| CONTENTS | 1 |
| DISCLAIMER | 3 |
| CHAPTER 1 SUMMER IN THE 60'S |
|
| CHAPTER 2 THE FALL OF NOWHERE |
|
| CHAPTER 3 THE GARAGE |
|
| CHAPTER 4 BATH |
|
| CHAPTER 5 CHANGE A BULB |
|
| CHAPTER 6 THE STORM |
|
| CHAPTER 7 LYELL SOCIETY |
|
| CHAPTER 8 THE JACKPOT |
|
| CHAPTER 9 MOBILE BREIFING |
|
| CHAPTER 10 MOVEING DEPARTMENTS |
|
| CHAPTER 11 DEEP RIVER |
|
| CHAPTER 12 WATERLOO SUNSET |
|
| CHAPTER 13 THE HAVEN GROUP |
|
| CHAPTER 14 ABBEY WOOD |
|
| CHAPTER 15 BRAHAN PARK, HUNTSVILLE |
|
| CHAPTER 16 THE NEW BUILDING |
|
| CHAPTER 17 PORTCULLIS HOUSE |
|
| CHAPTER 18 FACILITIES MANAGEMENT |
|
| CHAPTER 19 THE BELOVED OF GOD |
|
| CHAPTER 20 AT AUNTIE SUSAN'S |
|
| CHAPTER 21 TO THE CROSSROADS |
|
| CHAPTER 22 CANARY WHARF |
|
| CHAPTER 23 THE PHONE |
|
| CHAPTER 24 CABO ANTONIO |
|
| CHAPTER 25 FAREWELL MY LOVELY |
|
| CHAPTER 26 ANGER MANAGEMENT |
|
| CHAPTER 27 THE BOMB |
|
| CHAPTER 28 TERMS OF REFERENCE |
|
| CHAPTER 29 BIG SHEDS |
|
| CHAPTER 30 HAMERSMITH ROAD |
|
| CHAPTER 31 THE TENDER |
|
| CHAPTER 32 ENABLING |
|
| CHAPTER 33 THE REDHORN GATE |
|
| CHAPTER 34 E_MAIL |
|
| CHAPTER 35 SAINT DAVIDS. |
|
| CHAPTER 36 AN ECONOMIC LETTER |
|
| CHAPTER 37 THE BLACKPOOL MANIFESTO |
|
| CHAPTER 38 THE PRESENTATION IN MAIN BUILDING |
|
| CHAPTER 39 INITIAL GATE |
|
| CHAPTER 40 AREA 51 |
|
| CHAPTER 41 NUMBER TEN DOWNING STREET. |
|
| CHAPTER 42 THE LOCH NESS MONSTER |
|
| CHAPTER 43 EASTER ROSS. |
|
| CHAPTER 44 COLLOCATION CONSULTATION DOCUMENT |
|
| CHAPTER 45 CHARITY IN STAINES |
|
| CHAPTER 46 OPPOSITION |
|
| CHAPTER 47 YOU HAVE MAIL |
|
| CHAPTER 48 A WRITTEN STATEMENT |
|
| CHAPTER 49 THE SECOND SIGHT |
|
| CHAPTER 50 THE CHOICE SITE |
|
| CHAPTER 51 YELLOW DOG BAYOU |
|
| CHAPTER 52 THE SUMMER OF 1719 |
|
| CHAPTER 53 FILTON |
|
| CHAPTER 54 TYNDALE |
|
| CHAPTER 55 DSPACE STRATEGIC GOAL |
|
| CHAPTER 56 INDIA |
|
| CHAPTER 57 BOYS TOYS |
|
| CHAPTER 58 SITE ASSESSMENT |
|
| CHAPTER 59 CONFIDENTIAL FCO EYES ONLY |
|
| CHAPTER 60 FARNBOROUGH |
|
| CHAPTER 61 STOKE PARK |
|
| CHAPTER 62 THE BAY OF BENGAL |
|
| CHAPTER 63 THE PENTHOUSE |
|
| CHAPTER 64 THE TRAIN |
|
| CHAPTER 65 THE TRAILER |
|
| CHAPTER 66 NOTHING. |
|
| CHAPTER 67 MAINTAINING PROVISIONING |
|
| CHAPTER 68 DARK CITY |
|
| CHAPTER 69 NORTHWOOD |
|
| CHAPTER 70 FEARN ABBEY |
|
| CHAPTER 71 PHONE HYGIENE |
|
| CHAPTER 72 SALISBURY CATHEDRAL |
|
| CHAPTER 73 IF YOU WERE MORE CONSCIENTIOUS YOU COULD CRY |
|
| CHAPTER 74 THE BOW OF BURNING GOLD |
|
| CHAPTER 75 THE WILD BROTHERHOOD |
|
| CHAPTER 76 THE ARROW OF DESIRE. |
|
| CHAPTER 77 SECRET |
|
| CHAPTER 78 THE NUFFIELD |
|
| CHAPTER 79 FROM HANSARD |
|
| CHAPTER 80 JUGGLING |
|
| CHAPTER 81 JORDAN HILL |
|
| CHAPTER 82 NEXT CALLER |
|
| CHAPTER 83 THE CHARIOT OF FIRE |
|
| THE END |
|
GAIA'S
BLINDFOLD
A NOVEL
Edwin Hopper
| I found at fairs, That the most beloved is a bard who is good It is the job of bards the wonders of men learning from what they say, travelling South and North they tell of wisdom before the courtiers | there on the cart, to country-dwellers, to his strong heroes, to form and change into words in all the many lands, and speaking words of glory, bards meet together, and offer praises, set up before authority, |
their fame grows,
| until all depart from light The Bard works for beneath the heavens, | and life together; for this glory, this glory is permanent. |
Widsith
DISCLAIMER
This story is total fiction. None of the characters ever existed. They are all me pretending to be someone else. If anyone thinks I have alluded to them, I apologise in advance.
I have been inspired by the work of many scientists and engineers, and where possible have given credit to their foresight in the form of footnotes. To the many scientists whose work has reached me without adequate means to credit them, I also apologise in advance.
MOD names and acronyms are difficult. In the mid 90's the Defence Research Agency and the Director Royal Artillery redirected each others mail. There was once even a Fixed Asset Register Team. Such is the pace of reorganisation, that with only 26 letters in the alphabet, my acronyms will soon exist even if they do not already. For this I must also apologise in advance.
HMS Renown is actually a laid up nuclear submarine. I have tried not to name any existing military units. There is no “Oak” building at MOD Abbey Wood. Carbonec, Middleavon and Oakchapel do not exist.
There is no Saint Thomas Parish or Mazarin in Louisiana. I have been hazy with the African locations. Gruts cafés are fictitious, so are the Saltire Estate, Bellinger Castle, Invergordon Chamber of Commerce. Loch Bravell and the Charity Shop in Staines. Strangely, there is no George White Road in Filton.
To my knowledge the Lyell Society has not (yet) had a conference on the Economics of Astro Geology. There is not (yet) a “Royal” Geological Society.
In January 1965, unnoticed and unmourned by the general public, Project Orion died. The men who began the project in 1958 and worked on it through 7 strenuous years believe that it offers the best hope, in the long run, of a reasonable programme for exploring space. By “a reasonable program” they mean a program comparable in cost with our existing space program and enormously superior in promise. They aimed to create a propulsion system commensurate with the real size of the task of exploring the solar system at a cost which would be politically acceptable, and they believe they have demonstrated the way to do it. Now the decision has been taken to follow the road no further.
Professor Freeman J. Dyson writing an article entitled “Death of a Project” in SCIENCE Magazine 9 July 1965.
CHAPTER 1. SUMMER IN THE 60'S
“I’ve got a knife here Holder.”
“Nah. You 'a'n’t got nothin.” Arthur Holder tried to sound hard.
“Oh yeah? Look!” Godfrey Norton held a boy scout pen knife.
“Oh?” Arthur wanted to cry, but Susan was watching. “You baint got guts to use it though. 'ave 'ee.” Arthur couldn’t be yellow in front of Susan. She had the kind of beauty boys only see in their first loves, and remember for eternity.
“Oh yeah?” Godfrey held the blade to Arthur’s neck. “What you got a say now you mont?” Godfrey’s face crinkled with menace.
Then Arthur realised how tall he'd become. Taller than Godfrey. Much taller. Godfrey was looking up at Arthur, and squinting into the Sun.
“Uh, nyuhh. You sod off nice.” Said Arthur. Godfrey would knife him now. “Bleedin sod off. Pov kid.”
“What? Well, after school. You wait. An' if you ever splits on us having a smoke, I’ll do you. I’ll bane you good an proper.”
“Oh 'ark at 'ee. Sure you will.” Arthur was more confident now.
“You'm crap you are.” Said Godfrey. “Crap. Lying gobbo boy, tha's you. You'll wind up down Barrow Gurney1 . Even if you splits, no un’s going to believe ee. Not after all that 'bout a space ship. Thas real crap that was. An' youm the real pov kid.”
“But I do 'ave a model space ship.” Said Arthur getting angry. “A real German one.”
“My Dad said they Nazis only had the V2. They never 'ad no space ships. You'm talking bollocks. Bollock boy. Lying gobbo bollock boy.”
Susan Cushing tossed her long black hair, took a puff at her fag and blew the smoke out with a sophisticated sort of pout. “Leave him alone. He won’t tell. You won’t will you Arfur. No harm in me and Godfrey smoking a fag is there. God dursn’t want to hurt ee. You won’t will you God.”
“No.” said Godfrey. “Not this time.”
“Come on then God. Time we was back.” Susan linked arms with Godfrey and led him through the gate, past the 6th form cottage behind Ashton Park Comprehensive School, Bristol.
Then she returned to Arthur. “Thee casn’t tell. I’ll be in real shit if our Ma finds out I smokes.”
“No. I wont tell.”
“S’oright then.” Susan stood on tiptoe and kissed him.
On the lips. Susan Cushing kissed Arthur. A girl had kissed him on the lips. A girl with breasts had given Arthur a proper kiss. On the lips.
“Ere.” Said Godfrey “What you doing?”
“Nothing.” Susan stepped on her fag end and walked after him.
Arthur trembled. His first kiss. From Susan. He was out of breath. He had a hard on. Susan. The most beautiful girl in his year. His hard on almost hurt. A kiss from Susan Cushing. He was grown up. He’d had a kiss.
But should he have done something? Grown ups snogged with arms round each other. Would she tell he couldn’t kiss properly? What if she told other girls and they laughed? Girls told each other everything. They were always whispering and giggling. Laughing at boys. He’d never get another kiss, ever.
But he must have been OK. She'd have said. Wouldn’t she?
Girls outside the science block were back combing each others hair. Just young. Nothing like Susan.
Rubbish, the science block. When he was little he’d thought science would be like spaceships. Like the model his Dad brought back from the war. Like Dan Dare. But it was America and Russia did space. Britain just chickened out.
Arthur ran up the steps as the bell went. Percy Phelps was already queued outside geography. “Perce. I just kissed Susan Cushing.”
“You what? You never.”
“I did. On the mouth.”
“With tongues?”
“Course with tongues.” So that was it. He should have used his tongue. But how?
“You felt her tits? You felt her min?” Feeling a girl up was Percy’s big ambition.
“Yeah.” Lied Arthur again.
“You boys are disgusting.” said a girl in the queue next to them.
“They falsies?” Percy lowered his voice, ignoring the girl.
“No.” How could you tell? “Don’t think so.” He'd felt other girls tits and still wasn’t sure. But if Susan kissed him then she’d let him get her bra off. Then he could see.
“I told God to sod off as well.”
“You what?”
“I told Godfrey Norton to sod off.”
“But he’s a hard case.” Percy meant Godfrey was older and bigger.
“He aint that big. Him and Susan was having a fag round back of the cottage. He were scared I uz going to tell. Come at me with a knife ,and I told him to sod off, and then I kissed Susan.”
“Oh.” Percy wasn’t sure this sounded right. “Blige.”
It was a long distracted sort of lesson. Geography. Glaciers in the Alps were melting cos of smoke from coal fires. But it was smokeless fuel now so maybe glaciers weren’t melting any more. And who cared anyway. What day was it? What was on TV tonight?
There were older girls out on the playing fields. Girls who stayed at school instead of leaving when they were fifteen. Women really. Wearing yellow blouses and navy blue knickers. Sixteen or Seventeen with big thighs, and bottoms that shook as they ran after a hockey ball. Susan didn’t have big thighs. She had big tits though. Fairly big.
Later, they lounged about waiting for a teacher to unlock the blue door to another class. And Susan Cushing came down the corridor. Arthur could see her thighs were starting to sway. She held her satchel over her chest so Arthur couldn’t see if her tits wobbled.
Then she stopped. Arthur stared. Would she kiss him again? In front of everyone? What should he do with his tongue? Would she be his girlfriend? Would he do it right? Would everyone think he was a total Burk2 if he did it wrong?
“Here Arthur. You just remember what I said.”
“Yes.” said Arthur.
Then she left. Her bottom was swaying as well.
“What did she say?” Percy was awestruck.
“Oh…. Uh….Nothing.” said Arthur.
At four o’clock Arthur queued for one of the big green Bristol Omnibus Company double deckers.
“Did you see the Stones on Top of the Pops? Mick had this real sloppy jumper on.” said Arthur
“He wasn’t wearing it on Ready Steady Go.” Said Percy, showing how late he was allowed to stay up.
“My old man’s a dustman” sang Nutty Selden “He wears a dustman’s hat.”
Then Susan looked at Arthur. Did it mean she fancied him?
Arthur looked cool, with a khaki rucksack and faded green combat jacket from the army surplus shop in Hotwells. And he had a couple of Discs-A-Gogo badges. What should he wear if he went out with Susan? Mod kids got old Victorian gear at Madame Virtue's on Park Row. Perhaps his Gran had something.
Older boys on motor scooters wove their way past. Wearing real parkas. One had a girl sat behind, her head on his shoulders, arms and legs wrapped round him.
“I’m going to get a scooter.” Said Percy. “Our Dad said he’d get me one. Then I can get a girl friend. Take her places.”
“Oh” there wasn’t much chance of Arthur’s dad buying him anything.
“Right I’ll let you on, but no pushing.” said the bus conductor.
“All in, all in! Captains calling!” sang Nutty Selden.
Everyone elbowed, shrieked and forced their way on.
“I said don’t push.” said the conductor. “You. Stop that.”
Should Arthur go upstairs? Ask Susan out? Or would God knife him?
“What’s a matter?” asked Percy. “Are you going to kiss her again?”
“No.”
“Why not?” Percy went up the stairs.
“Well….Um….I don’t know.”
“Come on.” said Percy. “You casn’t bide there. What is it?”
“Nothing.” said Arthur. “Nothing.”
There wasn’t much room now, so Percy sat by Nutty Selden and Arthur had to sit next to a younger girl.
“No more on top.” shouted the bus conductor. “You lot, get inside.”
It was embarrassing sitting next to some little scrubber. Especially when all her mates started whispering and giggling to each other. They were all really young. Not even any thighs let alone tits.
“Right you lot.” shouted the bus conductor. “Sit down!” and the bus lurched up Blackmoors Lane.
“Black Moors was slaves” said Nutty Selden. No one took any notice.
One of the girls was feeling Arthur’s hair. “Ere stop that.”
“Just picking out your dandruff.” said the girl “You ought to grow your hair. You’d have nice hair if you washed it. Like Brian Jones.”
“Never mind.” said Arthur. He wasn’t going to start talking to girls with no tits. Everyone would laugh at him if he did.
“They windows up in the cliff.” said Nutty Selden looking at Clifton Gorge and the Suspension Bridge. “They'm cellars to they houses up top there.” He meant the Georgian terraces. “They kept slaves there. You could have girls. You could take their clothes off. You could get your finger up their pratt.”
“They’d be darkies.” Said Percy. “You don’t fancy wogs do you?”
“I might.” said Nutty Selden “I might do all sorts.”
“But wogs is…” began Percy, till he noticed Kartar Singh had turned in his direction. Kartar was only fourteen or something, but he was a Sikh and already had a beard. A real black beard. Boys were jealous. He was supposed to have a knife in his turban and a big sword at home. Percy did not want to upset him. He turned back to Nutty Selden and said “Your nuts anyway.”
“Arthur” said one of the girls. “Kity Winter fancies you. She says your like 'im in Seventy Seven Sunset Strip. She reckons you look like Napoleon Solo as well.”
Arthur looked at Kity. Her face was gorgeous, her lips were sort of….And her eyes were….But she was stupid and she had no tits. “Yeah, well, I don’t fancy you.” said Arthur. He turned away, so he didn’t see Kity hang her head, suck her cheek and look out of the window.
“You’ve hurt her feelings now.” said the girl. “She really loves you.”
“Well, I….” Arthur didn’t want to hurt anyone, but…The bus was turning up North Street. Time to stand and move to the stairs.
“Old farmer Stennet he had some ducks. They swam into the Malago and wound up in the cut.” Chanted Nutty Selden.
“Your nuts.” said Percy. Then joined Arthur, holding the chrome bars.
It jerked to a stop and they jumped off the platform.
“What you waiting for?” asked Percy.
Arthur was leaning against the tall red brick wall of a Wills Tobacco Factory, feeling its sun lit warmth, the vibration of machinery inside. “I was wondering if Godfrey was going to follow me off.”
“Well, he hasn’t.” The bus left. Snatches of music drifted from inside the factory.
“No. He hasn’t. Do you reckon they’re going to reopen the Plaza?” Arthur meant the cinema over the road, with slowly peeling posters of forgotten films.
“No. My Dad says it’s all TV now. Won’t be cinemas soon. Come on then.” Under a bridge between two factories into Raleigh Road.
“Stop there you boys.” said a man on the pavement.
“What?” said Arthur.
“Just you stop there.” The man had a military looking commissioner's uniform, with sergeant's stripes on his sleeves. He didn’t want boys blocking the pavement by a wide entrance to factory offices.
“Why should we?” asked Percy.
“You what?” the man was startled. He had medals on his chest. Probably from the First World War since he had grey hair. “Cause I says so, less'n you wants a thick ear.”
“Yeah? Well who are you?” asked Arthur, feeling really brave now.
“I know what school you'm at. I sh'll'ave words with your head.”
“Old Noddy?” asked Arthur.
“Now look you 'ere. I won’t have no insolence, not from no kids. If I’d ‘ad you in the war you'd know what's what oright.”
Then the commissionaire saluted while a Rolls wooshed out loudly towards North Street.
“All right lads. You can go now.”
“You know the Chairman of the School Governors works in there.” Said Percy. “He might be able to drop us in it.”
“You think so?” He’d had to sit through the Chairman's speeches about being a trade union boss. “My sister works in there too. She wants me to when I’m fifteen.”
“My Dad wants me to stay on” said Percy “Do “O” levels. Maybe “A” levels.”
“Argh!”
Arthur jumped and pulled Percy back.
“You idiots watch out where you'm bloody going!” Shouted the driver. He had his elbow stuck out the window of a Scammell Scarab. The little three wheel tractors towing trailers between Wills factories throughout Bedminster.
“Sorry.” Said Percy and Arthur.
The Scammell whined away down the road. “They should have that old git from the offices down here. Stop us getting run over.” Said Arthur.
“No chance.” Said Percy. “He just wants to suck up to his boss.”
“Look Perce. If you was going to ask a girl out, where would you go?”
“Duno. Dancing? At the Corn Exchange?”
“Do they let you in? At our age?” Arthur wasn't sure.
“Dunno. They let girls in. Depends what you wear I s'pose.”
“They won’t let me into a pub yet. I tried.”
“You tried?” said Percy
“Sort of. Gran sent me to get Dad out from the Avon Packet, and they wouldn’t let me in. I had to shout from the door.”
“Oh. I went into the “Hen and Chicken” once. It was our Aunties birthday. In the room upstairs. But I wouldn’t go there at night. It’s supposed to be a bit hard I think.”
“That’s rubbish. A hard pub’s the Ostrich. Over the other side of Holmes Sand and Gravel. My Granddad took me there to get Dad when Mum was in the Bristol General with her sore tummy.”
“So why’s it hard then?”
“Well, the floor and the walls are all metal, so they can hose it down after fights and blood and stuff. And all the seats are out of buses and screwed to the floor. There’s just planks to put your drink on. Granddad asked for a lemonade for me and she laughed and said they just had beer and cider. Then at chuckin out time they gets a bloke outside with a boat hook and boat for the drunks that do fall in the dock. Now that’s hard.”
“Yeah. The Ostrich.” Percy was going to remember this.
“Yeah. Its hard.” said Arthur. This was where they split up. “You know if they really made them little personal phones like Napoleon Solo uses in The Man From Uncle, then we could walk around and talk to each other all the time.”
“If they made em, it'd be for grown ups. They wouldn’t let us have em.”
“No. Spose not. Well, see ya Perce.”
The houses on Raleigh Road didn't open straight onto the pavement. They had bay windows and a front garden a few feet deep. Arthur’s Mum had to hide behind a garden wall in the war, when a German plane flew down the street firing at her.
They dropped bombs as well. Shops at the end had gone leaving just Hathaways and a bomb site through to Cooperage Lane. And the church hall at the end of the road became St David’s Church because Saint Paul’s on Coronation Road was bombed. Granddad still played skittles in the basement under Saint David’s, even though he only had one arm. He'd lost his elbow on The Somme when he was with the Gloster Regiment. He didn't go to church like Gran cos he thought God had died on the Somme along with all his brothers and mates and…..
“Watch out the road. Gurt lummox.” Said a whining old voice. “dursn't ee see where ee be goin?” A little old lady with a leather shopping bag had just left the Co-op.
“Sorry.” Arthur used to go to Boy Scout’s upstairs at the Co-op.
“So I dur think. Gurt lummox.” She wore black from her hat to tiny button shoes poking out from her floor length black coat. She'd probably bought her clothes before the First World War. Probably her sweetheart was killed in the trenches, so she'd never married. Probably inherited her parents house and took in lodgers. Probably she….
“Your Arthur Holder aren’t you?”
“Yes.” Arthur was staring again.
She was blond. Wearing tight black stretch slacks and a tight pink jumper unbuttoned to where Arthur could see down her cleavage. “You’re getting quite big. I’ve got to look up at you now. Not like when I did baby sitting for your Mum. I didn’t mind you touching me in them days.”
“Yes, er no, Mrs Hudson.”
“My husbands back to sea again. Ooh look. I must’ve spilt something.” She began scratching at the crotch of her slacks with a finger nail. “I think it’s a bit wet. Just there.”
“Oh.”
“You know it might be nice if you dropped by for a cup of tea one evening. Just the two of us. Be nice it would. You could hear my Elvis and Cliff records.”
“Oh. I suppose.”
“You think about it. I’ve got to go. I’ll have to get undressed now. Bye.”
“Uh…Bye.” That was weird. Why would a woman like Mrs Hudson want Arthur round for a cup of tea? And why would he be interested in old stuff from the 1950’s like Elvis Presley and Cliff Richard? Arthur could barely remember the 1950’s. They didn’t even have TV then. But he couldn’t help wondering what she looked like undressed. Probably old. Not as old as Mum though.
Gran was in the conservatory in the back yard, where she did her sewing job, doing alterations for Rollo’s dress shop by the London Inn.
“That you Arthur?” she called through the ever open front door. “Can you get the kettle on before Granddad gets in?”
“Yes Gran.”
Granddad worked for the buses all his life, apart from the First World War. He thought he was lucky just to lose an arm, a blighty wound, and not stay in the trenches and be killed like his brothers. After the war he was cashier at the bus offices on Saint Augustine’s Parade. The Centre as Granddad called it. He'd been an air raid warden in the Second World War and Mum was a Fire watcher and a Nurse. Gran made clothes out of army blankets and parachutes. There were new tiles on the roof where an incendiary bomb dropped into the front bedroom. Gran put it out with a bucket of sand. Now Granddad was retired and worked part time in Long Ashton selling garden sheds. But he still went there on the 22 bus for free.
Was there a God? Had God actually died on the Somme?
“That you Arthur?” It was his sister “Is Gran there? I’m off out.”
“Out where?” shouted Gran as her granddaughter ran up stairs.
“Colston ‘all.”
“What about your dinner?” asked Gran
“Don’t want non.”
“So where’s your Mum?”
“Overtime. She’ll be an hour or two.”
“Lord love us. Her dinner’ll be ruined.” Said Gran “Is Granddad in yet?”
“Course I am. Why wouldn’t I be.” said Granddad
“You just sit down.” said Gran “Dinner wont be long”
“I’m off out as well” said Arthur. “Soon as I done my paper round.”
“Where?” asked Gran “I thought there was summat on telly tonight.”
“Um….Yeah, I’ll see it at Percy’s.”
“Well have some bread an dripping before you go. There’s some nice beef dripping in that pot there.”
“Thanks Gran. Are my jeans washed?”
“Yes. And hung up.”
“Ruddy jeans.” said Granddad. “Time was you took your overalls off to go out of a night. Now you takes off a decent pair of grey trousers and puts they jeans on. Daft.”
“Yes Granddad.”
At last Arthur was out. Independent. With a job. Delivering the Bristol Evening Post and The Pink Un to three streets.
In the shop he looked at comics and headlines. The Duke of Edinburgh was giving independence to some place. Who cared about what happened in Africa?
Finally the man finished sorting, and Arthur was checking numbers pencilled in the corner of the newspapers, and stuffing them into letter box's.
He took back the empty canvas bag, and he was thinking of Susan Cushing. The kiss. He didn’t deliberately go to her house. He was just mooching about.
But there it was. Could he ask her out? He’d been saving his shillings. Dancing at the Mecca or the Locarno would be cheaper than a pub. But what would she say? He trembled with fear, ambition, and lust.
There was a motor bike outside. Arthur knew what it was. He'd heard people talk about them. This was a Vincent Black Shadow. Who did that belong to? A boyfriend? Perhaps Arthur should leave. Perhaps he should run.
Too late. “Arthur? What you doing here?” Susan was beautiful.
“Well….I….” Her hair was long and her breasts were huge and her skirt was short. “I….Uh….I was just passing by.”
“Oh? Look.” said Susan “You wasn’t going to tell…”
Then a man came out of the house. “Oright then? OK?” He had jeans and a leather jacket and big leather boots. Biker boots.
“Um…” began Arthur.”
“Whose ee then?” said the biker.
“Just a kid from school.” said Susan “Oright Arthur?”
“Um…” She said he was just a kid? A kid?
“Come on then Babes.” The Biker climbed over the Vincent.
Susan Climbed on behind him. Her skirt was so short. She stood up with her feet on the rests, turned round to look at Arthur and deliberately adjusted the crotch of her knickers. “Bye Arthur.” she smiled as the biker coaxed roars of power from the exhaust. She sat with her arms round him. Her legs round him. Her head against his back. He wheeled out, and the Black Shadow was going. Snarling down the road.
She was going.
The world had gone with her. A whole dream full of future gone. Gone with the wind and exhaust. Down the road on a Black Shadow, and round the bend.
“Did you come to see her?” It was a girl from the bus, a couple of years younger than Arthur, with a uniform skirt down to her knees.
“No.”
“I’m Sarah Cushing. I’m Susan’s sister. You don’t fancy her do you? She’s stupid. Mum and Dad say so.”
“What? Why?”
“Cos they want her to go to secretarial college. But she wants to leave school with nothing and mess around with boys. And she’s too young to wear falsies.”
“What? She don’t wear falsies.” Arthur couldn't believe that.
“Course she does. I see her put em on don’t I.”
“Well….” She saw Susan nude. “Never mind.….Sarah. I got to go.”
“Bye. See you tomorrow.” said Sarah Cushing.
“What?” Arthur was getting panicky.
“See you at school tomorrow. I got a mate wants to snogg you. She thinks you're luscious. You ever snogged?” asked Sarah Cushing.
“Course I have.”
“Who've you snogged? I bet you never snogged no one.”
“Yes I have. Look….I got to go.” Arthur turned away.
“You can snogg me if you want. I think you're quite lush.”
“No!” Arthur turned back. This was bad. He was a fool. This horrible baby sister would tell the whole school, and all his mates, and girls. No one would talk to him again, ever. He hurried off.
“You never snogged no one.”
Arthur almost went back, almost wanted to kiss her? Almost. He didn’t know what to do.
So Arthur went home. And up stairs.
“That you Arthur?” asked Mum. “Do you want a cup of tea?”
“No.” Arthur sat on his bed. Lay on his bed. Looked at his Eagle comics.
Susan had a boyfriend. A man, probably eighteen at least. A man with a Vincent Black Shadow. She would kiss him. She would let him…. Do, whatever it was. Arthur vaguely knew. But her bra? Was it true? Falsies?
Sarah? Would she tell everyone?
The space ship Dad brought back from Germany was above the cast iron fire place.
Sarah had said he could snogg her. She had no tits, she was just little. But she said he was luscious. So.....
Was it a Nazi Space Ship? It had little straight wings and a tail plane with a fin on each end. The underneath of the body was flat, all in one with the wings. Normal planes had round bodies, not like this. Dan Dare space rockets were round as well. Like V2’s with a glass nose to see out of. The roof on this model sloped down to a chisel shape at the front. And sticking out of the back were what could be rockets.
He should have stayed and snogged Sarah. But how did you snogg? He would have done it wrong and she would tell everyone and….Maybe if no one found out. It would be allright? Or not.
Granddad said it was just a toy. Nothing like a V2. They were real rockets. Germany sent them into space to fall back and explode on London. The V2’s looked a bit like the rockets America and Russia used to put satellites up. But this toy spaceship….It just didn’t look like a toy. It was solid metal. It had been built for something. Something real.
Snogg Sarah? She was too little. She looked stupid.
“Come down and get your tea Arthur.”
“Coming.”
Would it be all right to snogg Sarah? Non of his mates snogged girls with no tits. But then he hadn’t actually seen any of them snogging anyone at all.
And her face was really rather nice.
-oOo-
| Then proclaimed Hnaef | the battle-young king: |
| 'This is not the eastern dawn | nor is a dragon flying here |
| nor here do this hall's | gables burn. |
| But here they bear forth, | birds screech, |
| the war-wood clashes, | |
| the shield answers the shaft. | Now the moon shines, |
| wandering under the clouds; | now woe-deeds come to pass |
The Battle at Finnesburh edited & translated by Benjamin Slade from Lambeth Palace MS 487/489 [non-extant],original destroyed, text from Hickes' Thesaurus
CHAPTER 2 THE FALL OF NOWHERE
Major Moran waved away flies and crawled over the bodies. Past the video jukebox, to the broken window. “Watch 'em Sarge, they’re a bit squelchy.” He unclipped the camera sight from his gun, tapped the key pad on his sleeve, flipped down his video visor, and held the camera through the window. “Nothing moving. Just bodies and flies.”
“Getting bloody smelly Boss.” said Colour Sergeant Devoy, stepping across maggot squirming ooze
“Yup. Moran to HMS Renown. Moran to HMS Renown. I am now two blocks east of FOP3 in The Goodtime High Life Grocery And Bar. I think its Eighth Street.” He brushed out an insect that crawled in under his visor. “There’s a big poster over the road for Arthur Holders Motor Spares. And, a petrol station to the south, with a truck on its side. Over the road next to the Holders poster is Mandelstam International Solicitors and Quantity Surveyors. Do you have me?” Another insect tried to drink from his eye.
“Renown to Moran. We have your position from the UAV.4 Still no sign of movement.” said the speaker in Moran’s helmet.
“Moran to Renown. Can I see?” Instantly Moran’s visor showed the view from the unmanned aerial vehicle circling overhead
“Moran to Renown. Thanks, that’s enough.” He lifted the visor and brushed off more flies. “Any word from the hospital?”.
“HMS Renown to Moran. The third naval shore party have reported from the hospital. They say there is extensive damage from the mortar shells.”
“Moran to Renown. What about the medical staff?” Now there was something stinging his leg just above the US pattern jungle boots
“Renown to Moran. They are all dead.”
“Moran to Renown. All of them?”
“Renown to Moran. Yes Major. All of them Sir. Sorry Sir.”
“Thank you Renown. Out.” Moran was silent, then “Fuck. Bloody fucking mortar. Fuck. Should have wiped the bastard, first bloody thing.”
“Rules of engagement Sir. Sometimes they’re shit Sir.” Devoy waved away some brightly coloured flying beetles.
“Shit Sarge. Shit. Rules of bloody crap. Renown just sits there guarding bloody aid workers. We're the military wing of bloody OXFAM5 . Sit here doing sod all. A bunch of drugged up kids running rings round us.”
“Aye Boss.” Devoy waved at more flies.
“But if we'd fucking stopped the fucking Mortar. Jesus. Moran to Renown.”
“Renown here.” said the speaker in Moran’s helmet
“Renown. Local intelligence leads me to believe the Nzimba’s mortar may pose a worse threat than expected to force protection. I intend making a ground recce of the area to make a new threat assessment.”
“Renown. Understood.”
“You with me Sarge?”
“Right on Boss. Right on.”
“Major Moran. I am told to remind you PJHQ6 ordered all BRITFOR personnel guard dock approaches only. Aerial UAV’s ops will provide new threat assessment. Please return to the FOP Sir.”
“Moran to Renown. Will you fire at the mortar or E forces when you locate them?”
“Renown to Moran. I am instructed that the ships guns and rockets will not be used against the mortar or any other E forces unless they pose a direct threat to the Aid workers in the docks. Please return to the FOP Sir.”
“For fucks sake! E forces have destroyed the bloody hospital!”
“Renown to Moran. I am advised the hospital was beyond the dock force protection area. Medical personnel were advised to shelter at the docks.”
“They couldn’t just leave the bloody patients though could they.”
“Sir. Please return to the….”
“Thank you Renown. I am now leaving my location and making for the believed location of the mortar. Your provision of local aerial info will be welcome. Please fly UAV’s over head and provide views as I require.”
“Renown. Understoooo….Yes Commander, this switch for the microphone….Bloody hell Sebastian. That's not what we said. Northwood are adamant. We don't alter the status quo. We don't get involved in local politics. Any loss of British lives is unacceptable. Just because you were shagging that nurse is not a reason to….”
“Sorry Renown. Must be a COMMS fault Sir. I think you said Northwood approved a ground patrol because of the loss of British nurses lives? I am leaving now Sir.”
“Sir. Is that true Sir?” asked Devoy “About you and a nurse?”
“Nora was not just a nurse Sarge, she was........She was.....Oh look. Those maggots are bright orange.”
“I remember her Boss. The, uh, the…the dark one.”
“As you say. The dark one.”
“Right Boss.” said Sergeant Devoy “If your sure. I’m with you.”
“Oh what the hell. I’ll go first.” Moran sprang across the hot tarmac. He collapsed into the storm drain. He was alive. No snakes. No scorpions. No shots. He lifted his gun. Scanned with the camera sight. His visor showed nothing. Flies swarming and breeding on corpses. He beckoned. There were little black ants on his hand already.
Sergeant Devoy bent low. Charged. Rolled into the concrete ditch and whispered into his throat mike “With you Sir.”
“Moran to Renown.. Anything on your radar?”
“The Commander has left the ops room Major. He has been temporarily ordered away for other duties by the ships Captain. He said he may be gone for some time. We have you on UAV in a storm drain outside the solicitors. We believe if you go forward a few blocks you should be near the mortar site. Will let you know when we get a fix on a shell.”
“Thanks Renown. Anything else from UAV’s?”
“Nothing Major. Looks like E forces are all in doors under cover. With the sun reflected from the tin roofs it’s difficult to get any thermal fixes either. I think a lot of the bodies are heating up as they rot.”
“They certainly smell enough. Thank you Renown. Out.” Moran looked back at Devoy. “Any ideas Sarge?”
“On the rebels? They’re all away in the head. Stocious on God knows what. Choking chickens. Maybe just out of ammo. Could be they’ll start up when they get some more.”
“If you were them where would you put it?”
“It’s brutal hard to think like a ten year old African kid, mangled in the head on crystal Sir, but if it was me, I’d be near that office block, with a look out on the roof.”
“Yeah. Me too Sarge.” Sebastian Moran scanned up the street. Shop verandas were littered with clothing. Packages dropped when the refugees ran for it. And bodies. Dead refugees, but they could be Nzimba playing dead. Till some dopey BATT 7 soldier happened by. “Come on then.”
Devoy crawled after the major. Frequently scanning. Moran pointed through a shops splintered wooden shutter, on the other side of the road. Devoy saw an Nzimba with his necklace of human hands.
“Good job we crossed the road Boss.”
“Renown? We have an E terr. In a shop opposite. Anything on UAV?”
“Nothing Major. I’ll keep looking.”
“Thank you Renown. So how do we kill him Sarge.”
“Gunfire could bring more Sir.”
“Maybe. Then we can kill them as well. I'll go round back. You at the front. We open fire same time. I’ll go for the back door. Use a throw cam. Give you the score. We open up. And try not to hit each other.”
“Sounds good Boss. Me first yeah?”
“Go on then Sarge.”
Moran crawled after his sergeant.
From car to car. Littered verandas. Shadowy corpse stacked alley. To the wall at the side of the shop.
Both lay on the ground. Flies buzzed. Dead weeds rustled. Distant South Atlantic surf broke on Mukendange beach. The Sun shone in a clear blue sky. A cloud free sky. A sky that looked like it would never rain again.
They heard a cough. A murmur of voices.
Moran held up two fingers. Devoy held up three, meaning he thought there were three terrs in the shop.
Moran pointed at Devoy to go to the front and wait. Devoy gave a thumbs up. Moran crawled to a gap in the mud brick wall.
“Renown to Moran. An E suspect has left the back of the building and is walking towards you.”
Moran froze hard against the wall. “Show.”
Instantly Moran had an aerial view in his visor.
“The E is on the other side of the wall from you. Not moving. Seems to be leaning against it.”
Moran said nothing. He could see. The man was just beyond the wall. Just a foot or two away. Any sound and…..
Moran pulled out his small black dagger.
This was it.
He stepped forward. Put his left arm round the man. Pulled him closer. Pushing the dagger into his neck. Pulling the man into the street.
“Jees did you see….” The UAV operator flicked his comms off.
The man had big brown eyes. Just a boy really. Apart from the human hands, strung together round his neck. But the magic hadn’t worked. All the ju-ju charms. All the muti and mankwala. Unable to talk as blood pumped from his throat.
His eyes stopped focusing. Moran laid him in the dirt.
The Renown UAV operator would have that recorded. The crew would never look at him the same again. They’d probably have the video in Northwood or somewhere in Britain by now.
Oh well. Back to work.
“Moran to Renown. Anyone else in the yard?”
“Ah.…No Sir. Ah…. I can’t see anyone….Sir”
Moran could hear the awe in the UAV operators voice. Or was it respect? Or fear? Or disgust? Moran had never been much of a Rodney in the first place, so what did they expect.
Moran sprinted to the back door of the shop. There was a kitchen on the right. Walls black with smoke. Tin plates on the mud brick floor. An old wooden settee. Empty coke bottles. Remnants of happier days.
Moran got a small grey ball from his webbing. It looked like a model of the Death Star in Starwars. Except it had a camera instead of a planet destroying laser. He clicked the top segment, and rolled it through the door. It stopped and righted itself. Moran snapped down his visor. The central section of the ball revolved round taking the camera with it.
“Sarge there’s four of them. You take two before your window. Now”
Devoy stood at the front of the shop. Moran rolled through the door. They fired. It was over.
Not even much smoke from modern ammo. Just ringing in your ears.
“You right Sir?” Devoy stepped through the window, onto blood spreading over the cement floor. “That noise should bring them.”
“Fine Sarge. Looks like they’re all dead.” Moran picked up the throw cam, and pushed aside some lengths of bright cloth with his boot. Just making sure there were non underneath. “Your wife would like some of this cloth Sarge. Look good on your daughter Nancy.”
“But not with the blood on Boss.”
Strange a shop that still had anything in it. The drought had come. The crops had failed. First the Whites had left. Then educated locals who could work abroad. Then Lebanese and Indians. Finally the locals, ran out of food, went into the bush. But Nzimba raided and chased them back to town. Refugees in their thousands. Starving down at the docks, living on hand outs from charities.
“Renown to Moran. There’s E’s running to you from the office block.”
“Shouting Sir. That way.” Devoy had heard them.
“Right.” Moran ran into the yard, behind the wall with Devoy. “Show.”
“They are almost on you. Now.”
Devoy put an APG8 into his secondary under slung barrel. Moran finished with the UAV view. Devoy fired through the gateway. The grenade exploded at head height. Noise and a puff of smoke. Nzimba’s reeling and screaming. Sprayed with blood and shrapnel.
But some, kept on charging. Screaming. Waving guns and spears.
Moran and Devoy fired on full automatic.
The Nzimba were just drugged up kids.
Bullet after bullet left the British guns in long arcs.
There was no attempt at subtlety or strategy.
Blood sprays followed the bullets.
The Nzimba shouted and ran and jerked and flopped down dead. Floppies.
“Dear God.” said Devoy. “There must be fifty of ‘em.”
“I think they’re all dead.”
“Dear God. You’d think they’d learn. All these mojo hands round their necks and they still get shot.”
“Makes it easier if they don’t take cover.”
“Could they be the mortar crew Boss?”
“We need to know. How about up that drain, take it from there?”
“With you Boss.”
They ran. Moran slipped on some kids guts, almost landed on Devoy in the concrete ditch.
“Bit slippy there Boss. Have to put up a health and safety sign.”
Moran almost smiled at that “Come on Sarge.” They crawled to check the next cross roads. Just more shops, with verandas over the pavements.
The four floor office was high enough to see across lower tin roofs to the docks.
“Renown. Any sign of occupation?”
“Non Sir. No one on the roof or the ground. There's something. Behind the building. It may be the mortar. Or it could be ….I don’t know. Its too small to see.”
“Show me.” Moran couldn’t make it out either.
“They must have a look out up there Sir”. said Devoy “And they must have the mortar close enough to shout down and say where shells fall.”
“Right Sarge.”They crept on. Out of the ditch. Over the pavement.
“Reckon its still just kids Sir?”
“I think so Sarge. Looks like when they reach puberty they find other things to do. President MuRillo said when they reach eighteen or so they get married, build a mud hut and start farming. The rebels find it easier to control ten year olds, so they leave older boys alone. No one in the foyer.”
“It’s a strange world Boss. Maybe we should build schools instead of trying to build an army.”
”Maybe Sarge. There haven’t been schools here for ten or twenty years. Some lunatic President closed ‘em all. Shall we take the stairs?”
“With you Boss. Maybe I should stay home as well. Nancy starts secondary school soon.”
The foyer was covered in broken glass that might crunch under foot. Devoy stayed by the wall where he could hide behind a pillar and cover Moran as he picked his way to the stairs. Then Moran covered Devoy taking the same route.
Neither said anything. Slowly, from landing to landing. Using the throw cam on each floor. Towards the top. Smashed phones. Trailing wires. Maybe it was a call centre. The staff had phoned the world, taking credit card numbers, settling bills, for First World Folk who wore shoes and had full bellies.
They went door to door. Moran squeezed against the last one.
The the gentle murmur of half asleep youths.
Moran lifted his gun. Took a deep breath. Fell through the door.
Firing. In an arc round the room.
Devoy aimed round the door. Using the remote sight, target to target.
Another half dozen bodies. Like blood soaked rags.
On the floor, among lager bottles and clay pots of boiled cassava, were the necks of bottles, the broken end stuffed with clay. They were home made lolly pipes for smoking crystal meth, or tik or click, or whatever the local word was. Stuff the end into your mouth, heat the clay end with a plastic cigarette lighter, and breath in paradise. Maybe that's where the smokers really were now. They were in hell when they were here.
Devoy aimed back up the corridor. Moran looked from window to window for the mortar. “It’s down there Sarge.”
“Right Boss. I don’t hear anyone. Oh Jesus.” Devoy had poked at something like meat wrapped in banana leaves. “Its someone’s bloody leg. They've cooked it. Dear God. Cooked it.”
“Yeah.” Moran looked “Come on. Down to the mortar. Easy and slow. If there’s any near, they'll come running. Moran to Renown. We've taken the building. Any activity?”
“Nothing Sir.”
“That's cannibalism Boss. Bloody cannibals.”
“It's to make them strong. Get the dead muntu's mankwala inside em. Come on Sarge” They went carefully down to a back door.
“So there’s the mortar. Do we take it with us?” Devoy scanned for more Nzimba. “Or dent the barrel a little?”
“Good idea, and a grenade under the base plate.”
“Right you are Boss.”
Devoy lay the mortar on its side. Then hammered at the barrel with a cement brick from the flower bed. The damage didn’t look bad against the old, scratched metal. Moran scraped at the sun baked ground with his knife. He primed a grenade in the hole as Devoy put the mortar back.
With luck the next mortar shell would stick in the barrel and explode. Or the grenade would go off with the concussion. Or when they moved the mortar to fix it.
“Come on then Sarge”, They dived out of the foyer into the storm drain. Moran landed on a body. The squashed corpse released gas. Farting and burping at the same time. “Shit.”
“I think you’ll need a bit of a wash Boss.”
Government askari were still at the road block four streets down. The officers, scared of their own shadows. Unable to stop men striping off uniforms and joining the refugees. Short of ammunition and food. Short of water now Nzimba had cut the borehole pumps.
“You stay here Sarge. Try and shore up this front. Get something for these guys to shelter behind.”
“Do my best Sir, Can we could re-take that part of town Sir?”
“Not without more men or ammo. We’ll be squeezed back to the docks soon. Carry on Sarge. I’ll go see how the bigger picture is.”
“Right Sir.”
As the driver started the engine there was a distant explosion, Moran smiled at Devoy and drove off.
You could hear the docks at the end of the wide boulevard, before actually getting there. Hear the murmur of a thousand voices, ten thousand. And the smell, spilt diesel and cooking fire smoke. The musty smell of maize porridge. And everywhere people, sitting on the ground, lying under filthy blankets, parading in colourful robes, or almost as naked as children. Children who stood bewildered, with no energy to brush away flies, drinking from their eyes.
Moran tried to think this was nothing to do with him. Tried not to acknowledge these were fellow humans. Tried not to realise how unbelievably lucky he was to be born in Britain. Born in Great Britain. Not born in this shit hole.
The British High Commission had decanted, from its beautiful compound at the capital, to an office block by the wharf. Moran’s driver shouted at the Askari to let them by. Then parked under the Union Jack, still flying from a pole that hadn’t been chopped up for firewood yet.
Moran nodded to the British sailors standing guard, bounded up the stairs.
