telegraph and transmit messages,
but we’ll have to write them down. Even when we had all the
computers, we talked about paperless offices. Few were. The written
word is best on a nice smooth piece of paper and to get commerce
going we need paper. We still have a certain amount, but those
stocks will be decimated as soon as we crank up a functional bank
and kick-start enterprise with it. Of course, we’ll need even more
to write with and on!”

“So next you
will want pens and pencils, I suppose!” the German noted.

Ted nodded.
“Sure enough. But I’m really hoping that if we can get financing in
place, we can get individuals to start private ventures producing
such essentials. We need a Parker to start making ink and
pens.”

“But until that
happens, it’s down to my team to sort things out,” Harald said,
pretending to be grim, but the twinkle in his eye gave him
away.

“Stop
complaining, Harald, you love a new challenge every day,” Ted
retorted. “You’re the same as me. We were both old farts nearing
the end of our productive life — and suddenly, all our experience
and knowledge is desperately required again! What is in our heads
can never be written down and replicated.”

“You know, you
are right,” Harald said. “But don’t send me another job like that
copper wire business. I wanted to retire once and for all on that
one.”

“Rubbish! A
good challenge is for you. Now paper and glass should be no
problem!” Ted said encouragingly.

“You may be
right,” Harald agreed reluctantly. “Did you know I now have an
assistant? He’s a bright young boy called Julien. Did one year in
university before the world changed. I found him picking grapes as
he thought he could do nothing else. He spends half his time here
and half at Caudelie doing research.”

“Great. We need
to find these smart young kids. We need them as badly as we need
everything else, if not more so. I was talking to Guy about that.
With all eighteen-year-olds doing three-year military service we
should be able to identify the smarter ones.”

Harald gave Ted
a dubious look. “The army tasked with selecting the smart
ones?”

“You may be a
sceptic, but that’s up to us to see it works, which is why I was
talking to Guy about it,” Ted said. “But secondary education is an
area we have not got to yet. I want to do that just as soon as we
can. All we can do now is hopefully spot the brighter ones and put
them in a situation that they can excel in. Your Julien seems to be
one and he has found a niche.”

“Sure, any
other products you’re going to spring on me?”

“Thousands is
the answer, but I’m trying to wait for individuals to come up with
some ideas. Building materials is the big one. We need to start
building new homes in Bordeaux, but the silly thing is there are
enough houses to go round. Many people left perfectly good places
to come here because we had the food and security. In some ways it
would be ideal if they returned home. But at the same time we need
workers so we need to rebuild Bordeaux and house them all.”

“Yes, I
wondered about that as we have many people doubling up here and we
really do need more housing,” Harald noted.

“The perennial
problem of government: houses in wrong places,” Ted said, shaking
his head. “But we do have a few entrepreneurs springing up and
building homes for others. So the building trade is starting on its
own, which is good news.”

Ted suddenly
straightened up and smiled. “Come on Harald we need to cheer up, we
will have to do it to ourselves as we don’t have Sean to keep us
amused.”

 


The following
day Ted detoured to Le Porge to see Bruce Openshaw, the ex-cattle
rancher. Now with his stock levels depleted as cattle, sheep and
pigs were moved to individual farmers, he would be reassigned as an
inspector.

The cattle
ranch of excellence would be run by the original owner of the herd
of blonde d’Aquitaine they had started with, although he now had a
considerably increased herd, which was owned by Aquitaine. The
intensive pig farm remained in place as it was too important at
this stage to dismantle, but surplus sows were released to small
farmers. The sheep herd, which was not really big enough to be
rundown, was retained, but some goats were let go. Bruce’s new role
would be to head up a team of inspectors and advisors who would
make certain that animal husbandry was all it should be, and that
production of both meat and milk was maximised.

Ted always
enjoyed the company of the Californian rancher and his wife,
Lizzie, who looked after the horse farm up the road in Lacarno.
They had a good number of horses, and every horse was a precious
animal as they were desperately needed for transport, as well as
providing mounts for the thirty-strong cavalry unit they had. Foals
were being produced, but it took four years before those babies
were really useful.

It was not
until late afternoon that Ted arrived back in Chateau du Portets.
He was greeted by an enthusiastic Calva, and a queue of people who
demanded his attention. Guy waved at him and indicated he needed a
word and Ted decided his military man, who seldom bothered him
unnecessarily, would get first call.

“We think we’ve
found the attackers of the convoy,” Guy began.

Ted raised an
eyebrow. “Think?”

“I say think
because we have no hard proof. But the circumstantial evidence is
pretty conclusive,” Guy answered before pausing and looking at Ted,
who indicated he should continue. “It all started because this kid
— he is about twenty — has been seen on a fast motorbike. Now as
you know, our bikes are much faster because our ethanol is purer
and our bikes tuned for that fuel. Most bikes that still work
outside this area are unreliable and normally slow. So this lad
gets noticed and when we check where he’s from, it turns out to be
a small hamlet of about ten houses. It’s way up in the hills and
from what we can ascertain most of the families are related — a
real throwback in time, if you ask me. That said, they’ve weathered
all the problems quite easily, as they were pretty self sufficient
to begin with, anyway. They have always sold cheese, lamb and other
home-produced goods in the local markets. They are big hunters and
game is often supplied by them. It seems they have openly ignored
your decree not to hunt and nobody is really prepared to do much
about it. But the final piece in the jigsaw is that they have been
selling, as far as we can see, a lot more product recently. This
seems to be because they do not need it for home use. We suspect
they’re eating our store supplies and selling all their own.”

Ted thought for
a second. “That adds up. We’re looking for the food and they do not
need to sell it as they sell their own. Makes sense. Have you had a
look at them?”

“Steve took a
small patrol up there and we were thinking of mounting a
surveillance operation, but Steve says it’s too open and there’s
real danger it will be compromised. These folk have a number of
dogs up there and they have a large herd of goats that are allowed
to wander about during the day before getting rounded up before
dark. It’s very barren and at this time of year it would be very
hard to hide and not risk discovery.”

Ted gave a wry
smile. “And I thought the SAS could do anything. But you’re right,
we don’t want to be caught at it! So what do you suggest?”

It was Guy’s
turn to put in a questioning look. “I am not sure. That’s why I
wanted to discuss the matter with you. If we go in mob-handed, I
think there will be a battle royal. They are hunters and a loner
outfit and will not take kindly to us tramping in there uninvited.
If we pick up the kid on the bike, we can at least probably confirm
if it’s one of our bikes, but then what do we do? I suppose we
could wait till they come to market and then catch a group of them,
but there will still be a number left cooped up in their
hamlet.”