John Scott Eccles, the acting High Commissioner was in his office, beyond the few remaining clerks. “Have a glass of water. Bottles on the table were boiled this morning.” said Eccles. “ A bit brown, so I’ve asked for some desalinated from Renown. I understand you may be in trouble for disobeying orders?”
“There was some confusion over the comms system Sir.”
“You were bloody lucky.”
The Major looked upon Foreign Office types as a bunch of useless wasters, trained to bend over and let foreigners shaft em, but Eccles wasn't too bad.
Moran looked from the window to where HMS Renown was moored. Her workshops kept the last government helicopter, and its mad Russian pilot, in the air. Her missiles and gun kept the Nzimba away. But rules of engagement forbade them taking out the mortar.
Moran could see the wharf was almost under water. Just a few more inches rise in sea level and high tides would cover the dockside roads. It would happen soon. The old breakwater, supposed to keep blow downs out of the dock, was already almost washed away. So a high wind on a high tide and the warehouses would be flooded. The people would have to move further inland and....
His eyes were newly lasered and he easily saw the tiny UAV turn in over the Oxfam ship towards the flight deck. It was….
The charity ship belched a cloud of smoke from its stack. A mooring rope splashed before being hauled aboard.
“Sir? Why is the charity ship leaving?”
“You’d better sit down.” said Eccles. “I’ve got no whisky, so have another glass of water. Its not good news. Renown is under orders to sail at dawn tomorrow, with all the British on board.”
“Sir? That’s mad. When the next ammunition arrives…”
“Its not coming. There was a late sitting in the House of Commons last night. The Honourable Philip Green MP persuaded the house that our being here is in breach of the UN resolutions. We agreed we were not to support either side in these internal affairs.”
“But I’ve only just taken out the mortar.” said Moran. “They cant....”
“It’s nothing to do with you. We, for whatever reason, agreed not to support either side here. Even if MuRillo was elected President in a free and fair election. Even though we back him to clean the country up.”
“But the BATT has done a good job with this shower. If we trained some as officers at Sandhurst, we’d have a good little army.”
“Its just politics. Philip Green has found a way to criticise the Prime Minister. That's all. It’ll be something his researchers found. I doubt he knows where this country is.”
“God. There’ll be a massacre. We'll look crap when this gets out. We abandon women and children on a political whim?”
“It'll be in the papers, and on the net. But there are no TV men here. Most people will never notice it’s happened. Most don’t know we're here anyway. The anti war lot pick on America. We aren’t worth watching. Just a fight in some nowhere place no one has heard of. It would be different if it was all videoed. But I don’t suppose that will happen.”
“Maybe not Sir. What does MuRillo say?”
“Haven’t told him. I thought you might come with me. He likes you.”
“Yes Sir. I’ll just go to the loo Sir, and meet you down stairs.”
“Major. I hope you are going to follow orders on this.”
“Sir.” The lavatory still had a seat and toilet paper. He pulled out a mobile. He texted Sarge and the rest of the lads. And not to tell the locals. Then he texted Renown, used her SATCOM to text a friend in Britain.
Then he ran down and stood in the back of the High Commissioner's truck. Next to an askari and his gimpy9 on a Christmas treed Lockyear Mount.
Thousands more refugees crowded into sea front villas, even the ones half washed away into the sea. Women washed in the surf. Men levered off corrugated iron roofing sheets from an old colonial mansion. Did they think they could somehow leave town? And take the roof sheets with them? Optimism.
At the hotel where President MuRillo and his ministers were holed up, the car park was full of useless limos. Askari let them in. A couple of flunkies led them past the useless lifts and up the stairs. Servants refilled hurricane lamps with paraffin. Night was falling. They were certain, electricity would never return.
“Mr President, thank you for seeing me at such short notice.” Eccles was sticking to diplomatic niceties.
“Anything for the British. Is this good news? Did that ship leave to make space for the next arms shipment?”
“I’m sorry Mister President, but there will be no further shipments.”
“What are you meaning?” MuRillo smiled at this foolish mistake.
“Mister President….” Began Eccles.
“What is this? With no guns we all dyeing here.”
“Mister President.” The High Commissioner was trying to sound reasonable. “As you know, our presence here was unofficial. The UN declared no one could intervene in the internal affairs of a member country. We are really only here to protect the aid workers. Helping defend you against the rebels is not strictly allowed. Now Parliament has forced the Foreign Office to pull us out. We are leaving.”
“ But. But when I was in New York, I wanted just the rebels not to get the guns. Not me. The UN they say, I am be in power, because, I am elected. I do not seize it by coup. I am elected. They say, they agree with me. I am good. How, can the UN, now want me to die?”
“It seems to be something in the wording.” said Eccles “It was intended not to supply the rebels with guns but it means we are not allowed to support you either.”
“I am elected. My government its member of UN. I am a member. But now what? We all shall die here. I am the President. I should not die by this enemies. What is this? This Britain is say to me, I shall be saved. Now, how can you say, no? How can it be? How can it be?”
“I can’t say Mister President. The Government has decided to obey the UN resolutions and….”
“Who its responsible? The Prime Minister, he promised to me. He said it to me. Now we shall die here, to this place.” said MuRillo
“There will be room for you and your cabinet aboard the Renown, and if you wish you could be landed in Lagos.” said Eccles
“Major Moran. What you say? How can I fight on? Is there a way?”
“I don’t think so Mister President.” said Moran “The soldiers are only half trained. The officers are not experienced. With another six months they would provide a viable protection force. But…”
“But half this soldiers are not of my tribe. They do not love me. That is why you must stay, to here. If there can be, a few weeks. I can ask, other people. France or China. There its oil out there.” He waved towards the sun, setting out at sea. “They are need it oil. They can help to me.”
“I can not speak for other Governments.” said Eccles.
“Then I must get to my home. With my own people. I can trust them. They shall fight, not like people, here for the coast. I shall go home.”
“I can only take you to Lagos or Gibraltar.” said Eccles
“Or, you can take me to London. I can tell the Parliament, what its they have done. Done here now.”
“I’m afraid not. I have been told not to let you enter the UK.”
“So I can not tell to the people what its happened?” said MuRillo
“No Mister President.”
“So. My helicopter. That can take me home. But I need fuel for that.”
“I’m sure the Navy can spare enough fuel for you.” said Eccles
“Then I shall do that. Major, Major Moran, will you come with me? To fight on, to bring civilisation, back to this my people? Will you stay here? To train my army? You can be General Commanding. Everything is yours. You are honest.”
“I’m sorry, but my allegiance is to the…” Moran faltered. Allegiance was a strange word to say now.
“Major Moran must obey orders to return to Britain.” said Eccles
“I see. I am being without any friends.”
“We will now return to the ship and arrange for your flight.”
“Yes. Yes you must do that. My struggle, it will continue.”
“Thank you Mister President.” Eccles turned and left, he wasn't asking permission or leaving backwards or whatever you did when leaving a head of state.
Moran looked MuRilo in the eye. “Sorry.” MuRilo shrugged.
“This is all wrong Sir.” Hissed Moran on the stairs “Those bastards are going to go berserk. It’s torturing for fun.”
“Don’t tell me. Tell London. You’re resourceful. Special Forces. I’m surprised you haven’t done something already. No. Don’t tell me. Leave me with some professional integrity.”
“Sir. But don’t be surprised if there’s press attention back home.”
“Will I have to retire Major?”
“Probably not Sir.”
“Will you?”
“I’ll be promoted to Lieutenant Colonel Sir.”
They drove back in silence.
Soon the Renown's tiffys had lights on the old Russian helicopter, as they fitted long range tanks. For one last journey, into the heart of Africa.
The air smelled of salt, wood smoke and avtur. The sound was mosquitoes and crickets and the silent flutter of bats.
Moran drove past refugees fires till he found Devoy and his Askari brewing tea on their own fire.
“Sergeant, can I have a word.”
“Yes Boss.” Devoy followed Moran down the street. “This is shite Boss. Without us these lads are just going to fall apart.”
“I know Sarge, but orders are orders.”
“Sir, just for once don’t you think we could stuff the bloody orders and....”
“Its mutiny Sarge, and how long would we last without backup? No medicine, ammo, electronic surveillance. That sort of thing is best planned well in advance. After you’ve retired. Anyway, you have a wife and daughter. They want you to buy a garage in Limerick.”
“Aye Sir. Sorry Boss.”
“The thing is, I will want you to fall back on the harbour when….”
“Sir. Is that a fire Sir? It’s by the docks Sir.”
“Shit. Fall back now Sarge. You drive.”
”What about my men Sir?”
“Leave em. Come on. This is Moran to all BRITFOR. Fall back to the docks now. This is Moran to all BRITFOR. Fall back to the docks now. Everyone fall back to the docks now. Moran to Renown, is President MuRillo at the docks yet?”
“Renown to Moran. No Sir. I believe the President is still is his hotel. Sir. I can hear shooting nearby Sir.”
”Moran to renown. I am going to get the President. May I request air support from your captain? If your chopper could fly along the sea front to the hotel? I will probably need it. Sarge, drive like buggery to his hotel.”
“Like buggery it is Boss.”
“Renown to Moran. One helicopter is scrambling to your aid. The presidents helicopter is now prepared for his long distance flight. The dock guard picket are under sporadic fire. The Captain believes OXFAM workers are trying to storm the docks in the hope that we will rescue them.”
“Thank you Renown.”
“Mob of people Sir.”
“Shit Sarge. Drive through em.” Moran stood and braced himself on the gimpy, shooting into the air. The mob parted.
Devoy drove into the hotel.
“Where is President MuRillo.”
“Sah. Is it true you are leaving? Leaving all us to die?”
Moran could hear the Renown’s helicopter flying towards them. ”No. Get all your trucks and cars started and get to the docks. Where is the president?”
“I am here Major. With my cabinet. They know what it's happening. They will be come with me. Where are the rest of your men? I need an escort through these crowds.”
The helicopter circled in a random pattern, evading small arms fire.
“No time. Get in that limo, the bullet proof one. Do you have a good driver?”
“Yes.”
“Then get in, follow me.”
The president shouted and pointed and people ran. Limos started. The hotel guards also wanted in. As they fell back the mob climbed the fences. There were shots confusion and cries.
“Come Sarge. Go.”
“Like buggery it is Sir.”
“No Sarge. I want them to keep up with us.”
The convoy sped back along the seafront. The naval picket fired over the crowd. They parked by Renown.
“Mister President. Your Helicopter awaits you.”
“Major Moran. You are a brave man. You have come for me. I will remember you. If you were to come with me….”
“No Mister President. I have orders.”
“I will still remember you.”
“Thank you.” Moran watched MuRillo and his frightened retainers being led away by someone from the ship.“God Sarge, this is a total fuck up. Moran to all BRITFOR. Meet me at the High Commission Office. Come on Sarge. Lets check we all got here.”
His British soldiers were all there. But not happy.
“Right Lads. It's a fuck up. We are leaving at dawn on Renown. We leave the Askari to fend as best they can. President MuRillo is also leaving for the interior in his helicopter. That means this place is descending into Hell. The Nzimba will soon be here. From now on, this is not our problem. We came here on British Government orders. We leave here the same way. We obey orders. None of this will be our fault. None of you should feel guilty. This is political shit. Nothing to do with us.
Meantime get to the ship, get some food, get some kip. Keep your weapons with you, because this isn’t over.”
Moran’s message to Britain should have some sort of reply by now.
He trudged rather tiredly up the gang way after his men. Through the thick NBC proof door. Down a magnolia painted companion way.
But Moran did not join his men.
The COMMS section was manned twenty four hours a day by at least one lieutenant and two or three other ranks.
The lieutenant's long blond hair was tied in a bun. Her white shorts had pulled up revealing her thighs. Large fat thighs. She was concentrating on screens and switches.
Moran wanted to get on his knees. Put his head on those thighs. Ask her to take him to a private cabin and….
But Moran said “Hi. I was wondering if there were any messages?”
“Yes Sir. If you sit at that terminal they should be there Sir.” She was cold and distant. She must have seen the UAV pictures. Knifing the boy. But at least she wasn't looking his way.
Moran got on the MOD Intranet and typed. He stopped. Looked round the bulk heads covered in equipment, typed some more. He pushed a small USB drive into a socket. After a bit more typing he pulled it out and stood. “Thank you.” None of the sailors would make eye contact with him, the blood soaked killer, which was good.
That way none noticed him shove the USB into another socket, while he made a show of adjusting his webbing and boot laces.
Finally he left. On modern stealth ships there isn't much deck so Moran went back up the companion way, along the corridor to the small foredeck. He looked round. A party of able seamen under a CPO was doing whatever sailors do to mooring ropes. None saw him drop the flash drive, into the wine dark sea.
Down in the mess his men silently devoured their fry up, the click of grazing irons on china, not looking at each other or the crumb dusters. Not even Devoy made small talk.
“Moran?” It sounded like Eccles on his head set.
“Sir.”
“All hell is happening on the dock. I need some force protection for MuRillo's helicopter, so can you place yourself and your men at the disposal of the Renown’s Captain.”
“Sir. On your feet. Your in the Navy now.” Moran stuffed two sausages into his mouth as they ran to the entry port..
The Gangway no longer reached the dock side.
“You need to go aft to the flight deck Sir.” said someone, and Moran ran down the corridor, through machine spaces, up to the hanger and out.
“I was told to report for duty to the Captain.” said Moran.
“The Captain is on the bridge.” said Commander Sinclair. “You report to me Major.”
“Sir.” The ship was firing parachute flares into the sky. By their bright yellow light Moran saw naval pickets kneeling on the dock side, guns at their shoulders, facing down the mob. “I thought we would be needed on shore Sir, but the gangway….”
“We are placing a barge between us and the dock. Makes her more secure. They’re warping it in now.” Sinclair meant the seamen were hauling ropes across the deck to pull a barge in between Renown and the shore.
“Sir.” Moran didn’t like that. How could he get ashore meantime? How could the Naval pickets retreat?
“There you are Major.” said Commander Sinclair. “Another gangway, if you follow me.”
“Sir. Come on lads.” Moran ran over the flight deck, past the ships helicopter and down the newly installed gangway to the barge, then up some steps in the concrete quay wall. “Sir. Where is president MuRillo?”
“On board.” said Sinclair “His flight plan calls for landing after dawn so the pilot can see. That means he can’t take off for another hour or so. The captain intends we hold the quay side till then. Once MuRillo has flown we get the hell out of here. The mob seems to be staying back for the moment.”
“They are fairly desperate Commander. If we leave them here they'll be killed by the Nzimba.”
“Perhaps not Major. I don’t see any Nzimba at the moment, and MuRillo's troops will still be here.”
“Commander, I believe MuRillo’s Askari’s will already be leaving town. Once the Sun's up this place is an abattoir.”
“Not your problem Major. Just hold till that damn helicopter takes….Oh shit.”
“Shooting on the left Sir.” Called Devoy.
“And in front!” said someone
“Warehouse roof!” shouted Moran “Permission to engage Sir?”
“Go kill em.” said Commander Sinclair.
“Devoy, and You, You and You. Get upstairs there! Join those sailors. Shoot down on that end.”
“Sir.” Devoy ran towards the High Commissioners office block.
“Rest follow me behind that warehouse. Come on…..ah….Oh Jesus….Oh Jesus…”
“Sir. Sir. Your shot.”
“I know I’m fucking shot. I can’t fucking walk. Get the fucking bastards who did it!”
“Sir.” Whoever it was ran off.
Moran was on the ground. He couldn’t feel his legs. He could feel the ground, rough and gritty on his cheek, but not his legs. His arms were OK and he was tired.
Was that more shooting? An explosion?
“You right Sir? We’ve got a stretcher.”
“Dev….”said Moran.
“Leave it Sir. Its OK. They used the ships gun to blow up the shed. Blew a load of E’s away with it and the mobs all gone Sir.”
“Men.”
“The lads are all fine Sir.”
Moran was so tired. It was like being in a cradle. Must be the stretcher being carried. But it could be his Mother. On Daddy’s knee.
“Daddy….?”
“Major Moran. Is it? Is he now shot? Is it? He is a brave man.” that sounded like….the President….What was his name? Mu….?
“Your on board ship now Sir.” said Devoy. “Soon be in the sick bay. There goes that bloody chopper. Bastard MuRillo. Flying of without a bloody scratch. I suppose we did part of the job, eh Sir? Major? Soon be sailing Sir. Major? I think they’re casting the lines off now sir. Major? It’s the Surgeon. Sir”
“Get a line into him. In his arm.”
“Cold….” said Moran.
“Its all right.”
“Shivering….?” Asked Moran.
“It’s the ships engines. We’re under way, soon be out at sea. Now I’m going to put you to sleep Major.”
Six thousand miles to the north west in Atlanta Georgia someone said “What the hell? This is live feed from somewhere....”
“From a satellite?”
“Yeah. Over the Atlantic. But what is it?”
“Pictures from some kind of aircraft.”
“Pictures of the sea?”
“No. there’s a beach…..Are those sharks fins? Oh my God. Those are bodies. My God. There’s hundreds. Are we recording this? Those are just children. Oh dear sweet Jesus. Oh no. Are they throwing….they’re still alive….
The Lieutenant from the COMMS room put her head round the Renown’s sick bay door “Is he OK now?”
“Oh Aye” said the orderly “Still sedated. But he could come round any time soon now. Got all the bullets out though, and that. Been in a real stramash he has.”
The orderly smiled as he watched the Lieutenant absently push her hair back over her ears, then smoothed both hands over her hips, making sure her shorts weren’t wrinkled over her bottom. She was well smitten.
“What is that thing?” the Lieutenant walked over to the shelf by Moran’s bunk. “Is that an arrow head?”
“Yes, fair gruesome is it not, all those barbs. Made a right mess o’ his side there. Lucky not to lose a kidney.”
“Oh? He’s moving?”
“I said he should be coming round about now. Have to watch he does nae pull any tubes oot.
Moran moved his arm. His hand touched soft flesh.. “Mummy?” he thought, but it sounded like “Mmmm.”
“Down tiger.” said the Lieutenant quietly as she took his hand from between her legs.
“ Tuck me in to bed Mummy.” thought Moran, in what sounded like a series of mumbles.
The lieutenant heard a word other than “tuck”. But she did put his arm back and cover it with the sheet.
“There’s no stopping some men is there Lieutenant, eh?” and the orderly smiled to see he’d made her blush.
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Prime Minister.
MOD operates a world wide intra net classified as RESTRICTED. HMS Renown used it for routine e mails, faxes and the exchange of administrative data. There is also a facility for crew members with the right security passwords to access the normal internet and send e-mails via a link to the world wide web.
However within this RESTRICTED signal there is the facility to send encrypted information classified as CONFIDENTIAL or SECRET, but not TOP SECRET, back to Britain via our own satellites. There is a software security block to prevent anyone sending classified information to the civilian internet or civilian satellites.
HMS Renown was instructed by Northwood to use its UAV’s to survey the situation after the ship departed and to send the information to Britain in real time. This order seems to have originated with the Intelligence Corps or MI6 where such things are routine matters.
It now seems that a programme was broadcast from HMS Renown to our satellite to remove the security block and the encryption, and to broadcast the signal to several news networks. If it was only stations in the US and EU we may have been able to hush it up, but the inclusion of Al Jazeera and others beyond our control meant the story got out. . There seems to have been no one on board Renown with the knowledge to write such a programme, so if it was deliberate the programme had to be taken aboard, possibly in a flash drive or similar. This implies careful planning and the prior knowledge that such events would take place. The motive for such action remains unclear.
One suspect would seem to be the Major in charge of Special Forces. He may have the contacts to supply such a programme, but at the time he was severely injured in the ships surgery and is therefore beyond suspicion.
Without any evidence to the contrary I am led to believe the leak of live TV pictures from the UAV was an unfortunate accident due to a computer malfunction aboard HMS Renown.
If funds permit we need to tighten up electronic security. We must in any event revue the procedures where such information is routinely broadcast in real time. It would not have hurt MI6 to wait a week or so for their snuff movie.
Yours aye, Timothy
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“Old age withers and remembers
green shoots young lives and dreams.
But don’t start in your December
the glories of past dreams.
When elephants dance, mice die.”
Steve Dixie 1984 “Savannah Song” album.
CHAPTER 3 THE GARAGE
John Clay the Foreman frowned out the window. Grey puddles on the forecourt reflecting a grey sky. It looked real tatty now the petrol pumps and adverts had gone. That’s what had started it.
“It were losing the petrol what did it” said the Boss “No one drops by now. No passing trade. And all that health and safety nonsense over selling food here. We were all right flogging petrol and pies. But….. Local villagers…..Not enough of em.”
“No.” agreed the Foreman.
Out on the A1 there were four lanes of traffic spraying past through the rain. Now and again it seemed one would slow, maybe going to turn in here. But few ever did. They saw there was no petrol and kept on their way. Time was the pumps were busy all day, and open till ten at night. Then the oil company’s said small outlets were un-viable. They took away their franchise and filled the tanks with concrete “as a safety measure” they said. But really it was to stop others selling fuel here.
“So. There 't is.” said the Boss. “You ought 't find something else. Your experience.”
“Aye.” said the Foreman “I’m not too old. Not really.”
“Course not. Course your not.”
“But what 'bout Holders. I mean what are t’ chances o' me staying on wi' 'em?”
“Well. That’s just it. Holders want me t' fire everyone before they buy place. That way I carry all bullshit on pensions and redundancies. They start wi' clean slate. But I just wonder if they mean to run place as garage at all. Look what they did in Leeds. Arthur Holder Parts Distribution. They bulldozed the site, now it’s houses and flats. And when their surveyor was here, he was really interested in t' field out t back and owt else. I said there’s nothing but scrap and junk out there, but he did the lot with one of they GPS things. Drawing all over a satellite photo. So I reckon it’s the land they want. Holders Garages is just a real estate company now.”
“Bloody rich though.” said John Clay.
“Oh what’s this?”
A car finally did turn off the main road and slowly came to a halt. Right in the centre of the forecourt.
“Someone who can’t park their car.” said the Foreman “I’ll go see.” He grabbed a plastic coat from the hook and went out. “Can I help you ma’am?”
She was getting up from the drivers seat, looking strained “It sort of does funny things.” She put up a small pink umbrella “On corners mostly. It sort of moves sideways and I have to turn the wheel to straighten up.”
“I see.” The Foreman didn’t really. With those symptoms it could be anything from a twisted chassis to a loose steering rack, or loose suspension or….He would have to try and narrow it down. “You say on corners?”
“Mostly, yes…But it did it really badly when a cat came out in front. But I don’t see how a cat could make it go funny.”
“Well no…..But could it be it goes sideways when you put your foot on t’ brakes?”
“What…..? Well…..I suppose.”
“Could you open t’ bonnet for me?” John Clay always got the customer to do it. Before now he’d reached down into the foot well fumbling for the catch and been accused of feeling someone’s leg. Other cars had the catch inside the glove box and he’d been accused of trying to steal valuables. Other times…
“What? I don’t know how to do that. I thought that was your job.”
“Yes ma’am.” Other times they hadn’t a clue how to open their own bonnet, probably never checked anything. They were a menace on the bloody road. “I think it’s t’ catch just here ma’am.” He opened the door and found it under the steering wheel. “Yes that’s it.” He shut the door, went to the front, lifted the bonnet, and saw the brake fluid container was half empty. The front half was completely empty. He looked at the way the hydraulic pipes went from the front of the master cylinder. It meant the front left and rear right brakes were not working at all. “I think I see t’ problem ma’am.”
“All ready? That’s very clever of you. My husband said this was the sort of place.”
“Aye. It may take a time t’ fix though. It could be there’s a fluid leak in t’ brakes somewhere. Might need new slave cylinders or new pipes.”
“That’s a bother. I was going to go to Lincoln this afternoon.”
“Lincoln? That’s a fair way t’ travel.”
“Well….Not really.”
“Aye well, maybe not.” Not these days thought John. Probably shopped in London from the sound of her. Posh bitch. He got on his knees in the puddles and peered under the car. It's underside was covered in mud and shit. Amazing how folk polished the top of their cars but did owt underneath. He’d seen some come in here with maggots dropping out of….Ah. There it was. The mud on the back plate was stained darker than the rest. That’s where the brake fluid would be leaking out
“Osie!....Osie! Never mind that oil. Mop it later. Get over here.”
Hosmer Angel was just a grease monkey. That is he would have been a grease monkey if cars still had grease points on em. Nowadays he was off some sort of Government initiative to cut down youth unemployment and give work experience. Not quite an apprentice, not quite a total idiot.
“Aye.” said Osie “Here I am.”
“Can you get t’ jack t’ this and get wheel off so I can have a look. OK?”
“Aye. Shall I drive it in out the rain?”
“Best not lad. I think tis t' brakes. Maybe not safe to move. So do it here OK?”
“Aye. All right.” Osie went to get a trolley jack and wheel brace.
“Oh .” said the lady “Look here’s my husband, I’ll leave it all to you.”
The husband parked his car and got out, still taking into his mobile phone. “Yes. It was our UAV….No it was not a Nigerian UAV. They use a different satellite, totally different. And I don’t think there were any in the area anyway. It was the UAV from Renown and it was someone on Renown who rigged the satellite to send signals to the media….No not one hundred percent sure. Look I’m in this garage picking my wife up. I’ll speak to you later.”
“Aye well before ye go off with your husband.” said the Foreman. “Ye’d best come in t’ office and we’ll sort out your address and such.”
“Oh. Yes of course. Darling! Darling!” The woman waved at her husband “Can you come into the office Dear.”
Her husband gave a wave, put away his phone, and sprinted past Osie, who was pulling a big red jack through the oily puddles.
The hand brake was on, but Osie knew that to get the rear drum off the brake should be released. So he went to look for the big lumps of wood they used to chock wheels.
Another car came in. Its elderly driver probably couldn’t park straight either because it also stopped in the middle of the forecourt. The door opened and a tall man slowly un bent himself from the seat. He looked almost confused, just for a second, before his face became a mask of iron determination. He turned and walked head high towards the garage. Hard soled shoes crunching on the dirty concrete.
“Oh sorry Sir.” Osie almost bumped into him as he hurried back to his job.
“Urghhh….Fine. Carry on. Carry on.” said the old man, and Osie did.
He chocked the front wheels and let the hand brake of. Then he got on the soaking ground and aimed the jack under the car. It seemed good and solid so he began pumping the handle. He also knew that if you tried to loosen wheel nuts with the wheel in the air, then the wheel just went round and round and you got no where. So he loosened the nuts off a half turn with the brace and carried on pumping. Then he loosened the nuts right off and discovered they were actually bolts. Then he got the wheel off, laid it on the ground by the car, and went to look for the Foreman.
The tall old guy was inside the workshop by now talking to the Foreman. Osie started to walk over but one of the other mechanics, Wilson, held his arm “Just wait a bit. Don’t interrupt the old fool.”
“Old fool?”
“Just shut up and don’t laugh.” said Wilson. So Osie listened.
“Yes General. I agree.” said the Foreman.
“Quite. Quite. Good man.” said the tall man, obviously a General. That was some sort of soldier, thought Osie
“Now…..Ah….Now …..This is what I’m going to say.” said the General
“Yes General.”
“Yes….Now don’t interrupt…..Now your….your…..”
“My….?”
“What?” said the General. “What’s that?”
“General, you started t’ say my…..something.”
“What? Rubbish! Rubbish. Now I don’t want to have to repeat myself…..So…..Uh….Pay attention now…..Now your, uh, York”
“York?” asked the Foreman.
“Yes York. York. The city. York. Surely you know what I mean. You can’t be a complete imbecile.”
“Sorry General.”
“Now listen. Now I don’t want to have to repeat myself. Now. Pay attention. Now, York. Now, do you know York? Are you familiar with the place?”
“Well….I’ve been there General.”
“Good, good. You’ve got the picture. Now pay attention because I don’t want to have to repeat myself. Now, York. Uh…..The traffic lights. Do you understand? Traffic lights?”
“Yes General.”
“Good, good. You’ve got the picture. You’ve got the picture. Now the traffic light. In….uh….York. Do you know them?”
“Well….”York was full of traffic lights, but it could take ages to work out which lights the old fool meant, and did it actually matter? “Yes General. I know them.”
“Good, good. You’ve got the picture. Now, uh…..York. Uh the traffic lights….Now….This is the thing. Now…The lights were on green, green. Do you understand? Green.”
“Yes General.”
“Now. They were on green. Green. But they turned to red. Do you understand? Red?”
“Yes General.”
“Red….So, I stopped the car. At the traffic lights. Do you see? Stopped at the lights.”
“Yes General.”
“Now. There I was. Stopped at the lights. And then….”
The Foreman almost interrupted and said the lights turned green. But he kept quiet. There was money in this.
“Then the lights turned green.”
“Yes General.” Was bloody Osie smirking up the back there? Did he like seeing his Foreman kowtowing like this? The Foreman would have to sort Osie out.
“Now, the lights were green, you understand? Green?”
“Yes General.”
“But….Now this is the important….uh….important thing. So Pay attention because I don’t want to have to repeat myself.”
“No General.”
“Now…The lights were green. But, the car would not move. Do you understand? The car would not move.”
“I see General.” Slowly, immeasurably slowly, they were getting towards whatever was wrong with the car, probably not much since it drove in here OK. But they could still charge the Earth, knowing the General wouldn’t complain.
“No you do not see. You do not. That is the whole point. Do you see?”
“Uh…..No General.” This was going to take all day.
“Now. The lights were green but the car was not going. Right? So I turned the key to start the engine again. But….There was a noise. A loud noise, several times, whenever I turned the key. You see?”
“Yes General.”
“Now the Lady Wife, she got agitated. Started telling me the engine was still running. You see? Still running?”
“Yes General.”
“But, even with the engine running, the car still would not move. You see?”
“Yes General.”
“Now, the thing is this… People began to hoot their horns. Hoot their horns at me. Do you understand? At Me. It was, embarrassing. The Lady Wife was most upset. Most upset.”
“Yes General.”
“A good woman. A good woman. But, she knows nothing of cars. Nothing. Nothing at all.”
“No General.”
“No. Not at all. Not at all. Anyway. Now….Don’t interrupt. I don’t want to have to repeat myself…..Now. Hooting horns….Then the lights turned red, again. Red, so that was all right. All right. The hooting stopped. But, then they turned green again. Green. So I thought this time we can set off. Do you understand?”
“Yes General.”
“But….The car still would not move. It was quite motionless. But…Now, in addition, in addition to the hooting , there was now….a crowd. A crowd. People on the pavement. Watching. I mean they were the usual sort. The usual sort you get at such places, but it was still embarrassing. Most embarrassing.”
“Yes General, I’m sure.”
“Yes….But worse. Worse was to come. Worse. One man actually started banging on the window. Shouting. Shouting at me. Asking if I wanted a push. A push. Of course I kept everything locked. Doors and windows, locked tight. Not for me you understand. I could handle their sort. Handle their sort. The usual sort. Done it all my life.”
“Yes General.”
“But. The Lady Wife. She was there. And she was most upset. Most. Being shouted at, is most unpleasant.”
“I’m sure General.” The Foreman was almost laughing now. He must stay serious “It must have upset her a lot.”
“What? Upset her? Of course it did. Upset her. It was ghastly. The whole thing. Ghastly. Quite ghastly.”
“Yes General”
“These people were shouting at me. As if it was my fault. Do you understand?”
“Dreadful General.”
“Then,…uh… there was more banging on the window. Banging. I thought it was more trouble makers. You understand? More trouble makers?”
“Yes General.”
“But….It was a Police Constable. A Constable. I could tell by his uniform. You understand? His uniform.”
“Yes General.”
“Now, the Lady Wife calmed down a bit at this. You see? Now. I supposed he had come to deal with the situation. Urrr…. All this shouting. Hooting. Crowds of people. Dreadful. Quite dreadful.”
“Yes General.”
“But….Now this is the thing. Now. Young Constable. Just a boy. Just a boy. He was banging, on the window, as well. Banging. And shouting. Shouting at me.”
“Yes General.”
“Just a boy. Just a boy. But, you’d assume they have training. Proper training. But no. No respect at all. No background you see. No background.”
“No General.”
“No respect. Dreadful…..Now….Now this is the thing. Now pay attention, because I don’t want to have to repeat myself. Now. This policeman. I opened the window. To…. tell him what was going on. Tell him. And he said he wanted to push the car out of the way. Push it. You see there was still a lot of hooting. Horns hooting. Other cars stuck behind me. Do you see? My car wouldn’t move so they were stuck as well. Do you see?”
“Yes General.”
“Now I said there was no need. No need. I was a member of the Royal Automobile Club. Now…Now, all he had to do was get them on his walkie talkie and they would deal with the car. Now….All he had to do was deal with these people. You see?”
“Yes General.”
“Yes. You’ve got the picture. You’ve got the picture. Good Man. Obvious. But no. No patience these days. None. So….He said there was no time for that. He said I was blocking the traffic. Now…. I won’t say he was insolent. Not Insolent. But I believe he supposed that somehow it was my fault. Embarrassing. Most embarrassing. The whole thing.”
“Yes General.”
“Now. Now pay attention….because…..This is the important bit. Important. Now. This police Constable. He drafted in a few onlookers to push. Push my car out of the way. You understand?”
“Yes General.”
“Good, good. But first, he said I should remove my foot from the foot brake. You see? You see, if you press the brake peddle, then the brake lights come on at the rear of the car. You see? So, he knew…. that my foot was on the brake peddle because, the lights were on, at the rear of the car. You see?”
“Yes General.”
“Now, the thing is this. The Constable believed the brakes were still working, even though the car was not moving.”
“Yes General.”
“Now I told him I was pressing on the accelerator, and nothing would happen. But he said no. He said I was pressing on the brake peddle. Now you see he was confused. Now I said, the car was an automatic. Only got two peddles. You see? Now, some of the crowd had been shouting this. Shouting, that I was pressing the wrong peddle. Because they had seen the red lights as well. Been confused you see.”
“Yes General.” But the Foreman was beginning to see the light. The General was renowned for his brake pads lasting for hundreds of miles instead of thousands. Could that mean….
“Now. I told him it was an automatic car. Told him. But nevertheless, he insisted. He wanted me to open the door of the car. Open the door you see?”
“Yes General.”
“Now. Now this is the thing. I opened the door. Of the car, and he looked down at my feet. You see? My feet?”
“Yes General.”
“Now. I also looked down at my feet. You see? Now, the thing is this. Now pay attention, because I don’t want to have to repeat myself. Now. You see. My left foot, was still on the brake peddle. You see? On the brake peddle. But. Now this is the important bit. Now, my right foot, was not on the accelerator. Not on it. You see?”
“Yes General”
“Now, my right foot was pressing, on the floor. Pressing on the floor. You see?”
“Yes General.”
“My foot had slipped off the pedal, off the accelerator pedal. You understand?”
“Yes General
“So, when I pressed my right foot, the car was not moving. You see?”
“I see General.”
“Now I won’t bore you with the details.”
“No General.”
“Most embarrassing. This constable. Young boy. He was actually blaming me. As if it was my fault. My fault.”
“Well um….” What could the Foreman say to this. The General was one of their best customers.
“ But. My left foot was still on the brake peddle. Still on.”
“Yes General.”
“So. If you look at the car. If you look. You will see the two peddles are of a different size. You see?”
“Yes General.”
“Now. This means. This. Now, the accelerator peddle is too small. Too small. You see? Too small.”
“Yes General. I see.”
“Good, good. You’ve got the picture. You’ve got the picture. Now. Design fault. Design fault. Often had them with military equipment. Often. Routine, fixing this sort of thing. Design fault.”
“Yes General.”
“Design fault. Now, what I want is for you. Your garage. I want you to put a bigger peddle. A bigger peddle, for the accelerator. You see? You see?”
“Yes General.”
“Then you see, with a bigger peddle, my foot, would not slip off, onto the floor. You see? Business opportunity for you. Business. You see? You could sell this modification, all over. Make a fortune. Make a fortune.”
“Well General. Its going to take time…..”
“Yes of course. Yes of course. Plans. Make plans.”
“Yes General, we would need to make plans.”
“Good, good. You’ve got the picture. You’ve got the picture. Splendid. I can leave all this is your hands then.”
“Yes General.”
“Good, good. Splendid…..Right. I’ll bid you good day. Good day.”
Osie turned to Wilson the mechanic. “Does that mean he drives everywhere with his foot on the brakes?”
“I’m bloody sure of it. The amount of new pads we put in that car. Bloody sure of it.”
“And he doesn’t know where his feet are?”
“Don’t look like it.”
“God. I’m going for a piss.” Osie opened the tin door at the back of the workshop and went to the bog. That was in another tin shed, the one the health and safety people were upset about when they said the garage couldn’t sell food any more.
When Osie came back Wilson the mechanic was waiting for him “Your bloody for it Osie.”
“Why? What have I done?”
“I can’t say. You’d best see t' Foreman.”
“What?” said Osie “What’s happened?” He saw John Clay coming out of the office “What’s up? What is it?”
“Osie. Hosmer, look. Thing is, t’ General tripped over t’ jack handle. The jack you was using. Thing is he’s in a bad way. Fell heavy. Scratched his hands and stuff.”
“Well. Sorry.” said Osie. “Should look where he’s going though, shouldn’t he.”
“Well….Tis not that easy. Look. Thing is this. Thing is you got t’ go.”
“I what?” said Osie.
“You got t’ go. We can’t have you here no more. We can’t have you working here.”
“But…..Its not my fault he cant see where he’s going.”
“Well, I don’t think t’ Boss was going t’ keep you on anyway.” said John Clay. “Not permanent. We just aint got the work here. Barely enough for us these days.”
“But….I was going to leave the hostel. I was going to buy tools and get a room.”
“I know Osie. And you still could. You got the makings of a good mechanic. Just not here. Not now. I mean if it was up t' me, it’d be different. But Boss got to think of keeping t’ business going. Thing is t’ General knows people. Important people. Civil servants and such. Thing is we don’t want no more trouble from t' health and safety people. They wants us to put in more and more. But they don’t say who’s going t’ pay for it. Latest thing is they want floor painted with areas where tis safe to walk and areas where you can put cars. Tis no good telling em mechanics got to go to t’ cars to fix it. But you see they can say t' General shouldn’t have been allowed any place where you was working.”
“But you said do it out there. You said don’t move the car in case brakes don’t work. You said.”
“I know. And I’m sorry. But you were only here temporary, just so long as t’ scheme lasted, weren’t you.”
“I suppose.”
“Well t’ Boss is hoping that if he gives t’ General a lift home, and if I do summat about making his peddle bigger for free…then….If t’ Boss can say he’s sacked you then t’ General won’t make a fuss. You got to see tis for best.”
“Well…..But it’s not my fault.”
“Osie….Look, we are going t’ see you all right. Look if we give you three months wages, cash in hand, not tax t’ pay…”
“Well….That’s different.”
So Osie watched the Boss drive the General onto the A1. Then he hung his overalls on the bent nail by the electric kettle, got his coat out of his back pack, and he walked off in the opposite direction.
-oOo-
“From then on victory went now to our countrymen, now to their enemies: so that in this people the Lord could make trial (as he tends to) of this latter day Israel to see whether it loves him or not. This lasted right up till the year of the siege of Badon Hill, pretty well the last defeat of the villains, and certainly not the least. That was the year of my birth; as I know, one month of the forty-forth year since then has already passed.”
Gildas. DE EXCIDIO BRITONUM translated by Michael Winterbottom10
CHAPTER 4 BATH
“Don't forget. The Universe is full of babies, all desperate to be conceived, and they don't care how they do it.”
“Yes of course.” Said Irene “You’re like my Mother.”
“Well, staying here on your own….” The other girl, Lillie, was slightly worried. Well, actually not worried at all, but she thought it polite to appear worried. “You know I’d stay with you, but I promised I’d be back. I mean there’s plenty of room in the bus here. We could drop you back in Clifton. It’s just that, staying on your own… I mean….”
“I’m not on my own. That’s the whole point. Gorgeous engineering students. And Bath University is hardly some inner city hell hole is it? I can always go and crash at Susan’s if I feel like it.” Irene peeled off her muddy overalls and dropped them on the minibus floor. Now she was just in a short dress with belt tight round her waist. And muddy boots. Damn. She should have remembered a change of shoes.
“I know. You can’t wait to try that psychology stuff, can you. But, you’re not always going to pick up nice boys you know. I mean they aren’t all nice.” Lillie was jealous. Sometimes very jealous. Getting off with boys was sport to Irene, while most girls….
“Are you coming or not?” called someone from the minibus
“I’ll be all right. I want to meet real men. Engineers, not accountants. Now off you go.”
Irene waved as they drove into the lower level service road under the main university buildings.
Bath University was built in the 1960’s when brutally functional concrete was fashionable. But this evening, in light borrowed from the pink clouds of sunset, it looked almost pretty. Irene walked up the curving ramp under the Norwood tower block to the Parade, a large patio area, at the same height as tree tops growing through gaps from the service area beneath.
The library's glass front reflected the sunset, almost hiding students at rows of computer monitors, with shelves of traditional books on the floors above.
There was a small supermarket, a bank, and laundrette at parade level, while the accommodation blocks, labs and lecture theatres were multi stories of pink and gold sunlit windows. There was even a roof bar where old professors could lean over the railings to ogle students.
It was all so different from her own university in Bristol. That was a nineteenth century “red brick” that had grown up piecemeal on umpteen sites round the city. She had no idea where the professors socialised, or even if they did at all. She was lucky to share the basement of a Georgian terrace in Clifton, just a short walk from the Students Union building, and not have to come by bus from miles away.
Yet in Bath everything was neatly arranged round the same site.
Then she heard music from up an open flight of stairs. The Plug Student Union Bar. The obvious name for a university called Bath.
She was half way up when a man came leaping down, almost running into her. Irene tried not to smile as he revealed what he thought of her. His eyebrows went up, his eye lids went up, his lips twitched, his jaw slightly sagged, and his step faltered. All the signs.
“Sorry” he gasped, and ran down and under the stairs, into a passage under the Norwood accommodation block.
Oh well. There would be others.
The Plug had recently been painted all black again after experiments with orange and white. Black walls, ceilings and floor, black air con pipes in the ceiling, black seats and chairs, black bar on the left, with brightly lit games machines and green pool tables.
It was rather small and basic. In Bristol the Students Union Building had an Olympic size swimming pool on the ground floor. Irene posed there in her first year, building up self confidence. Then finally, wonderfully, realising for sure, boys stared at her because they couldn’t help it, not because she was a freak or something.
Above the swimming pool there was the famous Long Bar, famous for generations of boys with pathetic chat up lines and girls so drunk that they believed it all. Probably the same everywhere.
Yes, the clientèle here in the Bath Plug had been at it for a while. Stumbled dance moves and deliberate, difficult conversation. Points made, facts forgotten. Boys watched her of course, then, looked away when they realised she was too good looking, and they didn’t stand a chance. (So Irene believed)
But the man from the stairs ran back in with a plastic box or something, and a loom of electric wires. He started adjusting a device on the floor by the back wall.
He at least, seemed stone cold sober.
Then magic. The cartoon figure of a Roman Soldier snapped into being in the centre of the floor. It appeared solid. It was dancing to the music. It looked real. But how could….
Of course it was a hologram. Irene was getting tired as well now. There were sardonic cheers. A few boys congratulated the man. Why did Irene think of him as a man? He must be a student, in the student bar.
She went and stood over him where he knelt, his fingers still manipulating whatever the device was. He wore last years Student Rag T shirt. He must be a student, but he was muscular for a student.
Then he turned to see her muddy boots, and looked slowly up her legs. “Hi. You were on the steps just now weren’t you? Sorry. I don’t usually go running into beautiful girls, even ones with muddy boots. What have you been doing?”
“Caving. Well, tunnelling really. Exploring the old stone mines.”
“Oh yeah.” He wasn’t impressed. But he had said she was beautiful.
“Did you make this?” she asked.
“No. It’s been around for years apparently. I just thought I could get it going.” He closed the lid on his device.
“You must be very clever.” Irene just couldn’t help it. Flattering boys until they fell in love with her was just too easy, and so much fun. And she couldn’t help watching him tighten the tiny screws in the lid. He didn’t fumble or anything, he was very delicate for such a big man.
“Ha! Well, I would be clever if it worked. I want it to walk round in daylight. Then we could use it for fund raising. But it fades in bright light. It’s fine in here with the black walls and floor, but useless in sunlight.” He stood up and waved round the darkened room. He was big. Holding his belly in and his shoulders back, trying to look even taller than he was. He obviously believed he stood a chance with Irene.
“Perhaps you could, I don’t know, up the power?” Irene realised she was standing with her weight on one leg and her head down, looking up at him and trying to look shorter.
“If I had a nuke reactor. I’d be trying to out power the Sun though.” He smiled down at her, almost laughing
“I’m sure you’ll think of something.” He was nice. She tilted her head slightly and smiled up at him. She realised they had bother entered each others “close” zone and their eyes were meeting at twenty degrees from the horizontal. She looking twenty degrees up, he looking twenty degrees down. Classic posturing. She could easily touch his arm now, but she wouldn’t, not yet.
“Maybe. I haven’t seen you before. Your not here in Bath are you?”
“No I’m at Bristol. We just came over to try the tunnels. There’s supposed to be a way into a top secret Ministry Of Defence site. A vault full of secret filing cabinets.”
“Ah. That story. If it was ever true it got blocked off or filled in years ago.”
“I suppose so.” She tried to give a foolish girly smile.
“There was another tunnel caved in by the sports pavilions last month, you could have got in there before they poured in the concrete.”
“Concrete?” Now she was pretending to be a silly little girl.
“To seal up the tunnels.”
“Oh.”
“So what do you do at Bristol?” He knew she wasn’t thick.
“Psychology and political history.”
“Blimey. I’m not too sure what that is.” It sounded a noncey non subject, like business management or poetry or….
“It means I study people and all that they do.”
“The only fit subject a man can study is man himself.” He smiled. “Could I buy you a drink?”
“Yes please, a white wine spritzer? If that’s OK”
“OK then.” He picked up his tool box and wires and walked to the bar “White wine spritzer and a pint of……um…Dead Man's Dick.” He paid the barmaid.
“Dead Man's Dick? Is it good?” asked Irene, feeling competitive with the provocative, barmaid who was probably a student as well. Probably knew him.
“Don’t know.” He said “Its new, thought I’d give it a try.”
“So, you like trying new things?”