“And I suppose
we have to think what the local reaction will be if we go in,” Ted
noted.

“Precisely,”
Guy agreed. “We have gone out of our way to win hearts and minds
and this could put as back where we started!”

“But they have
killed five of our men,” Ted said, looking serious. Then he
swore.

“I am afraid
that was rather my take on it when I first went through the options
with Kevin and Steve,” Guy said. “By the way, that was yesterday
when you were away, otherwise we would have been in here.”

“Okay Guy, I
think we need to think about this one a bit more. I am sure as hell
not going to let them get away with it!”

Guy chuckled.
“Kevin said you would say that.” He paused. “Ted, another issue not
really to do with me but a little warning,” he began, looking
embarrassed. He took a deep breath before continuing, “There’s a
real row brewing between Joan and John. Not sure why. But John has
stayed here for the last couple of nights and they are barely
speaking.”

Ted closed his
eyes. “Thanks for the warning. Just what I need — a bust-up between
my head of admin and the person in charge of admin.”

“Sorry Ted, but
it’s a mess and it’s affecting other areas. Joan is not easy at the
best of times and now she is downright impossible, and John, who
normally smoothes the troubles over, is, well, making it
worse.”

Ted looked
outside and saw it was beginning to get dark. He knew this internal
problem needed fixing quickly so he walked next door into the
office which John and Joan shared.

As soon as he
walked through the door, the leaden atmosphere hit him. So he
flashed a smile by way of greeting, grabbed a chair, and sat down.
Both looked at him — in Joan’s case it was a glare.

“Do I sense
that not all is well?” Ted said as lightly as possible.

“Of course it’s
not!” snapped Joan standing up.

She was about
to leave when Ted glared back. “So I hear,” he said grimily. “And
it’s not what I expected to hear. Joan, you are supposed to be a
professional woman. That means you do not bring your domestic
problems to work.”

Ted looked at
John and felt sorry for him. John was a lovely man, but no match
for Joan in full fury. Still, Ted could barely leave him out of it.
“John, you flew aeroplanes. What would have happened if you and
your co-pilot behaved like this? You would tell him to behave,
would you not?”

John didn’t
look him in the eye.

Meanwhile, Joan
was not to be browbeaten. “I work twelve hours every day to keep
this operation going, he does nothing,” she blurted out, casting a
nasty glance at John.

Ted could see
this was going nowhere fast. “Joan, I did not ask for your opinion,
but here’s mine: You’re both important members of a team, team
being the vital word here. You’ve never been a good team player,
Joan. John is. Which is why you need him. But I’m not interested in
who and what. If you cannot work as a team, please say so and I
will work something out. If you don’t want to live together — well,
don’t. But this stops now. I will not have other people put out
just to allow you to fight a petty war. So both of you bugger off,
go home and sort it out.”

Joan was about
to fire back, so Ted added firmly. “No. No discussion with me about
this. You two sort out your problems and tomorrow, Joan, if you do
not want to work with John I will find you another job. Harald
needs an administrative head to co-ordinate his manufacturing
programmes in Pauillac.”

In his mind Ted
was amused at what Harald’s reaction would be if he sicked Joan up
on him.

Joan finally
exploded. “That’s unfair! I have built up this administration from
scratch. John has done nothing!” she blurted out.

“Joan, you seem
to forget John is your boss,” Ted said, glaring at her. But then he
softened his tone. “Look guys, I’m sorry if you have problems, but
it cannot be allowed to screw up your work, and more importantly
mess up our operations. You have both done a good job and you have
both worked hard. So cool it and talk about it in a civilised
manner. Rewind the clock to the last spring festival when you asked
for a house together. Then John you can talk to me in the
morning.”

With that, Ted
stood up and left the room to prevent any more conversation.

Back in his own
office, Ted swore, then swore again, as he looked out the window at
the gathering gloom, made worse by the rain sheeting down. You did
not need to be a farmer to know the ground was soaked and all those
valuable, indeed vital, winter-planted crops like wheat were going
to be decimated. Ted slumped at his desk and stared into the gloom
in his office, barely penetrated by a single oil lamp. Somebody
must have lit it while he was talking next door.

Ted had closed
the door when he came in; in fact he had nearly slammed it shut,
and now there was a knock.

He called out
and Jane Stevenson entered. Ted was surprised to see her as it was
late and she lived in Portets with her husband. Ted did his best to
smile and greeted her with a hospitable “Evening Jane, bit late, is
it not? But always a pleasure. Sit down.”

“I’ve been
waiting to see you. I was told you would be back this afternoon,”
she began.

“Well, wait no
more,” Ted quipped. “What’s so important?”

Jane sat and
stared at the floor. Ted realised his day was going from bad to
worse.

“I’m not sure I
can do this bank job,” she finally said.

Ted looked at
her and she met his gaze briefly before looking away. Ted waited
and did not ask the obvious question. Finally, the explanation
came: “I have been thinking about it, running a small central bank
dealing with money is bad enough, but I am not used to running
business. I am not used to controlling people and making decisions
like that!”

“Like what
Jane?” Ted asked quickly.

“Well, you know
- business decisions.”

“No, I don’t
know. Every day we make decisions, its part of life. You get up in
the morning, that’s the first. It may not seem like much of a
decision, but it is. You have had children and educated them. You
have flown around the world. You have decided what to do about our
money supply and how to value our franc against the Euro. All
decisions and some not that easy,” Ted said.

He was about to
go on, but saw Jane was looking very embarrassed and that made Ted
wonder why.

“I’m sorry,
Ted, I really think it’s better if I do not do this job,” she
said.

Ted noticed the
change of emphasis from cannot to better not.

“Jane, I have
recruited some good people to work with you. Do you remember
Maria?”

“Yes, the
pretty blond, I thought she was Andrew’s wife!”

“They did not
actually marry, but yes, they were together. Well, they want to
split and I suggested she come and work for you. She did a good job
in Arcachon.”

“Yes, I
remember her. She’s a great girl. It would be fun to work with
her.”

For the first
time Jane looked a little more together.

So Ted ploughed
on. “And I found a good guy called Ray. He’s an accountant, worked
for a top company and knows the ropes. So you would have good
support there.”

“Ted, that’s
not the point!” Jane looked bemused again.

“Well, Jane
what is the point?” Ted saw Jane was looking confused again. “Look
Jane, I did not think you would chicken out this early. Maybe after
a few months. But when we last spoke, you seemed to like the idea.
So what’s happened?”

Ted leant back
and looked straight at Jane.

Jane was
clearly unsure of what to say. “Well, I’ve just been thinking about
it, and I spoke to a few people and well, they, I mean, we felt
that I did not have the experience.”