“Thanks.” He trousered his change and took the drinks from the smugly smiling barmaid. “Here you are.” His fingers briefly touched Irene’s as he handed her the glass. “And you obviously like new things as well, to go delving in the tunnels. Sorry. I don’t know your name.”
“Irene Adler.”
“I’m Alex Holder.”
“Hello Alex. You’re here doing engineering I suppose.”
“Of course.”
“I thought you would be. You’re too strong and clever to be anything else.”
“Oh yes.”
Irene smiled, but she had laid it on too thick. He was suspicious. Girls must do this to him quite often then. “Well, you sort of look the engineering type.” She was back peddling, trying to be a bit shy.
“So why the interest in tunnels? You’re slim enough to be good at it of course. Crawl through small spaces and things.” Now Alex was doing it.
“Its because of this place. This hill. It could be the site of The Battle of Mons Badonicus.11 The Battle of Badon Hill. You know Badon is the old Celtic name for Bath. So here, or the golf course, could be where it happened. Or Solsbury Hill over the valley, the place that guy12 did the song about. Or a dozen other places really, but I like to think its here where King Arthur fought the Saxons.”
“Oh, yes.”
“Actually as an engineer, you’d like a passage in Layamon’s Brut. He has Arthur looking down on the Avon and seeing metal fishes. It’s quite creepy how modern it is, like torpedoes and submarines and things, but he means dead knights in their suits of armour.”
“Oh, yes.” Alex was too busy just looking at her to think of clever things to say.
“And I like to think Merlin is asleep in the hollow hills underneath this university.”
“Merlin the Magician?”
“Yes. Merlin. Still dreaming in his Crystal Cave. Still weaving his magic in student’s dreams. Getting them to invent things. Like your hologram soldier. His dreams becoming all the modern inventions. Here in Merlin's isle of Gramarye.”
“Oh yeah? But you didn’t really expect to find Merlin the Magician down there did you?”
“No. No of course not.” Why had she said that? Now Alex thought she was an idiot “Not really. Of course not. It’s just a nice idea.”
“Oh well.” He thought that was girly nonsense. “Not much to do with modern politics or psychology though.”
“Oh yes it is. The whole Arthurian cannon shows how story telling altered to reflect changes in society. The rebellion of the individual over conformity.”
“Really?” Alex was doubting, but he wouldn't disagree with anyone this beautiful. Not if there was half a chance of getting off with her.
“Yes. Yes really. It’s called the Matter of Britain. It starts off with King Arthur. The exploits of a great king and his armies where the little man is incidental. Most nations have similar stories. Great kings and so on. Earthly gods. Super heroes if you like. They show the ordinary people that they don’t stand a chance. Normal folk should do as they’re told. Obey their masters and leave great deeds to the gods.
But in Britain it’s different.
Soon the Arthurian tales are about knights acting on their own. Being individuals, being heros. Being a normal man standing up to evil. They show that the little man can be his own boss. One individual can make a difference.” Irene had all the forcefulness of a new convert, in getting others to believe her new found knowledge. “Then by medieval times the stories are about Robin Hood. The ultimate rebel against authority. I mean how many cultures have an outlaw as a hero?”
“The Swiss.” He smiled.
“Oh, well…” She’d forgotten that. “All right. William Tell. But there aren’t many are there. And now we like private eye stories. Still stories about individuals. Free men doing their own thing.”
“I suppose so.”
“Even the police detectives on TV are individuals. They usually fight their boss and buck the system. Not like the real police at all. But it’s their individual genius and flashes of inspiration and brilliance that eventually catch the bad guy that the system couldn’t crack.”
“Oh. I suppose so.”
“Sorry. I’m boring you.” Damn. She didn’t want to do that. She was gabbling away on her usual stuff. She should do the girly thing and listen to him boasting. Not the other way round.
“No. Its just I don’t often think of things like that. History and things.” He smiled politely.
“It’s just a hobby horse of mine.” She shifted to show her breasts off more. “The National Psyche of Britain. All the things that make us different. Our rebellious natures. But at the same time our always being on the look out for someone who breaks the rules. Then enforcing societies rules our selves. Not relying on the government to do it for us. Trial by jury. The belief that the common man is just as good as his rulers. You know.” Had she muddled that bit up?
They talked some more, about nothing really. It was the way they talked that mattered. The smiles. Hands that almost touched. The tiny distance between them. The way they eventually ignored everyone else in the bar. Their eyes travelling over each others faces, seeking signs of insincerity. Her hands finally fluttering against his arms, then, actually holding his arm or pressing against his chest. The way they moved from the bar to a bench and sat with thighs touching. Their hands almost touching.
“Were you here with friends?” asked Alex
“They’ve gone back to Bristol. I thought I’d stay around and see what it was like. But I suppose it’s too late to get a bus now.”
“No. I think there’s a few late bus's still running. I live near the bus station down town and I hear them starting off.” Now why had he said that? He should have said yes they’ve all gone, but you can sleep with me. “I could take you down there if you like.”
“Yes please. I don’t think I could find my way on my own.” Of course she knew the way, she just wanted to stay with him. Was he interested? Was he interested enough. Was he trustworthy? Honest? Kind? Decent?
“Right. Have you got any gear, hard hat or anything?”
“No. They’ve taken all that back to Bristol, I’ve just got my shoulder bag.” Did she really, really, want him to be interested?
“Ah. Not planning on spending the night then.”
“Well, I don’t think so.” Said Irene. But what else could she say? He seemed disappointed though. Like he wanted her to spend the night. But did he like her enough? Enough to forsake all others and….No of course not. He was only twenty something.
“No. Oh well.” said Alex. And that seemed to be that..
“I suppose I should be heading back to Bristol.” Said Irene for the third or fourth time. But instead of buying another drink, or starting another thread of conversation he said, “OK. Well come on then.” He waved towards the door, then followed her down the steps., under a darkening sky as clouds came in from the west.
At the bottom she turned, wondering if they would hold hands or, or what?
“Hang on. I’ve got to put this away.” He meant his tools and wires
“OK.” Irene followed him past the café, into a passage under the tower block. “Bath Student Radio” said a notice. “Union Shop” said another door. He stopped by “Student Union Office.” And fumbled for a bunch of keys in his pocket before putting the light on.
Inside was a dusty mess. Stacks of boxes overflowing with old fund raising tea shirts, mugs, pens, key rings, plastic cups and plates, posters, books of unsold tickets, and a desk and chairs covered in more bits and pieces.
He dropped his kit untidily on top of the mess on the desk and said “Don’t want a T shirt do you. We ordered too many last year.”
“Yes, OK. I like to sleep in T shirts.” She had decided, she did want him.
“Ah, right. Um, big or small or…?”
“Yours is rather nice.” She put both hands on his chest “Its tight on you, but it would be nice and baggy on me.” She felt his arms go round her. “The sort of thing I like to sleep in.”
And they kissed.
“Waite a moment.” she quickly dropped her belt to the floor and slipped her dress off over her head.
They did a lot of kissing. And other things, and trying on T shirts.
They were young and optimistic. Both took good looks for granted. Their youth was untroubled by time, sun and bacteria. Nothing sagged , wrinkled or ached.
They had no idea how lucky they were.
Hugh Pattins, the security guard, saw Alex and Irene walking towards him across The Parade. He hated bloody students. They ought to be out doing a job. Lounging round here, spoiled bastards, loads of money from rich parents. Getting drunk. Sex. God. It wouldn’t be so bad if the girls weren’t so bloody good looking.
Like this pair. It was obvious. If they hadn’t done it yet, they soon would. Lucky bastard. God she was a looker. All over this bastard student. Women never did that to him. But then, he'd never been a bloody student. Had to work for his living. Paid to protect these lazy drunken sods. He had to chuck out the poor bastard dossers who tried to sleep in the laundrette on a cold night. He had to evict the poor homeless sods trying to squat in vacant rooms. Couldn’t blame em. “Oi, you.” He said. “Got a student card?”
“Ah, yes here it is” smiled Alex.
“Mine’s from Bristol.” Said Irene.
“But she’s here as my guest.” Said Alex “Looking at our stock of T shirts.” He held up a student union carrier bag full of loot.
“Right.” Hugh stared at both cards hoping for something wrong, then reluctantly handed them back and continued on his morose rounds. At least it wasn't raining.
Alex and Irene snogged, in a tangle of arms, necks and tongues, down the slope, from the giant loco wheel on the wall, to ground level.
The bus was bright orange and smelt of cooking oil. If Alex looked he would have seen regulation small print at the foot of the wide disabled access door. It said “Bristol Tramways”, the same company his one armed great-great grandfather worked for, a century before.
They flashed their cards at the driver and slunk past other, more lonely, students, to the wide back seat, practically undressing each other again.
The driver waited till the timetable clock pinged, then released the handbrake. The bio-diesel engine, that had been trickle charging the batteries, automatically revved up, ready to power the electric drive motors. The driver pressed the accelerator and the bus gently moved away from the curb and round the circle. It stopped again at the playing fields and sports halls. Just as the first rain fell. More students ran on carrying bags, with towels tied round their waists. The bus turned right onto Claverton Down Road, windscreen wipers thwacking, and right again, on North Road. As the driver braked down hill, the diesel engine switched off and the drive motors changed polarity to charge up the batteries, down they went into Bath.
The honey stone city, twice as old as England. The Roman Aqua Sulis, where Christians built an Abbey atop the Temple of Sul Minerva and it's hot springs. The still working Roman baths that attracted 18th century developers. Builders who catered for the gamblers, rakes and whores, and used their money to build perfect proportions in stone. The Terraces of Bath. Mere houses, but built big and tall, and joined together in long palaces. Larger and more graceful than anywhere else in Europe.
“Wow. These buildings. Where are we?” Irene looked through the rain lined windows.
“Great Pultney Street.” Said Alex, before doing other things with his mouth.
The bus was just on battery power in the pedestrian area, and slipped silently between the touristy shops on Pultney Bridge. The only bridge in England to still have buildings on the bridge itself.
“Come on” whispered Alex. “We get off here.”
They rapidly dressed as the bus cruised Grand Parade, and walked to the door when it reached Pierpoint Street.
“Thanks. Great ride” said Alex to the driver, as they got off by Manvers Street Police Station.
“You cheeky sod.” Said Irene stepping over a puddle. “So where’s this flat of yours.” She had given up all idea of going to Bristol.
“Over here.” They ran over the road, sheltering from the rain under an arch in the Georgian terrace opposite. It lead into a darkened cobbled street.
“Oh.” It looked rather sinister.
“Its all right.” they kissed “Come on.” He took her hand through the warm drizzle.. “This is Orchard Road. It was the Abbeys Orchard before it all got redeveloped in the eighteenth century, and I live just there. Well up on top actually. The bottom floors are offices and things, and we have the top two floors as a flat.”
“So is this an old medieval street from before they built the terraces?”
“Yeah. If you go on the roof you can see how close we are to the abbey.” Alex kissed her and held her and unlocked a door leading off the pavement. Before them a straight flight of stairs, no landing, or doors, or pictures or anything, and the usual safety light that clicked automatically on. “These stairs are modern, well twentieth century, anyway they lead up past the offices. You first.” Alex followed Irene up the stairs, his head level with her bottom, so all he had to do was lean forward and kiss her thighs.
“This is our hall.” whispered Alex embracing her and unlocking the door. “Step over the bicycles, then more steps. Better be quiet.”
“I’m not a bloody sleep” said a voice from the kitchen “Just got in. I think the rest are asleep though. Who are you talking to?”
“I’m talking to Irene Adler, and this is Odley.”
“Oh….Ur, bugger. Look, sorry, I haven’t any clothes on.” Said Odley
“Don’t worry.” Said Irene. “I’m sure I’ve seen it all before. Anyway, you’ve got boxers on.”
“Oh yeah. Do you want a Bath Oliver with Marmite?” asked Odley.
Irene looked into the kitchen. A sink of unwashed dishes. Draining board covered in packets and boxes. Old papers and magazines on the floor. Cupboard doors half open showing more of the same. Old sauce bottles and filthy jam jars on the table. Chairs under piles of old clothes.
“No thanks.” she said “I’m not hungry at the moment.”
“See yah then.” Alex was relieved. He just wanted to go to bed. Now. He followed Irene up a further flight of stairs, into a room with a low sloping ceiling. This must be the top of the building, the attic. It was fairly clean, and the bed clothes were actually crease free. It didn’t smell too bad either. There were socks or sweat or trainers or armpits or something. A manly smell. His smell.
He opened the widow to let in a bit of cool air and put on the first music there was, the Muse album, “Supermassive Black Hole.”
“Better get out of these wet clothes,” she said.
An age after “Knight of Cydonia” ended, her head rested on his shoulder, listening to rain patter outside and trickle down drain pipes. She began to study the room properly. An open wardrobe door. The usual shirts and trousers. A book case, desk and computer. Actually two computer screens and lots of cables joining stuff together. And posters on the walls.
“Why has that space shuttle got the Nazi swastika on it?” she asked.
Alex just wanted to sleep, but he should be polite, and this was another interest of his. “Its not a space shuttle. That’s a poster of the Nazi Orbital Bomber project.”
“The what?” Irene sat up to look at the poster better. “I thought it was some sort of joke about the Space Hopper.”13
“No.” Alex yawned and collected his thoughts.
“I was born in Germany,” she said “And I've never heard of that. So what is it?”
“It’s not the Hopper.” And Alex was asleep again. Men were useless after sex. They went practically unconscious.
Irene still didn’t know Alex very well. What if he was some sort of neo Nazi, right wing, fascist, racialist, whatever. “So what is it?” she repeated with determination.
“Um.” Alex re-collected his thought. “Well….um….It was a forerunner of the Space Hopper though. Um….Sort of. A guy named Eugene Sanger designed it to bomb New York.14 Not with conventional bombs though. He thought there would be trouble with the fuses and stuff in space and then getting heated on re-entry. Um. So he was just going to drop a great lump of iron. It would have made a crater like a meteorite. An artificial meteorite.15 It was never built of course, and it might not have worked anyway. The plane was only aluminium. No heat shield tiles or anything.
The thing is, my Granddad, Arthur Holder, gave me a model of it when I was little. It was something that his Dad, my Great Granddad brought back from the Second World War. He was a soldier. He got it in when Britain was occupying Germany. Family heirloom.”
“Oh.” Irene had no family except her Mother. “I'm German you know.”
“You are?”
“I was brought up in England, but my Mother brought me here when I was small.”
“You're foreign then. Is that why you’re so interested in British History?”
“Yes.” So he did know some psychology. “It's a sort of displacement. Me trying to prove I really deserve to be here. It's quite common in Brits with foreign roots. But go on.” This was a bit too private for Irene. “You said your Great Grandfather brought a model from Germany.”
“Yes. And he gave it to my Grandfather, Arthur Holder, and he gave it to me. Anyway, I got interested. Found out what it was. It's all on the net. It’s quite famous in Germany. You can buy model kits as well as the poster.”
“But…What did you say it was supposed to do?”
“Bomb New York, in the Second World War, from space.”
“The Germans were planning to build a space ship? In the Second World War? That’s amazing”
“Well, actually von Braun was already planning moon rockets, and eventually he got to build them for the Americans. But Sanger’s design wouldn’t have done that. You see there at the bottom of the poster, it would have been launched down a mono rail, on a rocket propelled rail car. Then it would have taken off and reached about Mach ten and gone to two or three hundred kilometres altitude. Then it would have gone all the way round the world and landed back in Germany on a runway.”
“Are you saying this man designed an orbital space shuttle back in World War Two? That’s thirty years before the American space shuttle isn’t it?”
“Um, yeah. About that.”
“That’s amazing.”
“But it wouldn’t have been in orbit, it wasn’t fast enough. So it wasn’t a real space shuttle, just a high altitude plane really. And it was aluminium so it would have had trouble overheating on re entry. Sanger planned to re-enter rather slowly by skipping off the atmosphere and slowing down and then going back into space to cool off, then skipping down into the atmosphere to slow down and so on.”
“But would it have worked? Did this man go to work on the American shuttle?”
“No. He went to France to work on ram jets and kept his head down. And it probably wouldn’t have worked. Stalin thought it might for a while. But then missiles got better.”16
“The cold war?”
“Yeah. Anyway, the whole idea of one stage into orbit and back has never worked because one stage just doesn’t have room for all the fuel. And if you build it bigger, then you wind up carrying empty fuel tanks around after they’re emptied and that means more fuel to carry the empty fuel tanks and so on. Now, how about another....”
“I’m sure you could do it.”
“Do what?”
“Make it work. Use modern ideas and things.”
“Mmmm.”
Later Irene snuggled into his shoulder, wondering if Alex would snore.
But it wasn’t his gentle, if noisy, breathing that woke her.
“Alex. Alex, wake up. Wake up.” whispered Irene
“Granddad?”
“Granddad? Do I look like your Granddad? Wake up. There’s a noise down stairs.”
“Urghhh.” Alex registered the bit about waking up, but she didn’t want more sex, something about a noise. Probably Odley. He should tell her to shut up. But, that wasn’t gallant. He could show her he was a hero. “I’ll go and look.” That meant getting out of bed, getting vertical. Getting dressed. No he couldn’t be bothered to find clothes. Just nip quietly down the stairs and back again.
There was enough city light through windows to see his way. No noise except the rain. No light in the kitchen. Odley must have gone back to bed.
A noise.
He was awake now. Really awake. It had been the clink of china. And again. He wasn’t scared, not really, just interested.
Quietly he reached the kitchen door. There was someone there all right. Or something. Maybe a fox? No not this high up. But there were flat roofs out the back. Maybe it was a cat.
He flicked on the light.
It was a man. A man in their kitchen.
“Hello” said Alex. Probably another student kipping over or something. He looked young enough.
“I was hungry. That’s all.” The man seemed very nervous. Scared even.
“But are you…?” began Alex.
“I didn’t do nothing! I was just hungry! Oh God!” Then the man turned and jumped out of the window. Out of the window. In the rain.
“Hey!” shouted Alex. “Hey come back!”
“What is it?” Irene was behind him. She’d put a T shirts over her knickers.
“A man. He jumped out of the window.” Alex walked over and looked out. They always left it open to try and cool the place down.
“What do you mean? Jumped out of the window.” Irene was beside him now. It wasn’t quiet dark. She could see the flat rain glistening roof just below the window, over an extension to the offices below. “I can’t see anyone.”
“I don’t know” said Alex. He must have gone down there. There’s another roof I think.”
“But who was he? Did you frighten him?”
“I don’t know. He said he was hungry. He hadn’t done anything and then he jumped out the window. I’ve never seen him before.”
“Some junkie.” said Odley, come to see what the noise was. “After something he could sell. My computer maybe.”
“What's going on?” Other students were appearing from their rooms.
“A burglar.” said Odley “Alex chased him off.”
“A burglar?” said someone.
“Was he big?” asked another
“Actually,” said Alex “he looked a bit like that dosser who used to sleep in the laundrette on campus. The one the girls were frightened of.”
“Is anything missing?” asked Irene, wondering how on earth anyone would know in a mess like this.
“No.” said Odley “Don’t think so.”
“Can’t see anything.” Said Alex “Jees Odley. Are you still wearing the same boxers?”
“At least I’m wearing some.”
“Oh.” Alex looked down. “Well. I guess I’d better get dressed and phone the police.”
“No.” said Irene. “There’s nothing missing. It was just some pathetic loser. Like you said. Some poor boy who felt hungry. Lets just shut the window and get to sleep.”
Odley and Alex and the others nodded agreement. Neither noticed it was Irene who had taken charge. She hardly noticed herself, she was just not in the mood for anything but sleep in the arms of Alex.
She went up the stairs first, with Alex occasionally putting his head on her bottom, or stroking her thighs. They embraced at the door and he slipped off her T shirt. He held back the sheet for her to climb in, and kissed her.
“You know,” said Alex “There might be a way to make old Sanger's space ship work. I mean make it light enough to fly with enough fuel. One stage into orbit and back. You know, there was a Professor Nonweiler17 at Dublin University who….Irene? Irene?” But now she was asleep.
Alex snuggled up to her and felt very warm and very happy.
Outside was different. Hosmer scrambled out of the sunken yard, over slipery roofs, rainy walls and an electricity sub station before reaching street level. He limped along past Sally Lunn's18 house, past Bog Island, towards the Parade Gardens. By the river side. He might be safe there. Find somewhere to sleep.
He hid behind the stone balustrade, saw no one followed, and limped down the steps. God his ankle hurt. He'd jumped too far from that roof.
He didn’t know that waking Alex had altered history.
He just wanted the night to end and the sun to warm him.
And God he was hungry.
-oOo-
“Round and round, like the diurnal revolution of the earth, went the file, stately, solemn, sure and slow; and now, in due season, it has completed its orbit, and I am invited to register the concluding stage.”
A 1901 remark by George Nathaniel Curzon, Baron of Kedleston, The Viceroy of India.19
CHAPTER 5 CHANGE A BULB
John Gilchrist scraped ice from both windscreens, (scraper in one gloved hand, slice of toast in the other), and ran back to his bright warm kitchen. “You should be able to see out now.” Frost from his shoes dripped onto the kitchen mat.
“Shame you can’t stay off longer,” said Maggie “You could help Jennie and I take down the Christmas decorations.”
“Do we have to take them down?” said Jennie.
“Of course.” John Gilchrist went to pick up his daughter, then remembered she was too big for that now. “If you pack them away it keeps them nice for next year. Right Love. I’m off.” He embraced his wife.
“Have you had your toast?” asked Maggie
“Yes. Thanks. Love you. Bye.” John returned to the pre dawn cold.
He revved the engine, turned on the heaters and lights, selected some Stan Getz, drove out past Maggie’s car, into the lane, onto the village high street. Past the pub, the church, with dead leaves frozen to the gravestones, the shop, and the row of thatched cottages. Past the last street lamp, into the avenue through an icicle hung wood.
Then he jumped on the brakes.
Braked hard, skidded on icy leaves.
“Bloody deer.” But at least he’d missed it.
The deer looked at him with amused disdain, greyish brown in the half light, then gracefully disappeared through the trees.
At the end of the cold shadowy valley the road burst onto the meadows of Salisbury Plain. All iced up dew, with sheep standing in circles for warmth, their heads facing out on guard for foxes and terrors of the night.
Above freezing mist, the sky turned pale blue. Jet con trails inbound from America were high enough to be gold in the rising sun, wispy arrows of speed and commerce pointing towards London.
John drove past the Iron Age hill fort, Carbonec Castle, towards a large plantation of pine trees. Covered in melting frost, quite Christmasey. Except for a chain link fence topped with razor wire. Every 30 meters or so, a notice said “Ministry of Defence Property. No admittance. No photographs.” Underneath was small print. About the Official Secrets Act, CCTV cameras, armed police, and what happened to anyone who got in.
John slowed by the main entrance, with dozens of cars coming in from the A303, a four lane highway across Salisbury Plain.
He drove past the outside car park, meant for buses, taxis, visitors awaiting their entrance pass, and hire cars uninspected for bombs.
A concrete monolith said “MOD Carbonec” Roadside message screens lit up with “Sidelights only on approach” (so the guards and cameras wouldn’t be dazzled reading registration numbers) and “Operation wide awake” and “Emergency State. Substantial.”
Constable Barrett of the Ministry of Defence Police shrugged her shoulders, relieving the weight of navy blue body armour. She moved her new pattern Heckler and Koch machine gun to see her wrist watch with the jewelled strap, a Christmas present from her boyfriend. Almost 8-30. It would get warmer and in half an hour she'd be relieved. Very relieved to get out of this, and have a warm cup of tea. She inspected the next car at the boom, its number plate tallied on her screen in the sentry box' and the driver was holding up his pass. She waved him in.
She saw Lamberley and Cheesman, gate guards, who were supposed to randomly pull cars over to search for bombs. But being young lads they only pulled in expensive cars, or pretty girls. Now it was a girl. Barrett's screen said “Irene Adler”. Cheesman was using his under-car inspection mirror to look up her bum. Barrett should tell the sergeant. But this bitch Irene must work hard at being pretty, silly cow.
Then Constable Barrett’s earpiece hissed into life. “hallo all.” said Sergeant Bradstreet “Panic over. Can you all change from SUBSTANTIAL, back to MODERATE.”
Constable Barrett clicked her computer “Hey Sarge What's it all about?”
“Not much.” Said her earpiece “Some dero called Hosmer Angel of all things. He was kipping in a house at Imber ranges. Not much of a terrorist. Just some dosser. Said he were following a lay line to Stonehenge. Dickhead. They’ve give him some breakfast in Warminster, and told him to sod off and get a life.”
“Thanks Sarge” Her screen recognised John Gilchrist’s car, he held up his personal pass, and had his car pass on the dash. The computers said OK and Constable Barrett vaguely remembered him. She waved him through, past the police station with its aerials and scanners on the roof, and into the first belt of trees.
Signs pointed to different car parks and departments, The Camp Commandant, Central Stores, Officer’s Mess, Sergeant’s Mess, and Married Quarters. Other were more esoteric. FMB, ADmarK, D-CDG, HQ-RJF, DpolKRV, and so on. John had no idea what half of these departments did, and Carbonec wasn’t the place to be inquisitive.
He was a bit late, so couldn't park near his office. Not that any car parks were near. They were safely away from buildings in case someone got through with a bomb.
Building 39 wouldn’t win architecture prizes. Never get planning permission except hidden on an MOD base. It was First and Second World War huts and newer portacabins, joined by wood and brick corridors. Demolition was always postponed, moved to the right for another financial year, and forgotten. Building replacements was too expensive.
At the cigarette butt covered step, he punched code into the door and swiped his card in the flexitime terminal. He strode past Colonel Moran’s office, giving polite “good mornings” to others opening their acronym laden doors.
At the DBI-comms registry the computers were on overnight for security upgrades, so he just turned on the screens.
At the tiny wall safe everyone called a blister, he worked the combination, and took out the double key to a grey metal cupboard where more keys hung on numbered hooks. John took a few colour coded bunches and started walking up the rows of filing cabinets and cupboards, unlocking each one.
Then John pulled out labelled plastic trays of files and papers, leaving them on his and Rubber Boobs desks.
“Hi John.” said Irene Adler as she got the key to her secure cupboard. “How are you?”
“Oh fine.” smiled John. He always said that. It saved thinking of something to say to these people.
“That’s good.” she said with no real interest.
John watched Irene down the corridor. Good looking, nice face, nice figure, but she had a degree and came in as a D grade, twenty or so years younger than John and two grades above him. John would never admit he was jealous. Jealous of just about everyone. He was at the bottom of the heap, just an E2. The grade fit for school leavers with poor exams and losers. People who could just about make the tea or put papers on a file under careful supervision. But there was a pension.
Of course, thanks to his recording and music royalties, John was actually wealthier than most civil service losers. That’s how he lived in the next valley, not in a council flat in Andover.
He got his cup, put in a spoon of instant and went to the kitchen. He didn’t belong to any of the tea groups. Arguing over who'd stolen someone’s milk from the fridge, or who should pay for the next biscuits.
A health and safety notice explained boiling water was hot and might hurt. It was crooked and hung off the hot water urn. John filled his cup, went back to the office, and thought he’d better get sticky tape and straighten the notice before some anal pillock complained.
“Oh John, am I glad to see you.” Maria Gibson took off her fake fur coat to reveal a low cut dress, and the reason for her nick name, Rubber Boobs. “The traffic out there is awful. There’s some sort of crash by Stonehenge and the queue’s go for miles.”
“I came through romantic icicle hung woods, and I saw a deer.”
“You sod.” Maria bounced her boobs and bum to the kitchen.
Office boredom meant she and John did lots of flirting without much actual touching. John thought of her gorgeous breasts being manufactured on some Far East production line. And when he imagined some cheapo third world holiday destination “doctor” taking a bloody scalpel to her chest. It was a bit of a turn off.
But when he’d had a few drinks -
She thought John was an ex musician, civil service clerk. A nobody. Available if she tried, but nothing like the fit young officers who eagerly opened doors for her, or offered to carry her files.
John started filing.20
Then Irene’s boss, Mrs Violet Westbury, said “Ah Maria. What's happening over the broken light bulb in the ladie’s loo?”
“I've sent the building fault form you filled in, to the Camp Commandant, and I phoned their office a couple of times. They said there would be a man come round today to fix it.”
Rachael Howells, the head of Co-ord, appeared self important from the corridor. “It’s Monday Maria, have you been round on Operation Wide Awake?”
“I was going to do it after a cup of tea.”
“Well, make sure you do.” Rachael glanced at Violet, as if to share a mutual opinion on stupid young girls, and Violet smiled in agreement and went to the kitchen
Colonel (Retired) Spence Munro was already stirring tea leaves into his silver teapot. He reached retirement age, then transferred from the army to the civil service as an RO3, the equivalent of a serving major. Along side his many official duties he also ran the tea swindle, buying tea and biscuits for an informal syndicate that included Irene’s boss Mrs Violet Westbury and young Captain Jack Croker.
“I do not hold with bringing in these girls at D grade.” Said Mrs Westbury “Irene would be much better at the job, if she spent a few years in the registry first. As it is, she makes the most ridiculous suggestions. She says our filing system is medieval. Started by the Pope living in France. Absolute nonsense. I told her the government always did it that way, and if it was wrong it would have been altered. And she says I should recommend her for the fast stream and quick promotion. As if she isn’t out of her depth now. Have you seen what she’s writing on the AD3 Holding-slide for SPARO?”
“The AD3 Holding-slide?” asked Munro. “No, what has she written?”
“She says she can save hundreds of thousands a year if REME21 don’t keep spare AD3 Holding-slides in 1st line repair stores. She says once they're removed from the packaging they get broken too easily, so she says they should stop repairing SPARO’s at the front and all SPARO’s should go back to ABRO22 for repair. Well I just could not believe it. I told her that sort of thing was decided by much better brains than ours. And if they thought it was an operational necessity to repair them in first line workshops, then who were we to say different? I thought that would be an end to it, but she e-mailed it all to the GEMs people. I have no idea what they will say. Probably blame me for letting her waste time. She wrote it all wrong. She said things were being scrapped instead of being released from service. She said people write out issue orders instead of raise an issue. And she wants to go on the fast stream for rapid promotion. Ridiculous.
“Perhaps.” Said Colonel Munro with just the faint shadow of worry. “By the way, you owe me another tenner for the tea fund.”
“I’ll bring it round to you.” Said Mrs Westbury
Colonel Munro went back to his office and phoned out. “Hi. It’s me. There could be a problem with our little enterprise….Well not now…. Just put everything on hold…. Lunchtime …. Yes in the Antropus Arms, in the garden. Look, I’ve got to go.”
“Sorry to interrupt Colonel.” Said Rubber Boobs “But its Op Wide Awake.”
“Of course my dear.” Operation Wide Awake meant everyone had to search their work area for packages or bombs that might have been planted over the weekend. Colonel Munro made a big thing of getting on hands and knees and looking under his chair and desk. And of course looking up Rubber Boobs. She smiled down, confident of the power she had over these sad old gits. “All correct my dear. All present and in very fine shape.”
Down the corridor Violet Westbury said “If you want a good annual report, you had better improve your ideas.”
“I’m sorry? What am I doing wrong?” said Irene.
“Are we all Wide Awake in here?” asked Rubber Boobs.
“Yes of course we are.” Snapped Violet. Rubber Boobs had no power over this type of sad old git.
“I asked what I was doing wrong.” Said Irene
“Well for a start. Look at this letter you wrote. It says “Jim. Could you let me know how many SPARO TY840’s you have, thanks Irene.” I mean what sort of letter is that.”
“Have you been inspecting my e-mails?”
“Yes of course I have. Now Irene, you should have submitted it like this. “One. Upon receipt of this letter your department will arrange for the immediate inspection and audit of all stocks of SPARO TY840 taken onto charge by your branches in depot storage. Two. Your department will supply this office with a full and complete list of all SPARO TY840 numbers and their condition at the soonest possible opportunity.” You see? That’s how a proper letter should be written. Here, you say, “We may buy more.” You should say, “This department may find it necessary to take up more relevant items from industry.” You see? Much better.
So from now on you will not be sending any more informal e-mails. I wish to see everything before it leaves this office. Is that understood?”
“Yes Mrs Westbury.” This was like school again. Junior school. “Excuse me.” and she left.
The messenger brought the first post bag to the registry and John sorted it into pigeon holes. “One for you Maria.”
“Oh dear.” Rubber Boobs stopped making John look at her by stroking the inside of her thigh, and said “Hope it’s nothing serious.” Registry staff never had mail “Oh. It’s that building fault form about the broken light bulb. It has to be signed by the building controller. That’s Rachael isn’t it. I’ll take it to her.”
“Ooh. This looks interesting. Space ships. Can I have a read?” asked Irene Adler.
John looked at the thick document she was holding. He was rather interested in space ships himself. And aircraft and rockets. Of course he wasn’t supposed to read SECRET documents, but he had to file them, so he did glance through. Most were boring. Just troop movements, but now and again there was something like this. “A STUDY INTO THE MILITARY ECONOMICS OF SUB ORBITALLY SUPPLIED LOGISTICS.” It was probably boring, but you never knew.
“Yes, you can read it. You’re on the distribution list, but it’s SECRET so Maria will have to book it in and then you can sign for it.”
“That’s OK.” said Maria coming back from Rachael’s office, “Bring it here and I’ll do it now. Then I’ll bring it down when I’ve finished.”
“Oh.” said Irene. “Is it very complicated? Booking it in?”
“It all goes in this book and I send this receipt back to the people who sent it, so they know I’ve got it. Then I sign it out to you. When I get it back, I sign I’ve had it from you. Then I say who it’s gone to next, and get them to sign for it. Then when it’s gone round everyone on the distribution list, I file it, and put which file it’s gone on, and that's booked on the computer as well. That way we know where all the secrets are. Or who has them, and we have a record of who’s seen them in the past.”
“Oh.” Said Irene.
“John, could you fax this fault form to the camp commandant?”
“Yeah.” It was mid morning when John took the Space Study down to Irene, and got himself another coffee.
Irene was fascinated. Of course she remembered Alex Holder and his wild ideas on a new sort of space ship. They had gone steady for half a year. A wonderful year of new ideas, new people. But he was in Bath and she was in Bristol. Not far, but far enough. They just sort of drifted apart. Irene couldn’t help being interested in other men, and he'd probably two timed her as well. She’d have felt better with definite proof of that. Sometimes she wondered if he'd been faithful and she'd been a total rat to him.
Well, she hadn’t really loved him. It wasn’t as though he was going to be the father of her children or anything.
Children. Having a baby.
Oh well. Irene started reading. An account of the latest RUSI 23 war games held at Cranfield University. Instead of putting in “realistic” constraints the officers were allowed to dream up their own equipment, and if the referees thought it within the laws of physics, it was allowed.
It was all the costs of running aircraft carriers, transport aircraft, in flight refuelling, ferries, freighters and tankers, just to get the army somewhere, never mind actually fighting anyone.
John got on with his work till he heard the front door ring.
“Oh aloe mate, I’ve come to see your blown bulb.”
“Oh yeah” said John “Its in the Ladies. I’ll get Maria to show you.” They walked up the corridor “Maria? This guys come to….”
“Hallo there Maria.” said the electrician.
“Oh hi. Yeah it's in the loo, this way.” Maria called out, “Hallo? Anyone in here? It’s all right. I’ll wait outside in case anyone comes.”
Then the electrician came out “OK Ladies you can go in now. Still dark I’m afraid, I need a ladder for this I’ll pop over later.”
“Oh well. Thanks for trying.” said Rubber Boobs.
“Excuse me Ladies.” Colonel Spence Munro smiled politely as he hurried towards the door.
“I see he’s off to another early lunch.” said Irene. “Sometimes he doesn’t come back at all.”
“He might be meeting someone in the officer’s mess bar.” suggested Rubber Boobs.
“That’s another thing wrong with this place. Lots of companies have random drug and drink tests now. But here they actually sell drink on the premises. Can you imagine any other offices or factories doing that?”
“Well, it’s home to a lot of them, they live in the mess don’t they.”
“He doesn’t.”
Just before lunch Rubber Boobs said “I’ll be out for lunch John. OK? So you’re in charge. OK?”
“OK.” John guessed she would eat her sandwiches with Captain Jack. They were usually Majors before she'd say when husband Neil was out, and it was safe to call in for a quickie.
John swiped off for lunch at the flexi machine . If he took thirty minutes of his hour, then he could save the other thirty minutes towards a day off.
Then he went on the web at the BBC news site and….
“Who is supposed to keep the photo copier full of paper?” demanded someone who was too important, and therefore too busy to take lunch.
“I’ll do it now” said John. It was always lunchtime that the ignorant and pompous demanded to be shown the fax machine, or be given a form, or help with their computer. Most were polite, and he didn’t mind. Some were not, and he did mind.
The BBC headlines said bad weather in Scotland was heading south. Great.
Then the door bell again. “All right mate?” said a man with a step ladder “I come for the bulb in the ladies bog.”
“It’s down here.” Said John “There, OK?”
“I’d best not go in mate, not till it’s checked. Could be some one in there. Mate of mine got in real shit cos he went in a ladies bog and there were some old cow in there with her knickers off.”
“I’ll find someone.”
Irene was getting into the RUSI report. They wondered how they could land Paras secretly, anywhere in the world at a few hours notice.
Normally the enemy knew we were building up forces nearby, or sailing in, and had time to prepare. Our forces were watched all the time by the public with their phone cams and videos. In theatre they were watched, not just by the public, but by foreign press with their UAV flying camera's and even enemy flying cameras. They found it very difficult to take any enemy by surprise, or even engage an enemy before they retreated back into the civie population. At the same time the enemy could ambush our forces at will.
But if we went very quickly by air, or even space, then we could achieve area domination before the enemy could mobilise. We could have bloodless victories. Almost.
The Deployable Force Commander of the Joint Force HQ could actually run things from orbit, or from a flying HQ, with all the information from soldiers helmet cams fed onto his screens, along with recce info from the remotes. Then when the troops had finished, they would be whisked away by planes, or space ships.
But Britain did not have a huge fleet of giant intercontinental freight aircraft. We couldn't afford them. We certainly couldn't afford space shuttles. We had to use aircraft carriers and freighters and stops in friendly countries.
“Excuse me. Irene?”
“Yes John.” Irene smiled.
John really wanted to get on his knees and beg for sex, but he actually said “The electrician's arrived and wants to know if there’s anyone in the ladies loo, so I was wondering if…?”
“Yes I’ll check it out for you.” Irene stood.
“Sorry, that document. Being SECRET you should really lock it in a secure cabinet, if your leaving the room.”
“Oh. OK.” Irene put it in a steel cupboard, locked it and dropped the key into her desk drawer. Technically she should return the key to its hook in the registry, but John said nothing.
“There’s no hurry.” said the man with the ladder. “The electrician aint here till after lunch.”
”I thought you were the electrician.” said John.
“Oh no. I just holds the ladder for him.”
“You what?” asked Irene
“Holds the ladder. Cant have someone go up these steps alone. Health and safety. Might fall off see. Two man job now.”
“Dear God.” Said Irene “Well it’s empty.” She stomped off.
“God. I bet you could jump on her eh?” said the ladder man.
“Yeah.” John went back to his sandwiches.
Colonel (Retired) Spence Munro parked at the co-op car park in Amesbury and walked. Mustn’t be late, but it was silly to attract attention so he slowed, tried to keep pace with the shoppers, up Salisbury Street, left onto Church Street and into the Antropus Arms.
He almost forgot to buy a drink, that would be really suspicious. He looked carefully into the garden. Despite this being noon, it was winter, and the sun was low in the south shining palely under the huge cyprus tree or whatever it was.
The frost had gone and the man was there on a bench, in a sheepskin coat.
John Gilchrist finished clocking on at the flexi terminal and the door bell went.
“Ah hallo mate. I’m the electrician. Here with a new light bulb? My mate ought to be here already.”
“He’s straight down the corridor there. You can’t miss him. He’s holding a ladder.”
Rachael Howells came back from lunch in the NAAFI canteen, hung her coat up and saw Colonel Moran was already in.
“Rachael, I would like to see Violet Westbury please.” Colonel Sebastian Moran was flexing the fingers of his right hand.
“Yes Colonel.” said Rachael
Irene was still reading the RUSI report.
“Just checking your out tray.” said John looking round the door.
“John. Don’t you ever get fed up with this place?”
“Yes.”
“So why do you stay here?” asked Irene
“The pension.”
“Is it really worth all the agro? Just for a pension?”
“I’ve got everything else I could want.”
“Lucky you.” But she didn’t believe it.
“Excuse me John.” said Violet as she came in “Are you still reading that?” she asked Irene “It’s nothing to do with us you know. That’s policy. That’s for more important people than us in London.”
“I want to be in London soon.” said Irene.
“They don’t let just anyone into Main Building you know.”
“I was really hoping for Parliament.”
“Parliament?” Violet almost laughed at this stupidity “Well Irene, perhaps after a few years here, if you work really hard, who knows.”
“I’m sorry Violet,” said Irene “But you have a mark on your cheek.”
“What?”
“It looks like a bruise.” Irene sounded concerned.
“No. No, of course it isn’t. How would I be getting a bruise there? Just a birth mark. I usually cover it. But now the bulb had gone in the ladies I can’t be seeing to cover it up.”
“I’m sure the doctors could do something about it these days. Freeze it off. I had skin cancer on….”
“Never mind.” Snapped Violet.
“Violet?” called Rachael Howells from the corridor. “Could I have a word.”
Violet glanced at Irene, whatever it was Irene was not supposed to hear. Probably Irene was in trouble.
“It’s the Colonel.” Said Rachael “He would like a word with you.”
“But what about?”
“I don’t know. Oh, is that the electrician? Excuse me, have you fixed the light yet?”
“Nah, sorry. It’s the wrong fitting in the ceiling. It’s not the standard one. I’ll have to indent for something. Not in our stores here. So….could still be a day or two. But don’t worry. We’ll get it sussed in the end.”
Then Colonel (Retired) Spence Munro banged through the front door and almost hit the other man carrying the ladder. “Damn you….Oh….sorry. Sorry.” He squeezed past the electrician, mumbled “Ladies.” To Violet and Rachael, went further down the corridor and stumbled. “What the hell! Is someone trying to bloody kill me? Who the hell left this here?”
“Oh sorry.” said the electrician. “Its the health and safety notice. I forgot it was there. Sorry.”
“Safety? You could have killed me. Leaving that where people can trip over it!”
Colonel (Retired) Spence Munro went to his office.
“He has been drinking.” said Violet. “I am very disappointed with that.”
She walked up to the colonels open door. “Colonel?” Could she actually be in trouble? But what?
“Ah Violet, do sit down.” said Colonel Moran. The tingling was in his hand now “Its about your assistant Irene.”
“I’m sorry Colonel?”
“Irene Adler. She has sent the GEMS people a suggestion on what to do about the AD3 Holding-slides.”
“ Oh I’m sorry Colonel, she shouldn’t have bothered any….”
“No. They like it. I like it. I’m amazed no one thought of it before.”
“You like it?” The Colonel must be mistaken.
“Of course. But as her line manager, you should pass on the good news. Bright girl. Could get an award. We want more like her in MOD.”
“But….Well….I’ll pass it on Colonel.” She must admit she was wrong.
“Is everything all right?” asked Moran.
“Yes Colonel. It’s all all right.” Violet would look a complete idiot.
Johns phone rang for the umpteenth time. “ Good afternoon, DBI-comms registry, can I help you?”
“I hope so. I’m phoning from Portcullis House.”
“Yes.”
“That’s Parliament.” The caller assumed this would be impressive.
“Yes.” John knew where it was. Why didn’t they hurry up and say what they wanted.
“Right, I would like to speak to Miss Irene Adler please.”
“She is on extension 79356. Hold on, I’ll put your through.”
“Parliament? ….Hallo?” Irene almost laughed with joy.
Violet came in. She was going to have to eat humble pie. But now the damn girl was on the phone, happy and smiling. At least Violet could tell her off for using an MOD phone for idle chit-chat.
Irene put the phone down. “Violet! I have got a job! A proper job! In Parliament! I’m going to be a research assistant!”
On Moran's desk was a wood plinth with two magnetic pillars holding his evil looking black dagger. An easy solution to many problems, a dagger in the throat. He was totally fed up with this place. Sat at a desk being polite to idiots. “Damn.” The tingling was in his fore arm now. And he was saying damn to himself. Talking to himself. “Damn.”
The sun scraped along the southern horizon and finally disappeared from view in a burst of watery pink. The sky faded from electric blue in the south, to star studded navy black in the north. The frost came again.
John helped Rubber Boobs put all the trays in their cupboards, turn off the monitors, close all drawers and cupboards, and lock the keys away.
“You couldn’t walk me to the car park could you?” asked Rubber Boobs “I’m afraid I might slip in the ice.”
“Yeah sure.” John put on his coat and collected his bag. They had one last look round and left.
Rubber Boobs put her arm in Johns, walking through the lamp lit trees.
“Hallo. Look.” said Rubber Boobs. A Police car’s flashing blue light illuminated a car gone off road. “Must be ice on the road.”
“They had salt down this morning.” said John “And I think they had that tractor thing out spreading more after lunch.”
“Perhaps it’s a drunk driver then.” Laughed Rubber Boobs “Well, this is my car.” She kissed John on the cheek. “See you tomorrow.”
“See you.” Should John have tried to kiss her back? He was tired. He just smiled. “Goodnight.”
He started his own car, turned on the heaters and de-misters and thought of listening to Charlie Parker. As he past the police car he thought it looked like Colonel Spence Munro in the back, being breathalysed.
Sergeant Devoy drove slowly out of Shrewton village, counting the field gates on the left. And there it was, the sort of small anonymous looking family car that SIB24 people drove. He pulled off onto the frost covered verge behind it and killed his lights.
“Come and sit in my car.” Said the SIB Captain.
“Right you are.” Devoy got into the front passenger seat and the SIB man turned up the volume on Jimi Hendrix playing with Curtis Knight. “Afraid of bugs are we?”
“Best to be safe.” said the captain. “Have you got the tapes?”
“All here.” Devoy handed over a flash drive “Colonel Spence Munro meeting Target One, with full frontal face and decent sound. It'll stand up in court.”
“It won't come to that. We want Munro to make a deal. Carry on as our informant.”
“He'll be relieved at that.” said Devoy. “I think he'd do anything.”
“Good.”
“There’s some sort of blue flashing.” said the face on the cell phone.
“I’ll fix it.” Irene stood up and pulled the curtains, “Is that better?”