Ted now had the
answer: she had been talked out of it. “Who did you talk to?”

Jane hesitated.
“A few people,” she said. She paused and added, “Reg.”

“You told me he
was a useless old woman. Why listen to him?” Ted shot back.

“I think he was
put out because you offered the job to me and not him.”

“I can believe
that. But who else?”

There was
another protracted pause. “Well, my husband and his friends.”

Now it was
beginning to make sense. Ted remembered her husband was working for
the distribution network. He had worked before as the sales manager
of a worldwide parcels company, a good job, he recalled. But there
was no need for sales here so they had used his knowledge of
transport and distribution. Then with a blaze of clarity, the
problem was revealed: the husband had always been the dominant
partner, the only breadwinner, and now Jane was about to steal his
thunder.

Ted had figured
all those issues of prestige had been blown away by the bombs.
Clearly not. He smiled at Jane. “I am afraid you are already the
head of the National Bank, and if you wish to resign, I need six
months’ notice. So you will start setting up the new commercial
bank operation. Maria and Ray will be here next week, and the new
bank will open the first branch in just over two weeks on February
1st. I know it will not be much more than a small branch operation,
but it will give you a base to start from!”

“Ted, you’re
not listening to me!” Jane said, looking frightened.

“That’s where
you are wrong,” he retorted. “I have listened and have decided. And
now you listen up as well. From now on if anybody says you cannot
do it, refer them to me.” Ted let that sink in. “How old is
Reg?”

“67, I think.
Why?”

“Fine. He’ll be
reassigned to work in Caudelie, where he can draw up notes and
details on accounting methods. Okay, Jane, have a nice evening. I
will see you tomorrow maybe?”

As far as he
was concerned, the matter had been resolved. Hesitantly, Jane left
Ted’s office. He glanced at his watch — it was after 6pm, nearly
time for the evening meal, more like a snack, really, served at
7pm. The residents of the Chateau normally gathered for wine before
the meal and when Ted wandered in, he saw Yves.

“Do you know
Jane Seymour’s husband?” Ted asked him.

“He’s with
distribution, I think.”

“Yes, I’m sure
he is. Can you find him for me and bring him here in the
morning?”

“Sure Ted, when
are we going to get back to the constitution?”

Ted looked at
the ceiling and sighed. “Soon,” he managed wearily.

After supper
Ted sat in his usual corner and within a minute Sean dropped into
the chair beside him.

“Our Dear
Leader looks a trifle troubled tonight!” the actor quipped.

“Your Dear
Leader is indeed troubled. Although he may use stronger language,
if required!” Ted shot back

“Ah the joys of
leading the flock! I’m reliably informed that divorce procedures
may need clarifying!”

“No, the good
news is as nobody has got anything, nobody cares about divorce
procedures. When it’s over, it’s over. ‘Let’s go our separate ways’
is the ruling.”

“So we’re to
remain in perpetual poverty so that there is no more need for
divorce lawyers?”

“That, Sean, is
an excellent point. My plan to start people creating wealth is
flawed. Once they have money, we will need divorce laws and all
those other laws that go with money. No money means we need so many
fewer. In fact almost no laws.”

“Ah Great
Leader, you have exemplified the point that money is indeed the
root of all evil!”

“That and long
dark nights and nothing to do. All right for all those young
couples but us oldies, what do we do?”

“Sit in the
dark and argue?”

“Sadly, Sean, I
fear you are right.”

 


The following
morning Ted had barely returned from his morning walk with Calva
when John appeared. Ted was pleased to see he looked almost bright
and cheerful.

“Ted, I have
discussed things with Joan and we were wrong. It will not happen
again,” he said.

“Good. Look
John, it’s none of my business, but how are you and Joan?”

John looked a
little nonplussed before saying. “I know what everybody thinks of
Joan, but she can be a lovely person,” he said. “Sometimes she’s
really sweet and caring.”

John paused and
Ted thought, That’s not a side of her I have seen very often, but
John continued, “The trouble is, she feels people are against her.
She said when she was at university she was always regarded as a
woman first and a lawyer second. Even when she started work she
felt she was penalised for being a woman. She said she had to work
twice as hard to get promoted and she only got where she finally
was by determination.”

Ted nodded.
“Well, she’s a product of that age, but here she is appreciated
here for what she does, not what gender she has!”

“I know that
and I keep telling her. Maybe it’s because I’m so different. I will
always avoid a fight; Joan will always have one.”

“And that’s why
you complement each other. If you were both one way, it would not
work,” Ted said.

“She says that
herself. But she thinks I should be more assertive. She thinks I
should challenge you more. She says I should want your job, but I
know I could never do it,” John explained.

Ted smiled.
“John, you would be surprised what you can do if you had to.”

John smiled
back. “I have always wanted to ask you what would happen if
anything happened to you. Who would take over?”

“You,
John.”

“But I could
not do it.”

“You might have
to, but remember it’s not me, it’s the team. You are good at
leading a team and that’s what the leader’s job is — see the team
perform.”

“Maybe, but I’m
not sure I could still do what you do. You know so much about so
many things.”

“Maybe because
I have done many different things and run different businesses, but
the main source of my information is other people; in other words,
listening. Then normally the best course of action suddenly becomes
clear. You could do that.”

“I suppose so —
to an extent I could. And Joan would help me!”

“Bad move
John,” Ted cautioned him. “Joan is not a listener; she’s a doer.
Tell her what to do and it will be done.”

“Ted, you know
I will never do it. Be honest: Who do you think should take over if
you went?” John said, and without waiting for an answer, added:
“Jean Soult always strikes me as the right person.”

“I think not,
John,” Ted said. “Jean is a good guy and has done a great job, but
he is a mandarin and bureaucrat. Aquitaine will one day need people
like him, dedicated and non-political managers, but at the moment
we need entrepreneurial drive, not pure administration.”

“We need
politicians, but we don’t have any!”

Ted gave a wry
smile. “Thank heavens for one small mercy! We need direction, not
debate. The primary role of government is administration, and the
road is usually clearly marked, but politicians have to deviate in
order to justify their existence. Jean would probable do a
reasonable job, but the person I would nominate is Harald.”

“The German
fellow who made the guns and ran the hotels?” John said, surprised.
“He is now in Pauillac, is he not? I thought he was just a factory
owner before.”

“And I was a
pub owner,” Ted said. “No, we’re both entrepreneurs and we have
both been round the block several times. We both have experience of
running organisations and developing ideas and concepts. He’s very
like me, in a different way of course, but he thinks the way I
do.”

“I never
thought of him. He never struck me as having any ambition in that
direction,” John said.

A smile played
on Ted’s lips. “Mainly because he knew that one person alone had to
lead,” he said. “Harald accepts me as that person, although he
knows he could do it himself. Maybe our roles could have been
reversed, but he’s now very valuable to us for his manufacturing
skills. He knows how to build factories and make them work.”

John thought
about that before saying, “Any other tips if I end up holding the
baby, Ted?”

“I am glad
you’re at least thinking about it. Be strong and be positive, but
remember government is about exactly that: government. It’s about
running the country, in the best way, for the majority of the
people. You cannot please all the people all the time. It’s a
hackneyed aphorism, but very true,” Ted explained.

“Government is
first and foremost about administration,” he went on. “The
priorities we are laying out in our new constitution. Security is
the number one and stability is part of that. Education is
important. But most of all, if you administer fairly and evenly and
keep away from controversy, you will be fine.”

“Should I take
over or hand over to Harald?” John asked a question Ted knew he
could only answer one way.

“To be
absolutely honest, John, yes. I think Harald would be a good
choice, purely because he has the experience. But you would have to
move quickly and build some kind of consensus among the main
people,” Ted said.

“Maybe, Ted,
you could leave a letter for me, a kind of last will and testament
with directions. That would help, I’m sure. Everybody respects
you!”

Ted reached
into his bottom drawer and pulled out a folder. It was sealed. He
waved it at John. “I think this is what you mean!” he said.

John stared at
the folder in disbelief. “You never told me about that!” he
whined.

“Why should I
have?” Ted said with a grim smile. “Maybe I should have told you,
but a few others did know it was there.”

After John
left, Ted reflected that the incident had at least made John ask a
few questions he should have asked months ago.

James Stevenson
entered his office, followed by Yves. After a brief introduction
Ted told him to sit and a glanced at Yves, who quickly
departed.

Stevenson was a
tall debonair-looking man with a good set of hair for a
fifty-year-old. Ted could see salesman written all over him. Ted
had been furious last night, but cold reflection in the morning had
tempered that anger and now he was wondering what he was going to
say. So he started quietly: “James, how is distribution going?”

The question
caught his visitor off guard. “Well, quite well really. The problem
is, the roads are getting bad and that is slowing down the bikes
and some of the bikes badly need new tyres. The rain of recent
weeks has not helped.”

“You mean the
roads are suffering from lack of maintenance?” Ted asked.

“Yes. Some of
our main routes are now almost impassable with a heavy load. The
rain has exasperated the problems. Floods have made it worse. But
we are managing.” Stevenson replied.

“I was driving
around for the last few days and I know what you mean,” Ted replied
thinking he really needed to get to the point. “James, I think we
have met before and I have certainly seen you around. You know Jane
is about to take on a very big role for us?”

“Yes, we have
discussed it. She is not certain whether she really wants that much
responsibility,” Stevenson said.

“Well, she
strikes me as a very capable person. She has done a good job in
setting the National Bank and introducing our own currency. The new
job is just a natural progression.”

“We were
talking about it last night and she suggested that you had told her
she had to do it. She was not happy with that,” the man
replied.

Ted was slowly
becoming annoyed, so he tried to take it slowly. “Well, I am sorry
about that because last night she seemed quite pleased at the
thought of working with Maria. But you should be very proud: she is
your wife and she is now about to take on a leading role!” he
said.

“Yes, but she
has not really worked since we got married. We had children and she
stayed at home and I had a good job. I am worried about her taking
too much on!” Stevenson retorted.

“You should not
worry about that, that’s my problem. If I pick the wrong person,
then it’s down to me. But seeing Jane in action over the last six
months or so I am sure she is the right person,” Ted said and saw
James was not impressed, so he could not resist adding, “Maybe she
will now be able to repay you for all the support you provided over
the years.”

“Yes maybe,”
Stevenson replied feebly.

Ted had another
thought. “James, I did have a reason for talking to you. You were a
senior manager who is now in a lesser managerial position. We have
plenty of people in that kind of position as there has been no need
for their particular skills up until now, and maybe there will not
be for a long time. But a manager is a manager and going forward we
want to encourage new businesses; all kinds and almost every
kind.”

Ted paused and
saw he had the man’s attention. “I would like you to talk to
people, like yourself, and suggest they look for market openings
and then get involved,” he continued. “It’s this thought that is
driving the need for the bank. The bank will do the boring bit of
putting in place the means of doing business and we need people to
take that means forward.”

“You want me to
set up a trade association, or something?” James suggested.

Ted thought
that was not a bad idea, but it needed thinking about. “Maybe, I
just want to encourage experienced managers to think about starting
up an enterprise. At this stage word of mouth is good because we’re
short of printing facilities and even paper.”

The two men
looked at each other and Ted was reasonably sure the other man had
guessed why he was there, but he was also certain he would not
raise the issue. James finally said, “So you just want me to
talk?”

“No,” said Ted.
“Talk maybe, but mainly to use you experience to start something up
and maybe encourage others.”

“Why just me?
Is it because you think my wife is going to be busy elsewhere?”

There was a
certain aggression with that comment and suddenly Ted had another
thought: maybe the real problem is, he’s jealous and wants to keep
control of where his wife was. Did he think Ted was after Jane, or
that they were having an affair? The words of Sir Walter Scott
sprung to mind: “Oh what a tangled web we weave / When first we
practise to deceive!”

“James, I need
the leaders to lead,” he said. “If you have the experience you can
help us, as Jane is helping us. Your existing job is very
necessary, but maybe you’re qualified to do better things. Jane
will have a big job. In addition, she will have the right people to
help her. I want you to help her and encourage her to do this
job.”

Ted decided he
was going round in circles so he might as well bite the bullet.
“Will you help us by encouraging and supporting Jane?” he blurted
out.

James tried a
final wiggle. “I’m only concerned that she may not be the right
person for the job!”

“Well, I and
those around me, think she is. So I presume on that basis you will
support us.”

“I suppose I
have to,” Stevenson said grudgingly.

“Good, but also
think about and encourage others to start new businesses. That is
just as important!” Ted said.

The
conversation meandered on for a few more minutes before Ted was
once again on his own. He sat looking at a pile of folders on his
desk: he knew he had to make a start on perusing them and
half-heartedly pick up the top folder. He stared at the report in
it, his mind half-taking in the numbers written in it.

“Ted!”

Surprised, he
looked up and saw Joan standing in his open doorway. Inwardly Ted
sighed. He was not certain he preferred the reports to Joan.

However he
managed a smile and beckoned her in. She closed the door and sat
down opposite Ted. He waited.

“I know I was
wrong and I am sorry,” Joan began.