“Yes fine, what was it? Said the girls face
“It’s a Police car in the Market Place. Looks like their dealing with some drunks, the light was reflected on the wall opposite.”
“Oh Irene. Your not living in some ghastly back alley are you?”
“No. I’m above a shop in the Little Britox. It’s a very narrow medieval street that leads off Devizes Market Place. It's a little market town. It's lovely.”
“So what's that noise now?”
“It’s the clock on the market hall. It bongs out the hours.”
“Poor you. How long are you going to stay there?”
“Ah, now that’s why I called you. I’ve got a job in London now.”
“Oh yes? I can guess what’s coming.”
“You guess right. The thing is, can I stay with you while I find somewhere of my own? I’ll pay you and do my share of housework.”
“You? Do housework?”
“Of course I will. Honestly.”
“ Oh I suppose so. If you don’t mind sleeping on the settee.”
“You’re a pall.”
“And keep your hands off my boyfriends?”
“Of course. Have I ever robbed you?”
“Yes. Often. And you must share some of your boys with me.”
“Oh I don’t know….Well, maybe some of them.”
“So what job have you got?”
“Well. It’s in Parliament….”
The freight train, over a mile long, slowly rumbled its way up the frost silvered track, hauling a cargo of building gravel from Somerset to London.
The row of mobile homes, crushed in between the rail track and a farm road, vibrated with noise. Most people turned up their TV’s and pulled clothes tighter against the cold seeping in through icy windows.
Eventually the train passed. The night returned to barking foxes, and the screech of small terrified creatures, caught by the silent wing beat of owls gliding low over frozen fields.
And the ring tone. The endless cheap repetition of a half forgotten pop song. It looped over and over. It would start, then start again.
The phone had caller I.D. so Violet Westbury knew what it was. Her husband had spent everything. Now he'd be in Devizes Market Place, abandoned by his boozy mates, desperately, drunkenly, phoning. Demanding she come and take him home. Take him to this freezing trailer and be nice to him. Make him food, and let him slap her around for being late.
He always hit her.
Worse now he’d lost his job. He could hardly keep work at all. He was fired after days instead of weeks or months.
His wit no longer charmed and persuaded. His wit turned sour. Sarcastic remarks starting arguments.
It didn’t matter what Violet did, how much money she gave from her wages. How much she borrowed. How much she owed. How much they were demanding she repay. If she went bankrupt she would lose her job. Lose her position, dignity and pension.
She'd worked hard. Not like Irene. What the hell had Irene done? Nothing, now off to London. Why was she so lucky?
It was never fair.
She could go get her husband. Tell him the caravan gas bottle was empty. There was no light or heat. Condensation was freezing inside the fibreglass ceiling. But it wouldn’t be a laugh. They wouldn’t get naked and cuddle up together for warmth. He'd just hit her.
God he'd been handsome. Though he liked his drink, even when they first met. Violet put on another coat and opened the door. She locked it carefully behind her, and threw the key into the hedge. He’d have to hunt for it. Or would the Police let him in? When they brought him home, tomorrow morning, all hung over and filthy after a night in the cells.
She didn’t care.
She forced her way through a gap in the hedge, not minding the scratches, She could hardly feel her limbs in this cold, climbed over the low wire fence and up the bank to the track ballast. Grey gravel, white with frost, probably from the same quarry in Somerset the trains came from.
She lay down.
There would be another train soon.
-oOo-
| Shrill through the roar | of the shrieking storm |
| The eagle screamed | with icy feathers. |
| Storms beat | the stone-cliffs. |
| Night fell black, | from the north it snowed |
| Frost froze the land, | hail fell on earth then |
| The coldest of corn
| |
From The Seafarer in the Exeter Book
CHAPTER 6 THE STORM
“Constable MacPherson?”
“Aye. Aye that’s me. But that’s a voice I know. Is that Grace Dunbar?”
“Of course it’s me. I’m back in my old job again.”
“Oh aye. So how’s the wee bairn now?”
“Oh he’s fine, Fine and dandy. Started at the nursery school now.”
“Oh that’s good. That’s good. Now Grace, I was just calling to say the hippy commune people, they seem to have left. I asked at the hotel, and they said they all got their dole money. Then they all bought enough diesel, and they went away down south, to Glasgow for the winter.”
“OK. I’ve noted that down.”
“Aye. Now this weather is getting awful braw. Quite awful. And the wind. In this wind, the snow is coming sideways. And I don’t want to be stuck in the drifts.”
“Oh no, you don’t want that.”
“So I was thinking of heading back to Ullapool”
“Oh right enough. You’ll sign off when you get there.”
“That I will. That I will.”
“Constable MacPherson. Come in please. Constable MacPherson.”
“Aye it’s me. What’s up?”
“There’s some sort of problem at Loch Bravall.”
“Loch Bravall? But surely isn’t that all shut up for the winter?”
“No. It seems a few of the cottages were let out for Christmas.”
“More fool them. Londoners is it. More money than sense.”
“Londoners like as not. Anyhow, there’s some of them stayed on, after Christmas. But the thing is, there was a phone call, in to Ullapool saying they were having floods there. In the houses.”
“Floods? Did you say floods?”
“Aye. But then the line went dead, and Ullapool can’t get them back. So seeing as you’re just a short distance from there-.”
“I’m on my way Grace. Sure it will be a burst pipe over their Christmas tree or some such. Aye. Thank God for the four wheel drive though. But if this keeps up you’ll be sending a helicopter to the rescue of me.”
“Ah, but I’m sorry there. They say they can’t fly in this wind. It’s up to hurricane force in the Minches. It’s gusting to one hundred and thirty behind Stornoway.”
“Well that is a bit of a blow. One hundred and thirty. Oh well. It will blow the snow off the road.”
“You just be careful it does not blow you off with it.”
“Grace. Grace. For god’s sakes Grace.”
“I’m here.”
“It’s….Dear God. I’ve seen nothing like this. Are you recording this?”
“Yes.”
“Right. The thing is I can’t get down to the village. The road is under water.”
“Which road?”
“The road into Loch Bravall. It is under water. I came round the corner into the wind and there is no more road. It is all washed away. The whole loch is just turned into white water. All of it.”
“But it’s quite sheltered there.”
“Aye. But I can’t see those islands, there at the end of the loch. It’s just white water. The waves. They must be coming clear over the islands and into the Loch. Or maybe they have washed away the islands.”
“Washed away the islands?”
“Aye. They are huge waves. Bigger than houses. Bigger. The thing is I can’t see the village. It’s gone.”
“I’m sorry? Say that again?”
“The village. It has gone. The village is not there. It is just waves. Those holiday homes. You know there was the flat land going out into the loch? With the sea wall, then the houses, and the water behind again where the boats were kept?”
“Yes.”
“Well that piece of land is no more. It is just the waves. The houses are gone. The waves are running clear to the end of the loch and into the hills there. The waves are coming up the hill towards me and then falling back. The flat land has all gone. Can’t you hear the noise? Can’t you hear it?”
“OK. OK. Hang on. All right. Yes. All right. I’ll tell him. Look the Sergeant says can you wait there. He’s getting together some people from Ullapool. OK?”
“OK.”
-oOo-
Surely there is a mine for silver and a place for gold which they refine.
Iron is taken out of the earth, and copper is smelted from the ore.
Men put an end to darkness, and search out to the farthest bound the ore in gloom and deep darkness.
They open shafts in a valley away from where men live; they are forgotten by travellers, they hang from men, they swing to and fro.
As for the earth, out of it comes bread; but underneath it is turned up as by fire.
Its stones are the place of sapphires and it has dust of gold.
Man puts his hand to the flinty rock, and overturns mountains by the roots.
He cuts channels in the rocks, and his eye sees every precious thing.
He binds up the streams so that they do not trickle, and the thing that is his he brings forth to light.
But where shall wisdom be found?
And where is the place of understanding?
Job 28
CHAPTER 7 LYELL SOCIETY
Thorney slowed the car and turned off the A30 through the gates. “There you are, Royal Holloway.”
“Blimey,” said Cariton “There's no sparing the decoration on this baby.”
“High Victoriana gone berserk,” said Mortimer. “I’m amazed its still part of London University. It’s the sort of place they pulled down in the 1960’s and replaced with a concrete tower block.”
“If only Keble looked like this.” Cariton sighed. “Is that real lead up on the roof?”
“No.” Thorney smiled. “They sold it off a few years back and put in plastic replicas.”
“They say the Archbishop of Canterbury says churches can do it soon. Sell off their roofs. They’ll raise a fortune. I hope they have more modern buildings?” asked Cariton.
“Oh yes” said Thorney. “Laboratory and accommodation blocks off on the left and down the hill towards Egham. That’s mostly boring stuff. Twentieth century cheapo concrete and things.”
“There’s another car behind getting impatient,” said Mortimer.
“Ooh, sorry.” Thorney followed signs saying “Lyell Astro Geology Conference” to the left.
They got out and studied the huge building. More like confectionery than architecture. Orange and red candy, decorated with barley twist chimneys. Vanilla cream widow frames shaped like the Parthenon, with arches. Carved cornices to everything. Round windows to rooms in towers and turrets. Elaborate bay windows four floors high. Stone balustrades to tiny balconies. Cast iron gutters and down pipes let into the shaped brickwork.
High overhead, transatlantic turboprops from Heathrow, climbed slowly and quietly into the pale blue sky. “It must have been noisy here when they used jets,” said Thorney. Then he saw a notice hammered into the grass. “All cars parked without a permit will be clamped and removed.”
“Oh. Better get into reception and get a permit then.”
They took their bags up the stone steps to a lobby. The sign taped on a table said “Economic astro-geology of asteroids. Delegates registration.”
“Can I help?” asked a young man with a laptop.
“We’ve come down from Oxford. I’m Mortimer, this is Cariton and Thorney.”
“Actually I’m Huxtable,” said Thorney.
“Doctor Thorneycroft Huxtable,” said the young man. “It’s your car I believe.”
“Yup”
“So here is your parking permit, you’d better display it right now, before the local chav security guards drag it away for ransom. And if you wait a second.” The young man pulled a plastic label from another desktop gadget “This is your pass, if you could wear it round your neck at all times. We have a problem here with pykies trying to get a free meal and a bed. Not that you look undesirable of course Doctor.”
“Right. It’s got my photo on. How did…? Oh, we were photographed coming in the door.”
“That’s it. Security. Camera’s everywhere.”
“Oh, right.” Thorney went back to the car while the others got their passes and room keys.
“Come on,” said Cariton when Thorney returned “Mortimer’s gone to find the rooms, we’re all next to each other up these stairs. It’s more of a ceremonial stairway to heaven. Or is it more like a Dracula movie? These pillars, a vaulted stone ceiling, and round windows, and ecclesiastic windows. I’m sure I’ve seen the Count swoop down here to ravish some maiden.”
“Might have been filmed here,” said Thorney. “Do you remember McGyver on TV?”
“Sort of.”
“Oh, well he was supposed to be a student here in a spin off movie.”
“Really. Mind you this conference is rather more fiction than science. Look at this balustrade. How on earth can anyone use it as a hand hold? It’s damn near as wide as our stairs at home. Oh look. It was too low for the health and safety, so they added wooden railings. Daft sods.”
“Ah there you are.” Mortimer was waiting for them. “We’re down the end, and I believe this is our nearest bathroom and bog.”
“Corridor,” said Cariton. “It’s wider than our whole house. Well, almost. It’s as wide as our lounge though. Must cost a bit to fit this carpet. So why do they paint the doors this ghastly green colour? Anyway Mortimer, I was just saying, have you read the itinerary? This conference, not much science to it. All science fiction as far as I can see.”
“So why you come?” asked Mortimer.
“Free couple of nights away from home and the damn baby. Crying his eyes out all day and night. And I’m trying to finish the Mars sample costs.”
“What Mars sample?” asked Thorney.
“Just a proposal,” said Cariton “Been going round for years. Thing is if we want a bit of Mars dust, then we have to put cash up front. Of course if we do that we have to steal the dosh from somewhere else and……Ah. Are these our rooms?
“This is they,” said Mortimer. “Here’s your key Thorney, and yours Cariton.”
“Thanks.” Thorney unlocked the door and went in. Cheap student furniture, a cupboard, chest of drawers, and two beds on the grey carpet. The wash hand basin looked almost as old as the rest of the building and the curtains to the huge square windows had been laundered many times.
But in the corner was a turret with a desk and a couple of chairs.
“You got a turret,” said Mortimer “And two beds.”
“In case I get lucky,” said Thorney.
“Only need one bed if your lucky.” laughed Mortimer.
“Oh its not going to be noisy is it?” Cariton was looking through the turrets curved glass “Some fool in a sports car. More money than sense. Listen to that, must be a V8. He’s parked near you Thorney. Shows up your old wreck.”
“At least I can still afford to run an old wreck,” said Thorney peering from the turret. “Good Lord. It looks like Moriarty.”
“That figures,” said Mortimer “He still not grown up. Wants everyone to be red eye for his car. Now, we having a bath, then have a drink or what?”
They met an hour later at “Crosslands”, the café and bar beneath the banqueting hall.
“What are you having?” called Mortimer
“A pint of whatever,” said Thorney.
“Oh, I don’t know,” said Cariton “I have to watch my ulcer. Um, maybe, um…..”
Eventually even Cariton got a drink and they mingled with other delegates, picking brains, trying to find out what would be in the speeches, lectures and posters. Trying to guard their reputations.
“The thing is this,” said Thorney. “We all want to succeed. We want to be pundits. We want respect and we want to be new and modern. We want our research to lead the rest of the pack. But if we go too far, we become ridiculous. And this conference is very borderline. I don’t think anyone is going to stick their neck out and say, lets all go to Saturn, or somewhere. They’d be laughed at. We are all going to be very conservative otherwise none of us will ever become professors.”
“Moriarty already is,” said someone
“What? Moriarty?” Thorney didn’t believe this.
“It’s on his pass. Professor Moriarty,” said someone else.
“He’s out in the courtyard now,” said Cariton “Chatting up some girls.”
“Good Lord. I must see this.” Thorney went out of a small door into the gloaming evening light. Moriarty was at a table with three girls who looked too young to be students. “Professor Moriarty?”
“Yes?” Moriarty looked up “Thorney. How are you? Still married?”
“Of course. Look I came to congratulate you on your chair, I hadn’t heard.”
“Oh that, yes. Just a few months ago, nothing special.”
“Nothing special?” Thorney knew he was falling into the trap and revealing open envy and jealousy, “Well, It’s in mathematics I presume? At Cambridge?”
“Oh yes. But it’s just a personal chair. I helped a few banks with their computer encryption and things and they very kindly sponsored me. It’s not the Lucasian or anything. Not yet anyway.” Moriarty smiled.
“No.” Thorney thought the Lucasian was the last thing anyone would give to Moriarty. “So why are you here? Apart from the girls of course.”
“Ah yes. These darlings are all foreign language students.” He beamed, they giggled back. “They’re here for the summer break. I’m helping them flower into the glories of the English language.” He smiled again, “Actually I come here quite often. For the Information Security Course and code breaking and things. I’m a consultant at GCHQ now. Every penny helps of course, that’s how I bought the Aston Martin. But I like to think I am helping the nation.”
“Yes of course, the nation. So are you giving us a lecture or…”
“Oh of course. It’s a bit of a sideline, just a hobby really, astronomy, but I have got quite good at gravitational topography, horseshoe orbits and the accretion of matter in micro gravity. I’ve even done a predictive computer programme. The Dynamics of an Asteroid. You should buy it. Be really useful if you ever go out there and get your hammer on a real asteroid.”
“Uh, well, perhaps later. Anyway, good to see you. Look forwards to your talk.”
Back inside Thorney said “The bastard. It’s true. He got some bank or other to fund a personal chair for him, at Cambridge, not some porta-cabin-in-a-car-park-uni, Cambridge. And those girls with him, they think he’s God, damn the bastard.”
“Good looking are they?” asked Mortimer.
“Yes they bloody well are.” In fact they were very good looking. Very. Maybe Thorney could chat them up himself. That would show Moriarty. Thorney was just as good at….But that was stupid.
“They look under age to me,” said Cariton
“Oh,” said Thorney. “Do you think so?”
“For sure,” said Mortimer. “Meagre. Just school kids here for English lessons. Probably fourteen or fifteen. Look at the boys, no make up on them. My wife does “English as a Foreign Language”. Useful money. I tried, but didn’t have the patience. You know if Moriarty aint careful he'll wind up on the sex offenders register. A kiddie fiddler.”
Thorney felt ashamed. No need for it, because no one knew he had almost decided to go and make a fool of himself with some schoolgirls. It was something he had never done of course. He had had an affair with a student, briefly, while he was in Bristol. Before he got married and….
“Did you know they have an art gallery here?” said Mortimer.
“Yes,” said Thorney, glad of a change of subject. “I’ve never been in there though, they have to keep it more or less permanently shut because of insurance.”
“That’s a shame,” said Mortimer. “I like a nice gallery, not that I know much about painting, of course.”
“They’re Victorian. Collected by Holloway himself. The thing is our present cultural view is that Victorian painters were really craftsmen and artisans. People who copied photo’s. We think of them like Victorian engineers, mere technicians, rather than true individual artists. The Pre Raphaelite, Ruskin sort of view. So no one really complains when they’re not allowed to see them. Be different if they were French, cubists or Picasso or whatever.”
A girl from Moriarty’s table had come in and was leaning against the bar, her slim waist above a perfectly rounded bottom.
“You said “just engineers”, like even you believe it,” said Mortimer.
“Its an easy slip to make these days,” said Thorney. “Our whole culture, well British culture, is slanted away from getting your hands dirty. All this health and safety stuff, shutting down all our labs and workshops, forbidding dangerous experiments or prototypes in case something goes wrong. If you want anything done you have to go abroad.”
Thorney realised he had been waiting for the girl to turn round so he could see her face and breasts. When she did turn, she had the face of an angel, concentrating on holding four glasses without spilling. Her face drew attention away from her chest. Her top was baggy to disguise not having much there. She really was as young as Cariton had suggested. She was a child. Thorney didn’t fancy her at all. So why had he thought of…..It was because he was jealous of Moriarty. He wanted to prove his virility against Moriarty’s, not to pick up the girls at all. “You right” said Thorney “Those girls do look under age.”
“Of course,” said Mortimer “ Very meagre there. You didn’t think they were…..”
“No,” said Thorney quickly “Of course not. Oh? Why is everyone standing?”
“Are we all going upstairs?” said Cariton.
The Lyell Society is run by students in the Royal Holloway geology department. Inviting important people to give lectures and attend conferences was the student’s opportunity to shine and show the academic world what they were made of. The first event was in the banqueting hall between the courtyards. It had huge windows, with veranda’s outside wide as roads, and a tall glass sided steeple thing letting light into the centre. The speeches weren’t too long though….
“....is to try and judge the economic mining potential of the asteroids and various moons in the Solar System. As you know our Earth is about to run out of helium, and a good many other elements, and metals, are rising in price. But has the price risen enough to cover the cost of prospecting off planet? What techniques might we employ in the search for economic deposits? What techniques might we employ to recover expensive elements like helium or gold or....”
…..and the university Residence and Catering Services provided food that was at least adequate.
Next Morning Thorney got dressed for the long trek to the bathroom.
Amazingly there were two nuns in the corridor, and one of the student organisers from last night knocking on a door.
Nuns? In long black habits, the full gear. What were they doing?
Then two girls came out, fully dressed, but with tousled hair. Pretty, pouting and petulant. The nuns screeched and dragged the girls off. Weird.
Then Thorney saw who the student organiser was talking to. Professor Moriarty, with a smug self satisfied and well rehearsed smile. It was Moriarty who was in the wrong, but it was the student organiser who seemed to be apologising. Bloody Moriarty. Get a great and good reputation and you could get away with anything. For a while at least.
“Good Morning,” said Thorney in his most cheerful voice.
“What? Ah….Thorney,” said Moriarty.
It was going to be an interesting day.
“You’ll never guess what I saw this morning,” said Thorney when he joined the others for a full English breakfast.
“Moriarty?” asked Mortimer.
“Yes. You saw them as well?”
“Kept me up all night” said Cariton “I complained about the noise. A regular orgy earlier. Till the security guards came with the nuns and threw them all out.”
“Well if that was last night, he still had two girls there this morning. I saw two nuns dragging them out when I went for my bath.”
“Did he indeed,” said Mortimer. “He bleach hard last night. Never could keep it in his trousers. You got any Worcestershire sauce?”
“Over there I think,” said Thorney “So when was Moriarty supposed to be speaking and selling us his programme?”
“Second speaker this morning” said Cariton. “Good Lord. Look over there. In the corner of the courtyard. That’s our damned waiter, the one who served me my toast. He’s just pissed against the wall there. Look. Now he’s coming back.”
“London's not what it was,” said Mortimer. “Cheap labour. I don’t reckon he wash his hands either. Things are getting really slack.”
After breakfast they left Founders Building and noted Moriarty’s Aston Martin was still in the car park. “Must think he’s James Bond,” said Thorney. “Working for GCHQ. Looks like he’s got away with it.”
They walked past the University book shop, down the road, past newer buildings. Above them the blue sky was studded with landing lights as planes lined up for Heathrow. Below that was London. Ten thousand square miles of high rise and low, roads, rails, parks, history, commerce and industry. The western suburbs alone stretched as far as the eye could see.
About Half way down the hill they arrived at Queens Building, (the Geology Department had the basement and top floor), and sat in the Queens Lecture Theatre.
“No Moriarty then.” whispered Cariton after the first lecture had ended.
In the interval, they helped themselves to coffee from Thermos urns and looked at posters displayed in nearby rooms.
Nowadays it has become fashionable for conference delegates to put up large posters with their ideas on, while they answer questions and give away pamphlets.
One set of posters was called “Wave Action on Terminal Moraines in Scottish Sea Lochs, a Preliminary Survey.” It described how the islands protecting Loch Bravall were built from loose rubble dumped there where glaciers melted at the end of the ice age. It showed how wave action caused a catastrophic land slide, pushing the islands back into the deep glacier scoured waters of the Loch, allowing storm waves straight in.
“They reckon those floods on the Somerset levels could be permanent now,” said Cariton. “Round the Wash will be next.”
“We are here to be optimistic about mining asteroids,” said Mortimer. “Not worry about rising sea levels. Mind you. I'm glad my Mums place in Jamaica is good and high.”
“Its all very ingenious,” said Thorney “Mining asteroids. All these other posters. Have you seen them? Solar powered smelting furnaces. Solar powered steam engines. Giant weightless cargo sacks. Electric catapults to get you off the moon. But no one is saying how we get up there in the first place. This tower elevator into space will take centuries to build. We need some engineering genius to tell us how to right now, and we don’t have one.”
“Well there’s Moriarty’s poster. Horseshoe shaped orbits. Had no idea they existed,” said Mortimer
“Its probably only Moriarty who thinks they do.” replied Thorney.
“I’ve heard of em,” said Cariton. “It’s when you get two bodies on the same orbit at the same distance from the sun, but not anywhere near each other. The smaller body gets attracted to the larger and slows down, then it speeds up under the Suns influence or the other planets or whatever, but eventually it crashes into the larger object. Anyway it’s called a horseshoe orbit as it goes round the Sun and then comes back again. All very theoretical.”
“And no one has explained how we can travel across such huge distances in anything less than years, even decades,” said Thorney. “We really need some cheap way to get up there and some sort of research plan to…
Well, there he is, Moriarty. Large as life and bold as brass,” said Cariton “I wonder if he knows it was me who complained?”
“You can’t be the only one,” said Mortimer, “The racket he was making.”
“I don’t think many people seem to know about it,” said Thorney “I think he’s got away with it and he’ll pretend it’s never happened. Come on lets get back to our seats.”
“Good morning all. As you will have read on your programmes, I am Professor Moriarty and I am here to tell you about the behaviour of asteroids. How they collide and split apart and reform and go through a very slow but complex dance with their partners in the asteroid belt. Now….”
“Professor Moriarty. You are the most evil man loose in London today. You are wicked, almost beyond redemption.” The voice came from someone at the top of the banked seats.
“I’m sorry? You are? Who?” Moriarty, for once seemed a little nervous.
“I am Father Joshua Stone.” The newcomer strode down the steps towards the front. “I am confessor to the two girls you seduced and ravished last night. They have told me of your filthy ways. Your corruption and your total disregard for common decency.” The man looked more like a nightclub bouncer than a priest. Short, squat and very wide, crammed into a black shirt and suit. He was actually quiet short, and Moriarty was stood on a small dais, but the Priest somehow loomed over Moriarty.
“I’m sorry…” began Moriarty looking round the room, but everyone seemed as shocked and amazed as he was.
“Sorry is not enough. I am here to make sure you do not abscond before the Police get here.”
“The Police? But….” Moriarty had definitely lost some of his self confidence.
Then the student organisers who had followed Father Joshua Stone into the lecture theatre spoke to Moriarty. Thorney couldn’t hear what was said. But it looked like a quiet hushed argument.
Then Moriarty and the Priest and the organisers walked out of the bottom door.
“Bloody hell,” said Mortimer, and the whole theatre started buzzing with questions and rumours for answers.
“Gentlemen. As you see our speaker has had to leave, so perhaps you would like more coffee outside and I will try to find some more biscuits and another speaker.” The student organiser was enjoying this. He would dine out on it, decades from now.
“Bloody hell,” said Mortimer again outside. “Is there any coffee left anywhere?”
”I have ruined his career,” said Cariton “He could go to jail. If I hadn’t complained….”
“He had it coming,” said Thorney “If it wasn’t you it would have been someone else. And anyway….” Thorney stopped. He could talk. He had come within an inch of going to talk to the girls himself. Or had he? Would he really have done it? Would he really ever do it? No. He would just fantasise. And remember the girl in Bristol. Her name was Irene Adler and she was the most beautiful…..He would never do that again. And he would never go into space either. Never find sapphires on the moon. Never know if there was mineralised granite at the centre of Martian craters. Never make a fortune mining on ….On where? He would stay at home with his wife Catherine and….. and yet.
“Would you think I was crazy if…..”
“Thorney, we have always thought you were crazy,” said Mortimer
“That’s why we wait for your mad ideas,” said Cariton “So come on. What have you thought of.”
“Well, if it was possible to get into space on the cheap, and that is a very big if, then what we really need is something like a university department travelling through space. So we could visit asteroids and Saturn’s rings. I mean should the Royal Geological Society, or someone, actually have that as a long term goal? I mean really long term, maybe centuries, but something we should all be working towards?”
“Yes,” said Mortimer. “I'll back you.”
-oOo-
“Grey is the office.
Grey is the desk.
Grey is the heart,
That put us in this mess.”
Steve Dixie 1998 “Grey Men” bonus track “Steve’s Greatest Hits” CD.
CHAPTER 8 THE JACKPOT
Rachael Howells smiled, embarrassed, round Colonel Moran’s door “I’m afraid there’s a problem with the conference room. I found someone else laying it out for another meeting. I’m afraid it was double booked.”
“So?”
“Well, I’m afraid they have given it to the General instead. And they say it’s too late to book another conference room, they’re all taken.”
“So I’ll have a room in the Mess.”
“I’m sorry, but they are taken as well. There is no where. I’m sorry.”
“Dear God.” His arm was tingling again. The dagger on his desk was tempting. “Well, the meeting is today. People are already on their way. Can you ask the Camp Commandant, or facilities, or who ever, for some decent chairs, and I will hold it in the registry. Have John and Maria push their desks together to make a table. OK?”
“Well Sir. Facilities suggest we use the NAAFI25 dining room.”
“The bloody NAAFI canteen?”
“Yes Sir. They can let us have the end away from the actual bar and serving hatches.”
“There are people coming here from London, and you want to hold a meeting in the NAAFI? Why not the Officers Mess dining room?”
“Well. I did ask Sir, when I asked about the other rooms, but they say it would be illegal on health and safety grounds, because there will be no kitchen staff there all the time, and it would mean the kitchens were unsupervised by qualified personnel.”
“Qualified? To do what? Cook?”
“I think its something to do with sharp knives and the cookers and….”
“Oh God. Spare me the drivel. All right then Sort out the bloody NAAFI.”
“Yes Sir.”
“Is there any chance of having a presentation screen?”
“Um. We could provide laptops”
“Thank God most people aren’t coming.”
“Yes Sir.”
In the registry Rubber Boobs was making a big thing of adjusting her bra, while John Gilchrist made a big thing of not noticing.
“Maria?” It was Rachael in the corridor. “Can you and John help me take the lap tops to the NAAFI?”
“I’m sorry?” asked John.
“All the meeting rooms are booked, so the Colonels meeting is there .”
“He won’t like it in the NAAFI,” said Rubber Boobs.
“No.” Rachael Howells took two laptops away.
Maria said “Can you hold me while I reach on top the cupboard?”
“Yes.” Rubber Boobs stood on a chair and John held her hips. Of course they soft and warm. And somehow she contrived to pull her dress up. “Oh Jesus Christ.” She had no knickers under her tights.
“Sorry? Something wrong?” Rubber Boobs dropped a wiring loom on the floor “Now lift me down. You are strong you know.”
“Yeah sure.” John tried not to smile with pride.
The NAAFI was newish with a small supermarket, hairdressers and canteen, joined with paths winding through landscaped grounds.
“Over here.” Called Rachael Howells as John backed through the swing doors with four laptops. “Can you put them out there and get that WIFI Bluetooth thing going. You know, so they all show the same thing.”
“OK.”
“The Colonel will sit here and I will sit next to him and take the minutes,” said Rachael “And can you put a laptop by each Toblerone26 .”
“OK” John set things up as ordered.
“I don’t like going back on my own,” said Rubber Boobs. “All those builders looking at me.”
“I thought you’d welcome the odd wolf whistle,” said John.
“Not from a building labourer.”
“Oh.” John noticed few labourers. These days the only shovels were used by owner operators to clean their equipment. “I think they are all sub contractors these days. You know, Self employed business men.”
“Well subies or not, I don’t want them whistling at me.”
Or was she actually afraid they wouldn’t whistle, thought John.
“Very well gentlemen. I think we are ready to begin.” Colonel Moran tried to smile. “On behalf of the Carbonec Facilities Management Team, I apologise for the state of our meeting room. Apparently there was some sort of computer problem with the booking.”
“That’s all right,” smirked George Tregennis “We all understand.”
There were polite smiles and an arcade games machine played a pastiche of Morricone’s theme to “A Few Dollars More.”
“We all likes a change, now and again,” said Jim Browner.
“Thank you for your patience.” Colonel Moran tried to look relaxed. “Now I will be sending minutes of this meeting to all concerned, but I want it understood that this is totally informal. I want to hear all your views and theories, however wild they are. We are here because we must put together an interim report. Stating whether or not, we support the long term introduction, of an orbital, or space transport capability to UK Armed Forces. Now all of this will not happen tomorrow. It may be decades before the final go ahead is given, or not. I fancy we will have all retired long before then, but we must at least set the ball rolling.”
More polite smiles and the sound of muffled electronic gunfire from the arcade machine.
“Now I had hoped that Spence Munro would be heading up this aspect of policy, but he has had to resign quickly to look after his wife Effie.”
“Oh is that what it was,” smiled George Tregennis.
Those who’d heard rumours about Munro and the SPARO AD3 Holding-slides, exchanged glances.
An electronic voice said “You had it coming punk.”
“Spence had his problems, but he was always straight with me,” said Jim Browner, looking round for anyone to challenge his view.
“Well, Apparently he will not be returning,” Colonel Moran flexed the fingers of his right hand, they were already tingling. “So Major Moriarty has had to step in quickly and put together an agenda. Over to you James.”
“Now git outa town!” said the arcade machine.
“Thank you Colonel.” Major James Moriarty revelled in his big moment “I believe you have all read the original RUSI report on the advantages of supplying troops quickly from space, and perhaps having Special Forces actually entering the battlespace from orbit.”
“This town aint big enough for the both of us.”
“The RUSI report mainly dealt with opportunities for improved tactical flexibility. But they also noted that being able to supply forces whatever they demanded, with an hourly delivery time, would cut down on stock held in the supply chain, at ports or at sea. Consequently there could be smaller amounts stored in strategic reserves.”
“Goshdarn it ya big galoot.”
“This would make savings on items procured and held,” said Major Moriarty “But of course they could not go into any detail on how much would actually be saved. So that is where we come in. Can we eventually forecast some sort of out turn of savings that could be made, with more or less instant delivery, anywhere in the world, from UK? Can we cut the amount of tri comms equipment held in storage?”
“Paleface. We come in peace.”
There was a long silence.
Major Moriarty looked at Colonel Moran, who was now rubbing his right fore arm, and at the others, all a bit wary of being the first to put their foot in it. “I should perhaps say that my brother, Professor Moriarty is now working for NASA in the states. NASA is not directly involved with any military work, but he had heard that the U.S.A.F. have several programmes for rockets capable of entering orbit at a few minutes notice, rather than the days and weeks it takes NASA to launch.”
“You after some lead poisoning Hombre?”
“So it’d be more like a missile than a space rocket?” asked Jim browner.
“Yes” said Major Moriarty “I suppose so.”
A middle aged woman dressed as a cleaner came in from next door and sat at a table with her cup of tea.
“I think, I believe, thi, this lifted a a couple of a few eyebrows he here actually” stuttered Jack Woodley “I, I sup, I think the, uh, ch, ch, challenge here is, is to offer a c, c, continuously enhan, en, enhanced c, c, cohesive capability, capability initiative.”
“Yes” said Major Moriarty “I suppose so.”
The others looked mystified.
“Heap big pow-wow.”
Then a young man in a cheap suit came, stood by the cleaning lady and slammed a plastic bottle on the table in front of her. “Mavis. If you can’t read the simplest instructions, then how on Earth can you hope to be a fully qualified hygienist? You have to use the full strength X35C on low water urinals and the Maximum Fragrance CFR3 on the insides of low glaze bowls. We cannot maximise throughput if you take time to wipe out with the Goglow disposable scouring douches. We can’t possibly reach our team targets if you fall that far behind on urinal sterilisation.”
“Wagons hoe.”
“Excuse me,” said Colonel Moran “But we are having a meeting here.” He was squeezing his upper arm now.
“Oh I am sorry,” said the youth in the cheap suit. “But institutional hygiene and waste disposal systems are extremely important.” He walked towards them. His badge said DENNIS FALDER CHIEF HYGIENE MANAGER AND AREA CONSULTANT. “I do have to incentivise staff here to gain the maximum effect from modern cleansing solutions. I’m afraid that hygiene technology does not stand still and….”
“Run him out of town.”
“Excuse me again,” said Moran “But I’m sure that lady has been cleaning bogs since before you were born and she will still be cleaning them after you have moved on up the management career path to selling insurance or shelf stacking or whatever. Now can you please be quiet? We are trying to hold a meeting.”
“Moved up to…Well. I shall be reporting this to….someone.” and Dennis Falder, Chief Hygiene Manager, stormed out.
“Thank you Deary,” said the cleaner “He needed sorting out.”
“They’re robbing the bank.”
“That’s all right,” said Moran rubbing his upper arm “Now where were we.” He glanced at Rachael’s notes. “I think someone had just said it would be more like a missile than a space rocket?”
“No. No. I, I, I had just said that the uh, ch, ch, challenge here is, is to offer a c, c, continuously enhan, en, enhanced c, c, cohesive capability, capability initiative,” said Jack Woodley
“Ah yes,” said Moran “I suppose you did.”
“They’re robbing the stage.”
“But are any of these American schemes big ‘nough to carry the sort of cargo we’re talking about?” asked Jim Browner
“No,” said Major Moriarty “I don’t think so. The only people we think are developing that capability are the Chinese with their heavy cargo rockets. But they are the usual chemical rockets that take weeks to prepare for launch.”
“So, so a com, comp, competitive resource so, so, solution from em, emergent activity technologies woo, woo, would be advantageous.” It was Jack Woodley again.
“It’s a cinch pal.”
“Yes” said Major Moriarty “I suppose so.”
“I, I, for one have n, no, no idea where to s,s, start on this.” Admitted Jack Woodley
“So….” Began Jim Browner, ignoring Jack Woodley “We ought to look at the last deployment out East, the Fourth Afghan War or summat, and work out what was actually used, and, uh. Then subtract the stuff still in store in UK and still in transit out there, and unused out there after the op is over. Is that it?”
“It means we could cut a hell of a lot of stock,” said George Tregennis. “Just in time battlespace delivery. We would still need a strategic reserve though.”
“Wagons ho!”
“That be the sort of policy question that never gets resolved though, aint it,” said Jim Browner “We don’t non of us never know what’s coming.”
“No. Unless we try to calculate what was actually at sea at any one time?” said George Tregennis. “Or what was at sea and unused in theatre at the end of ops? Then we would have UK stocks as a potential figure for a strategic reserve.”
“We’d need the figures for a given regiment. Said Jim Browner. “Special forces or whatever. What they needs for a week on active service say. Then subtract that from….”
“Up at the old Lost Dutchman Mine.”
“But how do we know what they need if we don’t know who they’ll be fighting?” Said George Tregennis
“Hang on a mo’. Whatever our regiment needs, its still going to need,” said Jim “The only thing we can subtract is whatever is left over at the end of a conflict.”
“Y, Yes, b, b, but we only know that a, a, at the end of a, of a conflict,” said Jack Woodley
“So we can’t work it out unless we know how long a conflict is going to be,” said George Tregennis
“Well, if we ever knew that…,” said Moran “We could solve everything.”
“Now stick em up!”
The cleaning lady began feeding coins into the machine on the far wall and pulling the one armed bandit lever while bells clanged and lights flashed.
Colonel Moran’s arm was tingling all the way up to his shoulder. What the hell was he doing here, trying to guess what the needs of a future army would be in some totally unknown future combat situation while being supplied by a totally unknown space ship. It was mad. One theory built on a vague idea derived from a dream, with no reality anywhere. But that was defence strategy. Trying to defend the nation against every conceivable threat, then being caught out by the inconceivable. The total surprise attack. Like the Falklands.
“Jackpot!” there was the clatter of coins and more lights and electronic sounds “I got the jackpot!” shouted the cleaning lady.
Everyone at the table turned her way.
“Oh I’m sorry. Oh look at all this.” she laughed “ I wont worry you no more. Oh look at it all.” and she was gone.
-oOo-
There were dog fighting pits in Westminster, and elsewhere, to which the admission was not very easy, for only known persons were allowed to enter. ……there’s next to nothing of this now, unless it is in private among the nobs.
Henry Mayhew
CHAPTER 9 MOBILE BREIFING
James Lancaster would have run if there weren’t so many bloody people pretending to be busy. “Excuse me. Thank you. Thank you excuse me.” The usual crowd queuing by the photocopier and coffee machine. He’d have to see if they could move into a side office. But it was only recently they’d been moved out of a side office to make way for someone’s desk. There were too many people here “Excuse me.” Perhaps if they gutted Number 10 and made it open plan like the offices along Whitehall.
“Ah James.” Smiled the Deputy Prime Minister. “There you are. All ready are we?”
“Yes Sir.” The Deputy PM should have said “Sir James”, not just James. But Sir James Lancaster had never quite achieved the gravitas to be “Sir”. Perhaps if he looked older? Dyed his temples grey?
“Good.” The Deputy PM walked forwards knowing that the door to Number 10 would open as he got there, the Constable outside would be saluting. Knowing news men on the other side of Downing Street would catch every second for posterity, or at least the evening news if he did something stupid. Knowing the car door would be opened for him and knowing James would get in on the other side of the limo and open his lap top.
The DPM smiled self confidently as the car started . He nodded to the constables at the gates of Downing Street, but he didn’t wave to the small crowd of tourists. The Monarch did waving. Politicians didn’t. He settled back in the cloth seat, (not leather because it might offend bloody vegetarians.) “So James. What’s the briefing?”
“Well Sir. This is the company your going to see at Britton Ferry.”
“Now that’s the place between the M4 and Neath isn’t it. Used to be that big scrap yard along the bank, you could see it from where the M4 crossed the river.”
“I believe so Sir.”
“Awful bloody place. ”
“Better not say that Sir. It’s now a high tech facility making these underwater windmill things. Tidemills.”
“Yes.”
“This part is all about the benefits of tidal power Sir. Government policy here. The Friends of The Earth here, and Greenpeace.”
“They’re all on board for this are they?”
“Mostly Sir. The tidemills are underwater so they cant spoil views like windmills. They may stop coastal erosion if sited properly. The tides are predictable, not like the wind. They don’t produce carbon dioxide or any pollutants. Well, probably no pollutants. They cost more to build than windmills, but that could come down with mass production. Also wind farm sites with easy access are used up, so it may be a case of helicopters dropping windmills on mountain tops, versus a barge dropping these things on the ocean bed. And, although the cables are waterproof, and therefore more expensive per meter, they don’t need pylons or poles to carry them and there’s no problems with paying for the land, or rights of way or anything.”
“But at the moment they are more expensive.”
“Yes Sir. But the price should come down soon and be more competitive.”
“And what else. You said probably no pollutants.”
“Yes Sir. There is a slight risk of the lubricating oil leaking out, but its water soluble, bentonite slurry. There’s some possibility of it suffocating sponges and anemones.”
“Suffocating bloody sponges?”
“Yes Sir, afraid so. And of course the revolving blades may hurt large fish. Apparently small ones are just pushed aside by a bow wave as the blades go round.”
“By larger fish, do you mean whales?”
“Yes Sir.”
“Are we going to have bloody sliced up whales being washed ashore?”
“Probably not often. I believe they have a likelihood of one large cetacean every seventeen and a half years.”
“Bloody statisticians. Suffocating sponges we can ignore, but not shredded whales.”
“No Sir.”
“Whales in Wales. God.”
“Yes Sir.” James was not sure whether to laugh or not.
“Right what else is in there” The DPM waved at the laptop.
“The rest of our energy strategy Sir. The whole emphasis being on re-newables and energy conservation. Wind farms. Wave power. Nuclear.”
“Bloody Russians. You’d think with us paying them to divert their bloody rivers to the Caspian they’d see some bloody sense. What’s the latest on them?”
“They say they will supply floating nuclear power plants and nuclear de-salination plants to whoever wants them including Iran and Saudi Arabia. The French are backing the supply of one to Mauritania.”
“Bloody French.”
“Yes Sir. There is also the possibility that Australia will buy some.”
“Australia?”
“Yes Sir. They may not be able to build enough power plants themselves and are thinking of renting several floating ones from Russia.”
“Aussie bastards.”
“Sir they are running badly short of water and electricity and believe nuclear is the only way to rescue their industry and agriculture. They say the Russians are correct. The technology is perfectly safe and when the reactors are decommissioned, then the whole ship will be returned to Russia and sunk north of Murmansk in their nuclear sub graveyard. There is no risk of fissile material falling into terrorist hands.”
“Bloody terrs.”
“The Russians also say that this is the only way they can pay for the diversion of the Ob and Jenisei into the Volga.”
“Greedy bastards.”
“Sir, it is their position that by diverting those rivers they are increasing the salinity of the Arctic Ocean and therefore increasing the flow of the Gulf Stream and everyone in Europe will benefit from the extra warmth.”
“We know that, that’s why Europe’s bloody paying for it.”
“Well, our position for the moment is that we regret the sale of nuclear reactors to third parties, and we will be following the Russian security procedures with interest.”
“More like fear and trepidation than bloody interest. But if the Aussies think it's a good idea, then that could sway our people as well. We don't want to go against the Aussies. Bloody hell. The Aussies could force us into a change of bloody policy. Actually supporting the Russians. Bloody Aussies,”
“Anyway Sir. You could always say it’s a Foreign Office matter and leave it to…”
“I’ll leave nothing to that sanctimonious psalm singing little shit.”
“And Sir, I hear the Mayor of London is threatening to become interested.”
“In floating Russian power stations?”
“Yes Sir. He may be joking, but he has been heard to suggest mooring them in the Thames to generate power and....”
“Bloody hell. The little shit. Trouble making ungrateful little bastard. He would as well. That's it. No bloody Russian nukes in the centre of London. Get the spinners to stop it now. Before it gets started.”
“Yes Sir.”
“As a priority. No nukes in London. I want a plan in place by the time I get back. The Australian Outback is OK, but central London is not.”
“Yes Sir, but I feel that most press interest will be in the environment, worsening storms. Flooding rivers, rising sea level and what are we doing about it.”
“Doing bloody sod all.”
“But Sir you could mention the electrification of the transport infrastructure. More trains. Inner city trams and trolleybuses. Dial up autotaxis. The regulations for low energy electrical goods. Grants for more insulation.”
“And the bloody cladding fiasco.”
“Yes Sir.
“What's the point of introducing outside insulation and cladding if the bloody town and country planers and bloody heritage and bloody National Trust all bloody oppose it? If I had my way the bloody town and country planning would be abolished. Let folk build their own houses any way they see fit.”
“Yes Sir.”
“Bloody planners. Heritage bastards. They’ll do the same with overhead monorails. You see if they don’t. They’ll oppose every bloody inch of track. They don’t have that trouble in France or China.”
“No Sir. But we could start a campaign to save nature in ponds and along rivers.”
“What?”
“Sir. We put something like that into place before we introduce our river management plans. That way when we build extra weirs and holding ponds to hold flood water, we will have the nature lovers on our side to counteract the never change anything heritage people.”
“Sounds OK. So what about the bloody Moon then? What’s our position in that?”
“Officially we are non committal. India says the Chinese scientific station is really a penal colony, they say it’s the start of an underground city. The American and French satellites only show us the spoil tips at the mine entrances. We can’t really trust intelligence from India since they are China’s rivals on the Moon. The Russians say little since they want to supply China with more technology.”
“So we say nowt cos we bloody know nowt.”
“Yes Sir.”
“Well, I suppose we did the same, shipping convicts to America and Australia. And it was us lot who asked China to abolish the death sentence.”
“Yes Sir.”
“Makes you wonder why bloody Yanks don’t do the same, ship all their lifers to the Moon.”
“I don’t think Congress could find the money for it any more Sir.”
“No. The public is getting bloody worried about it though. It’s one thing to see satellites in the sky, it’s quite another to know the bloody Moon in June is a Chinese jail.”
“And an Indian Army camp Sir.”
“Well at least the bloody Indians speak English, and have the rule of law.”
“Yes Sir.”
“Trial by jury. Council elections. Proper democracy. We can trust the Indians.”
“Yes Sir.”
“So is there anything else I can talk about? Something cheerful? Something vote winning?”
“Rising sea levels Sir. The increase in flooding.”
“What's so bloody cheerful about that?”