Ted could
hardly believe his ears. He was trying to think if he had ever
heard Joan apologise for anything before. Since Ted said nothing,
Joan continued, “John and I sat down last night and had a real
heart to heart. Something we would never have done, had you not
told us to. I think we would have just got angrier and angrier with
each other.”

Ted nodded.
“Yes, it’s amazing what a real conversation can achieve.” He then
qualified that by adding, “Providing, of course, both sides want to
solve the problem!”

Joan gave Ted
an odd look. “It was not easy,” she said. “I have to say it was
John who made me see sense. He’s a wonderful person and, I suppose,
I know I am not. I have always had to fight for everything I have
ever got. John made me realise that that very fighting spirit was
about to lose me everything I had achieved here. I was going to
lose John and lose my job here.”

She looked at
Ted and gave a half smile. “Do you think I am really not a team
player? That hurt because I always talk about building a team with
my staff,” she said.

“If we are
going to be honest, then no I don’t think you are a team player
because you always want to have the last word and have your way.
But your immediate staff like you and are very supportive of you.
You nurture them, but not other people’s staffs.”

“I suppose you
are right. I will try and change. Thank you for sorting out the
problem between John and me,” she said.

“Joan, do not
change too much. In your position an edge is not all that bad. You
get things done. That is your best attribute as far as I am
concerned. And thank you for all your hard work.”

A few minutes
later when Ted was once again alone, he replayed the conversation
with Joan. He could barely believe he had had it. But as he knew
only too well leopards did not change their spots. He suspected it
would not be long before Joan was charging through his door
breathing fire.

 


 



Chapter 8 The Drafting

 


A week later
Maria and Ray arrived in Portets and were put up in the Chateau.
The early plan for the new bank was simple. They would open the
first office in Portets near the railway station and start taking
deposits, on which interest would be paid. All the operation
required was a few cashiers, plus some clerks to record such
transactions. There was already a small treasury in Portets, which
had been moved from Merignac, where it had originally been set up
in a police cell. The keeper of the money was George, an ex-Royal
Navy writer and bank clerk. With security a major issue, it was
decided to keep the main reserves of Aquitaine francs, Euros and
gold at Chateau du Portets, where there was a permanent armed
guard. The bank office would carry only limited funds, but the
reserves were less than five minutes away on a motor bike. With no
computers, the clerks had to write by hand in specially made
ledgers. Old-fashioned it was, but no obvious other solution sprang
to mind. The good news was that shortly after the bank’s opening,
money began pouring in. The bank provided a safe place to keep your
savings and, to boot, you could also earn interest on your deposit.
Many people had been receiving salaries for well over a year and
with little to spend their money on, it was not surprising that the
thriftier ones had managed to save up.

The plan was to
open a new branch each month once the railway started operating,
although two branches at the farming communities of Saucats and Le
Porge would not be served by the railway. Within weeks, the bank
would invite entrepreneurs to apply for loans to start businesses.
Ray became the chief loans officer and would read the applications
and talk to the applicants. Loans would then be approved by a small
committee, which included Jane, Maria, and initially Ted, as well
as Ray. Ted wanted to sit on the committee to see that it took the
right attitude. Loans should be given to realistic business plans
as well as copper-bottomed propositions, but not to downright
speculative ventures. They drew up some basic rules which favoured
farmers with experience: they would almost always receive a loan.
So would shop operators and essential small manufacturers like
potters. In time, once a few businesses were up and running, they
could make payments between themselves by writing a letter to the
bank instructing them to pay money from their account to another.
This was, of course, how cheques started.

Just as the
bank’s first branch opened at the beginning of February, Ted
manipulated his schedule to make certain he had a free week.
Suddenly on Friday he announced he would be away for the next week,
effective from today until a week Monday. He was taking his own
advice and getting away from the woods in the hope that the
individual trees would become clearer. His destination was known
only to a few. He took Calva and headed for Caudalie, where he had
reserved a little used suite in the garden area. Ted had three
missions. One was to take long uninterrupted walks each day. The
second was to think hard about what needed doing and to talk to the
professors who lived in Caudalie. Third, he intended to finish
drafting the much-delayed constitution. To that end Herve and Yves
would arrive to see him on Wednesday.

On the weekend
Ted enjoyed rising late and then strolling through the vineyards of
Chateau Smith Haute Lafitte, trying to clear his mind by doing
nothing except inspecting the vines and identifying species of
wildlife which were slowly returning after being scourged by the
bombs. His room was a cabin, once a luxury suite, built on stilts
over a small lake. It was cold in early February without central
heating, but it was wonderfully close to nature. In the evenings
the academics and researchers dined on food cooked by the wives.
Ted enjoyed talking to a different crowd whose focus was
theoretical rather than practical. He spent one evening talking to
Captain Lieutenant Papanin: he was amused to find that his attitude
had changed. He was less belligerent and seemed very friendly with
many of his fellow researchers. Ted suspected he was enjoying his
new life, but could barely say so, although he did begrudgingly say
that his standard of living was probably as good as, or better
than, it ever had been, despite there being no electricity for
heating and light. By the time Yves and Herve arrived on Wednesday,
Ted was already feeling less stressed and more at peace with the
world.

The two
drafters had produced a draft constitution based on their previous
discussions as well as by help of reading old constitutions,
including the American one. Ted read the document, which was
written in Herve’s neat handwriting with plenty of white space to
make corrections. The two young men had started with a statement
that said, The general and moral principles of state are as laid
down by the faith of the ‘Peoples of the Earth.’ Ted liked that: it
said everything and nothing as later on religious freedom was
guaranteed. In effect, it committed the state to be Earth-friendly.
But it also provided a moral direction, although in years to come
Ted was sure somebody would challenge that ideal. One point that
surprised Ted was the decision to call the head of the civil
service, the General.

Yves smiled at
Ted’s question as to why. “We talked about this to a load of people
and several people said, ‘Oh, you mean somebody like the General,’
referring to you. And it seemed a natural progression,” he
explained.

“So what do we
call a general in the army then?” Ted pondered.

“Does it
matter? Marshall, army general?” Yves responded.

Ted shrugged.
“Up to you guys,” he said.

Ted had wanted
to include some kind of limit to public spending whilst at the same
time indicating what the priorities would be if there was not
enough money to cover everything. The priorities seemed to be about
right, but the limits had caused a degree of reticence from the two
drafters. Exactly what the figure should be and how ingrained it
should be was the issue. Ted wanted a top figure that should be
clearly marked as the maximum, not the target. They agreed that
there would be a provision that the top level of personal tax
including both income and normal accommodation tax should not
exceed 40 percent of income, and that tax levels for the central
government should not exceed 15 percent of GDP, whilst tax levels
of area authorities could not exceed 20 percent of their local GDP,
with the combined sum amounting to 35 percent of GDP. Both
authorities had the right to impose all forms of tax, other than
excise duties, which would be the prerogative of the central
government. There was a provision that these figures could be
exceeded with the consent of all three governing institutions, but
only on a yearly basis. That ensured that in time of national
emergency extra funds could be raised.

There was a
provision that an authority or the central government could borrow
money, but that the total borrowings must not exceed a year’s
income of that entity. The constitution also stated clearly that
capitalism and the free market was the preferred system for every
enterprise. Entrepreneurs provide the impetus for capitalism: they
must be encouraged and therefore not taxed excessively.

Several
paragraphs had been added to define rights, the law, business
entities, and land ownership. They talked for most of the day
discussing small points and adding and subtracting items. Ted
wanted to add a paragraph that covered the issue of external
communities joining Central Aquitaine. They knew that many towns
and areas wanted to become fully integrated, but were not quite
ready yet. Having watched the machinations and dishonesty of
politicians in the European Union, they wanted something that spelt
out exactly what people were signing up to. The constitution as
drafted was now a little over 2,000 words, short enough for
everybody to read and understand. Any town, or area, that wanted to
be part of Aquitaine would have to agree to join under that
constitution. They would then be governed by the Aquitaine system
with strong local government and an arm’s-length national
administration. The decision of any new area to join must be
confirmed by a local referendum. They would then have
representatives elected and Elders appointed from their
community.

Ted had wanted
the amendment process to be as hard as possible and had suggested
any amendments had to achieve the same level of approval in a
subsequent referendum as in the first ratifying referendum they
would hold. Herve, though, was concerned that they would get a
massive ‘Yes’ vote, since people were very keen on the idea of a
constitution, and that percentage might be impossible to replicate
and then the constitution could become a legal straightjacket in
later years. So they agreed that amendments would require a two
thirds ‘Yes’ vote in both the houses of the Elders and the
Representatives and then final ratification would need an
additional 60 percent of the popular votes in a referendum. That
assumed the very first vote on the constitution received 60 percent
or above; if it was less, then the lower percentage would apply on
later occasions as well. As amendments and referendums were
expensive and time-consuming, an amendment or amendments could be
proposed not more than once in five years.

They finished
mid-afternoon and Ted suggested the two stay the night so that they
could have a final run-through in the morning. After that, they
would make copies and circulate them to senior managers. The
managers could take local soundings if they wanted, and there would
be a final conference of all interested managers in Portets after
the Spring Festival in mid-March. The final draft could then be
approved and published in April with a referendum in June, just
over two years after the day that MAD changed their world forever.
With a two-year implementation period in mind, Ted thought about
the timing: that would mean he was two years away from potential
retirement.

After a jolly
night with the academics, the three drafters had a final session in
the morning. Ted had a thought.

“I was
thinking,” he said, “We know why we’re proposing the constitution
in this form, and you two have been keeping notes so future
generations have some knowledge of our thinking. But those notes
will be long and essentially academic in nature. In addition, we
have to sell this constitution to the citizens of Central
Aquitaine. Long notes are too complex, but if we look back in
history there are some great quotes going back to Plato and
Aristotle, as well contemporary politicians like Thatcher and
Reagan.”

“What about De
Gaulle?” Yves asked.

Ted grinned.
“We English are at best ambivalent about De Gaulle. But, yes, we
should include him, too. But it needs to be on message.”

“On message,
Ted?” Herve looked puzzled.

“Of course, if
we believe in this constitution, then we want others to do the
same. We need to support it, to promote it. By the way, what about
Napoleon? He must have said something we can use!”

Herve then
raised a point. “We have no procedure for a national emergency. We
allude to it in respect of finances, but what happens if there is
an attack — after all, we have had that — or a disaster of some
kind?”

Ted thought for
a second. “Good point. Somebody needs to take control. I presume
the General would. But we know how picky people get when politics
get into it. It’s often ‘Damn what’s good for the country if I can
score my point.’ Ideas, Herve?”

“I would have
thought the General would declare something similar to martial
law.” Herve said. “But then I suppose that others would have to
agree.”

“Why not have
the GIs agree first?” Yves suggested.

“Because it
could happen in the middle of the night and very quickly!” Herve
countered.

“Good point,
Herve. Shall we draft a clause and add it?” Ted suggested.

That took a few
minutes before they moved on and there were a few more small minor
changes they agreed upon before deciding enough was enough.

“Let’s call
that a wrap then, guys,” Ted announced. “Now if you can get copies
as we agreed? I think we will have to print some; that seems to be
the best option. Then you can do some quote ‘research,’ but you
know what your job is going to be after the managers’ meeting?”

Yves and Herve
looked at each other blankly. Yves finally asked, “I am not sure
but I have a nasty idea.”

Ted laughed.
“Oh thee of little faith! But yes. Once we have the final draft
agreed upon after the managers’ meeting, you two can spend April
and May going round villages and work groups explaining the new
constitution. Now won’t that be fun?”

Ted looked
happy which was more than could be said for the other two.

Yves spoke
first. “I told Herve last night that I could see that coming and he
did not believe me. It might be quite interesting!”

Herve looked
less certain and said, “I am not sure!”

Ted smiled
again. “Do not worry, Herve! You’re the messenger. Just tell it
like it is and if anybody does not like it, blame me.”

As there was no
further comment, Ted moved on. “Right. You two go back to Portets
and get on with getting these copies out,” he told them. “After
that, next week, Yves, you can come and work with me again and
Herve, I want you to get to understand the new bank. You’re a
bright guy and they will need people. See how you get on as you
could go there permanently after promoting the constitution — if
you like it, of course.”

 


Left alone
again, Ted tried to relax once more, but kept thinking about the
constitution and changes. Finally, he took Calva for a long walk to
get his mind onto other matters. As he returned, the short February
day was drawing to a close and he went to join the crowd having a
pre-supper drink.

He slept well
that night and Friday passed quietly. Ted let his mind roam back
over the issues that needed his attention. Saturday was a bright
morning and sun made the morning walk a warm affair, but as Ted
returned, he found Guy waiting for him. As soon as he saw his
military advisor, Ted thought, So much for getting away. But at
least he had enjoyed just about a week of peace and quiet.

Ted greeted Guy
and they went into his cabin. There was a little small talk before
Ted suggested Guy tell him what was up.

Guy looked
embarrassed before speaking. “Ted,” he began, “Maybe I am being a
bit of old idiot, but I think you should know.” Ted waited. “I’m
afraid it is Joan again, and Jean Soult.”