“The proposals for grants to move houses and provide floating houses in the new wetlands and fens.”
“That is cheerful?”
“The policy group think it will give hope to hundreds of thousands who face flooding Sir. The focus groups show the loss of the village in Scotland has worried the public, and the new policy could provide some reassurance to people afraid of losing their homes. The policy group also thinks that the floods in Somerset should be seen , not as the loss of land and houses, but as a leisure opportunity for boating. They believe new drainage canals around the mouth of the Thames and up the east coast towards the Wash could be the sites for new housing estates. Commuting by boat for instance, into the heart of London.”
“Bloody policy. Any way, time for me to do some more smiling and try not to swear at the bloody media.”
“Yes Sir.”
The small convoy turned off the A40 and drove beside the fence to RAF Northolt, the small government airfield north of Heathrow.
“Right give me the laptop. If I carry the damn thing it’ll look like I’m working hard, not just swanning off to Wales for the day.”
“Yes Sir.”
“Bloody hell. Is that what the RAF band are wearing these days? They look like Ruritanian pansies. Should have stuck to the old World War Two uniforms. Don’t worry I won’t say nowt.”
“No Sir.”
-oOo-
“It is not efficient for your staff to blindly obey you. To release their own drive, initiative and enthusiasm in your service, you must inspire them to love you.”
Baron Adelbert Gruner, MY MAN MANAGEMENT METHODS.
CHAPTER 10 MOVEING DEPARTMENTS
DBI Comms collocation to TriComms (Abbey Wood.)
1.Retention of Staff. There are many critical vacancies in Carbonec with remaining staff over-burdened, and dissatisfied in an ever worsening downward spiral. I am running at about 12 critical vacancies – in Engineering, Finance, Business Management/Planning, and Commercial areas.
2. Loss of Knowledge, Skills and Experience – migration of skills. Our business is all about the knowledge, skills, experience, people bring to the task/role. There are few incentives to encourage staff to transfer. If we transfer vacant posts there will a huge loss of knowledge.
3. Enforcement of Mobility People are fearful and recognise that if they find alternative posts they avoid transfer to Bristol. There are concerns that mobility will be enforced and therefore a need to escape at the earliest opportunity. Management have to assume that staff will transfer with their post. But if they don’t the post will essentially be blocked and could only be re-filled when the way ahead becomes clear.
4. Re-location Options/Packages. The options and packages are long, complicated documents and bureaucratic, not people friendly. It is not easy to extract key details for different options. We need to use allowances to encourage interest - instead of turning off interest. For example the new re-location web has long documents but detail. A summarised algorithm is needed to plug the gap.
5.Practical issues of getting to ABW. There is major congestion around NW Bristol, hence staff get to ABW as early as possible. Those considering daily travel will arrive later, but by then car parks are full. This situation will not get better when further staff are based at the site. Needs some imaginative solutions e.g. a park and ride or coaches in from various locations. Some staff have already tried the train, since that may have offered opportunities to work on the trains. However the trains have been very over-crowded.
6.Double Jeopardy. Whilst it is understood there are many opportunities in the Bath/Bristol area there are nevertheless concerns about future employment. Some posts were transferred from ABW to Carbonec within the last two years and now they are going back to ABW. The new initiative has implications for quite a number of posts in the Space Grouping which brings additional uncertainty. Similarly there are various proposals investigating outsourcing activities which brings uncertainty to the existing post-holders. Such staff are likely to be offered only temporary terms.
7.Familiarisation Visits. Feedback from the initial visits is disappointing. These visits should be used to help encourage transfers rather than the reverse. Feedback suggests the visits were probably trying to cover too much. Staff are keen to know about the different areas that make up Bristol and its surroundings. They want to know about travelling options (e.g. train, bus, cycling), where there are good schools, indicative house prices etc. as part of the information gathering process in helping to decide whether or not to transfer, and whether to move house or seek to travel daily.
8.Early Release Scheme. This needs to be a tool to help with the collocation rather than hinder. The scheme does not run any form of check with IPTLs to see whether posts are critical or not. It does not even give IPTLs advance information of the staff selected for Early Release. Forms were completed some 18 months ago, before collocation was more than a rumour.
-oOo-
Before the inevitable journey,
no one becomes wiser in thought than he,
who by need, wonders, before going there,
what good and evil within his soul,
will after his day of death, be judged.
The Venerable Bede’s Death Song
CHAPTER 11 DEEP RIVER
Wind smashed rain into the pick-up. Bruce could hardly hear his parents. He looked out behind, over the load. Their TV and furniture. Plastic bags of food and clothes. All their worldly goods.
“We should of left yesterday!” shouted Mama “I told you! I begged you!”
“Well it’s too damn late now!” shouted Daddy. Why the hell was she starting this? It was no time to argue. “Just hold the fucking hood up!”
“I should drop it on your stupid drunken head!”
“Then I’d never dry the damn wires, would I?, And the damn truck wouldn’t ever damn well go! And then we’d be stuck in all this!”
“If you didn’t have a damn hangover we’d have been out of here at dawn! We’d have been gone yesterday! We’d be in Texarkana!”
“OK! With your God damned sister! And her damned boy friend!” Daddy was giving in. getting tired. He’d stop arguing and go very quiet. Sulking. Giving up. He always did. Soon he’d get to feeling the miseries, and start looking for a bottle.
Daddy had tied the rope down hard. The plastic tarp over the back was hardly moving. It just flapped really fast. Vibrating and buzzing in the wind. Normally you could see for miles. Flat rice fields clear to the horizon. But in this rain you could hardly see the road signs bending and twisting and snapping back and forth in the wind. Things whipped by. Dim grey shapes, distorted by water moving sideways over the windows.
And a light. Two headlights and a flashing red one. A car growing solid, taking on shape and colour. Dark blue with a white door. Wipers whacking back and forth over the glass.
“Look!” shouted Mama.
“Oh for Chrisesake!” Muttered Daddy “What the fuck does he want.”
Mama saw “Saint Thomas Parish Sheriffs Department” written across a map of Louisiana on the door. A man, with a high vis yellow jacket over his uniform, forced open the door against the wind and let it slam shut. Then he leant against the wind, staggered, held onto his billowing jacket and walked towards them. “Officer Lestrade, you’re getting very wet!” Shouted Mama
“Sure am!” He winced into the wind “But we all going to be a lot wetter if we all don’t get out of here.”
“Soon’s I get the truck started we’ll be gone!” Shouted Daddy
“I can give y’all a ride in the patrol car!”
“No need!” shouted Daddy “She’ll start now!”
“OK folks! Y’all get in and try!” Constable Lioncourt Lestrade watched them pull the truck doors open and sit inside with their little son in the middle. He couldn’t hear the truck, but it obviously did start. Its wipers went and the driver gave a wave and set off slowly down the road.
“Waters getting deeper. Coming up to the road level,” said Mama “Can you see to go in all this?”
“I can see 'bout the same as you can.”
The black top was covered in water, the same grey as the sky. The same grey as everything. Bruce got faded glimpses of trees and phone poles thrusting from waves on either side.
“What does that say?” asked Daddy
“It says welcome to Mazarin,” said Mama
“Yeah.” Daddy drove past boarded up main street shops, houses with tin roofs flapping and trees loosing branches. Someone’s tables and chairs rolling and skidding down the side walk. How did water flood up out of drains? Shouldn’t water go down drains?
“Sure looks like they all gone,” said Daddy.
“Like we should’ve done!” shouted Mama
Daddy said nothing. He'd be looking for a drink soon.
“That’s right! Take no notice! Pretend nothings wrong! That’s what you always do! Always! Never listened to a damned word I say. Never listen. Never.”
Daddy peered into the storm, avoiding the trash landing in the road, just to be picked up and blown away. All Louisiana was airborne.
“This waters getting deep!” said Mama
“You think I hadn’t noticed!”
Bruce could see small waves of water blowing over the road. They raised themselves into the wind, and were torn into white water and spray. The truck lurched and leant in every gust. In fact it was leaning all the time, it only sprung level when the wind slacked.
“Oh dear God….” Daddy stopped the truck. It was just rocking with the wind now.
“Oh no, no.” Mama was almost in tears.
Bruce looked but could see nothing. Then he realised there was nothing. Nothing.
The trees and the road and land were ended. Just waves and white water, churning and turning and frothing away in the howling angry wind.
“We can turn round!” said Daddy. “Try the Backwater Road.”
“Yes,” said Mama.
Bruce looked at her, waiting for more shouting, but she silently stared while Daddy did a turn away from invisible road side ditches.
Bruce curled up on the seat with his head on Mama’s shoulder and she put her arm round him. She didn’t do that often. Not any more.
“Trees!” Daddy stopped. Trees were across the road, and he had given up.
Then Mama realised she should do something. “Turn round again! Get to the dock! Mazarin dock is higher than here. They built the ground up out of the swamp. Get to the dock!
“OK.” Dad had still given up, but at least he was doing as he was told. He always did that till he could find a bottle. “I’ll turn again.”
Mama watched, waiting for the turning “Stop! This is it!”
“What? Where!” Daddy saw nothing. Just spray lashed water between the trees and telephone poles sticking up to show where the road was.
“It’s the dock road!” said Mama “Come on!”
“OK.” Daddy drove slowly in, expecting any moment for the front of the truck to plunge into a drowned storm water drain, or maybe even a creek. Everywhere looked the same now.
Then the engine stopped.
The truck lurched and the back moved sideways.
“We’re floating, “ said Daddy “Oh God.”
“Then we walk!” said Mama “You carry Bruce!”
“But…Where to?”
“The dock” Come on!” Mama opened her door. Water rushed in. Bruce stood on the seat till Daddy picked him up.
Mama held his hand and followed behind with water at her waist.
Bruce looked back over Daddy’s shoulder and saw the truck float away, its front wheels weighed down by the engine dragging along the ground. Bruce thought they could get their stuff later.
Then the water was lower. It was at Mama’s knees. She kept falling, but getting up and following, watching Bruce.
Then her feet were walking in mud. Walking up a slope. Bruce tried to turn and see where they were, but the wind and rain hurt his face.
He was down on the ground. The three of them were laying in mud.
Daddy was laughing. “Dry ground. Almost dry!”
“Where now?” gasped Mama.
Daddy looked round. Bruce stood up and struggled and fell and crawled to the top of the leve, Mama and Daddy crawling after him. Daddy tried to stand. But he had seen what there was. The river beyond was wide as the sea. The forest behind was one with the swamps. It was storm water with trees, or storm water without trees.
“I guess we wait for a boat.” shouted Mama
“There!” Daddy pointed “The crane!”
Mama turned and squinted, her face getting stung and cut by wind and salt water. “Come on!” Mama tried to stand and fell again.
“Long way” said Daddy “But in the crane cab we’d be out of the wind!”
Bruce saw there was a cab on top of the big yellow tripod. Where the crane driver would look out.
“Get on my back Bruce and hold on!”
Daddy began to crawl along the mud with Bruce led down on his back, his arms round Daddy’s neck, turning his face away from the wind, feeling Daddy’s shoulders moving..
“OK Bruce. Can you get up the ladder? The ladder?”
Bruce said nothing. He was cold and shivering even in this heat, even in this warm sideways rain, he was trembling.
“Come on then. Climb! Climb! Come on. I can’t carry you any more. Bruce! Climb!”
Bruce did, one rung to the next, while Daddy moved his feet.
“Bruce. I love you son. Always remember I love you. OK?”
Bruce stared at Daddy in amazement. He'd never said that before.
Daddy never said he loved Bruce. He assumed Daddy didn’t like him.
Now he said he loved Bruce. Daddy actually loved him.
It was wonderful. “I love you Daddy.”
“Yeah, sure. Now you try your best. Make things better,” said Daddy. “OK? Make things better than I did. I haven’t been a good man. I should have done more for you. I should have loved you more. I should have played with you. I should have told you things. We should have talked. I should have showed you things. Taught you things. I should have loved you. Now, I want you to be better than me. I want you to try and make things better. Have a good life. Do good things. And I love you. Never forget I love you. Me and Mama we love you. We shouldn’t fight. We got a wonderful son. You’re very good and I love you.”
“I love you too Daddy.”
“Now stay in the cab here. Hold on to the seat. I’m going back to get Mama. OK? Bruce? You wait here while I get Mama.”
“I love you Daddy.”
“I Love you Bruce. Now as soon as this is over we can all go up north, OK? Maybe get my old job back at Oshkosh. Maybe go fishing. On the ice eh? On Lake Winnebago. Cut a whole in the ice, eh? Now you wait.”
Bruce waited. He saw the yellow paint being stripped from the crane. He saw the land disappear into the rain. Rain thick as the ocean. And if it died away, just for a second, he still couldn’t see the ground. There was just the water. Small sharp waves and nothing else.
He dreamt of fishing through a hole in the ice on Lake Winnebago. Spearing sturgeon. It was so cold, so still. They drove out and parked, all the four by fours a decent distance apart, and Daddy got a huge saw and cut into the ice and there was the water. He was different then. He smiled and didn’t shout.
He didn’t drink.
They never did spear a fish.
“Uh…uh uh…Up an up. An up and up. Up we goes. Up we goes. An ahhhh. Who are you? An orphan of the storm? An innocent soul washed up in this awful place?”
Bruce looked at the man who had climbed into the crane cab, but said nothing.
“Well now. Don’t you talk? Has the Good Lord seen fit to steal away your voice?”
His grey shirt was soiled and full of holes with some advertising or something embroidered on panels on the front. Maybe the name of a previous owner.
Bruce watched the man look round at the receding waters. There really was no one and nothing, just the square looking boat the man had come in, tied to the foot of the crane.
“Well now. Can’t stay here. No food. Can’t drink that water. That back water's risen, through corruption and decay. Risen through pollution. It bears gas and oil upon its face. So it seems. It seems the Good Lord has guided me across the face of the deep. Has guided me to a Christian Soul in need. In need of sustenance. Amen! He guided my hand to this place. To this pillar of gold rising from the vast wilderness. Amen!”
Bruce still said nothing. The man was a little frightening.
“If you stay here in this awful place, you will die here. You will die. And the back waters shall carry you to the sea. Carry you with all the filth and corruption to the great ocean. Amen. But the Lord has sent me to save you. The lord has sent me. Amen! Sent me because he has a purpose for you. A great purpose. That is why you must live. And you must come down the ladder to my pirogue.”
Bruce stood and looked down. He couldn’t see Mama or Daddy anywhere. Maybe he should stay and wait like Daddy said.
“What of your family? Are they grieving for your lost soul? But you will return from the dead. I shall return you to the bosom of your family. As the lord wishes. Amen.”
Bruce still said nothing.
“Well I can never leave you here. I have my Christian duty. Amen! So in the name of the Lord I implore you, to descend down the ladder. Down you go son. Down you go.”
Bruce carefully held the rail. A dog in the boat looked up and barked.
“Pay no heed to my dog. This valiant creature is doing Gods work. Guarding this Ark of deliverance. This Ark that shall carry you over the risen waters. Amen! The Lord will see that I, his servant, deliver you safe to the four lane. And there God willing we shall have news of your family.”
Bruce slowly dropped trembling from step to step.
“Step aboard the Ark of deliverance. Put your foot there. In the steps of righteousness. Amen!”
The man stepped into the boat and found a plastic bottle. “This is just pure water. You may safely drink. No alcohol or artificial preservatives. Just honest pure water.”
Bruce drank. Then coughed.
“Be careful, be careful. The holy water of life can also choke the ungodly. You do not wish to survive the great flood, only to drown, on a drink of water. Now is not your time to cross Jordan. Amen! You must live.” The man stepped over Bruce, undid a frayed mooring line from the ladder, walked to the end of the boat, and picked up a long pole.
“It is Gods will that I deliver you across the face of the risen waters. Amen! That I carry you over the deep river. That I deliver you to the highway. Amen!” He began polling.
The boat was full of stuff. A TV. A couple of spare wheels from cars. Lengths of wood. Tin cans with the labels missing. A bicycle.
“It was the Lord himself told me to get a boat. An Ark. That I may deliver myself in times of trial. He told me to leave the evil city. To leave the prison of a house. He told me to betake myself into the swamps. To pray. To be righteous. Amen! But I was not always so. I was wicked. I was sinful. I dwelt in a City Of Sin. In The City Of Sin. A city sunk so low in the eyes of God that he left it below sea level. A city sunk deep below the paths of righteousness. I dwelt in New Orleans. Amen! In a house. A house in Meterai. Amen! A house on South Murat. South of Canal Street. There I dwelt in sin. Amen! All gone, all gone. Only the waters remain.”
The man's voice subsided into mumbles. Bruce watched him poling on through the trees, ducking under branches and poking at flotsam with his pole.
“Oh God. I am punished for my sins. Amen! South Murat. South Murat. My wife and child. My Baby. The child of mine. Child of my sinful lust. Amen!” The man stopped poling and stood looking into the trees as they drifted on.
“What is this? Has the Lord given me treasure?” He poled towards a blue plastic shape hung from a branch. “The treasure of the Lord” He half pulled at the blue tarpaulin, and half poked with his pole till it was all creased and dripping in the boat. “A good tarpaulin. A way to deliver your house from the rains. To guard your property. Property that you heap up here on earth. Property that weighs you down into the water. Amen! People with no faith in the Lord. Amen! People with no Ark of deliverance.”
He took to mumbling and poled the boat onwards till the flooded forest ended at a vast sheet of open water. “The backwaters have risen. the lord has spoken and the backwaters have risen. Amen! Risen to cover the land. Risen to wash the land. Risen to wash away the sin. All down the big muddy. All sin to the sea. Sin and people. Sin to the sea. Amen!”
He rested silently for a while, then started off across the sunlit rippling flood. This time using a single paddle, as if the flat boat was a canoe.
“Leave the City of Sin. Leave the City. They say leave the City. They say the Lord is sending his Hurricane to The Gulf. The Angel Katrina will rain upon the City. She shall wash the sin away. Amen! The Godly must leave. Forsake their wicked ways and leave the City. But I was a sinner. I was consumed with music and liquor. I lost the way of deliverance. I got my car. I got a car. But I aint got a battery. Amen! The divine spark is wanting. So we stay. My wife, she says our Baby got to leave. But we stay. And the angles of the Lord come. Katrina comes with the wind. She come to wash away the sin. Amen!”
He rested again, eyes straining into the distance for something on the horizon. Overhead Bruce could see planes. Once he heard a helicopter.
“The waters rise. Black waters. The waters of filth. They rise up. All the filth and sin in The City. It rises on all of us. The Back waters. They rise to the interchange. My wife says we can be saved. We can go to the interchange. We can be upon the road to salvation. Amen! Upon the road. Above the waters. But then it is the time. The time. We wait for salvation. We pray. We pray to the lord. We pray.”
The man slowly drew near to the end of the rippling water. Before him was a barrier of sugar cane that had somehow not been totally flattened by the wind. He poled along the edge till there was a flooded road through the leaning twisted stalks.
Bruce was beginning to make out a line on the horizon.
“We pray. All the city prays. But there is just the water. There is no salvation. Day and night we pray. Folks say to shut the baby up. Then the baby quiet. My wife stops praying. She screams. They all scream. Moan. Pray. All the same. We are forsaken by God. We are lost. Amen! We scream forever. I hear it all the time. All the time. Amen!”
Bruce could make out the line of a leve now, right across the horizon.
“Then the Lord our God hears the lamentations of his people. He hears our moans. He hears our pain. And He is merciful. Amen! His angels guide the Cajuns to us. The Angels of the lord deliver us into the hands of the Cajuns. Amen! The Cajuns come with their flat boats. They have been blessed by The Lord. Amen! They have flat boats. They obeyed his command to build themselves Arks. Arks of deliverance. The Cajuns take me into their boats and they deliver me into salvation. Amen! But not my baby. The lord has taken my Baby. The Lord has seen fit to deliver me but kill my child. And my wife still screams. There are moans and lamentations. Even in the place of deliverance. That is when I know. The Lord had chosen me to dwell in the wilderness. Amen! To stay here and cleans my immortal soul. To have myself an Ark of righteousness in the Wilderness.”
Bruce could hear an engine. There was a truck driving along the top of the leve.
Bruce stood up. “Daddy!”
“That your Daddy? That your Daddy?” asked the man.
“Daddy!”
But the truck didn’t see them. Didn’t stop.
“Now you wait. The Lord has sent me to deliver you to salvation. The Lord sent me in the path of righteousness. The Lord sent me to save you. And you are saved. The Lord shall not abandon you now.”
The boat grounded on a muddy slope and the man waded out through the floating trash and garbage with a steel pipe tied to the bow. He pushed it into the mud, securing his craft and beckoned to Bruce. “Now you get here boy. You gets here.”
Reluctantly, nervously, Bruce climbed out.
“Now you climb up there. You climb up to the road. That is your path to salvation. Amen! You get up to the road and you just wait. I know the Lord shall send his servant to deliver you. You shall be saved. Amen!”
Bruce climbed up the bank to the four lane highway running along the top of the leve. The other side was just as flooded as this, except there were roofs rising from the ripples.
“All the backwaters have risen again. The Lord Our God has seen fit to wash away the sins of his wayward children. Amen! But I had an Ark. And he chose me to deliver you into salvation. Amen!”
Bruce heard another engine. It was a car. With lights on the roof. Slowly winding its way from lane to lane avoiding the hurricane dumped trash.
“Another servant of The Lord. He is sent to deliver you. He is come to deliver you into salvation.”
The car had a map of Louisiana on the door.
“Hi you two.” Constable Lestrade opened the door “Samson? That you? Nice shirt you’ve got.” The grey cloth had appliquéd embroidered panels with-
| B. Williams | Sewerage and Water Board Of New Orleans |
“You find it?”
“Yes Constable. I found it. The Lord led me to it and I betook of his bounty.”
“That's good Samson. OK. Who have you got there?”
“I do not know Constable. He will not say. I believe The Lord has struck him dumb.”
“So where did you find him?” asked Lestrade
“In the yard at Mazarin. The Lord guided my Ark of deliverance to the foot of the Mazarin crane. The Lord spoke to me and I ascended the crane and he was there. A lost soul waiting deliverance in the cab of that crane. Amen!”
“OK. Thanks Samson.” Lestrade bent low and looked “Bruce? Bruce Partington? Is that you?”
Bruce nodded, but said nothing
“Are you OK Bruce?”
“I know he can speak. There was a truck drove by and he called the name of his Father. But the truck didn't stop
“OK Samson. Thanks. So you found him in a crane?”
In the crane at Mazarin. In the cab. The crane at Mazarin Yard. He was sheltered there above the waters. The Lord held him safe there while the winds blew and the waters rose. Safe until I could lead him into salvation.”
“OK Samson. I’ll just make a call.”
Lestrade got back into his car and despite the heat he put the window up. “Constable Lestrade here. You there Martha?”
“Loud and clear Lioncourt. What's up darling?”
“I've just come down the East Leve, an I just found Samson, You know, the one they call Samson of New Orleans. That swampy guy. Well he just found this kid out there.
“A kid?”
“Yeah. You know those bodies I found washed up?”
“The one where the man was tied to the woman?”
“Yeah. Well I think this is their son. He’s alive. Looks like his Daddy put him in the crane cab at Mazarin Yard, then maybe went back for his wife. That’s how I figure it.”
“Sounds like he was a hero.”
“Yeah. I figured him for a drunk, but I guess he died a real hero.”
“So what you gona do Lioncourt? You goin to bring the son in?”
“Yeah. Yeah. Meantime can you find out what we do with him? said Lestrade “Maybe find his family? His names Bruce Partington.”
-oOo-
I wander thro' each charter'd street,
Near where the charter'd Thames does flow,
And mark in every face I meet
Marks of weakness, marks of woe.
William Blake
CHAPTER 12 WATERLOO SUNSET
“This is Doctor Grimsby Roylot leaving the building. All right?” said the pretty PA.
“Ahhh. Ya man. Is got ya yar to ya screen,” said the security guard tapping his key board. “You got ya hand ya pass in ya man. Ah then ya signs ya name to this ya.”
“Thank you,” said Grimm wondering where the hell they got these people from.
“Den ya gots to empty ya bag man.”
“I’m sorry?”
“He has to check all bags leaving the building. It’s regulations I’m afraid,” said the PA.
“Good Lord.” Grim allowed the guard to rummage through his papers. But he was not happy. The treasury should be grateful he bothered to come down from Oxford to sort them out. Where would the economy be without people like him?
“Ya , that fine ya man.”
“Thank you.” Grim was not fine.
“Thank you Doctor Roylot. The minister asked me to pass on his sincere thanks and he hopes you can attend the next round.”
“Perhaps.” Grim was going to suggest they hold the next round of talks somewhere more convenient, perhaps Oxford, but he knew it was useless. The Civil Service loved Whitehall. Loved to believe they were at the centre of things. Many were actually reluctant to leave London if their department moved to some idyllic little town in the countryside. Crazy. “Yes, I may be able to attend. Tell the Minister thanks for the tea and biscuits, and perhaps he could attend the next meeting himself?”
“Well, you know he is very busy these days, but I’m sure he will if possible. Now you have a good trip back to Oxford.”
“Ah, actually I’m staying over this weekend with Charles Miles.”
“Oh yes.” The PA had obviously never heard of him.
“The MP, in his house in Lewisham.”
“Lewisham.” The PA repeated the word slowly and deliberately. “Well I’m sure it’s much nicer these days. And once again thank you for your advice.”
“Yes.” Grim walked down the wet treasury steps into dusky Whitehall. Zipping up his jacket against the drizzle. What did she mean about nicer these days? Was it a bad neighbourhood? Did MPs live in bad areas? Then he realised. It could be a low lying area liable to flooding, in places like Rotherhithe and Deptford the smart river front apartment blocks were worth a fortune, but the ground level houses back from the river had become unsaleable. Low rent areas. Full of squatters. He’d never actually met Charles Miles, just had an invite to join some think tank, with bed and board for the weekend. But surely an MP wouldn't live in a bad area. No, of course not. And anyway, Lewisham wasn't in the flood area.
Across the road, clouds of steam wafted from the roof of MOD Main Building, dissolving into the dank and dreary sky. He turned right towards Parliament and Westminster Abbey, both dark brown against the sort of sky Atkinson Grimshaw could have painted.
Sinister.
Then the floodlights started coming on, one by glorious one, turning it all to the majestic gingerbread centre of the nations soul.
Almost as nice as Oxford, in a way.
The traffic on Whitehall was light these days, just buses, podcabs and taxis, or small electric delivery trucks, that stopped at red lights when the green man told Grim to cross. He walked by Portcullis House, past the new piers where water buses rumbled up to meet queuing commuters. Over Westminster Bridge, over lights reflected in the Thames, under the London Eye Ferris wheel, through the next big office block, over the traffic by foot bridge into Waterloo Station.
The concourse was a huge curve of white terrazzo where commuters hurried between platforms and expensive shops and cafés. Self confidant people with lap tops, new shoes and elegant jewellery.
However Grim was not taking a fast train to the south or west, he was going via the lower station. He studied the piece of paper from a student, and found the entrance. A passage went down into a circular tube, a bridge that crossed the lower roads before curving ever downwards. Like a maze for performing rats. Then the platform.
It smelt of ozone and sweat. Electric sparks, and people who’d worked hard and didn’t have showers in their office. Basic working clothes. Cheap plastic bags. Cheap shoes standing on litter.
Upper station people walked with speed, style and purpose. They knew they had to be somewhere important. They were important. Good looking men who made eye contact with beautiful women.
Not down here. These people slouched and stared at the ground. They were afraid of eye contact. They didn’t want some psycho getting interested in them. They just wanted to get home and hide. Hide from their sadistic boss, hide from their boring pointless jobs. They didn’t want to interact with fellow losers. And they were all the same. Old, young, white, black, male, female, all sullen and resentful.
Except two black girls in bright dresses. They smiled and joked and laughed at each others phone screens. They still had the hope of youth.
“Ere mate. You want a genuine gold bracelet?”
“What?”
“Genuine gold bracelet mate, genuine gold, but it aint got no hallmark on account of it comes from the Philippines.” The man looked respectable enough in a working sort of way.
“No thank you.” Grim imagined it was stolen or counterfeit or something, and he wasn’t born yesterday.
“Really cheap mate, have a look.” The man unwrapped a small parcel in his hand.
“No thank you.”
“Suit yourself mate. Suit yourself.” And he strolled off down the platform
Now where was Lewisham? Notices gave the flood regulations, what to do if the tube flooded, how to evacuate, where to go for help, the usual. Names on the big screens were strange, he’d never heard of Tulse Hill or Crofton Park. Though of course Greenwich was familiar, and there might be an Art gallery in Dulwich, and wasn’t there some TV comedy set in Pekham? Yes, there was Lewisham, on this platform. It should be easy.
Then men wearing grass skirts, and fat women in colourful robes, shook maracas and did a sort of dancing shuffle along the platform. A tall man played odd notes on a trombone, his T shirt had “Peace MuRillo” written on it with a blurred picture of someone waving a fly whisk. Then two men put drums between their knees and played with enthusiasm. What an awful racket. Now they were putting down a red carpet. Dear God what next?
Next was a small boy in a cheap nylon track suit, so big he’d rolled up the sleeves and trouser bottoms “Fucking nigger,” said the boy. “Fucking nigger. Fat fucking nigger. Fat black cunt.”
No one took any notice. Grim was appalled. Where were this boys parents? How had they let him talk like this? Why did no one do anything? Should Grim do something?
“Fucking black cunt.” The boy ran and kicked a large women, at last he had the attention he craved. “Fat slag.”
Then the large woman reached down, seized his ear and dragged him away, “Fat nigger slag. She's kidnapping me. Let me go. Fat nigger, fat shit, fat shit.”
At last a train arrived, people looked up and watched it slide in, walked towards the doors, watched them open and stood aside while folk got off. Stood further across as a tall man in a grey suit with a fake leopard skin across his shoulders stepped proudly off to smile at his entourage while the red carpet was hurriedly moved to his door.
Then the boy in the nylon track suit came back, with a policeman. “It was that one. Fat fucking bitch. Fucking nigger.”
The policeman didn’t like that and bent down to say some thing to the boy. “Fucking copper bastard. Fucking copper shit.” The boy ran off, the policeman shrugged and walked after him.
The drummers gave it more enthusiasm, the trombone player began joining his notes together, and they followed the tall man in the grey suit and fake leopard skin, down the platform while someone else rolled up the red carpet.
London got stranger every time Grim was here.
“Or right Massah?”
“What?” said Grim.
“Iseh. I goti here to this place this genuine ivory.”
“What?”
“Is real ivory to carving Massah. Is ver old. Ver genuine. Is got this is certificate special to make sure.”
“No thank you.”
“For you I can make it special price.”
“No thank you!”
“Is oright.”
Grim got on the train. No room to sit, and he was stood opposite a man who kept muttering and then slapping his own face, groaning in pain, then mumbling and shaking his head, over and over again. No one looked at him, no one looked at anyone. Grim could see girls were desperately, deliberately, not making eye contact. Pretty girls who should be showing off. Young men who should be standing tall and looking boastful, were slouching, looking nervous.
God, how could anyone live like this. They were all on the edge of breakdown, crammed in, circumscribed, forced into hopeless ruts.
Then it was Lewisham. A more modern red brick station, more 20th century than 19th. With more notices about what to do if Deptford Creek or the Ravensbourne flooded. Grim looked at his own instructions again, he should cross over the traffic islands and…..
“Iseh, iseh. You want it elephant hair bracelet?”
“Elephant? No. Go away.”
“Ah how you can say go way? This is have it good price.”
“No thank you.”
“Is make special for you, is good, good price. Is make you strong, strong. Is now I put it to your bag.”
“Hey, my bag! Hey!”
The figure was running towards the steps.
He stumbled and fell..
The thief had been tripped up by a man sitting on the steps.
The thief rolled down to the pavement, got up, and ran into the drizzling dark.
“Here you are mate.” The sitting man stood and handed Grim back his bag.
“Thank you. Thank you, these papers….You’ve no idea….”
“Papers?” said the man “I don’t suppose he thought it was just papers. He’d have been wanting a computer he could sell.”
“Oh, no, I just carry….Well, thank you, I don’t know what to say. Are you….? I mean, do you need anything?”
“Wouldn’t mind the price of a Chinese. There's a place by the Cutty Sark.”
“Oh, well here.” Grim fumbled in his pocket for money and noticed that as the man took it, he had a word tattooed on the knuckles of each hand. It said OZIE on one and ANGEL on the other. “Do you know where I can find a street called the Haven?”
“No, sorry. I haven’t been here that long, I move about a lot.”
“It’s near a pub called The Colourman.”
“Oh yeah. I now where that is. You head up that way, turn left and there’s a street full of shops and its down there. OK?”
“Thank you, thank you.”
The man sat back down on the station steps and Grim advanced into dimly lit streets. Across the busy road from one traffic island to the next, then a residential road lined with parked cars. With mattresses abandoned on the pavement. Mattresses, from people’s beds. Who would do this? Why? Why did no one clear the rubbish away? Nothing in London made much sense. There was the guy with ANGEL written on his hand. Did he think he really was an angel?
There was the pub, and here was the turning up the hill. More parked cars, but less rubbish. Perhaps this was the posh side of Lewisham, the area where people didn’t abandon their mattresses on the pavement. And here was The Haven, another street of terraced houses with bay windows.
-oOo-
Copper come on down this street
Copper going to be dead meat
White boy party in this street
White boy mother bound to weep
MP riding on my train
MP aint got any brain
MP riding on my train
MP leave a bloody stain
MP visit in my hood
MP know I aint no good
MP visit in my hood
MP lie in pool of blood
Steve Dixie and Ras Yeggman 1976 “Ja Make Her?” album.
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CHAPTER 13 THE HAVEN GROUP
Everyone had left the kitchen except Irene Adler.
“So Thorney.” She stepped closer.
“Oh, yes. Yes. Um, you know I’m married now.”
“Of course. All the best men are.” She put a hand on his arm, like a mother reassuring her teenage son.
“Oh, if I’d known you were here….”
“You wouldn’t have come, which is why I didn’t let you know.” Her hand was on his chest now “But we need people like you. Charles Miles needs you. We want honest original thinkers, who will put the welfare of the nation before their own gain. We want to form a sort of think tank, and you are getting better looking, more distinguished.”
“Oh now look, uh….” Flattery was part of how she did it.
“Doctor Huxtable, you were asked because you have a reputation for off the wall thinking. Original thinking. That scheme of yours to follow rocks from 19th century mines under the sea.”
“I was not the first to think of that.”
“But you were the first to get things organised. Start mapping things out, persuading oil companies to give up their secrets, collecting data. That was brilliant, it showed you can organise. You got universities and oil drillers together with the Navy, and they are getting results. Involving HMS Enterprise even got old Trekies interested. So we hope you could come up with something to improve the state of the nation.”
“You mean I should find an undersea gold mine?” He smiled.
“At least.” Both hands and forearms were on his chest now, and she was smiling up at him, just a few inches away from a kiss. “And you’re big with the Royal Geological Society. You’re young enough to have ideas, and old enough for people to take you seriously.” Now she was talking as if she was the professor and he was a promising young student. “Ah, someone at the door.”
Her hips swaying hypnotically to the front door, past people sitting on the stairs. Thorney was getting an erection, damn it. If his wife found out he was seeing an old flame! Not that he was seeing her. No chance of much hanky-panky in a three up/three down house as crowded as this was tonight. But if he had the opportunity? Would he try? Would she let him? Never. He was married now. Respectable.
Irene opened the door “Yes?”
“Er.” She was beautiful. “Er. Excuse me. I’m Grimsby Roylot and I was invited here to, ah, well, um, a meeting.”
“Of course. Come in, come in. We spoke on the phone, I’m Irene Adler, and welcome to The Haven Group.”
“Wait a moment, I’m stepping on some sort of leaflet here. It must have come through your letter box….Oh….Good Lord. It’s some sort of threat. It says MP living in my hood, MP lie in pool of blood. Good lord. What is this? Are we safe here?”
“Oh yes.” Irene smiled.
“I had quite a frightening journey here on the train. Someone tried to mug me at the station.”
“Was it an athletic black boy?”
“Well yes actually it….”
“And was your bag returned by a white boy with Angel tattooed on his knuckles?”
“Yes. How did you…?”
“They tried it on with me. They travel round all the stations, never stay anywhere long enough to be arrested. One takes your bag, the other returns it. You give a reward.”
“Yes I did.”
“And you didn’t bother telling the Police because nothing was missing.”
“Well no.”
“I had a long chat with them,” said Irene “They seem to have found the perfect scam, and they make more than if they begged or stole.”
“Oh.”
“The white boy is called Hosmer Angel of all things and the black one said he was Ras Yeggman. Except of course he wasn't. Ras Yeggman was a punk rapper who wrote this song, and it’s the boy next door who thinks it’s fun to print it off and put it through our door. Looks like I’ll have to have another word with his mother.”
“I see. I’m not used to this part of London. I only know Whitehall.”
“I see.” Irene wondered how much this Government advisor actually knew about the people and economy. “By the way, if you want to avoid that part of town, you could have taken the Tube to Monument or Tower hill and got the DLR27 . Its more civilised, all office workers.”
“I’ll try that next time.”
“ I think you’d better leave your bag here in the front room for now, with the other bags behind the settee. Everyone?” Irene beamed around the room. “This is Doctor Grimsby Roylot, we’re hoping he can help us with economics.”
People smiled, Grim recognised a few, and nodded back.
“Now if you come through to the kitchen. That’s the middle room, That’s where we’ll be doing most of the meeting because it opens out into a conservatory, but if you come through to the kitchen I’ll get you something. Tea or coffee?”
“Tea please. Milk and one sugar. I know you don’t I?”
“Yes, I’m Thorney Huxtable, I’ve seen you around….Were you at the presentation for James Windibank?”
“James Windibank? Yes that’s right. You were at the table by the door.”
“I’ll leave you two to get on,” said Irene
“Yes fine,” said Thorney
“Ah yes, so, I’m not too sure what’s expected of me,” said Grimm. “What is the group supposed to be doing?”
“Very vaguely we are supposed to come up with the next big idea?”
“Like what?” asked Grim.
“Like the Welfare State, or Thatcherism and the free market, or New Labour Economics or whatever. The lot in the front room keep talking about Keith Joseph getting in touch with professors Bacon and Eltise, and coming up with Market Testing, and persuading Mrs Thatcher to make it Conservative policy. Or when Gordon brown and Tony Blair were students dreaming up their economic model. That sort of thing.”
“Oh dear. Trying to predict the future.”
“I thought you economists did that all the time.”
“I think you’ll find that whatever happens there was someone who said he predicted it. But when you look at whatever magazine article they actually wrote it’s all so vague they could be predicting anything.”
“Oh, the old Nostrodamus trick.”
“Exactly, make enough vague sounding predictions and some of it’s bound to come true. Economists do make a reasonable stab at predicting six months or a year into the future. Some things are obvious, like the rise of China and India, but I don’t think anyone really actually wanted to predict America stagnating. Though it’s obvious with hindsight. Oil running out, mines worked out, labour cheaper elsewhere.”
“Come on you two, we’re all meeting in the middle room.” Smiled Irene “Could you bring in these sandwiches Grim? And Thorney? I’m not really strong enough for all this, so could you bring in the electric kettle and the coffee cups and things. On that tray there. Thanks.”
“That’s OK.” Thorney realised she thought he was strong, and he felt heroic for a second. Maybe he could kiss her and…. But he was too old for such girlish tricks. Really, he was, most of the time.
There were white boards on the walls, and bits of cardboard pinned up, covered in post-it notes. The French doors were open to the conservatory where lengths of hardboard held more notes and diagrams.
None of it was really new. Grim had seen most of this stuff in the Sunday papers or the New Scientist web site. But here someone had collected the articles, print offs and post it notes under sections.
“ENERGY” said a header with stuff underneath on steam from deep wells, covering deserts with photo-voltaic cells, wind farms, wood fuel from renewable forests, tidal barriers and nuclear. Undersea “windmills” round Britain’s coasts. But on the costs it seemed nuclear was cheapest of all. Till it came to waste disposal.
“Co2 REMOVAL FROM ATMOSPHERE.” This proposed more scrubbers at power stations, chemical “trees” collecting co2 from the wind, and actual freezing from the atmosphere to liquefy and store Co2 underground. The possible export markets for Britain’s Co2 removal technology. Next to it were queries about the ideas producing more carbon than they removed.
“Doctor Roylot,” called Irene “Help yourself to coffee and sandwiches.”
“Ah, well, yes.” Grim reached over for a sandwich, but kept on round the room studying the boards.
There were maps of irrigated forests in the Sahara, and rafts of seaweed moored at sea to soak up Co2
“TRANSPORT” had maps of new railways, roads and airport extensions. Proposals for new tramways, metro’s and trolleybuses. Calculations on the amount of electricity needed. Calculations on the land needed to produce bio diesel and ethanol compared to going all electric. The possibilities of salvaging waste wood and food and those rafts of seaweed again. One said maybe a sixth of the planets agricultural land would be needed to replace petroleum with bio fuels.
There were diagrams of how Fuel cells combined hydrogen with oxygen to make electricity and water. There were notes on the amounts of electricity needed to turn water into hydrogen and how it would be stored and distributed. There was the Northwest University of Chicago’s ideas on fuel cells that worked from petrol as a sort of half way stage to a pure hydrogen network.
There were the problems associated with hydrogen rocket powered aircraft and turbo driven helicopters. Even helicopters driven by rotor tip rockets and light aircraft driven by rocket tipped propellers. There were cost comparisons between these and the Hebron diesel and turboprop aircraft engines using bio fuels.
Then there was the scary stuff. “GLOBAL WARMING”. Disagreements over how hot it would get, how much ice would melt, how high the oceans would get and when would it happen. A map showed Britain and Ireland drowned to the 200 foot contour with most cities under water. There was talk of giant storm waves, the Amazon becoming desert, Deep sea methane gas deposits burping to the surface.
Finally there was “HEALTH” with just about everyone saying improved health was a vote winner and most tax payers would support more research if it meant they lived longer.
“OK everyone,” said someone who thought he was in charge. “Most of you have been here before and know what to expect. But if it’s new to you, I’m Charles Miles, I am a very new and junior Member of Parliament, and The Party has asked me, to come up with future party policy. I am supposed to connect with young academics, and around the walls are the fruits of our labour, and I see Doctor Roylot has been examining them all in great detail.”
“Ah, well….yes. You’d better call me Grimm.”
“Grimm it is then, I expect they called you all sorts at school, eh?”
“Yes.”
“I see, so what do you think of out efforts?”
“Well, ah, they’re OK, as far as they go.”
“What about where they don’t go?”
“Well, ah. You haven’t thought things through. You see here. High speed trains between all major cities. It says here how this will take the pressure off London housing by putting the whole of England and South Wales into commuter land. But you forget that right now London is becoming a city where teachers, policemen, fire fighters, dustbin men, builders and all the rest cannot afford to live. And that lack of civic amenity is actually discouraging some from buying property in London.
But if you improve the supply of plumbers and taxi drivers and all the rest because now they can commute here from Lancashire, then London property prices will rise because of it.”
“Oh,” said Charles Miles “I’m not sure anyone else has looked at it that way. So how would you reduce property prices in London?”
“Make London as insecure as other cities. Its safety and security that bring foreigners here. No civil wars, no thieving soldiery, no banks going bust, nothing. Just the opportunity to make a decent life and hang on to it and pass it on to your children” Grimm looked round. “So why look embarrassed? You are British, you have created one of the best places on earth to live, the rest of the world wants to join you, or America. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Have a bit of patriotism. Make the most of it while it lasts.”
“Well, I can see you are an original thinker,…er Grimm,” said Charles Miles “You said “While it lasts.” Does that mean it may not?”
“It says here. Rising sea levels. We can’t do a thing about it and this island is going to get a lot smaller.”
“That’s not absolutely certain,” said Charles Miles.
“Oh yes it is,” said Thorney. “It’s started already, that’s why we have the Thames Barrier, that’s why we are having to close it for longer each year.”
“Be like Holland soon,” said Grimm. “Very soon.”
“Well that may be,” said Charles Miles “Though I am never going to cause alarm by saying so. But we are all doing our best to cut Carbon emissions and…..”
“To late,” said Thorney. “We may have been able to do something in the 1950’s, but probably not. Its irreversible I’m afraid. We must sit it out for a few centuries and then maybe we start cooling as we head for another ice age. But Britain won’t be here of course, and neither will the developed parts of the world.. We are going to lose all our cities over the next hundred years unless we find a very drastic and quick way of rebuilding the ice caps.”
“Well we can’t put that in a policy document can we? Wait a few centuries and see if it gets better,” said Charles Miles
“Could be a few millennia,” said Grimm “By which time we’ll be used to it.”
“Hmm.” Charles was wondering about these two. It might be better not to ask them again. “Well, Doctor Huxtable.”
“Call me Thorney.”
“Thorney. You have rather frightened us with your dire warnings of Earth's resources all being worked out.”
“It’s true I’m afraid. We are now starting to prospect on the continental shelf and we can use robots to mine tunnels full of seawater. But it's going to be very expensive. The cost of metals will rise accordingly. Copper, zinc, lead, they already cost more than gold and silver used to. Helium of course is on the way out. There seems to be no more anywhere once the Texas wells are dry. It’s the Easter Island hypothesis. They chopped down all the trees and could no longer make boats. They dreamt of flying off like the birds, but they couldn’t. They were stuck there. And metaphorically speaking we are chopping down all our trees and we also will be stuck on this planet with nothing.”
“You are as miserable as Grimm,” said Charles Miles.
“But there is a way out,” said Thorney. “We build spaceships and explore the solar system and find resources out there.”
“If there are any resources out there,” said Charles Miles.
“Well there should be. We just need a cheap quick way of getting there.”
“I don’t think the British taxpayer will want to pay for a space programme.”
“Then you have to persuade them it’s the only hope of survival.”
“Its not that bad.”
“Actually,” said Grimm. “All the economies on the planet will go into eventual stagnation without some new stimulus. We can’t rely on cheap labour in India and China for ever. All those workers will want to live the same as us. And then, that’s it.”
“You are cheerful” said Charles “I don’t think the party will go along with that at all.”
“Actually, “ said Irene “If there was a cheap way of getting into space and finding minerals, would that make a difference?”
“Of course,” said Thorney.
“How cheap?” said Grim.
“You don’t know of a way do you?” smiled Charles Miles
“Actually I might. A student I used to know, has published a paper on it.”
-oOo-
O why the deuce should I repine,
And be an ill foreboder?
I'm twenty-three, and five foot nine,
I'll go and be a sodger!
Robert Burns
CHAPTER 14 ABBEY WOOD
John Gilchrist opened the garage door and hoped his MG would start. He’d spent all weekend cleaning the damn thing, charging the battery, then buying another battery. Striping down the twin SU’s because the pistons had stuck in the barrels. Then finally he’d fired the MG midget into action and the throttle jammed open because of corrosion in the accelerator cable. So he’d removed the Bowden cable, hung it from a nail in the garage roof and dribbled gear oil down it, running the outer up and down over the inner till it was free. Then he'd again fired up the little “A” series Morris Minor motor and gone roaring up the valley. Yes he would take it to work. Except yesterday it was raining.
But this morning sunlight streamed through branches, and new leaves were waving shadows across the drive.
John squeezed into the little car, got his thighs under the steering wheel, legs straight out in front on the pedals.
He pulled the choke out, then thought that might flood it, and pushed it in. He made sure it was in neutral and turned the key. The SU fuel pump clicked away and slowed down as the two float chambers filled. He turned the key right over, slowly pushing the accelerator down as he did so.
It coughed. His foot was on the floor. Was it flooded? Or should he pull the choke out?
Then it started. “Heyyyy. You beauty.”
He put it in reverse and backed out next to the more serious cars he and his wife usually drove. Dare he risk switching it off? Yes, he had to with the price of petrol these days.
“Can I have a drive Dad?” said Jennie.
“No, your too…..” John turned to look at his little girl. He was going to say she was too small. Except she wasn’t. At this height he was looking at her straight in the hips. Even in school clothes she had a figure. “No. You’re not old enough to have a licence.” He started trying to get out of the car. He’d seen old men role out onto the ground on all fours, but he wasn’t going to do that.
“I ought to practice before then. I could just drive round the garden.”
“Well, I suppose so.” He was up. Now he was taller than her, she’d gone back to being his little girl again. Except her classmates and friends were so damned pretty, and so was she. He had to admit it.
“Good. When?” she asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe this evening.” When John was at school he'd lusted after girls her age. There would be lads lusting after Jennie now.
“Great. Mum says you haven’t had your breakfast yet.”
So how could he protect her from dirty minded little shits like he had been?
There was supposed to be reserved visitors parking at Abbey Wood, but you still had to get in early. Major James Moriarty left his rented house on West Street, Warminster early. Then drove round Bath on the A36, past Solsbury Hill, to the M4, before the morning rush. He left the M4 at junction 9, onto the M32 in growing traffic. At the first junction he turned onto the 4 lane ring road, through factories and offices, past the University of WOE28 , then onto a shorter 4 lane under a footbridge over the artificial lake. An electric sign said the car park on the left was full, as was the visitors one behind the nursery school. But not the top car park. He showed his ID, got his photo taken, and drove round and round for a space.
There was a covered walkway across the car park into one of the big glass atriums (Atria?) that seemed to be all over Abbey Wood, coffee bars and little tables looked down on by indoor office windows and access. He knew the way across the open ground floors and along the sunlit garden paths to Oak.
“Bye love,” said Maggie Gilchrist. “Don’t forget your driving Jennie into Salisbury this evening.”
“Oh? Why?”
“I’ve told you. She is meeting her friends and dancing.”
“Oh. Look love. Are we sure she is old enough? I mean drinking and boys and everything.”
“John. She is meeting other girls from school, and they are going to a disco in a church hall. She is not going to some inner city drug den.”
“But what about boys?”
“John. We have had several talks and she knows how to be careful.”
“Well….”
“Now off you go or you’ll be late.”
“OK. Bye.” He kissed her, climbed into the MG, and drove past the church, visible through the graveyard trees. Past where big yellow diggers were putting in new storm drains. Rabbits and pheasants acted thick, then ran into the woods. Trees met overhead. Sunlight flashed down. He put on the music of Doc Cheatham and Nicholas Payton, but with the roof down it was too noisy, and anyway the wind and engine and tyres were music enough.
He barrelled out of the trees under the big blue sky of Salisbury Plain. Little white clouds above, and rabbits below. Then finally the pine trees hiding MOD Carbonec from prying eyes.
All the buildings at Abbey Wood were named after trees. Yew and Walnut had views over the roofs to the tail fins of aircraft parked at Filton. But Oak was the secure one near the centre of the complex. The one where the only views were of other office blocks.
“Hallo there. I’m James Moriarty for the SOCAD concept meeting.” He was in uniform, so didn’t have to say he was a major. In the real army he wouldn’t have to say his name either. It was written on his left breast.
“Yes Sir. You're on the list,” said the receptionist. “You’ll need another pass here Sir.”
“With a photo?”
“You were videoed as you came in Sir. Here you are Sir.”
He hung the plastic pass in chain and frame round his neck and wondered if the receptionist had ever been inside Oak. Probably not. She wore the uniform of the company that ran the site, and was therefore not a civil servant. “Can you please hand me your mobile phone Sir. Thank you.” She put it in a bag and wrote Moriarty’s name on. “Do you have any other electrical apparatus Sir?” She took his organiser. “This way Sir.”
A guard ran a metal detector over his uniform. “You’re OK to go in Sir.”
Moriarty pushed against the floor to ceiling metal turnstile, it clicked round, and he was in.
The dust and general scruffiness was due to the shortage of positively vetted cleaners and decorators.
John Gilchrist pushed the plastic trolley into an empty office and opened the windows. Cool air from outside brought the noise of a big yellow excavator pushing its bucket into the building over the road. The wall fell in dust blowing this way, John shut the window again. He wiped his sleeve over the sweat dripping into his eyes and unlocked the cupboards. There were still old files here to stack into his trolley.
This was where Irene Adler sat, and that woman who killed herself. What was her name? Lay down under a train just before her husband came home with his lottery winnings. Stupid cow.
God knows what happened to Irene Adler.
“Oright?” asked winker
“Yes, fine.” said John.
“Right.” Winker gave a wink and shuffled off back to the registry.
The next offices still had people in them, bravely carrying on DBI-comms business.
In fact DBI comms was being co-located to Abbey Wood for greater efficiency. It was supposed to join like minded groups moving in from Bicester, Bath and Plymouth as the new TriComms Directorate. The senior Carbonec people were supposed to move to Abbey Wood. But the sort of people who became positively vetted civil servants working for the MOD, were also the sort of people who bought their own houses, worried about disrupting their children’s education, and were pillars of the local community. Or maybe they lived in council houses.
Either way they could not just up sticks and move to an expensive congested city like Bristol, so most applied for transfers to other local civil service posts, or they forgot the pension and went to civie jobs.
Clerks like John and Rubber Boobs were non mobile grades, so they were found jobs nearby with other departments. One more month and this building would be demolished. John would be in one of the new multi story blocks being built round the newly landscaped grounds.
He pushed his trolley load of files back to the registry and unloaded them onto his dusty desk.
He and Rubber Boobs were sorting the files into categories, recording them, and the file record dockets, and the A102 books, and the boxes of back up discs. Then stacking it all into big plastic crates.
Winker did nothing.
Once files were taken in steel cabinets with a police escort. Nowadays a commercial carrier would take them all in his truck.
“I wonder if this isn’t just a waste of time,” said John
“You keep saying that,” said Rubber Boobs as she struck a pose to show off her bust more.
“This lot will arrive in Bristol and they won’t know what to do with it. They’ll just bin it.” John was looking at her chest.
“You have no faith in the system. There’s lot’s of people moving from here and I’ve met people in the registry there. They know what to do.” She began to swing from side to side in her swivel chair letting John see her thighs
“I hope so.” He quickly looked away “Where’s Winker gone?”
“Who cares. So long as he isn’t here winking at me I don’t mind.” She pulled her dress up higher and began stroking the inside of her thigh.
“Jesus, Maria.”
“Sorry. Was I distracting you?”
Major James Moriarty smiled politely at everyone standing around the refreshments table, and determined to keep his mouth shut till Colonel Moran arrived. There were at least three full colonels here, and he had counted two brigadiers, and a General who was the chairman. Lord knows who the civilians were, but he supposed they were equally high powered. Moriarty assumed the three women were there for politically correct reasons, or to write the minutes or something.
“I think we can all be seated,” said the General in a voice that would carry across a parade square full of revving main battle tanks. Moriarty found his name “Toblerone”29 and sat next to Colonel Moran’s still vacant chair.
“Well you all know me,” said the General, perhaps not knowing he was really called the Fat Controller “But perhaps we can all introduce ourselves, around the table, if you please.”
Everyone took turns in saying who they were, what branch they represented and why they were here. When it came to his turn James said “I am Major Moriarty from DBI comms, sorry, I mean the TriComms Directorate.” That was a bad beginning, he would certainly say as little as possible now. “I am here with Colonel Moran, um, who is not actually here at the moment. I, uh, we, uh wish to know if there will be any tri-service inter communications aspects as regards satellite frequencies and computer language interoperability, uh, issues.”
“Ah” said the fat Controller. “Moriarty. I believe your brother the professor works for NASA now.”
“Uh, yes.” How did a General know stuff like that?
“Well, I hope we can trust you not to give too many secrets to the Yanks eh?”
“No General.”
They all laughed politely at the idea Britain would have anything to interest NASA. At least Moriarty hoped that’s why, and they were not laughing at him.
Once everyone had said their introductions the General began. “Right Gentlemen, and uh Ladies. As you know this is the opening discussion on what we are, uh, tentatively calling, the Sub Orbital Cargo Delivery Working Group, or SOCAD. Now DEC SISTER30 has been holding war games and conversations with the academics. It seems that if we go on trying to be the world’s policeman we will increasingly be faced with the Entebbe Scenario31 . This is something I agree with. It can be dangerous, and if this new method of force introduction works, then things will be a lot easier. Now I know a lot of you think this sort of space thing always leads nowhere. The DEC dreams up a new toy. We can’t afford it, but if it’s any good the Yanks build it and maybe our boffins get a bit of funding to help out.
But the Defence Council has shown an interest in this right from the start. They believe this may be an opportunity to steel a march on the rest of the world. So I want you all to give this your best shot. I am keen to see it go ahead. It will be taken seriously. Funding is available. This may well be the future defence of the realm. I want you all to bear that in mind. This is for real. Now......I’m sorry. Can I help?”
A Girl had gently opened the door and stood there while the general was speaking. “I’m sorry Sir. I’ve had a call from Colonel Moran. There is no room to park here so he is going to try the Railway Station.”
John Gilchrist knelt on the floor putting the lid on one of the boxes and sealing it with cable ties. Rubber Boobs stood with her legs slightly apart and he was looking straight in her groin. The same way he had looked at his daughter that morning. “Look. Tell me. You can guess what I see in you. I’m looking at it.”
“I can’t imagine what you mean,” said Rubber Boobs coyly.
“Yes you can, and I’m being serious. I know what men see in girls. I know what I used to see in girls when I was a boy. But I don’t know what girls see in boys. I mean what would my daughter see in boys?”
“Oh. Well, boys, you know.”
“No I don’t. That’s why I’m asking.”
“Well. They’re cute. Fun, you know.” She could see his blank looks “They lark about. They're funny. They joke and make fun of each other. They do daft things. They make you laugh. You see school boys. They show off, you know. They kick balls about. Run around. They do things, they try to out do each other. You know. And they look nice.”
“Nice?”
“Well you know. You can see all their muscles, they’re athletic, and fast, not like men.”
“But they’re skinny.”
“Well yes. I mean I like a hunky sort of man, you know. Big strong and dependable. But boys, are just nice to look at.”
“Oh.” He thought maybe he understood.
Then he heard Rachael Howells the head of Co-ord stomping portentously down the corridor and through the door. He sighed.
“Haven’t you finished yet?”
“There’s a lot to do with all the booking in” said John
“I am aware of that John. I have been doing registry work a lot longer than you. And longer than Maria.” She meant Rubber Boobs “And where is Stanley Hopkins?” She meant Winker.
“I’m not sure,” said Rubber Boobs
“He’d better not be making a mess.”
“He promised he wouldn’t,” said Maria
“How our vehicle gets into orbit will probably depend on what technology we can buy in from other countries,” said Dr Barnicot, the DEC consultant. “We believe the heavy cargo rockets China launches from Brazil may be adequate. Also the Indian Geostationary Launcher, although they will almost certainly not let us use it for military purposes. Instead we may hope to build our own rockets based on French or Russian designs, and perhaps build our vehicle in co-operation with them. Perhaps something like two or three Ariane Fives joined together. We hoped America would return to heavy lift technology. But NASA decided their Moon rockets will be medium lifters, to be assembled in orbit before going to the Moon. However if the USAF goes ahead with heavy lift plans then we could buy straight from America.
It is almost certainly going to be too expensive for us to build our own launcher. I’m afraid we are nowadays too far behind other countries to contemplate catching up. The matter of a cheap enough launcher is probably the make or break for the entire project.” Doctor Barnicot looked round the table
“Where we launch from may also present problems. The one and only time we launched a satellite into orbit was from Woomera in Australia. But for military purposes we would prefer to launch from the UK.”
“Yes? Said the Fat Controller “What is it?”
“Sorry” said the girl at the door “It’s another call from Colonel Moran. He says the railway station car park is full. I told him to try the supermarket car park, but that he would be clamped after two hours. So he said he would try it.”
“No,” said someone “The Supermarket won’t let you out unless you have a receipt to prove you’ve bought something.”
“Yes” said another “You have to buy quite a lot as well. Tell him to try the University of the West Of England. It’s a bit of a walk but there’s lots of space.”
“I’ll tell him.” And the girl left.
The Fat Controller drummed his fingers on the table. “Right. Carry on.”
Winker came back to the registry “Oright?” he winked.
“Yes. We’re all right,” said John Gilchrist without looking up from his computer.
“Oright?”
“Now you’re here,” said Rubber Boobs “You could put those files into the boxes opposite the stacks. Then tell me when you’ve finished.”
“Perhaps I’ll come and sit with you by the window,” said Rubber Boobs pulling a swivel chair up next to John “I’m afraid I just cannot stand the smell of him any more.”
“Yeah. I’ll be glad when this is all over and we are out of here,” said John
“I hope I don’t end up with Winker in the next department.”
“Me too. Just think of sitting with him for a few years. His trousers are ringing wet again, and it’s every chair he sits on.”
“I don’t suppose you and I will see much of each other if we’re in different buildings.” John Gilchrist was looking at Rubber Boobs boobs.
“I suppose not. I’ll miss having you work for me.”
The girl said “I’m afraid Colonel Moran was refused permission to park at the University, so he is going back to Carbonec.”
“Thank you,” said the Fat Controller “WOE is me.” It was a joke and Major Moriarty tried to smile.
“I’ll carry on then. “ said Doctor Barnicot. “Now as you know our global reach for special operations is easy enough near the sea. Our destroyers and frigates each carry at least one helicopter gun ship and we can project force as far inland as fuel range permits.
We also have Carriers and assault ships for more intense engagements. But in the centre of Africa, South America, or the Eurasian land mass we depend on friendly countries letting us build up our forces and facilities. If they won’t let us in, then we don’t go, except with small numbers in covert undercover teams.
Now if we could land men and helicopter gun ships directly from orbit, we could overcome this problem, and maintain the element of surprise. Then we could use these fully fuelled helicopters to fly our men out to a ship in the nearest ocean.
But we need some sort of space craft to put the helicopter inside while it is launched by rocket. And we need the space craft to make a soft landing in the right place, presumably by parachute, with the helicopter inside it and ready to fly.”
“And if I may interrupt,” said the fat controller “Producing workable designs of that space craft will be the job of SOCAD.”
Winker disappeared at lunchtime and John got the BBC news on his computer. “Looks like America is going to get a hurricane again.”
“It happens a lot these days” said Rubber boobs.
“Yeah. It won't quite hit New Orleans though.”
“Have you been there?”
“Yeah. I did gigs there, years ago. In the old days. Before Hurricane Katrina. When I was young.”
“I tell people I work with a real rock star.”
“Hardly that. Just a part time session man.”
“You know we have got on well together this last year or so.”
“Yes,” said John “Shame we never, uh….”
“Never what?” asked Rubber Boobs
“Excuse me,” said Rachael Howells “But where is Stanley?” She meant Winker.
“Um,” began John.
“He’s gone for lunch,” said Rubber Boobs.
“Yes I know. I’m just worried about, well, you know.”
“We don’t really know it is him,” said John.
“We may not have proof, but who else could it be?”
“We’ll keep an eye out,” said Rubber Boobs.
“Now I want to keep this TOP SECRET for the time being,” said the Fat Controller “We first of all need to know how practical it is going to be and what sort of costs are involved before we start telling other departments. I also need to know what sort of input your respective branches will have to the project.”
“Rachael? What the hell is this?”
“Colonel?” Rachael Howells went to Colonel Moran’s office door.
“This. Dog mess on the floor and some sort of stain on my seat.”
“Oh Colonel. I am sorry. I've been keeping an eye out all morning.”
”An eye out for what? Is this someone's bloody dog?”
“Well. No. Maybe.”
“Maybe what?”
“Its one of the temps working in the registry now. He has a problem.”
“Problem?”
“Well we aren’t sure, but he seems to have problems down below. Incontinence problems.”
“Dear God. I have spent all morning trying to park at Abbey Wood. I have had some damn snotty little kid at the university tell me they are fed up with MOD people using their car park. I said I was wearing the uniform of a Colonel in the British Army and it was an important meeting and he told me to piss off or he would call the police! Call the bloody police! As if I was some bloody vagrant! Then I return to my bloody office. The office where my word is supposed to be law!”
“Colonel.”
“I return here and find you have hired some deviant lunatic who has shit on my office floor and pissed on my seat.”
“Colonel.”
“Is he the reason for all these stinking smells in the place?”
“Colonel.”
“Well I am off home Rachael. Tell Major Moriarty I want a full report of the meeting on my desk tomorrow morning, and I want to be able to sit here without holding my nose.”
“Yes Colonel.”
Moran could feel the tingling right up his arm now almost to his shoulder. “I’m sorry Rachael. Sorry I’ve been shouting. None of this was your fault.” But he wondered who’s bloody fault it really was, and what the hell was he doing here?
John Gilchrist and Rubber Boobs locked the plastic boxes in an empty office. They locked the secure cupboards and cabinets and put the keys onto hooks in the end cupboard, and locked that cupboards key away in the blister.
“Windows are all locked,” said John
“What about the rooms you’ve been emptying?” asked Rubber Boobs.
“I think I locked em all.”
“Better check.”
“Right.” John went down the corridor and Rubber Boobs followed him into Irene Adler's old room. “All locked.”
“Yes.” She agreed.
“You know you and I have never….” And he put his hands on her waist.
She looked slightly sideways and opened her mouth, but said nothing, so he moved closer.
Colonel Moran grabbed a few things and went back to his car.
He turned on the music and there was a rock fall of sound. The Makgona Tsohle Band with the Mahotela Queens. Then, like an earthquake, like blasting ten miles beneath the Rand, came the thunderous voice of Mahlatini. The kind of music to make you sit up and smile. The kind of music to make you do things.
He went east on the A303 towards London, then the M3 to Basingstoke and north on the A33. Finally he drove through one of the small woods dotting the area, to a large red brick house.
John looked at his watch. “Oh God. Maggie’s going to be wondering where I am.”
“What time is it? Half five? My hubbies going to be home soon.”
John pulled on his underpants. “I could say the car broke down.”
“Where are my knickers? What did you do with them?”
“Um….Here. Sorry.”
“Thanks.”
“I’ve lost a shoe,” said John.
“Over there.”
“Oh right. They don’t have the police check the offices do they?”
“Not till later. About seven I think.”
John stood and watched Rubber Boobs. “Your hair will need a comb.”
“Right. You’ve got dust all over you.”
“Oh dear.”
“Let me brush it off.” She started slapping at his clothes.
“Are we going to do this again?”
“What? Do you want to?” She looked doubtful.
“Yes. But we should get organised. Not all this rush. Maybe do it in the car somewhere private.”
“Well, normally, I take men home.”
“Normally?”
“Yes. Lunchtimes, when my husband's at work. You must have noticed?”
“Yes. I suppose I have.” And John realised that he was nothing special.
Colonel Sebastian Moran knocked and the door opened. They would have seen him come up the drive on the CCTV. “I’m Sebastian Moran. Here to see the General.”
“General de Merville is expecting you in the drawing room Sir,” said a chunky man in smart suite and short hair cut.
“Do I know you?” asked Moran following across the entrance hall.
“Lance Corporal Emsworth Sir.”
“Yes of course. Emsworth. Your working here now?”
“Yes Sir.”
“Do you still see anything of Sergeant Devoy?”
“No Sir. I’m not sure what became of him Sir. Excuse me Sir.” He opened the study door. “General. May I introduce Colonel Moran.”
“Thank you Emsworth. Sebastian isn’t it? Do come in, take a seat. This is my wife Violet.”
“Would you like a drink Colonel Moran?” asked Violet.
“Just something soft. I’m driving.”
“Bitter orange?”
“Yes please, thank you.”
General de Merville waited till Sebastian had a glass in his hand and his wife had quietly left. “So Sebastian. I assume this is a business call?”
“Yes Sir. I have been thinking about your offer and I was wondering if it was still open?”
“Of course Sebastian. We can always use a man of your talents. Your unique talents as far as Africa is concerned. May I ask why now?”
“I’m afraid I just cannot sit behind a desk any longer.”
Devoy walked to the end of the corridor, pressed numbers into the key pad, turned the door handle, and walked in. “Sergeant Devoy reporting.”
“Sarge,” said the Military Policeman looking at Devoy's ID “In you go.”
Devoy went down the dusty corridor, round the corner and into the lift. “Sergeant Devoy reporting to Ops Cell.”
“Sergeant Devoy reporting to Ops Cell.” Repeated the voice recognition and the lift went down to the old cold war bunker.
“Sarge,” said the Royal Marine at the bottom.
Two Alsatian Police Dogs barked and ran across the cavern floor to press their noses against the fence. The only way past them was through a sort of tunnel made of chicken wire. If anyone tried to approach the Ops Cell any other way the dogs would have them.
The cell itself was a suit of rooms built on stilts, away from the cavern floor and ceiling. The space all round was patrolled by the dogs and their RM handlers.
Devoy smiled at the camera, spoke the code into the mike and the door bolts whirred and hissed and clunked open. He turned the handle, walked in and closed it behind him. He did the same at the next door, and he was inside. Then down the rather normal corridor to a simple plywood door “How’s it going?” he asked.
“Did you get my pot noodle?” said someone looking up from their computer screen
“Right here. And the pies and a Cornish pasty. Who wanted the Instant Madras?”
“Me,” said someone else
“Here ye are then,” said Moran “So what’s happening while I’m away to the NAAFI?”
“Not much. The usual. Tell you what though, your old mate Colonel Moran.”
“Oh aye?”
“Just had a sitrep. He’s gone to see General de Merville.”
“Has he by God. I don’t suppose you have the place bugged do you?”
“Not a chance. His wife Violet sweeps the place a couple of times a day.”
“Does she by God.”
“Yeah. But I bet she’s recording everything Moran says to her old man.”
-oOo-
He always took the Bible for his guide,
And he liked little boys to walk by his side;
He preferred their company more so than men,
Because he knew there was less guile in them.
William McGonagall GENERAL GORDON, THE HERO OF KHARTOUM
CHAPTER 15 BRAHAN PARK, HUNTSVILLE
“Hi Prof? I’m in Walmart. You want anything?”
“Only you. Is Joe with you?”
“He’s over in the Parkway Mall. Said he was meeting up with a few friends.”
“Good for him.”
“So I guess that gives us a couple of hours.”
“Oh good.”
“So do you want anything? I can always go over The Parkway and get something in the food hall.”
“I have got everything a man could want except you. What colour underwear have you got on?”
“Wait and see. Wont be long.”
Professor Moriarty smiled. It’s strange how things turn out. He'd lost funding for his seat at Cambridge and “respectable” folk stopped inviting him. And he had done nothing wrong. He was still young. And young men liked young girls. It was normal. Not like he was on drugs or stealing or anything. But that wasn’t the way the old bastards in Cambridge saw it. Said he was in loco parentis. Even with girls over 18. And he’d never done it with anyone under eighteen. As far as he knew. Certainly not under sixteen. Probably.
Then no other Uni’s wanted him. He was too dangerous to be with female students.
But who was he kidding.
He was old and lonely. Well, middle aged. Mature. Girls like a mature man..
But not really. Girls didn’t like mature men, women did. Some women did. But not many liked him. Not any more.
He was kidding again. He’d no woman for a year before he met Annie Harrison.
When he got to the Marshall Spaceflight Center, women liked his cute British accent. He’d had dates, got lucky a few times. And that was it. He was just one among a whole community of exotic foreign know-it-alls and clever dicks.
And Moriarty'd lost it. He wasn’t young or exciting, he was a middle aged, past over, professor. Who'd lost his chair because he couldn’t keep his trousers on.
Then he met Annie. He was arguing with her about getting a claim paid. He'd been sent to Area 51 on the trajectory option maths of this troop glider thing. He'd got a ticket to McCarran Airport at Las Vegas paid for, but then he took a taxi from McCarran to the Nellis AFB main gate. Apparently he should have phoned for a USAF car to pick him up, or there was a bus every half hour. He'd no pressing reason to take a taxi and she wasn't going to pay for it.
He was being pompous and bombastic and self important, till he remembered he was just another British clown.
He looked at her eyes and said sorry. And she smiled.
She seemed to care. He apologised some more. They talked about nothing much. He asked her out. She said where? He didn’t know, and she said they gave free concerts in the park. So it hadn’t cost him a penny, except for a hot dog for her son.
But even with her boy Joe coming along with them, it was OK.
That’s how it started.
Moriarty's balcony looked onto Brahan Spring Park, and he hoped to see her car.
He had looked up “Brahan” thinking it was Native American, but it was the name of a medieval Scottish wizard. The Brahan Seer, who made prophecies about cows up towers and building the Caledonian Canal.
Anyway, they kissed and made love, always careful her son didn’t see them, but he was at college, he wasn’t an idiot, so he must have known. And she was wonderful. Her full woman’s body and her golden brown skin. Nothing like a British student. He felt so at ease with her. Like he didn’t have to prove himself. Didn’t have to be something he wasn't. They could relax. They just felt good doing nothing.
And listening to music.
She'd taught him there was more than old rock and classics. He put on Ellis Marsalis playing Duke Ellington, Duke in Blue. The unaccompanied piano placing every note just so. Perfect in time and tone. Something beyond the truth of numbers.
Annie drove down Drake Avenue, across Brahan Spring Park into Chasewood Drive. The parking at Moriarty’s apartment had plug in meters where she could re-charge her cars batteries with a credit card swipe.
She inspected her make up, checked her clothes and bra and everything were all straight and got her bag. Everything was fine, she looked up. He was smiling on the balcony. She waved and sashayed to the door. God knows what she looked like from up there. All hips and bum. She wasn’t that confident with him. He was bound to dump her soon. A white Anglo professor was out of her league, and a real British White Anglo one was way out of her league.
Except he'd left England under some sort of woman trouble. It was gossip around the Redstone Arsenal. She'd not asked, and he never mentioned why he was here, why he'd lost his professorship, even though everyone still called him Prof.
But it was good while it lasted, and he seemed to get on with Joe. She smiled, thinking of the cabin Prof borrowed from someone in the AMRDEC.
Prof was trying to be American, but Joe had to tell him how to operate the out board motor, and how to use a gun. In many ways Prof was rather ignorant.
But Prof did wonders with Joe’s computer, and could talk for hours about maths and planets and things.
Which is what Annie wanted to speak to him about.
Moriarty lay with his head on her belly, looking at her thighs. He imagined a grid of lines drawn on her curves, picking up every wonderful change of direction. What sort of formulae could describe those curves? The subtle changes in radius. The way the colour altered with the light all the way round. Could he write a formulae for all those colours? Shades of coffee. Shades of chocolate. There could be a different shade number inside each grid square. Really small squares to account for it all in detail.
Should he say something? Ask her to maybe stay a few nights? Not actually move in, but Joe could do his college work here and….
Then she spoke and the spell was broken. “Prof, do you think you could help out one of Joe’s friends?”
“Yeah, sure, I guess.” His speech was getting more American.
He would touch her thighs instead. The warm and soft surface yielding under his fingers, altering the radius of the curves into an infinite variety of….
“The thing is he’s kind of a strange boy. He lost both parents in a hurricane when he was little. I just don’t think he’s ever really gotten over it.”
“Well, you can’t blame him for that.” Moriarty left her thigh alone and got up on one elbow to look at her face.
“The thing is he wants to stop hurricanes by stopping global warming.”
“Ha. Yeah that is an ambition all right, it’s a….” but he realised she was serious. “Well, if he could do that, I guess I should see him. How is he going to do it?”
“It’s an orbital sunshade.”
“Ah. Well that has been thought of before. Orbital mirrors were at one of President Bush’s climate change meetings. The one with the Livermore people way back in 2001. What’s his name, Wood, Lowell Wood, worked out that an aluminium mesh mirror at the Lagrange point between here and the Sun would be more or less invisible and it could cut out one percent of the Suns heat. But it had to be six hundred thousand miles across. I think that’s right. Six hundred thousand miles. But no one has any idea how to build it or what it would cost. So they mostly went for the Canadian Weyburn Project to store CO2 underground. That’s what Britain supported as well.”
“I see. Oh well, I guess he’s used to disappointment. I do believe he’s tried showing his ideas to a few people already.”
“Oh sorry. I didn’t mean to, you know. Well….Ask him round. I don’t’ want to hurt the guy. I’ll have a look.” And he kissed her navel.
Bruce Partington was nervous. And afraid of heights and thunder and swirling rivers and waterfalls. Whenever he saw a crane looming over a building site he would try not to stare at it. But he wasn’t afraid to take a shower any more, not like when ….
He lived with his auntie now, first in Texarkana, now in Huntsville. And all the time he kept looking for a way. In libraries and on line, in papers and magazines. Before he had his own computer he would use friend’s. Spending hours in their bedrooms with their mothers thinking he must be surfing porn, and finding it was all to do with global warming. And then it was all to do with space and orbits and maths, and he was getting quite good at school now.
“Come on in,” said Joe “He won’t bight or nothing. He’s OK.”
“Sure.” Bruce Partington followed through into Profs apartment.
“Hi Prof, this is Bruce.”
Joe’s Mom pulled away from Professor Moriarty. They were sat together on the couch, like they been making out? Did old people really do that?
“Hi Bruce, come on in,” said Prof
“I’ll get you something to eat.” And Joe’s Mom went through to the kitchen.
“Well Sir, uh, it’s this beach ball and this Frisbee.”
“OK.” Moriarty was going to be really careful with this misguided boy. Let him down gently, whatever his childish idea was.
“I’ll uh just blow it up.” Bruce puffed away at the valve, feeling more and more nervous. “Look maybe I shouldn’t bother you with this.”
“That’s OK.” Moriarty smiled “You just take your time.”
“Uh….Well. If, uh, this beach ball was the Earth. And, uh. If the sun was the window over there. Is that OK?”
“Yes sure,” said Moriarty wishing he could get this over with.
“Well, to begin with, I thought that if there was something like the Frisbee in orbit it would be a sun shade and cool the planet down.”
“Yes.”
“But then I figured that if it went round the equator it would stop sunshine reaching crops and stuff.”
“Yes.”
“So I wanted it just to shade the Greenland ice cap, Alaska and Siberia and Antarctica and places.”
“Yes.”
“So I had it on a polar orbit, but it was also tumbling end over end, like this.”
“How?”
“When its over the equator its edge points to the ground, like this, so loads of sunshine can get past it to the ground.”
“OK”
“But it turns through ninety degrees while it moves forty five degrees towards the North Pole. So now its half way to the North Pole and its got its full face to the ground and its shadowing Greenland and places.
“I see.”
Then it travels another forty five degrees. So it’s right over the North Pole and its turned through another ninety degrees, so its face is pointing down to the pole.”
“So…”
“So for each orbit of the earth it turns end over end four times.”
“Well I never.”
“But I realised it would have to orbit at about the same height as half the Earth's diameter.”
“Yes, but that’s only about six thousand kilometres up.”
“Yes, and that’s a sixty fourth of the distance to the moon, so if the shade was a sixty fourth of the moons diameter then it would need to be two hundred kilometres wide to make a shadow the same size as the umbra in a solar eclipse.”
“So there would be an area of total darkness two hundred and sixty kilometres wide over the ice caps every time this went over.”
“Yes.”
That’s, um….amazing.”
“But then I thought that if it were only three thousand kilometres up it could be half the size, only about one hundred kilometres wide to have the same effect.”
“So….But that would cast its shadow over the US and Europe and Australia.”
“Not if it turned end over end eight times every orbit. That would put one shadow over the ice caps and the other over North Africa and the Southern States. But now it roles over sideways four times every orbit.”
“Um….”
“I’ve got a drawing here. You see it would be full on casting a shadow four of the eight times, but edge on casting no shadow on the other four of the eight times.”
“Oh….I see….” Moriarty was having trouble imagining the Frisbee doing this even as Bruce moved it. “Can I try and get this on the computer?”
Annie noticed her son Joe come into the kitchen “Those two are away in some other place Ma.”
“They are?”
“I just don’t know what they are talking about. I mean I could follow the stuff with the ball and the Frisbee, but now it’s on the computer and its all velocities and weights and mass and Greek stuff.”
“Greek?”
“Yea. All that pie and stuff.”
“Pies? I’ve only got cookies. Do they want more coffee?”
“I guess.”
So Annie watched as Prof put more into his computer, and got out his laptop, and asked Joe to get the old one from the closet and get that going as well.
“Look Prof,” began Bruce “Me and Joe, we were supposed to be meeting some girls.”
“Girls?” How could girls be more important than saving the world from drowning? Stopping risen seas from overwhelming the great cities of the world. Stopping London and New York and Sydney and Tokyo and Shanghai and…. All of them, going the same way as New Orleans and The Sundarbans and all those islands.
Then he remembered seeing girls actually was more important than saving the world.
Or at least, it had once been so for him. He must really have changed. Got mature.
Got old.
“Yes. Off you go. I’ll be OK.”
“Thanks Prof.”
Annie told the boys to be careful and not get into any trouble and half hoped they wouldn’t get any girls into trouble either. But she also wondered what her son did with girls. She hoped he would be good to them
At least she could be alone with the Prof, and be good to him. Be good to each other. She put a hand on his shoulder and said “So how’s it going?”
“Well. Its, wonderful. His idea works. I’m trying now to work out heights and sizes for a given shadow. The thing is the sunlight will get past the edges, so the shadow will be smaller than the Frisbee. I’m not too sure about that. There’s going to be a sort of twilight affect. But even the penumbra would lower temperatures. So if we build something a hundred kilometres wide in space then it would work. And you could put up several of them. Enough to make the ice caps start accumulating snow again. Maybe even a lot smaller. With this programme I can try to predict what something ten kilometres wide would do. Of course it would need a lot more of them. They could be at different altitudes and different speeds to compensate for that. But of course I am working with theoretical mass. I don’t know how heavy they will be for any given diameter. But I hope it’s within current technology. Maybe they could be made from foil with an inflatable rim. Or maybe lots could be launched and joined up in orbit. I can’t quite work out how many it would take. The other thing is I don’t know enough about the precipitation there. There’s lots on line, it’s just getting through it.”
“Well Prof….. Maybe you should do something else for a while. Take your mind off it.” She kissed him. “Come back to it refreshed.”
“Yeah, maybe. Maybe it would be better to start off with a few small ones and see what the effect was.”
“I am trying to have an effect on you.”
“Mmmm.”
Later he was looking at her thighs again. Wondering at the curves. Wondering if there was a grid there and he gave a different numerical value to each colour change. So many subtle variations of curvature and tone and whatever.
It was dodging the question.
He raised his head and said. “Have you thought about moving in with me?”
“Yes. I suppose, I have.”
“Good.” He began to run his finger around her breast. Orbiting her breast, wondering if there was a sort of giant umbrella orbiting the earth, or….
“Why? Are you asking me to move in with you?”
“Yes. Of course I am.”
“OK.”
They kissed and he began to forget about orbital sunshades, for the time being.
-oOo-
There came Gyptians to Corse Field yeats,
Black, tho they warna bonny;
They danced so neat and they danced so fine,
Till down came the bonny lady.
She came trippin down the satir,
And her nine maidens afore her;
But up and starts him Johny Fa,
And he cast the glamour oer her.
The Gypsy Laddie
CHAPTER 16 THE NEW BUILDING
John Gilchrist walked to the end of the plastic boxes and cut open the cable ties holding lids on.
The lights flickered, dimmed and came back.
“You will be careful with those scissors won’t you,” said Mrs Lexington.
“Yes,” said John “I will.” He wanted to tell his new boss he was grown up and used scissors before, but he knew better. Just go with the flow and hope something would turn up. Maybe she would fall under a bus. Useless cow.
“Well I don’t want you getting cut do I.” She probably treated John like a child to show her superiority, and if she took on a micro management supervisory role, she didn’t feel useless.
“No Mrs Lexington.” John stacked the lids against a partition. This new building was open plan on three floors round a series of courtyards. The only actual rooms were for kitchens, photo copiers and senior staff.
The flickering lights were supposed to be motion sensitive and switch off if no one was there. Worried looking sparkies wandered by with remote controls, while people in cheap suits made notes. John supposed they were contractors who'd persuaded MOD to pay for all this.
It was built to house departments from older sites like Middleavon and Winchester that were closing. It wasn’t as big as Abbey Wood, but it was getting there.
And since Middleavon was only 15 or 20 miles from Carbonec, most of the staff had moved here with their departments, including Mrs Lexington the E1, now Johns boss.
This new block was blessed by the attentions of interior designers working to a budget. Which meant the sturdy old grey metal cupboards and filing cabinets were replaced with blue plasticy ones from a supplier “approved” by the designer.
“I don’t think we have room for all these files,” said John.
“Yes we do, it was all calculated before we left Middleavon,” said Mrs Lexington “One filing cabinet equals two pull out drawers in these new cupboards.”
“OK.” John had no idea what the titles meant. Things like “ Finance FOO Phase Three” probably didn’t mean much to anyone, but at least the numbers followed a sort of order.
Except there weren’t enough suspension files.
John saw Mrs Lexington was gassing with someone, so he went to the old stores building himself. At least that hadn’t changed.
“Got any suspension files?” he asked
“Blimey. What is it with suspension files,” said Merryweather the store man “I’m almost out. Everyone wants em.”
“It’s the new filing system. These drawers we’ve got to use.”
“What drawers?”
“You know. They’ve got rid of the filing cabinets and we have to use these cupboard things. Except the drawers have no bottoms. It’s just this frame that takes suspension files. So everyone's got to use them now.”
“Everyone? For every file?”
“Yes. I suppose.”
“That could be hundreds of thousands of them.”
“Yeah. I suppose. Did no one tell you?”
“No they fucking didn’t. Bloody ‘ell.”
“So can I have some?”
“Yeah. This is my last box. You may as well have em and I’ll see if I can get some more next month.”
John hefted the heavy box up on his shoulder and walked back over the newly cut grass. Overhead a training helicopter from Middle Wallop was circling, the pilot maybe had a girlfriend who worked here. In the central glass roofed atrium he took the lift, since he had this lot to carry.
He put the suspension files into the empty drawers and put in more files.
“You haven’t got very far,” said Mrs Lexington. “Where were you just now?”
“At the stores. I went to get more suspension files. This is the last of them, just enough for our cupboards here.”
“Oh I think they will have more. This has all been carefully planned. Now you’d better get these files into these other cupboards.”
“But they don’t have any drawers or shelves in them.”
“Of course they do…..Oh…..Where are they?”
“I think the departments that got here first have stolen them.”
“That’s ridiculous. It was all planned out.”
“Maybe, but don’t forget it all has to be paid for? Maybe they didn’t want to pay the furniture people the full whack? Save the taxpayers a bit of money?”
“Then what about these cupboards here?”
“They aren’t ours.”
“Of course they are. They’re on my plan.”
“They already have someone else’s files in them.”
“What? Well who’s are they?”
“That lot there I suppose. D-ALDG, whoever they are.”
“Well we shall see about this.”
John watched Mrs Lexington waving a piece of paper at a young man with a “couldn’t give a stuff” expression who shrugged his shoulders and showed her a clipboard.
“Well John. You were right. We actually do not have enough space for the files. It seems these people did not have enough space for theirs either, so they occupied our cupboards. I will have to ask about this.”
“So what do I do mean time? Put the lids back on the boxes?”
“What? Oh yes. I suppose so.” And Mrs Lexington went seeking higher authority
John thought he would hide his remaining suspension files in a box before someone nicked those as well.
“Could you stand back Sir please,” said a woman’s voice
“What?” John turned to see a young woman in Ministry of Defence Police uniform, complete with body armour and a huge new pattern Heckler and Koch machine gun. “Right. Anything you say.” John wasn’t arguing.
“Thank you Sir. Sarge? Barrett here Sir. I’m going towards the fire escape. I’m opening the door.”
John watched her start up the stairs towards the roof.
“What was that all about?” said someone.
“That helicopter is still circling,” said another.
“No it’s stopped. Bloody ‘ell. Its guns are pointed this way.”
John saw the Apache hovering outside with its chain gun waving around in his direction. He stepped back.
“Its going now,” said the first voice as the Apache disappeared.
Then the fire escape door was opened by Sergeant Bradstreet, also in body armour with gun. Behind him, John saw Constable Barrett, following a man and woman down the stairs. The man buttoned up his camouflage shirt, with the insignia of a major on the front.
The woman was Rubber Boobs. She'd put her dress on over her head but still held knickers and bra in her hand.
John stared.
The major was trying not to smile. Sergeant Bradstreet was trying to look serious. Constable Barrett was smiling and trying not to laugh.
Rubber Boobs saw John “Can you phone me?” she asked quickly.
“Yes. Sure,” said John thinking no ways I am getting involved in this. But she just looked so sexy. Bloody bitch. Her body was really moving under that dress with no bra or knickers. Randy whore. Lover and friend.
What would her husband Ian say about this? Would he ever know?
Bloody woman. Why did she do it?
The procession walked towards the stairs in the central atrium.
“Do you know that woman?” asked Mrs Lexington.
“Yes. She was my boss.”
“Your what?”
“My boss. In my last department.”
“Oh.” Perhaps Mrs Lexington was shocked. Perhaps she realised John was actually a grown up. Perhaps she wanted an excuse to lecture him and tell her friends how awful he was.
John looked at the boxes of files, at his desk full of homeless bits and pieces and went for a coffee.
Of course he couldn’t often afford coffee from the NAAFI canteen, so he kept a jar of instant in his desk. He drank it black and sugarless from the hot water boiler on the kitchen wall. That way he didn’t get involved in the departmental wars over fridge space or the constant bickering over who had filched what from whose jar or packet.
The Cupboards were already labelled with post-it notes. The bin already had its share of post-it notes that others disagreed with, and the first complaining note was taped up.
“I hope whoever took the last tea bags from the KG/FY2 drawer is pleased with themselves.”
“Dear God,” said John. He was talking to himself. What was he doing here. At least in his last job he had Rubber Boobs to lust over. A reason to come to work on a cold morning. A reason that no longer existed. They both agreed. They were married. Sex at lunchtime was pleasant and convenient. But not really necessary. Better to give it up than make weird excuses to meet when they were in different departments. Of course that was how John felt. Thought she felt as well. Just sex. Nothing serious.
Back at his desk Mrs Lexington said “I believe they have realised their mistake and more shelves and drawers will arrive in a month or two.”
“So we keep these files in the boxes?”
“No. That won’t be possible. The boxes are rented from the moving company and they will take them away on Friday.”
“So….I could just pile the files up in these cupboards. With no drawers or shelves to take up space, we might get them all in.”
“Well. I suppose it,s possible.”
So can you give me a list of the files you use most often? And I’ll store those in the drawers where we can get at them easily.”
“Oh. Very well.”
John realised she didn’t know which files were used the most. “I could work it out from your booking in data base.”
“But that is on the computers back at Middle Avon.”
“Don’t you have it on disk or something?”
“Well…..no….uh…..I’ll see if anyone in co-ord made a record of it.”
John stacked the files.
John Gilchrist looked up Rubber Boobs on the computer and phoned her.
“Good Morning. DKD Group 2. May I help you?”
“Could I speak to Maria Gibson please?”
“John? Its me.”
“Oh hi. You sound different. Are you OK?”
“What do you think? John. Can I see you? At lunchtime. In the green house bit. There’s some chairs under the stairs.”
“OK. I’ll bring my lunch box.”
At noon John got the old ice cream box his wife had put the meat pie and apples in, clocked off at the flexi machine, and went down stairs.
Rubber Boobs was sitting all hunched up with elbows on her knees and her head in her hands. As though she was trying to hide her body, not show it off. “Hi”
“Hi” John smiled
“I suppose you think I am a total fool.”
He did, but he said “No of course not. It was a good idea really. I mean there aren’t any store rooms or anything here, so……” This was not what she wanted to hear.
“They said all the fire escape doors are wired up and there’s motion sensors everywhere and those helicopters always check the place when they fly over.”
“I didn’t know that.”
“No.” Rubber Boobs eyes widened as she saw a woman in jeans tending to the potted plants. “She is going to come here every week from Bath to dust the leaves down and water them.”
“From Bath? A hundred mile round trip? Or is it eighty. That’s daft.”
“Yes. She works for the people who do plants in the Bath buildings, and this is an extension of their contract.” Rubber Boobs was following her every move.
John did not believe it. Rubber Boobs was watching a woman? She fancied a woman? How had he never noticed? “Maria.” He said softly “If you don’t mind me asking….”
“Asking what?” she was suspicious.
“Why have you never had any children?”
“Oh John.” And she was crying. All her self confidence, bravura, courage, brassiness, chutzpah, all of it, not there. “Oh John.”
Awkwardly John knelt beside her, then sat on the arm of her chair and put an arm round her shoulder.
“Oh John. We have tried so hard. There’s nothing wrong with my husband. Nothing wrong with me. The doctors just say I should relax more, and just let it happen.”
“Relax.” Repeated John. She was relaxed when they had made love.
“They say it will happen when we are ready, but it’s been years.”
“Is that why you’ve been having other men?”
“Yes.”
“Oh. You said you were on the pill.”
“No. Not ever.”
“Oh. Did you…? I mean when we, uh….”