Ted nodded for
Guy to go on. “Well, after Yves and Herve got back on Thursday,
they made copies of the proposed constitution and put them out for
distribution. Of course, those in the Chateau had them on Thursday
evening. On Friday morning Jean was there and he and Joan had a
long conversation and then they went round canvassing people saying
it was a disgrace and should never be allowed to go forward. Jean
said it was anti-French and was trying to anglicise France. Joan
was saying it was against the law. They really are stirring up
trouble and with you not there, well you know....,” Guy trailed
off.

Ted thought for
a moment and felt like kicking himself, before saying: “I think our
little pillow talk with Joan hasn’t helped,” Ted said.

“Sorry Guy,” he
added, “just thinking out loud. I suppose it has all been too easy.
People like Joan are programmed to try to keep going up until they
reached the top step, and Jean Soult is not totally different. I
suppose the real question is, How much does this matter?”

“I think in
your absence . . . well, you know what people are like,” Guy
said.

“Did you read
the document? What do you think?” Ted asked.

“Ted, things
like that are not for me. I am a simple soldier, but I thought it
was all very clear and I understand what and why. I cannot see why
it is anti-France. I thought we had got over that and we’re all
from Aquitaine.”

“Come off it,
you know how invoking nationalism will always attract a bite,” Ted
noted sourly.

“Yes, I suppose
so. Patriotism is a strong emotion,” Guy agreed.

Ted chuckled
and picked up a book he had been reading. “This is a collection of
quotes by De Gaulle,” he told Guy. “One says ‘Patriotism is when
love of your own people comes first; nationalism, when hate for
people other than your own comes first.’” Ted looked up from the
book and gave a questioning look.

“So Jean Soult
is into nationalism, you think?” Guy ventured.

“Of course not,
he’s into promoting Jean Soult. He has never really got over the
fact that General Berthier gave me the job; he thought it should
have gone to him. Now he sees a chance to reverse that
decision.”

“Frankly, we
still have plenty of problems. I would have thought the last thing
we need right now is politicking,” Guy said, looking upset.

“I suppose it’s
my fault for introducing the constitution. I have done so because I
think we need a way out. I am, after all, still the military ruler.
No constitution and I stay in power until . . . well, I am not sure
when and that’s the point!”

It was Guy’s
turn to chuckle. “Not really what they want I suppose!” he
quipped.

“It’s not all
bad,” Ted said. “Man’s great strength is his desire to better
himself, or in this case get to the top. That’s why man has
survived and prospered, almost certainly to the detriment of the
vast majority of our fellow creatures. We are smarter and adapt
faster. Ambition, needless to say, has also caused numerous wars
and other unpleasantness. There’s always competition to be top dog.
Some do it by force and terror, for instance Vladimir; others by
weaselling around their fellow men, such as politicians. But it’s
an essential rule of nature that we have ignored at our immense
cost that the best must rule. In the jungle alpha males fight to
the top and die when they’re no longer there; in modern society
alpha males have been replaced by gamma males who we vote in as no
alpha or even beta person is going to fight through the bullshit of
politics. Politics is the bedrock of the inept.”

Guy laughed
again. “As ever Ted, you have your own brand of answer. So what are
you going to do?”

“I shall
reflect upon the intentions of man,” Ted answered. “My first
reaction is to do nothing although I’m unhappy that Soult is once
again stirring up xenophobia after all we had done to remove it.”
Ted smiled and added, “Would you care for a glass of wine and I
shall see you on Monday morning?”

“Bit early, is
it not?” Guy looked at his watch.

“Remember the
song, Guy. It’s always five o’clock somewhere!”

Ted found a
bottle of white wine and they sat talking. Guy was surprised that
Ted had taken the whole affair so calmly, and finally he asked,
“Why are you so relaxed about this? You seem unsurprised.”

“I am and I am
not,” Ted conceded. “Apart from Jean Soult, Joan has always thought
that she, not John, should be my deputy. From the day I gave her
that job she tried to get me to give her his position, which is why
I was so surprised when they suddenly got together.”

Ted anticipated
the next question and answered it before it came: “No, I do not
think she was after John for that reason. In their own way they are
both lonely people. I think they just came together naturally, but
Joan would still like to be John’s boss and not vice versa. I said
something to John when they had a recent bust-up. Clearly, John
told Joan and now she has seen an opportunity to wind Jean Soult up
and get him on her side. He wants to be boss and she wants to be
deputy and, of course, once she’s deputy, she will want to be boss.
But I am sure Jean knows that.”

“By the way,”
Guy interjected, “she’s less than happy that she does not know
where you are. She tried getting it out of Yves and Herve. She did
not ask me, but I think she thinks I know.”

“Guy, enjoy the
wine! It’s excellent. Surely we have been through far too much to
let this bother us!”

 


Ted spent his
final two days in peace. Early Monday morning Billy appeared to
take him back to Portets. Ted was sitting at his desk at 8am
peering at a pile of reports and letters on his desk. Yves came in
and confirmed they had sent on the constitution draft.

Ted waved him
to a chair. “Did you see Jean Soult?” he asked.

Yves looked
mildly embarrassed and nodded. Ted raised his eyebrows and said,
“And?”

“Ted, I suspect
as usual you know. He thinks the constitution is all wrong and that
it anti-French.”

“And you Yves,
what did you say?”

“Well, we
talked about it, but his view is that you have no authority to
introduce a new constitution and you should have paid more
attention to the Napoleonic code.”

“Well, we have
not excluded it, nor used it. It could be included at a later date,
but maybe we were just updating it. What do you think?”

“After all the
time we spent on this, of course Herve and I talked about the
Napoleonic code. I am not sure. It’s so much part of France, but we
do not take it away. It could still be used as we mention the
normal procedures. I think we tried to give something that is
simple and straightforward that will allow the law to develop,”
Yves said.

“So how did you
end up with Jean?” Ted asked.

“I am not sure.
I am not even sure why he is complaining so much. When Herve and I
originally talked to him, he was very supportive and even liked the
idea. He never mentioned the Napoleonic code then,” Yves noted.

I know why, Ted
thought. “Yves, can you get hold of Jean and say I would like to
meet him today if possible. Here might be best,” he said.

A stream of
people wanted to talk to Ted and his morning was busy. Joan was
noticeable in her absence. John came and talked and seemed totally
unaware of any friction.

In
mid-afternoon Ted recognised Jean Soult’s deux chevaux as it parked
outside. Ted called in Yves and told him to get the mandarin and
bring him straight to Ted’s office — alone.

Yves understood
and navigated him straight in, although it was clear he wanted to
see Joan first.