“Yes. I wanted to be pregnant. I wanted a son like you. I do like you John. You’re very gentle with me.”
“Oh.” John was silent “But you did like our love making?”
“No.”
“No?”
“I’m sorry. It’s not you. I just don’t like sex much. Its not just you. It’s everyone.”
“Everyone? Everyone?....Or….Or just men?” asked John.
“What? What do you mean. What?”
“Well….The way you were looking at that woman doing the flowers.”
“You think I’m a lesbian?” She was angry “Bloody hell John. How can you think that after what we’ve done together? I was just wondering how she’d had children and I couldn’t. I was talking to her before you arrived that’s all. You know my reputation. How could I be a lesbian?”
“Yes, but…
Then the Tanoy system made a few clunking sort of noises and a voice said
“This is a staff announcement. This is a staff announcement. Due to an ongoing computer fault the water supply to all toilet and washing facilities in Building Three Hundred has been cut. The building facilities management staff are doing all they can to correct this fault. But as of now it is illegal to remain in the building under the Health And Safety At Work Act. Therefore could all staff pack up their work stations as directed by their line management under local operating procedures, and then leave the building. All staff are instructed to return to work at the normal time tomorrow by which time the fault will have been repaired.”
-oOo-
The injured Stuart line is gone,
A race outlandish fills their throne;
An idiot race, to honour lost;
Who know them best despise them most.
Robert Burns
CHAPTER 17 PORTCULLIS HOUSE
Irene Adler dried her hands in the hot air blower, frowned and re adjusted her skirt. Smoothing it out over her hips. She was smart enough for Government work.
Out of the loo, she crossed the stairwell, with its view over the big glass roofed courtyard, and was thinking of phoning Alex when she saw the odious Philip Green MP plodding down the corridor towards her.
“Hallo my dear. Why the frown eh? Pretty little girl like you eh? Its working for Charles that does it eh? You should work for me eh?”
“Hmm.” Irene smiled politely and walked on. Thank God the corridors were wide enough not to get bumped into, not like most cheapo Government buildings. Portcullis House, the modern extension to Parliament, had cost a scandalous fortune, though with swine like the Honourable Philip Green to cope with, it was probably worth it. But what kinky minded purv asked for padded walls in the lifts?32
“Whatz the matter with you?” asked Vera Gresty
“Oh Nothing,” said Irene closing the office door “Just that bastard Philip Green saying what a nice little girl I was.”
“At leazt he don’t get you alone in a lift.” Over a quarter of the people living in London had been born abroad and uncounted millions had parents or grandparents born overseas. Vera came from the old Soviet Union and given half a chance she would tell everyone about her journey to England in the back of a Polish truck.
The story got longer every time she told it.
“So that’s why the lifts have padded walls,” said Irene, whose mother, a single parent, came from East Germany.
“I think iz a very dirty old man who azk for it. Probably iz Philip Green. But why do they keep voting for him? Iz he not go feeling bumz of women at home? Iz he different to hiz voterz?
“Very different. He’s a wonderful constituency man. He listens to everybody’s troubles, then really tries to help them. He’s always there for school speech days and local fund raising and opening charity dances and things. He knows there are too many people get down to Westminster and start to play the international big man and forget home and then get surprised when they're voted out.”
“Zo iz not happen to him?”
“No, not him. He’s too popular. He’s the little man standing up to Government. Always complaining. Doesn’t matter which party is in, even his own. He criticises them all. Sees it as his duty to keep the Ministries on their toes.”
“Do you think Chalez Milez is good to his voterz?”
“Only when his party remind him. I’m afraid he wants to be the big man. The party strategist. The ideas man. He could easily forget who voted him in.”
Irene sat at her desk under the shelves that lined one wall and turned sideways to see out of the window into the courtyard. All around were similar offices for MPs who weren’t important enough to have a suite of rooms in the old Palace of Westminster. But Charles Miles had done well to get two rooms. Some had only one room, some were up in the roof.
She must phone Alex Holder. She toyed with the remains of a salad sandwich she’d bought in “The Dispatch Box.” She really ought to make packed lunches back at her room in Hammersmith, but at night she was too tired and in the morning she was too rushed, so she wasted money here and….this was an excuse not to dial.
It rang
“Alex Holder.”
“Hallo? Alex?”
“Yes.”
“It’s me. Irene……Well don’t say you’ve forgotten me.”
“Uh, no. Of course not…..It’s just……You see, I’ve got a girl friend now.”
“I know. Of course I know. You can’t go out with an actress like Amelia Saint Simon without being noticed.”
“No, but, well….”
“This is business.”
“Oh.” He sounded disappointed. Sort of.
“It’s about the paper you wrote.”
“The paper? Which one?”
“Your IET young persons paper about launching rockets.”
“Oh, yes. That one. You’ve read it?”
“Yes. On the IET web site33 . I was in at the beginning, remember?”
“Well, yes, I mean I couldn’t….I mean you and I….When we….”
“You and I were young and in love and we both had a wonderful time and then we grew up a bit. It’s normal. We change and move on.”
“Yes, I suppose so.”
“I still like you though. I wish we could be friends again.”
“Well Amelia can be a bit jealous.”
“I’m sure she is. Anyway I work in Parliament now, for Charles Miles.”
“Um, I don’t think I’ve heard of him.”
“He’s got the job of working out some sort of new policy. The way ahead for Britain, you know. And I remembered your paper and I wondered if it would actually work.”
“Oh yes. I’m sure.” But he didn’t sound one hundred percent sure.
“So could we meet somewhere to discuss this. Perhaps you could join the discussion group.”
“Well. Maybe. But where? I mean if you were to come round to my place, then, well, you know…..”
“Somewhere neutral. In a pub. On your way home or whatever.”
“Well. Somewhere near Parliament. Do you know that place that was an old fire station, sort of under Waterloo Station?”
“Yes.”
“Well this weather they keep the big doors open so the whole front opens out onto the pavement and its kind of cool.”
“And I suppose its kind of handy for your train home?”
“That too. But if you know somewhere better?”
“No. Its handy for me too.” It wasn’t. But she wasn’t going to say where she lived.
It was raining when Irene left Portcullis House. But Westminster bridge had sun shades over it's pavements, they kept off rain as well. In the evenings London seemed full of young successful folk earning big bucks who just wanted to relax a bit with their real friends. Before taking the long commute back to what ever boring neighbourhood they could afford to rent a room in.
And the old fire station pub was popular, with people spilling onto Waterloo Road, laughing and smiling at each other down video phones. Waving plastic tumblers around, not dripping too much on their expensive smart casuals. They would have showered and changed back at their offices before coming here to flirt and boast, exchange confidences and moan about work.
Irene couldn’t see anyone who might be Alex, but he can’t have changed much, unless he’d grown a beard or something. He hadn’t sounded so self confident on the phone, perhaps he….
And there he was. Smiling and walking towards her across the crowded bar to the wide open sliding wall and out onto the wet pavement, starting to steam as it dried. And he was still gorgeous.
“I’ve got you a white wine spritzer? If that’s OK”
“You remembered?”
“Of course.”
“Well, thanks.” They were standing, almost touching, smiling into each others eyes, and if he kissed her she would let him.
“Are you married?” He asked.
“No. No I’m not.”
“But you have a boyfriend.”
“Um, no one special.”
“So what do you, I mean um….”
“I work too hard to let that sort of thing get in the way.” Irene looked serious.
“OK. In Parliament. I guess that’s fairly exciting,” said Alex
“We run the country.”
“Well, yes, I suppose you do. Your looking good anyway.”
“Thank you. So are you. Especially when I see you escorting Amelia on TV.”
“I only did that a couple of times,” said Alex.
“She is very beautiful. You must love her a lot.”
“Yes. I suppose.”
“How did you meet?”
“At a party. She gave me her phone number and said I should call.”
“So she picked you up.”
“Yes, I suppose she did.”
“She has good taste.” Irene smiled, now she knew it all. The actress wanted a real man, an engineer, not the usual attention seeking lady boys who thronged the media. But could she keep a real man? Did she want his children or did she want him as arm candy? Was she ready to ruin her figure for children? Irene thought not.
“So how about your friends? You mentioned a group I should join?”
“The Haven Group. We want to find a new big idea. I joined them because I actually want to do something for Britain. I don’t want us to just fade away. I want us to be great again.”
“Ha…ah….Um” Alex choked off the laugh. “You really mean that?”
“Yes. Yes I do”
“Sounds, well, slightly right wing? So what's it all about?”
She relaxed and said “Well, it’s politics. I’m a researcher for Charles Miles and he wants to find the next “Big Thing.” You know, like the Welfare State or Thatcherism or New Labour or something. A big idea to get the party in power for a good few years while they implement it. Whatever it is.”
“And you think it could be my space ships?” It must be a dream come true, but he didn’t dare believe any one took it seriously. “Your not just saying this?”
“No I am not. I am deadly serious. Look I am not trying to get into your trousers.” Though she was thinking about it.
“Oh. No.” That had hurt his ego a bit. “I didn't think you were.”
“I don’t know if we should have met.”
“Sorry. Look if you really could get it off the ground. I only wrote it to make a bit of a name for myself. A bit of free advertising. Just blowing my own trumpet. I never really thought it would be taken that seriously.”
“Are you saying it won’t work?”
“Oh it would work OK. I mean it’s all fairly old technology. Very old in fact. I haven’t actually invented anything new. It was first invented in a scifi story.34 I’ve just pulled it all together. You know, more of a design than an invention. And it all started that night in Bath, you know?”
“I know.”
“So I just got going on computers and did the maths and it made sense.”
“Simple as that.”
“Well no. It took me ages, I didn't have a computer big enough to run all the permutations.”
“Oh?”
“So I used distributed development. That's where you get lots of people with home computers and they all work together. The CETI desk top was the first I think. Anyway, as an inducement I offered a month in a flat overlooking Hyde Park as first prize, in a draw for people who joined up to the BONIC software.”
“Um.....”
“It belonged to an Uncle. Very posh. I was looking after it. Anyway once I got the results I picked a winner and they moved in. Made a right mess of it. I spent weeks redecorating before my Uncle found out.”
“Oh.”
“Anyway I finally got the formulae. The computer programme. It calculates the amount of electricity needed to move a given weight a given distance along a track with ever increasing acceleration. But only electrifying one bit of track at a time as the ship gets there. That way I can fire things with the minimum amount of power. It works for things as big as ships, or for something as small as a nail. In fact I am trying to get someone to make a battery powered nail gun on licence in China. It fires panel pins you see, because they don't have a head to get caught up.”
“Oh. But it would work for a spaceship.”
“Oh of course.”
“Could you do some sort of presentation?”
“Yes.”
“And you'd be willing to tell the Haven Group?”
“I suppose. Who exactly are they?”
“Right. We are called The Haven Group because that’s where we met in Lewisham.”
“Lewisham?”
“Its cheap.”
“I suppose. I suppose it’s quite up and coming now. The new Notting Hill.”
“No. Its still the posh end of Brixton.”
“Well. When I’m in London, I stay at my Auntie Susan’s now. It’s a big place and you can park at the back and I could bring all my models and charts and things. How many people would there be?”
Probably just three to begin with, maybe half a dozen at most.”
“That’s this Boss of yours I suppose.”
“No. He’s usually too busy. I was thinking more of Doctor Thorneycroft Huxtable and Doctor Grimsby Roylot. “
“That economist guy who has a column in the Times?”
“Yes.”
“You do know some high powered people. Who’s the other guy?”
“Thorney is a geologist. He’s interested in mining asteroids.”
“Wow.”
“They are both concerned about earth running out of resources, and I feel that maybe if Britain could start providing Earth with minerals then we would have a sound economic base for another century or two.”
“Wow.”
“Ah na, how now Massah?”
“No,” said Alex.
“Ah but Massah I goti here to this place this genuine ivory.”
“No. I’m not interested.”
“Neither am I,” said Irene
“Is real ivory to carving Massah. Is ver old. Ver genuine. Is got this is certificate special to make sure.”
“No thank you.”
“For you I can make it special price.”
“No!”
“OK. I can go now.”
“Well, I'll look forwards to your presentation.”
“Yes. I suppose I'd better have your number.”
“Yes, of course.” So he had asked for her number. That was a start.
-oOo-
How cesses, stents, and fees were rax'd.
Or if bare arses yet were tax'd.
Robert burns
CHAPTER 18 FACILITIES MANAGEMENT
SURVEY OF MOD Carbonec FACILITIES MANAGEMENT (FM) SERVICES
1. Thank you to all who responded to a customer satisfaction survey (CSS) issued to a 10% cross-section of MOD Carbonec site occupants.
2. A total of 109 survey replies to the CSS were received out of a possible 243, representing a 45% response rate.
3. Overall, the occasions where MOD Carbonec FM services were rated as satisfactory or above amounted to 2543 out of a total of 2871 registered individual markings across all services. This represents an overall 89% satisfaction rate. In addition, the survey showed that 90% of staff who had used the MOD Carbonec FM help desk (Ext 3456) had received a satisfactory response.
4. Although we are naturally pleased to be told the things that people are happy with, we are particularly interested to learn where our customers perceive the MOD Carbonec FM services to be unsatisfactory so that action can be best focused on improving these services. The results show the main criticisms centred on certain aspects of Cleaning and Catering services and on Heating and Utility Services.
5. Based on the findings, detailed work is now being carried out by MOD Carbonec FM managers to analyse and address shortfalls in our service wherever possible.
6. The next CSS of MOD Carbonec will cover the Multi Activity Contracts (MAC) related to MOD contracted out services including landscape management, cleaning and catering. Government Furnished Equipment (GFE) Loans to MAC Contractors will be accounted for in a further utilisation survey to include window cleaners ladders.
-oOo-
“Clouds of flies dancing to the generator’s beat.
Drawn to flickering light bulbs in the dusty heat.
Mosies grazing on your arms,
But can you resist the charms?
Of Roza at the airport hotel bar.”
Steve Dixie 1984 “Savannah Song” album.
CHAPTER 19 THE BELOVED OF GOD
The small Antonov was built long ago in the Ukraine, well built since it still flew. Still lurched from air pocket to updraught to downdraught, across the hot African sky.
The back was all bundles, boxes and cardboard suitcases lashed down with bits of string. It smelt like there was something dead in there. Maybe a goat.
Then came Colonel Sebastian Moran on the rear row of seats.
In front of him enormous women in colourful clothes sat impassively, holding trussed up chickens. A couple of children stared at him.
The black men were probably all government clerks. White shirts, fraying collars, grey suits that were too big. The one in the front row with the extra legroom might be more important. He had polished shoes and a tailored suit. He looked better fed than his entourage.
In front of that was the lavatory, no one had dared use it. Opposite was the galley, full of more bundles and baskets.
Then there was the cockpit door. The lock had broken and the door kept banging open against the lavatory, then shut again, as the plane staggered up and down in the turbulence.
Below, through the shimmering light grey haze, all heat and dust, and smoke, from bush fires racing over the dead grass, Moran could see dark grey mountains, slowly appearing, then fading away behind.
Finally the engines changed their note, and through the swinging cockpit door Moran could see the pilot fighting to keep the nose pointed at the runway as it swung across the sky, then down to the ever closer ground.
Outside were round mud huts. A straight dirt road. A couple of mango trees, still with green leaves. Then the ground.
The plane slammed in. Bounced sideways. Bounced again. Engines on full. Clouds of dust hiding the runway. Brakes on. Nose down. Slowing. Finally it emerged from the dust and trundled across the almost bare earth. A half dressed soldier made a half hearted attempt to keep waving children on the mud hut side of the fence.
The plane turned, covering the children in more blown dust, and bounced slowly back down the runway. Moran saw a few proper buildings. Tin roofs and trucks. And five limousines.
This was it. The passengers relaxed. They were here. They were alive. Sebastian smiled back and waited for them to grab their luggage and children and take their clucking chickens into the sun.
He walked down and strode in front of the fire cart. There was only one fireman, dressed in a thick navy blue coat with no buttons, a large brass helmet and grey shorts. He smiled enthusiastically at Moran and stroked the big fire extinguisher on his cart. Moran wondered when it was last charged. In fact did the fireman know what charging up was?
The Smart Man beamed around as though he owned the place, perhaps he did, and was whisked off in the limo with his entourage.
The pilot got out and shouted to the driver of a truck reversing towards his precious plane. It was full of forty gallon drums, hoses, and half naked labourers to work the hand pumps and fill the planes tanks.
Moran waved flies from his face and crossed the dusty earth to a cracked flaking concrete path. Men in torn shirts were putting luggage from the Antonov onto hand carts. Moran wondered how much disappeared. If his did, he wouldn’t make a fuss.
The terminal revealed its sun dried bricks underneath falling plaster. The French door glass was all there, but cracked. The terrazzo floor was shiny and clean, but cracked. The counter was deserted by authority, but plenty of people sat round. Waiting for who knows what. Mostly well dressed. Some men were quite stout, shouting into mobile phones.
Most women were slim. The ones sitting by the door to the bar were probably hookers. With AIDS. Trying to meet up with one last rich man, one last big payment before the end. One last gift to Granny to care for the children. One smiled at Moran. A beautiful smile that promised everything. Instant love. Instant obedience. Instant eternal faithfulness, but not for long.
He turned away determined. He was a trained killer. Only a little ashamed.
A man tore pages from a bible, offering them with a mumbled blessing to passers by. Moran definitely avoided eye contact with him.
Then there were teenage soldiers, half asleep, barely able to stand and shoulder the straps of their huge guns. They watched Moran with slight curiosity seeping into their tired worn out minds. Too tired to wave away flies that crawled into their eyes. Moran didn’t want eye contact with them either.
He just smiled politely at the airport lounge in general, strolling slowly around while waiting for the luggage trolleys to be pulled over.
“Colonel Moran?” It was a white man, the only white man here.
“Yes. You must be Jack James. Pleased to meet you.”
“Um, yeah.” It didn’t look like they were going to shake hands. James scratched his chest instead. “Have you got your bags yet?”
“Not yet, that’s it on the trolley. The black one on top.”
“Well, uh, I’ll get it for you.” Jack James wondered why hadn’t he let Moran get his own bag. It was just Moran seemed to expect it. James elbowed the anyamata aside and grabbed it. He hadn’t seen kevlar luggage or titanium locks and hinges, but he knew this was something special. Out of his league. Like Moran himself. God knows what Ex President MuRillo wanted with him. “If you come this way Colonel.”
“Better not call me Colonel. It says “Mister” in my passport.”
“Oh yeah. Sure.”
“Who was in the limousines?
“You didn’t know? He’s the new Regional Minister.”
“No I didn’t know.”
“Well, I just thought, you know, being on the same plane…. Um. That’s my truck over there.” James led the way past beggars and trinket sellers on the airport steps.
“I thought someone like that would have his own plane,” said Moran.
“The old Minister did, and he disappeared with it.”
A man sat in the back of the pick up, dressed in rags, his hair hadn’t been washed for geological ages. He held a huge gun, and a bow and arrow. The home made barbs were lovingly beaten out and filed, and very silent and deadly.
“He looks a handy sort of chap to have on your side,” said Moran
“Oh, yeah, the Malonda. No one nicks the truck with him in it. If um, you put your bag in the back and sit in the front. Or keep the bag on your lap. Um….Well.”
James made to put the kevlar suitcase in the back after watching to see if Moran disapproved or not. Moran and the Malonda half nodded to each other. They couldn’t have met before. Maybe they just recognised the other as a fellow hunter.
The road was good, except where rebels (or were they now the government?) had burrowed under the tar and hidden land mines.
A magnificent bridge crossed a dry sandy river where men dug for water and women walked with easy grace, their eyes on toddlers, a rusty drum of water balanced on their head, more buckets in their hands and babies strapped to their backs.
Burnt out skeletons of trucks and buses on the side of the road were picked clean, with their flat metal panels cut out for hut roofs. Working trucks were heaped high with people and bundles of cloth and faggots of fire wood. That was something. How far had that firewood travelled? There were no trees left anywhere. Just scrubby bushes.
Then there actually were trees. Big shady mangos. A village that was almost prosperous. Boys herding goats. Two cows pulling a cart. Men on bicycles. A long wire aerial running from tree to tree so a little transistor radio could get the BBC World Service.
Here was a bar, set back from the road, half a dozen trucks outside, a girl in an orange mini dress waving as they passed.
It wasn’t so bad really.
On the edge of town was a collection of tin roofed sheds surrounded with barbed wire. Guards in faded green uniform lounged about the gate.
“Factories are all shut now,” said James. “Bloody Gorot shut all the shops when he was president so the muntu's stopped growing cash crops. No need for cash if you can't buy nothing. So the cotton ginn and the tobacco all closed. Beans, peanuts the works. Ah man, don't even make clothes here now the charities dump stuff here for free. And who's going to start up here now with the Askari nicking everything.”
“So how come the soldiers don’t steal from you?”
“Ah man, that’s the trouble. I used to pay protection to the Regional Minister. He used to pay the Police and Askari. Trouble is he paid no one for two months, then he gapped it. Reckon he's in South America, Europe or some place. Took all the cash. I got nothing but shupa’s from the cops now, hell of a mess.”
They passed large bungalows, the ancient homes of old colonial civil servants. Their roofs rusty, their lawns and flowers gone to vegetable patches and dust. Single story shops had lost their tin roofs, their mud walls dissolving in the rains.
But other shops were open. New cars parked outside. There were even a few tailors peddling Victorian sewing machines on the verandas. A new Coca-Cola advert was stuck to a wall. And among the crowds were people laying on the ground. Asleep? Sick? Dead?
The buildings got taller. Mini sky scrapers built in the 1960’s and 70’s, the burst of enthusiasm that followed independence.
“Here we are, the hotel.” James drove onto a short dirt avenue that hadn’t been chopped for firewood. Flies flew back when they stopped, and the Malonda stood to hand Moran his case.
“Ah, Sigomo,” said Moran
“Eeeh. Chabwino. Zigomo kwambiri.” Smiled the Malonda before sitting down again to cradle his weapons.
A huge black limousine blocked the hotel front door, transport of some big man or other. The driver, who wore a UN blue beret and wrap around sun glasses, leaned against the shiny bonnet, secure in his status. He leered conspiratorially at James who nodded back.
Then there was a shout, Moran wished he’d brought a gun, more shouts. Men pounding the ground with sticks and stones. Then laughter and one held up a dead snake. Moran smiled with relief and walked into the hotel bar's concrete shade.
Loud thumping base music came from a single speaker a yard wide. Connected to it was a twelve volt car battery and a Super Executive Big Man Gumba Gumba Mark Three Music System. “Don’t worry,” said James “Your room’s out of earshot.”
“Good.”
A barefoot man in a khaki uniform swept the cement floor with twigs rammed into a tin can. He ran off and returned with the hotel clerk in white shirt and tie. “Gentelmens. Gentelmens.” He smiled “ Pleased to stay here thank you. Pleased to thank you, yes. Mister James, this your friend yes? Your friend from England, yes. Very good. Very good. This is the key, yes. This boy shall take your case yes.” And the floor sweeper took Moran’s case from James. “Yes to come this way please, yes.”
Moran followed through a long cool room still furnished with floral covered chairs. He imagined colonial ladies having tea here in some long lost age of elegance and reason.
An enormous man sweating away in blue suit, tie and waistcoat walked towards them, probably the passenger in the limo outside “Heh!” he grinned at James “Heh heh, Mahuli wabwino. He he.”
James smiled politely and waited till the big man was out of earshot. “Ya man. He’s the District Commissioner. He'd send a truck to the girls school if he had a party. You know. Then the British sent a headmistress out from UK to raise standards a bit. She objected to her girls getting pregnant and he put her in jail. The British High Commission asked if I could help. So I had a chat with him. Got the headmistress back to England, and I said I'd get him girls from the coast. The sort of woman you don’t get round here. And he leaves the school alone now.”
“I had no idea you could be so altruistic.”
“Well, he looks after me, so I look after him. Not a bad bloke really.”
“I’m sure he isn’t.” now they were on a veranda round a square courtyard with frangipani trees and canna lilies. Whoever owned the hotel kept this as an oasis of peace in a troubled continent. “Who owns this hotel?”
“Well, ah, actually I’ve got a share in it. Me and the Minister of Culture.”
“Isn’t he also head of the secret police?”
“Well ya, the Special Branch, yeah.”
“I see.” Then Moran could saw into a room Three women were putting knickers and bras back on. “Are they your sophisticates from the coast?”
“Yeah, that’s them.”
“So who is the chap next door with the computer?”
“Well, ah…”
“Was the District Commissioner starring in some sort of video?” asked Moran.
“Well, ah….”
“I see. You are certainly maximising your assets. Tell me do the UN delegations and the World Bank people stay here as well? In the rooms round this nice private courtyard?”
“Well, ah, this is your room.”
“Thank you. I do hope my visit will not be live on U tube?”
“Well, ah….No. Course not. Well, ah, The electric comes on at dusk. Its two twenty volts if you want to charge anything. There’s cold water in the bathroom. The PK flushes. And ah, there should be hot water later if you want a bath. They have to get the fires lit for that, and fire woods a bit scarce now.”
“You should go for solar power.”
“Well, ah….I did, but had to give it to MuRillo. I’ll get another one some time. Right, well, ah, they sound a gong for dinner. Don’t drink any of the water. Um, I’ll pick you up at dawn then, ah OK?”
“Yes that will be fine. I’ll see you at dawn. Goodbye” Moran shut the door. Now where were the cameras in this room? He pulled an old dining chair from the dressing table, stood on it and examined the economy bulb. There it was. God it was small. James hadn’t got this by mail order from Shanghai. This was military. So who was using him to collect intelligence? Europe, China, America? Maybe even Britain.
Moran had no intention of catching anything from a local girl, so he didn’t really mind being videoed. He went into the bathroom. It was clean enough except for insects recently crawled up the plug from open drains outside. He opened a frosted glass window. Outside was a Rhodesian boiler made from two forty gallon oil drums welded together on brick supports over a wood fire. The crazy assemblage of half inch pipes would bring hot water in once the fire was lit. But what the hell.
Moran found a cake of soap and a flannel in his case and had a bath in almost clean lukewarm water from the cold tap.
Then naked he got into bed with the smaller bag he’d carried as hand luggage. He took out his phone, unfolded the key board and pulled the sheet over his head. The batteries were still OK and there was bound to be a satellite over head being this close to the equator.
James, watching a lap top screen in the manager’s office, cursed. Moran was under the sheets. No way to record what keys he pressed on his phone and no way to unscramble whatever signal he was transmitting. No way to decode it if he did unscramble it. Damn. What on earth was Moran doing here? Why would bloody MuRillo insist on seeing him personally. Bloody penga the lot of em.
The setting Sun coloured the horizon haze pink orange and purple. Women were lighting cooking fires, one of the gardeners was coaxing the Rhodesian boiler to life, and James walked towards the generator house. In colonial times, the generator had been powered by a three litre, single cylinder horizontal Ruston diesel engine with a cast steel spoked flywheel five feet in diameter. That was retired when the town had mains electricity from a second hand battleship diesel engine, and later from hydro power on a distant river. The Ruston was revived after independence when the power lines were destroyed. Then spares finally gave out, the big single piston was still resting, cracked in two, on a bench by the cobweb covered flywheel.
But James had brought a newish Chinese truck and parked it by the engine house. He'd replaced the truck body with the original generator from the Ruston. He'd removed the truck prop shaft and put on a drive belt to the generator. Simple. He checked the dip stick, did a quick visual over the gear box, and saw that the generator bearing glasses still held oil. Then he started the truck engine with the original key. First gear to get the generator turning against the resistance of the circuits, then fourth gear and a home made wooden hand throttle to keep it running. Simple. James was still proud of his ingenuity. No health or safety nonsense in these parts.
The gong went for dinner. Moran, in clean shirt but the same suit, strolled past reception to the dining room. Tables had clean, if patched, linen table cloths with Sheffield plate cutlery, old and scratched with warped bone handles. The other diners were mostly white, probably aid workers. They all ate boiled carrots and cabbage with roasted maize cobs, and burnt meat from a cow who’d led a long and active life.
There was shouting outside, someone running. Moran could see across the veranda to the car park where a blue police lorry had drawn up. James was out there now, waving his arms around or shrugging his shoulders while the Police waved guns. Then the police left.
Moran ate seconds, then, remembering not to touch the water, drank masses of coca-cola, and asked that more bottles be sent to his room.
He charged up his phone, and slept, listening to drums in the town.
James found Moran before dawn in the hotel kitchen. waving mosquitoes from his face while eating toast and marmalade.
The two men ate silently, watched by a growing band of hotel workers.
“So what was that with the police last night?”
“Just an inspector, after food for his family. Time to go,” said James.
“Lead on.” Moran followed out to the pick up with his two bags. The Malonda was in the back huddled against the cold in an old army overcoat. Moran smiled and put his large case in the back with the jerry cans of water and diesel and cans of stewed steak, fruit cocktail and cases of beers and cokes.
They left the waking town through low misty wood smoke, to the sound of lowing cattle and transistor radios. A few times James had to jam on the brakes to drive round cows and drunks sleeping on the warm tarmac. Then the sun roared up, and turned the delightful cold and misty air to searing white hazed heat.
The first army road block was manned by little boys.
“They’ll be standing in for their big brothers,” said James. “They’ll have been paid. Gone into town, left the kids here.” James and the Malonda waved and smiled to the little boys who smiled and waved their guns back at them. The Malonda gave a few packets of biscuits and the little boys raised the boom for James to drive through.
Mud huts and villages grew further apart. Fewer gardens of withered maize and millet stalks, fewer mounds for cassava or ridges for peanuts. Fewer well watered chamba bushes. There were more trees.
Then James said “This is where we leave the tarmac and head for the bush.”
It was a proper road junction, with sign posts and scruffy mud shops. The dirt road was good, it must have been graded since the rains, and corrugations weren’t too bad yet. But that only lasted as far as a UN sponsored teacher training college. Then it got narrower, the corrugations became ruts and gullies, wide enough to be driven in and out of instead of over.
“This used to be a town,” said James “Before Gorot chucked out all the Banyans. See the walls? There was even an ox cart factory here and a guy who sold paraffin fridges and stuff. All gone.”
At the dry rivers James would leave the road entirely to drive over solid rocky fords away from the blown up bridges. “See the terraces up the hillside there? Chinese rice scheme. They had water running from one level down to the next, so everyone had to plant in order just before it was their turn for the water. But Chinks left and it all went for a ball of chalk. Politician’s wives. They chucked out the local bastards and took over. They got lazy and that was it.”
Moran nodded.
“I think we need to stop here,” said James pulling over under a big baobab tree growing from burnt black earth. There was no cover here for snakes, scorpions or people. “Have some scoff and a leak. Later on its best not to stop, there’s funny people live in the bush. Real wierdo’s. The sort who get kicked out of villages. And children. They run from the fighting and wind up in the bush as well. I don’t mind the kids.”
Moran got stuck into a tin of sausages and several cokes. There was movement out of sight in the scrub, people or animals he didn’t know, but the Malonda didn’t seem worried as he drained a can of peaches in syrup.
“Well, best be off,” said James coming from behind the baobab and doing up his trousers.
The rest of the road was pretty much the same till finally they came to the last road block. A couple of green army tents and a tin hut. The limit of government authority.
The soldiers had heard them coming of course, and clustered round the boom to collect gifts. James had cartons of two hundred cigarettes and packets of biscuits ready. “How’s that?” he smiled “And for you. OK? Good. No that’s all. I have to pay the next lot. And pay you on the way back.”
“Ah. You always coming back Mister James,” said the officer in charge. “You are a very popular man I think.”
“I hope so” said James “I hope so.”
“So. Who is this your friend?”
“Well,ah….”
“I am Colonel Sebastian Moran from the British Government. These are my papers. That is the signature of your Minister of Defence. And that is the Signature of your Minister of Internal Security. There? You see? They want me to meet with Former President MuRillo to try and make peace between the various opposing factions.”
“Oh ho,” said the officer.
James said nothing. He had intended negotiating some sort of agreement with the officer, not invoking all this authority nonsense. Signatures meant nothing out here.
“Oh yes,” said the officer at last. “Very good. We are need peace here. Very good.”
A soldier lifted the boom and they drove through.
“I didn’t know this was official,” said James. You should have said.”
“Of course it’s not official. I printed that lot myself.”
“Well, ah….”
There were remains of blown up trucks and flattened buildings scattered through the bush, but no people anywhere, till they reached a dead tree someone had felled to block the road. A dozen little boys were dancing and waving their guns in the air.
“Its OK” said James. “They’re just kids, I don’t think they’ve got any ammunition in those things, but they depend on travellers for food here.” James stopped. The children smiled and waited till the Malonda and James gave them biscuits and biltong. Moran smiled and saw they didn’t have two guns the same. Magazines were curved and straight and fitted to the sides and underneath and were probably produced years ago in South America or South Africa.
Eventually the Malonda and James agreed it was OK to drive round the tree without the kids shooting them, and got back in the truck
“Are there any adults?” asked Moran as they drove away.
“No. All dead. Aids or war. The girls have been taken by MuRillo’s men. And I suppose the boys will have to join up with him soon or die out there in the bush. That’s MuRillo’s enclave over there. The other side of the valley.”
They were at the head of a gentle slope leading down to the unseen river, still a few kilometres away. There the land rose again in another almost flat slope, just as covered in scrub and as featureless as this side.
It was not so much a river, as a series of pools where water oozed out of the sands, trickled, and oozed back in. “No bridge?” asked Moran.
“No. They’d have bombed it if there was a bridge. It’s a ford across the top of a waterfall.”
James drove down the bank through a slow, still, green pool and out onto a small island. He followed a sandy track round the islands edge and stopped. In the centre of the dry river bed was a stream of water, dropping maybe a couple of meters through rocks and rapids to another pool.
“We drive across the top of the rapids” said James “Used to be quite hairy when the river was full. Then up the slope over there.”
“OK” said Moran.
The Malonda stood on the back and banged the cab roof.
“He says he’s seen some people,” said James. Before talking to the Malonda in whatever language the Malonda spoke.
“Friendly?” asked Moran.
“Yeah, just farmers,” said James as he eased the truck out onto the dry rocky ridge along the top of the rapids “I think there was a bit of a bump just here” The truck lurched sideways and Moran wondered if he should jump out and swim for it. But the truck pulled slowly onwards in first gear, then finally up a brown earth gulley on the far bank.
Moran saw the men, almost naked save for shorts, loin cloths, and headdresses made from dark green leaves. They carried old AK 47’s and home made spears. “These are the farmers?”
“Yeah, this is them,” said James
The Malonda stood and cheered and the farmers waved as James drove past along a wide footpath twisting round trees, boulders and dongas.
Then they crossed a low lying wetter dambo that probably led to the river and maybe had a stream in the rains. This is where Moran saw what the farmers were growing. As well as food there were rows of chest high plants with scruffy greenish blue leaves and off white flowers. “That’s opium,” said Moran “They are growing opium poppies.”
“Well, ah, yeah.”
“Your idea?”
“Well sort of. Its to keep MuRillo in funds. They’re getting quite good at it. They used to grow it in Mocambique you know. Old Livingstone thought if the aGoa grew opium they wouldn’t trade in slaves.”
“Is MuRillo making heroin here?”
“I think so.”
“You think so?”
“There’s odd people around. They could have come from Afghanistan. Not easy to do heroin there, now drug companies are buying it all legit.”
“They wouldn’t be Mujahedine or Taleban would they?”
“How would I know?”
Moran said nothing. This could complicate matters. If MuRillo wanted him to engage in the drugs trade it could hurt his standing with the British Foreign Office and the lucrative little jobs he did for them. He would have to agree with whatever MuRillo wanted and sort the details later.
There were more huts and people and fewer trees. And there were soldiers manning a machine gun nest on a kopje. Then Moran saw corrugated iron roofs shining on top of a low hill and James said “This is it. Used to be a game reserve long ago. Nice hotel it must have been, even had a golf course before they dug it up to plant maize.”
“And an airfield,” said Moran as they drove across the long wide clearing. “I wouldn’t have minded flying in you know. I am a busy man.”
“Well, yeah, but I doubt you’d have got any one to pilot you. They shot down the last two planes to try and land here. MuRillo says it was his men got a bit drunk and he’s killed em. But there’s rumours MuRillo hadn’t paid some of his guys and they knew he was getting drug money, so they sort of rebelled against him. I don’t know if they aren’t still out there somewhere. I suppose they want a bribe to stop shooting and let the planes back in. We’ll see what happens. But MuRillo is sure there is no rebellion against his authority, so don’t mention it. Eh?”
“OK,” said Moran, wondering just what sort of outfit this had become. “But what plane is that?”
“Shit!” James looked sideways at the little twin jet between the trees. “It’s the Regional Ministers. So this is where he ended up. Bloody hell.”
“Could the money be here as well?”
“Well ah, I don’t know. Better not mention it though.”
There was a roadblock of course, a small tree across the road. But instead of waiting for presents the bare footed soldiers put down their guns and dragged it out of the way.
“Looks like we are expected,” said Moran.
“Yeah,” said James. Women watched them drive by, children herded goats away. Chickens ran for cover, yellow dogs stopped scratching.
Beyond the huts were one room brick houses, built for the hotel staff. Soldiers watched them drive to the hotel gates. There was a brief conversation and James drove through, up the hill to the hotel complex.
It was different there. Smartly dressed soldiers actually stood to attention when they raised the boom to the hotel car park. A couple of wasted looking armoured cars flanked the hotel main entrance and there was a guard of honour. Two lines of soldiers with the usual green uniforms, but with boots on their feet and Kalashnikov’s that looked well oiled.
“They’re doing you proud man,” said James as he parked.
It had two floors in an arc around one side of the hill. There was still a terrace where tourists could have drunk their sundowners and watched animals at the water hole below.
“Welcome to Government House gentlemen. The Beloved of God. The Great Architect Of The National Unity, The Master Farmer, The Bringer Of Wealth And Progress, His Excellency The Life President Doctor MuRillo, welcomes you, the representative of Great Britain and says he will greet you personally in his audience chamber after you have eaten and been shown to your rooms.” The speaker was neatly dressed in a made to measure suite with a public relations smile and haircut.
“I’m very pleased to be here.” Moran hoped he sounded sincere.
More flunkie's in expensive suits and soldiers in ornate uniforms stood in a welcoming line. Moran shook all their hands before they were shown to their suite.
It was better than James hotel and must have been great before people killed the animals for food. Moran and James had a room each, adjoining a lounge where food was served. All very clean and well maintained, but Moran didn’t like to ask what sort of stew it was.
Then there was the sound of a diesel generator starting up and a loud scream.
A human scream.
James shrugged his shoulders and carried on eating. Moran flicked a couple of insects off the table.
The Bath water was warm, the towels were clean, the bed sheets were newly ironed, wardrobes were dust free and empty. Beyond the mosquito gauze covering the open windows were the usual insect zinging and chirping noises. In the distance was the occasional whoop of hyenas. All over Africa they seemed to be the last animals to disappear. People had to be pretty hungry to eat messengers of the dead like them.
“Is everything to your satisfaction gentlemen?” asked the flunky who’d welcomed them. They nodded. “His Excellency the Life President will see you now Colonel Moran.” The two men stood, James had put on a jacket and a Tanzanian Wildlife Preservation Society tie. Moran was in silk shirt, regimental tie and grey suit
“I’m afraid Mister James that His Excellency The Life President has only consented to grant an audience to Colonel Moran. So although I know you wish to convey your respect for him in person, regretfully you must remain here.”
Moran couldn’t tell if James was offended or relieved. Probably the latter.
“If you follow me, this way please. You are privileged to greet His Excellency in the cabinet room itself. That is a rare privilege not often granted to people who are not in the government.”
Moran’s smartly polished shoes occasionally crunched on beetles and cockroaches “I’m indeed honoured to meet His Excellency President MuRillo. Though I wonder why he has asked to see me in person.”
“You have not been informed?” The flunky seemed surprised.
“No I have not been informed.”
“I see. I had assumed that His Excellency would have told you.”
“Could you perhaps tell me a little?”
“His Excellency has not told us anything.”
“I see.” Moran didn’t see a thing. And there were two soldiers standing guard at the end of the corridor.
“Here you are Colonel. The Cabinet room.” Two soldiers opened the double doors and stood smartly to attention. Some of the officers were trained at Sandhurst when MuRillo was still fawned on by the Foreign Office, the Americans and most of the EU. Back when he was the great hope for a prosperous peaceful Africa.
There were more soldiers at attention round the walls of the former dining room, or was it a dance hall? In the centre was a large polished wood table with more men in grey suits. Moran smiled, they nodded back. They didn’t smile. They seemed almost ashamed to look at him. What on earth was going on.
“If you sit her Colonel.” The flunky indicated a chair halfway down one side. Moran sat and poured some water from the jug into a tumbler. He did not want to look nervous. Just play it cool. Self confident.
Another door was opened by the guards. “The beloved of God. The Great Architect Of The National Unity, The Master Farmer, The Bringer Of Wealth And Progress, His Excellency The Life President Doctor MuRillo,” said the flunky.
Everyone stood, so did Moran, and MuRillo walked in. He had put on weight. His face sagged down to a sad frown. The shoulders sagged down towards a sagging belly.
Moran tried to remember the flashing smile, the imposing figure self confidently addressing the UN, striding across the conference halls of the world, the deep voice, so melodic and persuasive. Living in a forgotten game reserve, trying to preserve the trappings of power.
“Gentlemen.” Wheezed MuRillo “My dear Sebastian.” MuRillo Strode over to embrace Moran with an affectionate bear hug. “It is a great pleasure to meet you again Sebastian, even in these humble surroundings.” He wheezed and coughed again. He wasn’t well.
“It is a great pleasure to meet you again Mister President,” said Moran as the ex president released him.
“It is so good to see you too Sebastian. I have many memories of your service to me. Great service to the Nation. To both our nation’s. And I hope we can be partners again. It will be so good. Gentlemen, if you would like to be seated gentlemen.” Another flunky helped MuRillo into his chair at the head of the table and they all sat. “ I know that you are only here on a brief visit, so I shall come straight to the point.”
This was new. MuRillo loved to waffle on in the old days, smiling away to the TV cameras, double talking to interviewers and conference delegates and loving the world hanging onto his every word. Just old and tired now. Men like him rarely got to retire peacefully. They stay alert till the end. The poison, or the shot, that would finally end their life.
“Please.” MuRillo gave a half wave and someone brought a file and placed it in front of him. “Could you give this to the Colonel please.”
The paper was passed to Moran. It was a colour brochure from a shipyard on the Solent near Southampton. The photo’s showed their new high speed patrol launch with suggested heavy machine guns and rocket propelled grenades. No torpedo’s or anything, though it would put the wind up smugglers and the like. But in the heart of Africa, hundreds of miles from the sea? Hundreds from even the great lakes? .
“You see colonel I am expanding into navel matters.”
The other men at the table looked like this was news to them.
“I would like you to buy me three of these vessels. You shall have the cash. It shall be a bankers draft in with you there in London.”
“It will be fine,” said Moran “But boats like these will come under DESO, the Defence Export Sales Organisation, and they will need end user certificates. It’s the sort of thing they only sell to friendly powers.”
“Sebastian. I am hurt. Am I not a friendly power? I am friendly to Great Britain. I am paying cash. To help the British exports balance.”
“Of course.” Smiled Moran.
“So this is a business opportunity for you. There is a fee for you. I was offered this sort of boat by Brazil, Indonesia, China, many people. But I thought I will be friendly to Great Britain. And I know that you can tell them how friendly I am and get these certificates and permissions. For you it is just a formality. And I shall pay you as well. Very well.”
“I am sure I could manage,” said Moran.
“Good.” Beamed MuRillo “That is very good. And then I will pay you for delivery. All three boats to this place here in Africa. Deliver three of these motor launches to this spot, at….” MuRillo was unfamiliar with longitude and latitude, “This place here.”
Another piece of paper was passed to Moran. It was typed with a map reference. Moran thought hard. It would be somewhere on the west coast of Africa Somewhere between the Niger and the Equator.
“Very well. I can find crews to deliver the boats. Will you want sailors to man them for you? I can get experienced crews who….”
“No, no Sebastian. These ships are for a special purpose. I will have my own men to drive them.”
Then suddenly Moran knew the answer to the mystery. These boats were for trans Atlantic drug smuggling.
-oOo-
Bring me my bow of burning gold
Bring me my arrows of desire
Bring me my spear - O clouds unfold
Bring me my chariot of fire
William Blake
CHAPTER 20 AT AUNTIE SUSAN'S
Another scorching London day with superheated air rising from ten thousand square miles of roofs and roads. Concrete and clay radiating heat into the evening streets, where cafés served pavement tables. Pubs had doors and windows wide.
“All right there Darling? Fancy a ride?”
The best form of defence was attack, so Irene Adler went to the oldest and biggest of the greying hard men lounging around their motorbikes under a newly planted shade tree and smiled “Hi.”
“Mmmm, hi.” He was awestruck.
“Do you know where I can find the Good Chicken Takeaway and the Hurry Up Curry House?”
“Oh, uh, yeah. Down there on the, uh, left. I mean right. Right.”
“Thanks” She smiled. and walked on, smiling more as she heard one say. “God look at her arse.”
Of course it wasn’t her bum that fascinated. It was the 0.7 hip to waist ratio. The way her hip bone was rotated further forwards than a man's. The outward slope of her spine between waist and bottom. Plus the extra female fat so her thighs were soft and cuddly and safe, just like their Mums when they were toddlers. But that was a bit complex for the lads, so nice arse would do.
There were more shade trees, planted with government grants, down the pavements and on traffic islands in the centre of the road. Down there, on the right, behind a row of tropical jacaranda trees, were shops, built in the 1950’s or 60’s on a Second World War bomb site, with two floors of flats above. The planning authorities had decided it must be a row of takeaways. The Good Chicken was next door, not just to the Hurry Up Curry House, but also Grannies Genuine Ghanaian Goat Grab-away and the Super Deluxe Benin Palace Restaurant.
An alley at the side went to a yard full of expensive cars, the smell of cooking, and big wheelie bins. Irene went up outside concrete stairs to a roof top courtyard, with potted plants and a wooden garden shed resting on the warm asphalt. On either side were doors to the upper flats. Open windows let out sounds of Highlife and Rumba and the smell of even more cooking. She knocked at number four.
“Hallo My Lover? Can I help you?” She was a mature woman, but still youthful with bright red hair covering wrinkles on her forehead, seemingly casual flicks obscured the corner of her eyes.