Ted greeted him
warmly and ushered him to an armchair. Out of courtesy he sat in a
similar chair opposite, not behind his desk. He asked Yves to make
certain they were not disturbed.

“Jean, you have
seen the new constitution,” Ted said, broaching the subject.

“Yes Ted, I did
and I must say I do have a few reservations.”

Ted realised
that Soult was not displaying his usual self-confidence.

“Well, of
course, Jean,” he said. “The boys spent a lot of time on it, as
have I. We always had several things we wanted to add or were not
sure about. Sometimes it’s a matter of opinion. But we wanted to
keep it short and simple. It’s a framework to work from!”

“Yes, but why
are you doing this? What authority do you have?”

Ted noticed
Soult was far from relaxed and was looking round clearly hopeful
that Joan would come and help him.

“Jean, you know
the answer to that one as well as I do: none,” Ted said. “However,
I am the officially appointed military prefect and I see neither
sign of any orders to the contrary, nor any structure in France.
What happens if anything happens to me? How long do I stay in
charge of things? Do I just carry on until I drop dead? That would
be very irresponsible.”

The other man
fidgeted. “Ted, I do not know, but surely it’s up to the French
people to decide?”

“Well, we are
all French now,” Ted said. “We are all in the same boat, but as the
vast majority of people in central Aquitaine are French, it is they
who will decide. I will propose a constitution. If they turn it
down, we’ll have to do something else.”

“Why not let
the French people draw up the constitution in the first place?”
Jean suggested.

Ted faked a
look of shock. “But they have!” he said. “We have done plenty of
research, asking people what they want and think. Besides, the two
drafters are two Frenchmen. The only non-French element is me.”

Ted saw Soult
was thinking. This was not like the Frenchman at all: he was
normally so assured. So Ted decided to go for broke. “Jean I know
you so I am confused as to the objection,” he said. “This structure
is made for you. You are the only senior civil servant I know of.
And this constitution will put the civil service in charge.”

The other man
looked even more confused. “So you will hand over the civil
service?” he asked.

“Of course,”
Ted replied. “That’s the whole point. It will no longer be me in
sole charge, but the civil service with the Elders and the
Representatives.”

Ted could
almost read his adversary’s mind as it ticked over.

“How will the
civil service be formed then?” Jean asked.

Ted smiled.
“Obviously we’ll have to recruit from what we’ve got.” He said.
“The senior positions are essentially managers, in effect ministers
with a portfolio, plus the top manager who will be known as the
General — not my idea, I might add. So people with any formal
government service will be like hens’ teeth. You must be the most
qualified and experienced person we have. Obviously some will have
no formal training, but we will have to do what we can.”

Ted paused,
waiting for the inevitable question and got it. “Ted, what about
you?” Jean asked.

“I’ll clearly
have to step down as the military prefect and hand over to the
civilian authority.”

“Yes, of
course!” the mandarin exclaimed, suddenly pleased.

“Actually Jean,
given that you are here, it’s a good opportunity to discuss the
changes ahead,” Ted said. “Your job at Saucats is nearly over. I
think we have people there who could do what is now required,
mainly making certain the right crops are grown, seed is saved and
production is maintained.”

Jean nodded in
agreement.

“So once we
have got the constitution voted on and passed, assuming that it is,
then we ought to find a position for you in planning and setting up
initially the area authorities and then the national government,”
Ted continued. “With your experience you will be able to really
help and guide people.”

As he had
expected, Jean Soult seemed to relish the idea: it would elevate
him into a powerful position. There was no doubt the Frenchman saw
himself as the first civilian general of Aquitaine.

So Ted moved
rapidly on. “Jean, I understand you have other objections. The
Napoleonic code, I am told, is one?”

“Well yes,”
Jean said. “I would have assumed we would still use it, but you
have not even mentioned it.”

“I have no
objection to the Napoleonic code,” Ted explained. “It was after all
introduced at a very similar time to ours. As I understand it,
after the revolution, laws were at best confused and Napoleon quite
rightly thought a unified law — in fact any law, by the sound of it
— was required. It was in its own way a kind of mini-constitution
but Napoleon was not a lover of constitutions. His spin on them
was, and I quote, ‘A Constitution should be short and obscure.’ I
agree with short, but I also think it must set clear rules. So in
effect we’re doing what Napoleon did. But as I have no desire to be
a dictator and no desire to wage war, I wanted a more basic
constitution that could take Aquitaine — which I presume is a new
nation — forward. Not just me, but all of us must look to
that.”

Jean was
looking more confident by now. “Yes, there’s some parallel, which
is why I looked to the Napoleonic code. But you’re an extraordinary
man, Ted. You have an arrogance of purpose that I would never
presume.”

Ted laughed.
“That is a very pompous way of saying ‘You’ve got balls!’ But Jean,
please understand why I am doing this!”

The
conversation continued for another hour and they ended up going
through the new proposed constitution, with Ted explaining their
thinking. At the end of the hour the Frenchman was having
difficulty in making real objections and Ted finally nailed his
support by saying, “Jean, we’ll have a managers’ meeting on this
after the Spring Festival. We can fine-tune it then. But I really
need you onside for this. If you are going to be our senior
mandarin, you really need to support the constitution.”

“Of course Ted,
now you have explained it all, I’m much clearer on everything.
Maybe I was a little hasty before. I am, of course, a great fan of
Napoleon. He was a truly great man,” Jean said.

“Fine Jean, we
had better not call it Soult’s Law, or we Brits will put you on an
island and feed you arsenic!” Ted quipped, trying to lighten the
atmosphere. He earned a withering look in response, so he added,
“Sorry Jean. A bad English joke, and of course we’re no longer
French or English, but citizens of Aquitaine.”

Ted pressed the
button under his desk and Yves appeared within seconds. “Joan is
screaming that she needs to see you immediately,” he said as soon
as he entered. Ted told him to ask her in.

She entered
with the force of a hurricane and a look that would have withered
most people on the spot.

Before she
could speak, Ted did. “Joan, so sorry,” he said. “I have been tied
up. I thought you would see me this morning if there was anything
urgent.” He added, “Jean and I have just been going over the
constitution and his role once it is approved by the
referendum.”

Joan glared
first at Ted and then at Jean. “We do not think the referendum
should go ahead. You have no authority. You cannot simply tear up
the laws of France!” she exclaimed, loudly enough for everyone
within earshot to hear.

Ted waited
before replying quietly: “You’re right, of course. So you think I
should just go on and on. What happens if nobody turns up to
relieve me?”

“Then you must
hand over to the civil authority,” Joan said, this time without
spewing venom. She had been watching Jean Soult carefully and
clearly realised he was not on her side any more.
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