“I’m Irene Adler.”
“Yes?”
“I’m sorry, I thought this is where Alex Holder lived.”
“Oh yes, course ‘tis. Alex did say he were expecting. But I thought it be someone older. He said t'were someone from Parliament. I’m his Auntie Sue. Tis my flat actually. Well, it’s the families really, in trust, you know, but I have the use of it, on account of my sister, and he stays here when he’s up in The Smoke. You’d best come in. Alex! Alex! There’s a young lady for you my lover.”
“What? Oh hallo. Your early, come on in.” Alex wasn’t nervous was he? He’d put on weight, but it looked like muscle, otherwise he was still rather gorgeous.
Auntie Sue watched them looking into each other’s smiles and said “So how’s about a cup of tea then? Kettles just boiled.”
“Oh yes please,” said Alex without taking his eyes off Irene. Her face. Her body. Her breasts as she moved. Her hair round her ears. Her cheeks moving when she talked. Her breasts were bigger than he remembered. Her lips were very….
“Hows about you then my dear?” asked Auntie Sue “And what’s your name anyhow?”
“I’m Irene and I’d love a cup.” She turned to smile at Aunt Sue “Milk with one sugar. Do you need any help?”
“Bless you, no dear, you go in and see his spaceship. He’s just like his Granddad with that thing. 'cept I ‘spect he might actually get it going.”
“Yes.” Agreed Irene.
Auntie Sue had obviously travelled the world, with trinkets from most places. Boomerangs from Queensland, carved elephant tables, and posters of hotels in Florida.
The boxed sets of Babylon Five and Startrek were probably Alex’s.
Was this a mistake? Visiting an old flame? She remembered him. Often. Rather liked him. Rather hoped he would father her children. No that was silly. He’d be a good dad. Maybe. She half hoped he would show signs of obesity or stress or something to stop him being attractive, but of course he wasn’t thirty yet so….And he still smiled that smile.
Alex saw Irene studying the décor and said “Auntie Sue works in the hotel trade. She’s been all over. Right now she’s a shift manager for Hallidays Hotel in Little George Street. Got her hands full with a visiting African President.
“Oh President MuRillo,” said Aunt Sue “Here’s your tea. Actually he’s an ex president and the Foreign Office is paying for it all. They wants him to some conference or other. 'cept he thinks he can have it all, and I have to tell him he cant have girls cos they don’t want to pay for any of that. And of course he hasn’t got two brass farthings to rub together. Sad really. He talks the talk but if you don’t have the readys, well. And he’s got diddley squat. Anyway my dear, what's it you do in Parliament?”
“I’m just a research assistant for Charles Miles.”
“Oh yes. He was speaking at a doo we did last year. World trade or some such. Nice man is he?”
“He’s OK. So you know Alex’s Granddad?”
“At school with him my dear. I think he fancied me. All did in them days, but then he up and married my little sister Sarah. They been together ever since, and all that time he was on about this model spaceship his Dad brought back from the war. To be honest I though he were a bit touched about it. His dad was no good. An alchy. In and out of trouble with the law. So I thought maybe Arthur was trying to believe there was actually something special and worthwhile 'bout his Dad. That’s why he was always on about it.”
“That sounds right,” said Irene.
“Aunty, I ought to tell you that Irene got a first in Psychology and Political History.”
“Oh my good life, my dear. You take no notice of my rabbiting on.”
“No. I think you could have diagnosed him correctly. Sons of alcoholic fathers often fantasize some idealised image to replace the, um, well, the emptiness of not being loved enough when they were little. And then they may over achieve in later life, trying to improve their sense of self worth. That may be why he became a businessman, to make people respect him because he wasn’t loved as a child.”
“Oh I think Arthur was loved, between his Grandparents and his Mum and his Sister he was loved. And my sister Sarah of course. Once they two got together they never looked at anyone else, either of 'em. She did all his bookkeeping of course. Lord knows how they found time to make babies. Hard workers. I think they had their first million while I was running a disco in Ibiza. You should have seen me in hot pants. Men just could not leave me alone. And, well, I’m sorry. I rabbit on too much. Now I ought to go out and get some cakes or nibbles or something for when these people come round. How many are there?”
“Just two,” said Irene.
“Right you are, won’t be long my dears.” And she was off.
“She’s quite a woman. Did I understand right? Your Auntie Sue would find girls for President MuRillo if he had the money?”
“Maybe. She mentions all sorts she’s asked to do, but I don’t like to ask really. I mean she is my Auntie. My Mum doesn’t really approve of her.”
“Mums are like that. She lets you have a room here though.”
“Oh yes. Actually it belongs to the trust Granddad set up to manage his buildings. I know that makes us sound very rich, but it’s spread amongst all his children and grandchildren and nephews and cousins and what have you. It’s OK though. I mean we could never afford a place this size in London otherwise. I’ve got my own bedroom and everything. And of course I have the house near Chippenham.”
“Chippenham. That’s near Bath. Do you still keep in touch?
“Yes. I was thinking of doing a PHD there.” They were standing very close together.
“You should.” Irene backed away and looked at the model “So is this your ship? It looks more like a boat.”
“Yes, I suppose.” He got closer.
Irene stepped towards an open window. “Your aunt. How old is she?”
“She won’t tell me that. Got her bus pass though.”
“Well, I hope I’m the same at her age.”
“Ha. I can’t imagine you being old.” He smiled.
“No. We none of can, can we.” Without thinking Irene touched his arm, it was his smile, then she realised and turned back to the window. “I don’t believe it. Your Auntie is flirting with those bikers.”
“Oh she’s game for anything.”
“So this ship of yours. Will it actually work?”
“Yes. I think so.”
“But you’re not sure. You used to have more self confidence.”
“I’m older.”
“And wiser?”
“We never get wiser,” said Alex. “We just learn to cover things up.”
“Hmm. I’m putting a lot into this. If I get a reputation as the bimbo who thought Britain could go into space on her ex boyfriends rocket, then my political career is over.”
“That sort of sums up Britain’s space efforts for the last fifty or sixty years. Play safe, don’t waste money. We don't mind Malaysia or Iran launching satellites for us, but we still wonder if it's worth the effort doing our own.” His mind was off her body and on to work.
“But in 2005” said Irene “the BBC did a pole and over sixty percent were in favour of Britain in space with only twenty six percent against. It's been the same ever since. It could be a vote winner. I think its time we actually started some sort of political movement in favour of a British Space Programme. But it has to be successful. Any hint that it’s a waste of cash would be political suicide. It’s a risk.
“Yes I see that. Sorry. Actually 2005 was when we last launched our own rocket. It was the end of the Skylark programme.35 ”
“I didn’t know. So we once actually had a space programme?”
“Oh yes. Even launched a satellite from Australia once, before that got cancelled. And we were designing Moon ships and space fighters. Actually the poor old shuttle was a cheaper version of the British Mustard36 project. They were designing it when my Granddad was at school. He didn’t know that of course. Um, I think that’s the door.”
“I expect that’s Grim or Thorney.”
“I must tell you more about the British Space programme some time,” said Alex as he went up the corridor.
“Please do.” Irene watched him. His extra weight probably was muscle. His shoulders looked wider.
“Hallo? Are you Alex Holder?”
“Yes, come on in. Irene’s already here.”
“Hi. I’m Thorney, and this is Grim.”
“Hallo,” said Grim
“Irene. Lovely as ever.” Smiled Thorney “Wow, you have got a lot of Startrek’s. It’s not all of them is it?”
“Actually, yes,” said Alex “They all belong to my Auntie. Um, take a seat, anywhere you like. Can I get you a drink?”
“Not for me,” said Thorney “Driving.”
“That’s very brave, driving in London,” said Alex. “I use the train.”
“I thought you’d have one of those cars out the back,” said Grim.
“Oh no. I leave it at Chippenham. Its likely to get vandalised here.”
“Oh,” said Thorney “We got a lift in the college van, someone was going to the London Uni storage warehouse in Egham. Incredible place. The book stacks are five floors high with fork lift trucks to get them out. I said I'd drive it back. Oh is this someone else at the door?”
“Your Auntie I expect,” said Irene “I’ll get it. You tell them about the ship.”
“OK. Well its on digital for you to take away, but I’ll explain it all now. Now none of this is actually my invention, OK? I’ve just collected together a lot of other peoples ideas.
Now it starts back in The Second World War with a German called Doctor Eugene Sanger. He thought of something looking a bit like the space shuttle, but, if you look at the screen you see it was launched down a railway on a rocket powered sledge.”
Thorney and Grim looked at each other, then back at the screen. Aunty Sue and Irene passed round plates of Bombay mix and samusas.
“It’s basically the basis of the Space Hopper.” went on Alex “Now I had the idea of something similar launched down a rail gun to save on fuel and stuff. These are my calculations and no one in the IET has yet told me there’s anything wrong with it. The amount of electricity needed is less than a normal power surge on the National Grid. It happens when everyone watching a TV show switches on an electric kettle during the adverts. It can be coped with, but it means we could only launch from a developed industrial country with lots of electricity generation capacity.”
“Is that a problem?” asked Grim.
“It means we can’t launch from the equator. And the equator is the most efficient place to launch from because you get a boost from the speed of the Earth,s rotation. That is why everyone launches from west to east. Except the Israelis. They have to launch from east to west out over the Mediterranean to stop their satellites crashing onto Arab countries.”
“What about Australia or Malaysia or somewhere?”
“Northern Australia hasn't got the surplus electricity yet. Not yet. Not in the north. They'd have to build power stations specially. Parts of Malaya probably have enough. Any way, where was I. Um, launching a space ship from a rail gun or down a maglev railway.
There’s several people been doing studies. NASA were doing it at Huntsville37 and got a model accelerated to sixty miles an hour in half a second. Sussex University were doing work on an electro magnetic catapult for American and British aircraft carriers.38 So the idea is a sound one, OK?
But I have gone for a simple rail gun design, because although it uses more electricity, it’s a lot cheaper to build than a maglev line with all the electro magnets. The rail gun design is being developed by UK at Kirkcudbright in Scotland, and the US Navy are developing one at the Naval Surface Warfare Centre at Dahlgren in Virginia. They will launch a shell at Mach seven up into space. It will reach five hundred thousand feet, then re enter and hit the target at mach five. The target will be two or three hundred miles away and it will get there in about six minutes. So you see the technology is fairly well proven.
Now you see, these are the programmes I made to work it all out, and these are the variables I have assumed, size of the ship, weight, launch speed, and so on. It’s been reviewed by a lot of people and the basic theory and the maths are all sound. I am quite sure you can use X amount of electricity to launch a ship weighing Y tons down a track length from A to B. It all works.
But remember, I am an electronics engineer, I am not an aero engineer. I have made assumptions based on other peoples work. Work that I am not really qualified to question, so I have assumed that it is all sort of correct.
Now….The next thing was the shape of the ship itself.”
“Yes, I’ve been looking at that,” said Grim “It looks a bit like a boat, a catamaran.”
“A trimaran actually, it has three hulls,” said Alex “Now this is based on the Waverider idea invented by Professor Nonweiler at Belfast in the 1950’s. Its been developed over the last sixty odd years, lots of designs, British and American. In my version the central hull is curved.” Alex held up his wooden model “And it sort of planes along in the atmosphere. Rather like a speed boat planing on water. But instead of a bow wave in the water, it is planing on the compressed sound wave of the sonic boom in the air.”
“I suppose that sort of makes sense,” said Thorney.
“Now, as I said, lots of design work and projects in the US and Australia, Japan and all over. NASA had a whole fleet of lifting body planes. You see? None of them with any wings. Now this is the American Martin Marietta X24A”
They looked, and indeed it had no wings, just a fighter aircraft sort of fuselage and three vertical tail fins.
“That thing flew?” asked Thorney.
“Yes. There it is.” Alex waved at a black and white film on screen “It did over a thousand miles an hour and reached over seventy thousand feet. But you see the wave, the sonic boom leaked out at the sides.
Now here is the XB70 Valkyrie supersonic bomber, also back in the 1960’s. You see it was as big as Concorde and sort of the same shape, but, look at this, in flight at Mach two or three the outer wings would droop down, you see? That was to trap the sonic boom pressure wave under the plane and stop it leaking out at the sides.
My two outside hulls do the same. The problem is the stalling speed will be about Mach three point five. That is why this rail gun has to get it up to Mach four or thereabouts before it can take off.”
“Sorry,” said Grimm. “Does that mean a supersonic railway wagon?”
“Not quite. You see the two outer hulls come down to this ridge like a keel beneath each hull. These two keels will fit into two parallel rail guns, so there is no need for a maglev rail car. The whole ship is actually the rail gun bullet. I did think of a maglev car but then the rail car would have to decelerate back to a stop and that would mean more track or a water splash brake or something. So this way there’s less mass to accelerate and a shorter track. Its cheaper.”
“What happened to the Valkyrie?”
“It was cancelled because of costs, and heat dissipation, and troubles with the undercarriage and so on, and a mid air collision with some chase planes. But the real problem was Russia building better anti aircraft missiles. They had already shot down the U2 spy plane and it was felt they could shoot this down as well.”
“I see,” said Grimm “I’m afraid it’s the costs that rather put me off.”
“But it should still be cheaper than conventional rocket launching. In all real terms the electricity is free. It’s just another surge on the National Grid. The ship itself is made of steel in a shipyard and it’s a fairly simple set of silhouettes so….”
”Hang on” said Thorney. “Did you say it’s made of steel?”
“Yes. Mild steel plate from a rolling mill. Everyday stuff. Simple shapes welded together on the Clyde or Tyneside or wherever.”
“A space ship made of steel?” said Grim.
“Yes. Just like a canal barge or something. It’s cheap, its easy to fabricate, it should stand up better to space junk and micro meteorites, and it won’t melt on re entry. And it's magnetic, for the rail gun.”
“Sorry there” Said Thorney “But I think the Shuttle re-entry temperatures were hot enough to melt steel, which is why they had those tile things.39 ”
“Ah yes. Now the Americans didn’t want the shuttle to enter the atmosphere over Soviet or Chinese territory, so it came in very fast over the Pacific and had to slow down very quickly to land in Florida. But I thought mine could enter much further away and bounce a few times off the atmosphere like Sangers original design was going to do.”
“Yes,” said Grimm. “What was Sanger’s ship supposed to do exactly?”
“Sanger proposed that it fly out over the Atlantic, drop an artificial meteorite on an American city, then carry on round the world to land back in Germany. You see here, It wasn’t fast enough to orbit, but it could bounce up and down off the atmosphere like a glider. Each bounce was shorter than the last to slow it down, then allow it to go back into space to cool down, then do another bounce and so on, so it wouldn’t have needed as much heat protection as the shuttle.”
“An artificial meteorite?” asked Thorney.
“Yes. It should have been able to deliver an eight or ten thousand kilo solid cast iron cylinder dropping at around twenty thousand miles an hour. It would make quite a crater.
Anyway. I thought about where to launch from, if there wasn't anywhere on the equator, and I thought of this. The trouble is it would mean launching from east to west over the Atlantic. Launching down the Great Glen in Scotland. You see? Near Fort William. Then out over the Atlantic. Then to come back from orbit it would slow down over the Arctic Ocean and the North Sea, and land on Loch Ness. Um, you both look a bit worried at that.”
“I'm still thinking about an artificial meteorite instead of an atom bomb,” said Grim “It might even be cheaper.”
“It’s a lot to take in,” said Thorney “One stage to orbit and back and then becoming the Loch Ness monster. I mean, why Loch Ness?”
“It’s in the Great Glen. I thought of where it could be launched from and thought that in the Glen the noise would be trapped between the mountains and wouldn’t travel so far. Then I thought it could land nearby in Loch Ness. I thought that landing on water would mean no special huge run ways. It could land more or less anywhere on the globe. And it wouldn’t have any landing gear or holes in the bottom. Its landing gear that did for the Concorde, and the XB70 and the Shuttle had problems, so I thought it would be safer without it. And I’ve designed it to just about fit in the locks on the Caledonian Canal.”
“Yes I see. The Caledonian canal, well…,” said Thorney “Noise would be a problem. What about fuel?”
“I thought pure hydrogen and oxygen provided by an electrolysis plant. The exhaust would be water. And making the fuel would be all electric again you see. It could all be built as part of Britain’s energy modernisation scheme. Encourage hydrogen powered aircraft and so on, and loads more electric trains of course. I’m not sure about what sort of engines it would need. Probably aerospike or linear aerospike and I haven’t worked out how to pump the fuel from the tanks to the rocket engines yet.”
“Well, those are just details at the moment,” said Grim “We really just want to work out the overall feasibility before we suggest it to the Haven Group. But from what you said it could land more or less anywhere in the world on water?”
“Yes. It could fly anywhere if it didn’t go into orbit. Once it was in orbit it could still go anywhere if it had the fuel. Then I suppose it would have to be towed back home by a tug or something. But of course most of them would stay up there.”
“Stay up there?”
“Yes. That’s the next part of the scheme. You see they would join together in space to build space stations and real space ships.”
“Is that the space station?” Grimm looked at the model.
“Yes. Now on the inside each ship is built with fuel tanks around a central hold with doors in the roof just like the space shuttle. Each one could take two small or one large standard ISO container into orbit, or something the same size. The Hubble telescope would have fitted in there OK. But you see the tanks are divided up with floors and walls. This is to add to the overall monocoque construction of course, but once the tanks were empty then they could be used as rooms on a space station or whatever.
Now each ship is 10 meters wide and forty five meters long. This means that each ship has 4 floors giving 1800 square meters of floor space. OK? Then if 50 ships were joined together side to side like this and then joined together into a circle, the fifty ships would have 90,000 square meters of floor space. Then if the circle was rotated once every 18 seconds it would have artificial gravity over all floors.”
“Good Lord,” said Grim
“A giant space station with just fifty launches,” said Thorney
“It would actually take more than that. You’d need to have air and water taken up and fuel and so on. But it’s not just a space station in orbit round Earth. I see this being a hospital in orbit round the moon, that sort of thing. With a bit of ingenuity these could be soft landed on the moon to be housing units. You see being steel they are tough and they can be welded together and cut about and altered quite easily.
But the real deal is to have one or two of these circles as the accommodation on a real space ship. Something that could get out to Mars or Jupiter or Saturn in months instead of years. Then stay to become a space station out there.
“You see back in the 50’s and 60’s the Americans had the Orion project to build a giant ship propelled by the explosion of atom bombs. It was cancelled by President Kennedy because he thought it would just lead to a space war with the Russians. And it would have to be launched from ground level and Freeman Dyson worked out each launch would kill two or three people with the resultant radiation.40 ”
“So it was a mad idea?” said Thorney.
“Atom bombs are still more or less the only way we have or releasing enough energy to propel a ship fast enough.”
“I’m sorry,” said Grim “But putting atom bombs into orbit is just not on. The politics. Absolutely every nation on Earth will object. We just could not do it.”
“I know,” said Alex. “But out at Harwell they are developing the Orion41 laser to generate atom bomb temperatures so they can study the effects of explosions without an actual bomb. Now I thought that we could use lasers like that to cook ordinary matter or atomic waste and make it explode like an atom bomb42 . That would provide the thrust and clean up all the worlds nuclear waste.”
“Clean up the worlds nuclear waste?” asked Thorney.
“Yes. We could take it all up into space and use it as fuel. Old reactor cores, fuel rods, everything. There would be nothing sitting around on Earth. No problems of storage and no danger from terrorists or anything.”
“That would solve a few problems,” said Grim. “Trying to work out the real costs of long term storage is a bit of a nightmare. An unknown quantity really.”
“And is it OK to tell people?” asked Thorney
“Oh yes.”
“Fine. You appreciate that I am a geologist and Grim is an economist. So we have no engineering knowledge at all.”
“No of course, But Irene sort of hinted that you thought space travel was a good thing.”
“It would solve a lot of economic problems if there was another source of raw materials besides the Earth's Crust. “ said Thorney.
“And if we could keep some sort of high tech infrastructure in UK as well,” said Grim.
“But we must be going, I think the van is due back here about now,” said Thorney “I said we would be out on the street.”
“Yes of course,” said Alex.
“Have you time for another cup?” asked Aunt Sue
“No, we must go, and thanks for everything” Thorney looked at Irene as if he wanted to kiss her, then thought better of it. That was all in the past. She was still bloody beautiful though.
After good bys Thorney stood with Grim on the pavement below. “So what do you think?”
“Well, I don’t know,” said Grim. “It sounds fantastic. But if he really is right, then could Britain really carry other nations to the Moon? Could we mine the asteroids or Mars or whatever?”
“We could probably mine the asteroids and comets and the smaller moons of Saturn or wherever. But whether we could do it at a profit. I don’t know.”
“Metal prices are rising hard now. Its possible people will be willing to pay even more.”
“They are going to have to if they want it. I know we can find helium frozen solid out there, and I suppose we could bring it back to Earth somehow. It wont stay frozen this close to the Sun though. Have to be in bags or something. And there's a lot of iron and nickel out there in the asteroids. And there is aluminium and titanium on the Moon of course. Actually the price of nickel might be high enough already to make it worthwhile. We want gold and copper and stuff. But there doesn’t seem to be any gold or copper on the moon or the Chinese would be mining it by now. It’s a gamble. We could build interplanetary ships and find nothing.”
“The treasury don’t like gambles. That’s why they keep cancelling stuff. The Government actually turned down the chance to join Airbus when it started. That’s why it’s all in France and not here. So I think the treasury will need some other sort of argument if Britain is to go into space.”
“Like what?”
“Like saving money.”
“That’s not going to happen. This will cost billions.”
“I know. So maybe we let the bloody French do it instead.”
“It’ll be the Chinese or Indians.”
“Is that the van?”
In the kitchen, Aunt Sue said “Did you and Alex used to be sweethearts then?”
Irene almost dropped the cup she was drying “Well, yes. At Uni.”
“I thought so. It’s the way he looks at you. I can tell.”
“Anyway that’s all over now.”
“Mores the pity my dear. Mores the pity. That floosie he’s taken up with now is just so wrong for him.”
“She’s very good looking”
“Its all bought and paid for dear. And not just her boobs neither. She do ‘ave injections all over. Knees and all. She don’t give a toss for anyone sept her self. Spoilt rotten. I keep telling Alex to dump her, but he’s a bloody fool for a pair of big, you know whats. I’d be worried they burst or summat. Lord knows what it must be like to have two bags of plastic sewn into you.”
“I see you take it for granted that I’m not artificially enhanced?”
“I can see you’re too sensible my dear. But there’s no understanding men is there? None at all.”
-oOo-
Bright sunny beaches,
Cool beer and peaches.
The time when we werelovers on the sand.
You know that I’d run miles,
to kiss your face of smiles.
You really got to know now, life is grand.”
Steve Dixie and Ras Yeggman 1976 “Ja Make Her?” album.
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CHAPTER 21 TO THE CROSSROADS
Colonel James Moriarty wasn't late for the 10 AM meeting. He'd got to Carbonec by 9-30, but even now, even here, despite the huge new car parks, there was no room to park. Why the hell did the bloody fools who designed these places assume everyone who worked here would live locally and walk to work? This was the middle of Salisbury Plain. Where on earth would people live? Villages round here were full of stock brokers and bankers and bloody rock stars. The nearest place a civil servant could afford to rent somewhere was probably Trowbridge or Andover or somewhere. It was lack of planning. Or more likely bigger car parks were planned, except they would be cancelled, moved to the right, as the defence budget was cut.
There was a space.
He was practically back at the main gate. And where was the meeting? Conference Room 17 in building 400. Were there really four hundred buildings on this site? Or did they include places like the dumpster shelter behind the NAAFI as a separate building? And was the concrete bomb proof litter bin by the path through the trees also a building? Where was…? A sign pointed down another path to “Building 400.”
John Gilchrist ran down the list of attendees, he’d done Toblerones for everyone. The computer was plugged in, and on, the projector was up and running, the electronic white board was working, with white board markers, note pads and pens. There were plugs at each place in case someone's laptop needed power. The big tea urn was on a table by the wall, small packets of biscuits were piled up by the cups. The bowl was full of sugar sachets. The little milk cartons were still cold, the tea bags and coffee packets looked sufficient. There were even real tea spoons instead of the plastic stick things. He pocketed an individual pack of jammy dodgers from the biscuits. A perk of the job.
Colonel Moriarty bounded through the automatic doors. The guard at the foyer desk had been downsized, but there was a familiar face “John?”
“Ah yes. Major Mor….” He was slipping into an easy alliteration. “I mean Colonel Moriarty. Welcome back to Carbonec.”
“Pleased to see you. Are you organising this meeting?”
“I’m just organising the tea and biscuits. The chair is James Wilder.”
“He must be new.”
“He is, yes. It’s in the conference room at the top of the second stairs through there.” John waved down the foyer into the central atrium.
“Fine. Tell me John. How far do you have to commute to get here?”
“Ah,” He was never sure how to answer this one “Not far. I actually live in the valley through that way, so it’s just about five or ten miles.”
“The next valley? What? In a council house or something?”
“No actually I have my own house. I had some money, so I moved out of London and settled here.”
“I see. Right, um see you later.” Damn civilians. The bloody clerk seemed to be rolling in it and a colonel still had to commute miles from rented accommodation. Once the Army had provided housing for officers, then sold it all off to rent back under some mad scheme, and now it was in short supply. None anywhere near Abbey Wood at all. He ran up the stairs and smiled a familiar face. “Ah Colonel James.”
“Colonel James it is,” said Colonel James Barclay “And how is Colonel James Moriarty?”
“I can still run up the stairs.”
“So that bullet you got in Hellmand is OK now?” asked Colonel Barclay.
“Don’t feel a thing.” Actually it ached like mad in cold weather, but he would never admit it. “I saw your Father in Law coming out of The Old War Office Building a few months ago.”
“Ah yes Sergeant Devoy” Barclay didn’t really mind admitting his Father in law was an ex sergeant, not really. It hadn’t mattered when he was just a Captain and he’d married Nancy. In fact most men had been very jealous. She was of course the most beautiful daughter in the whole Army. Still was. And she’d grown into a very capable officers wife, excellent on the welfare side of things, really knew how to look after the junior ranks wives.
It was just that a few other wives were descended from dukes and generals and kept, ever so gently and politely, rubbing it in that she was lower class. Barclay kept saying she imagined it and this wasn’t Victorian England, but still….
“He's very cagey about what he does these days, your father in law. Is it some sort of intelligence thing?”
“Something like that. Security. You know how vague they are. I’m never sure what he’s up to. Or where. He was six months at GCHQ last year. And someone else swore they saw him in Manchester dressed as a tramp.”
“Good heavens.”
John Gilchrist opened the varnished wood doors leading off the big atrium into an office wing running along the edge of the building. On his left was one of the computer switch sets, running from the ground through three floors into the roof space. There were five of those in the building, feeding everyone’s PC’s into the network of mainframes that dotted the country. Their whereabouts as secret as what went on here in Carbonec.
The corridor passed the kitchen and a few offices for people who did secure stuff, then opened into the open plan floor running between courtyards to the end of the building. John smiled at folk he knew then sat at his own desk. “Fancy a jammy dodger?”
“Oh yes please” said Mrs King “I’ll have it with my tea later. Do you think there will be many left overs?”
“No. It was only tea and biscuits. I asked if they wanted the full buffet, sandwiches and all, but they said the budget was too tight.”
“We should go and work for DR7CB. They have lovely nibbles and things sent from the officers mess. On silver trays.” sighed Mrs King.
“I heard they were due for the chop. Their projects being cancelled.”
“Really? Who said that?”
“It was in Jane's Defence Weekly,” said John
“Oh. Amazing how they always know before we do.”
“Very well.” Began James Wilder, “Now we have all introduced ourselves, I will begin. Now first some possible good news. I say possible.
The Government is as ever rather worried about Britain keeping some sort of viable defence industry. They feel that we can afford to buy army trucks and other low tech items abroad. But we have to maintain the capability to design and build the sort of battlewinning equipment that gives us an edge over any potential enemies.
There is now something of a gap in procurement. The Eurofighter programme is finished. There are no new nuclear subs on the stocks. We are buying most of our missiles from Europe or the US.
So they are concerned that we will soon lose the capability to build new nuclear submarines, military aircraft, atomic weapons and missiles and so on.
Now. The CDL and the Chief Scientific adviser have got PUS and the CDS43 to offer our scheme to the Ministers. It is their hope that Government will approve a major design development, and perhaps even testing programme, for our space ideas. This will, at first, only be for a few years, just until they see what sort of other programmes need to be developed. But I must emphasize this. The Government are determined that some sort of high tech design capability remains within UK and our scheme could well be it.”
John Gilchrist sipped his coffee and stared at the computer screen. Most of his mates would be texting each other about tonight. But here in Carbonec it was forbidden to have a mobile cell phone switched on, and even if you tried it, they’d done something so you couldn’t get a signal. Near here strange things happened to car radios and phones died. Except, for some reason, if you stood by a steel lamp post near the officers mess where suddenly you got a signal.
So John was sending e-mails out to Blackie (Black Jack of Ballarat), Sid (Sidney Johnston) and of course Vittoria the Circus Bell.
At the mid morning break Colonel Barclay carefully tore open the coffee packet, tipped the powder into his cup, pulled the cover from a little plastic cup thingy, tipped the milk in and said “Have all the Custard Creams gone?”
“Sorry,” said Colonel Moriarty “I had the last ones.”
“I’ll have to make do with dead flies then.” Colonel Barclay selected a packet of Garibaldi’s “So how is that Professor Brother of yours doing with NASA now?”
“Oh. He’s trying to get them interested in a sort of orbiting parasol.”
“A what?”
“A sunshade in space. To cool the Earth down and stop global warming.”
“Good Lord. It would have to be huge. How on earth would they build it?”
“Well they’d build it in space I suppose. Anyway he seems to think it possible. He’d make it from unfolding huge rolls of tin foil and sticking them together and using centrifugal force to make it stay open. It’s quite simple when he explains it.”
“Good Lord. Americans eh? You got to hand it to them. They just don’t give up. I suppose they’d do that and think they could keep on driving those huge cars they used to have. Have they still got the money to do it though?”
“I think that may be the problem. And having something like the space shuttle to get it all up there.”
At lunchtime while John was at the lamp post near the officers mess texting his crew,
Colonel Moriarty walked past talking about space ships
“The Treasury will never let us build a launcher. They just haven’t got the money.”
“But would the Chinese sell us theirs?” asked Colonel Barclay
“No. We are going to have to get some sort of partnership agreement with the Americans and use their launchers for our assault craft.”
“So what are the chances of them buying the assault craft from us?”
“They’d want to build their own,” said Colonel Moriarty
“And our treasury would let them. They say it’s cheaper for us to buy from the Yanks than build our own,” said Colonel Barclay.
“So how would that help us maintain a high tech industrial capability?”
And they were out of earshot.
John got back to his texting.
“Are we all ready gentlemen?” said James Wilder “Now the next thing on the agenda is a launcher. Do we pursue a foreign provider? Do we build a launch site in Britain? Or would we launch our troops from a foreign launching site? Do we build our own launcher? And how do we decide all that? Ideas gentlemen?”
“We can’t launch from UK. Think of the crash risks.”
“But we can’t depend on a foreign site either. What if we used Guyana and the French didn’t like what we were doing? Or we didn’t want to tell them what we were doing?”
“That applies much more so to China.”
“And India.”
“So what about we use a Japanese launcher from Australia?”
“Sounds better”
“Do the Japs have one big enough?”
“They get to the Moon in it.”
“Or do we do the usual thing and ask America?”
“We need to know costs and availability.”
“But can we launch quickly from anywhere except UK. We would have to have troops and equipment on permanent standby at this hypothetical foreign base. Ready to go at half an hours notice or whatever. Any longer and we may as well use aircraft instead. It more or less has to be from Britain.”
“Or the sea near by?”
“The Russians have launched satellites from submarines.”
“And there’s that Boeing platform in the Pacific. It’s been done.”
“So can we agree we would rather launch from UK but it may only be possible to launch from abroad?” said James Wilder.
John finished locking up and put the final key in the blister and spun the combination lock. There were a few staying late, military who only had the mess to go to, maybe a couple who wanted to look keen to the boss, maybe one or two who didn’t want to return to an angry wife or a cold trailer home.
But John happily said good night. At the flexi machine he was humming.
He left Carbonec and drove his MG to the open grass of Salisbury Plain, listening to the Swamp Things “Stop Breaking Down” .
Colonel Moriarty typed out an e-mail to Colonel Barclay.
“Ref our discussion earlier today, I suggest you look at this web site. I think the Yanks are beating us to it. You can see they have put an inflatable wing onto this landing pod so they can drop it from a high altitude aircraft and make a silent special forces insertion. Its kind of a modern version of the second World War invasion gliders. The thing is, the pod looks to me like a re-entry vehicle? What do you think?”
“John. Will you calm down,” said Maggie. “He is really not such a bad boy.”
John slowed down near the huge earthen ramparts of Old Sarum, the abandoned city above Salisbury. “What do you mean? Calm down? I’m not upset. I just said I was worried about Jennie. A father is allowed to be worried isn’t he?”
“Of course.” Maggie settled back into the quiet luxury of their “Normal” car. There wasn’t room for all the amps and things in the MG. “Now you need to chill out and have some fun. You’ve been looking forwards to this for ages.”
“Yeah. OK.” The main road went up beside the narrow Old Sarum turn off where a notice said English Heritage was holding a medieval joust among the ruins of the old city.
At the top of the hill they could look down on modern Salisbury “That is so beautiful. You should write a song about it.” She meant the huge graceful spire of Salisbury’s new cathedral, Built in the 12th century to replace the ruined one at Old Sarum.
“It would sound like the Temperance Seven.”
“No. You could make it sound like Solsbury Hill.”
“Maybe.” John slowed and turned right to the Rugby Club in Hudson’s Field.
“Shall I carry the leads and things?” asked Maggie while John was unloading the car.
“Yeah. Then I can carry the amps and maybe we could both come back and get the guitars?”
“OK.” Maggie wondered in, smiling at a few blues wives, here through marital duty. Nodding at some of the audience she half recognized. Saying “Hi” to the other players.
The people who were half famous from TV shows. The ones who had been on Top Of The Pops a generation back, and the ones who were still ploughing the same furrow as ever. One day they would compose a hit tune, or have a sell out re-union tour. One day they would make enough to ditch the day job and really retire in style.
Buy a place in the country like John had done. Get bored like John had done. Become a civil servant for the pension like John had done. And never give up.
Maggie got the drinks in and sat with friends while the players set up amps and tuned in and wondered what to play. There had been an embarrassing night when three or four different groups played Robert Johnson’s Crossroads. At least John had played it like Elmore James. In fact John was better at slide than Elmore had ever been. Perhaps better than the lean, loose-jointed Negro that WC Handy heard in Tutwiler.
But then, she would think that, she loved him.
The players all sat amongst the audience, waiting their turn at the end of the room. You couldn’t call it a stage.
Some players were an embarrassment, but most were good. They practised. Perhaps one day they'd get the gift. They would go to the crossroads.
When it was time John walked down to the end, and saw his daughter.
“Hi Mum. Hi Dad” called Jennie
“Jennie? You came.”
“Of course Dad. I said I would. These are my friends. They’ve heard all about you.”
“You’re just in time,” said John. “Can I get you all a drink?”
“Ur, yes please Mr Gilchrist.”
“Thank you Mr Gilchrist,” said Jennies friends.
“Could you get them?” asked John giving Jennie his wallet and wondering which was the boyfriend.
“OK Dad.” Jennie went across to the bar. She wasn’t strictly allowed to buy alcohol, but she looked old enough.
John nodded and joined the others on stage.
“Were going to do “I need your love so bad,” said John. 44
Sid Johnston laid down a slow base, Black Jack of Ballarat gently tapped the drums.
John Gilchrist was doing the Fleetwood Mac version. But slower. His notes were longer and his opening bars seemed to cry, whether with pain or joy it was hard to tell.
Then Vittoria “The Circus Bell” began singing. Her voice clear as crystal.
“Need someone’s hand to lead me through the night
I need someone’s arms to hold and squeeze me tight
Now, when the night begins, when, I’m at an end
Because I need your love so bad”
And where Fleetwood Mac had violins, John would bend his guitar notes soaring into the room. To glide through the air and stop there, the physical presence of emotion in the air between people.
He could just make out Maggie, smiling with pride. Jennie looked rather pleased.
So when the lights are low - and it’s time to go
That’s when I need your love so bad
John could feel it in the audience. He knew he was inside them.
And he knew he was married to the best wife in the world and his daughter loved him and he was happier than any one of the wage slaves at Carbonec. He had a life. A real life beyond the pointless, endless reorganising of trivial minutia.
Jennies friends were open mouthed. They'd never heard anything like this. Live music played with passion. Performed here tonight for free. Sounding better than any commercial pop they’d ever heard recorded.
They barely understood what was entering their souls.
But eventually, as they in turn grew old, they'd wonder where the crossroads really were.
-oOo-
It’s nice to be the drafter of a well constructed plan
For spending lots of money for the betterment of Man,
But audits are threat, for it is neither games nor fun
To look at plans of yesteryear and ask “what have we done?”
And learning is unpleasant when we have to do it fast,
So it’s pleasanter to contemplate the future than the past.
KE Boulding “Ballad of Ecological Awareness”, Quoted by Stephen Carr in “A brief Review of the History Of Malawian Smallholder Agriculture Over the Past Fifty years” In the Society of Malawi Journal, Volume 57 – Number 2. 2004
CHAPTER 22 CANARY WHARF
Joe Hebron raised himself on an elbow, and watched his wife gently snoring in the grey light of a new dawn.
Effie was beautiful. Not pretty like when they married thirty years before in Atlanta, but very sexy, very elegant, even when snoring.
Joe rested his head on her tummy and wondered how the day would go. How would he get on with Sir James Walter? How on Earth could someone use a knighthood in this day and age? How would a Knight of the Shires get on with the investors in St Louis and Seattle and Los Angeles? And how were things in Atlanta?
Joe woke properly.
There was a buzzing. The door? He felt round for the remote, put the lights on and said “Yes?” on the intercom.
“Sorry Sir. I’m Brunton, your personal butler. You asked for breakfast to be delivered Sir.”
“Oh. Sure.” Yes this was a luxury London hotel. “Sure come on in.”
Joe unlocked the door from the remote and reached for his dressing gown, being careful to pull the bedclothes back over Effie.
Richard Brunton pushed the trolley onto the deep pile carpet. Though really on the top floor of the Northumberland Hotel45 it was more like pushing the trolley into the carpet, the same way you would push it into long grass.
“As ordered Sir.” Brunton took the silver cover off “One Cumberland sausage, Wiltshire gammon steak, Lancaster black pudding and fried free range eggs with freshly squeezed Seville orange juice and hot buttered toast. And one grapefruit and muesli with jersey full cream milk, Sir”
“Oh great.”
“Shall I pull the curtains aside and lay the table Sir?”
“Uh, yeah sure.” Joe was already looking at the computer on the desk.
“Will that be all Sir?”
“Yeah that’s fine.”
“Very good Sir.”
“I guess that guy is after a big tip.” Effie was starting to sit up in bed.
“Yeah sounds like it.”
“Have you been at that computer all night?” Effie was standing up and stretching. Her figure was full and round and she was utterly gorgeous.
“No. Of course not, it just seems like it.”
“Well you sure have a mountain of food to eat.” Effie was standing in front of the window, looking down onto Northumberland Avenue, light glowing through her nightie, silhouetting her figure.
“Looking at you I know what I’d rather make a meal of.”
“Hmm.” She smiled and said “I thought you had an important meeting.”
“Yeah. Worse luck.”
She sat down and her nightie began to move over her breasts as her arms moved over the table, pouring coffee.
“You know you are wonderful. I was so lucky to marry you.”
“I’m the lucky one.” She smiled “Its been thirty wonderful years.”
He bent over and kissed his wife and held her till she said “Come on Joe. Don’t let it get cold.”
“It’ll never be cold with you around.”
Joe Hebron refused the hotel taxi and walked along the Embankment to take the tube from Westminster. It seemed everyone in London was in a hurry and too rushed to smile. Jumping off water buses and road buses, and almost running towards their offices.
“How now.” A man was walking besides him
“Sorry?” said Joe
“Or right Massah?”
“Sorry?” said Joe again.
“I goti here to this place this genuine ivory.”
“What?”
“Is real ivory to carving Massah. Is ver old. Ver genuine. Is got this is certificate special to make sure.”
“No thank you.”
“For you I can make it special price. Please Sir. My wife and children is sick there to Calabar. We need it money.”
“No!”
“OK.”
Westminster station was actually beneath Portcullis House, where Members of Parliament had their private offices. Joe had to force his way in and down, against the tide of silent people, all grimly determined to get to work. On man actually pushed him out of the way, deliberately, no apology, nothing. Joe wanted to say something. Didn't this bum know who Joe was? Had he any idea how rich Joe was? How important? But the guy disappeared.
Driver less trains smoothed into the stations every few minutes, their doors sliding open in unison with the ones in the glass platform walls. No one spoke, or whistled or called out to a friend, there was just the odd grunt as someone got pushed out of the way. This was after all, north of the Thames, not the more lively population of South London. Joe Hebron watched an advertising screen that wanted people to get their houses jacked up and put onto a sort of barge pontoon thing. “Use the extra space as a play room or storage basement while you wait to be floated up harmlessly in the next flood.” It cost an absolute fortune.
At Canary Wharf Joe was surprised by the sheer space, like a high tech cathedral. He escalator’d up through the glass domed vastness, then walked past the underground shopping mall, past the garden of clocks on stalks, and into Number Once Canada Square. A towering glass fronted temple of wealth and power. Part of a mini Manhattan. Home to banks and stock houses and commodity dealers who could break third world economies with the push of a computer key. Not just third world economies either.
He began to notice the throngs around him. There were no mums pushing babies. No one carried a large shopping bag in that mall. Folk just left the expensive shops with tiny packages. Maybe it was a lunch snack to gulp down at their desk between phone calls. Maybe it was jewellery. And there were no touts, no one selling dodgy ivory, no litter. There were no old people. Joe was the oldest person there. They were all young, all fast, all well dressed. Some of the more decorative women could be wives and girls friends, but most were in sober business attire, as professional looking as the men. They were here to grab money, not to socialise.
As Joe joined crowds walking over the polished granite pavement between towering black columns of dolerite, he saw a vintage Rolls Royce was slowly purring round Canada Square. It drew to a dignified halt, the chauffeur alighted and managed to open a rear door while still standing to attention and gazing steadfastly into the distance. Then Sir James Walter got out to nod at his man, and walk slowly through the hall where a small party were already lined up by the opening doors.
Joe smiled. It was a great performance. But he thought he knew just how much money there was behind the façade. So he pulled out his PDA, dialled up a few sites and entered the Rolls registration number.
“Hi.” He said at the big marble reception counter “I’m Joe Hebron? I’m here for a meting with the Aurora Syndicate Group?”
“Yes Sir. One moment Sir.” The uniformed flunky tapped at a computer. “You’ll need a temporary entrance pass Sir. Do you have any ID?”
“Yes. My passport OK?”
“Thank you Sir.”
But obviously someone upstairs had been looking out for him. If they were waiting for the great Joe Hebron of Atlanta Air to arrive in some huge stretchy limo they’d been disappointed. One of Sir James party looked Joe over, then whispered to Sir James, and the great man himself came back.
“Joe. What are you doing here? This man needs no pass to get into my office. Come along with me. Come along and welcome.”
“But Sir?” began the desk flunky.
“It’s all right James,” said Joe deliberately leaving out the “Sir” and causing Sir James to just momentarily lose the full ingratiatingness of the smile. “I guess I need to get a pass from these good folks, just in case I want to rent a floor here myself one day.”
“Of course. See you soon.” Sir James really lost the smile this time. He was rumbled. The great Joe Hebron of Atlanta Air knew he only rented offices here. It was not an impressive start to whatever business they’d have together.
Then Joe's pocket buzzed. He pulled out the little computer, read the message and laughed. Which is why he looked so cheerful on his pass photo. He had read the truth of the Rolls Royce. It was hired from a film props company and the driver was a resting actor. “Great.” Joe walked through the glass flipper turnstile and into one of the lifts. The folk inside didn't smile back. They were British, they were young, they were in a world of their own, concentrating on money.
The boardroom windows looked east over the Thames to the Millennium Dome, and what might be the Thames Flood barrier in the hazy distance. Joe wondered where the Cutty Sark tea clipper was preserved, but couldn’t see it “Nice coffee.” He said.
“Yes Sir,” said a girl with an expressionless face who refused to make eye contact. What did she think Joe was? A dirty old man? He wasn’t. He’d never cheated on Effie ever. Often thought about it, but never done it. Though maybe this girl expected him to be a dirty old fool because there were a lot of them about? Sir James perhaps? Did he have secrets? Secrets to be discovered and exploited?
“Yes. Can we be alone now,” said Sir James, and the lesser beings silently left, closing doors behind them.
Joe Hebron took a seat near the centre of the table so he was facing in from the widows. He noticed Sir James sat facing out, looking at the wonderful view. He would be also be wonderfully dazzled if the Sun ever came out from behind the clouds.
“To business,” said Sir James trying to sound forceful and dynamic. “We have all read the Government Intention to Tender document. They are asking for a space launcher to be designed. Not built, just designed, with the option to go for prototype testing later. Now I feel that we in Britain have the expertise to design this launcher.”
There were optimistic murmurs of agreement round the table. There were the usual half informed comments from share pushers and bean counters who wanted to sound knowledgeable. Graphs and flow charts appeared on the screens. There were optimistic comparisons with the sort of profits the French Arianespace company was making from its new Heavylift family. There was much tapping of PDAs and lap tops. There could be co-operation with Roscosmos launching from French Guiana. Perhaps with the Chinese launching from Brazil.
Joe felt he head heard all this sort of half informed waffle before. Many times before.
“Well,” said Sir James “Perhaps we would be wise to form a partnership with like minded companies abroad. I feel we could benefit from an exchange of expertise. We could certainly use international suppliers if it came to actually constructing a working model. Now Sam. I believe you have been testing the financial waters?”
“Indeed,” said Samuel Brewer of the Curzon Bank. “I’ve seen our Monsieur Dubuque of course. He has expressed an interest and believes he could persuade his board if we have something worthwhile to offer. I’ve been to Frankfurt, and von Bischoff believes the conditions there are ripe if our Government has a mind to issue something concrete. Fritz von Waldbaum thinks the same. I was with Van Jenson last night in Utrecht and he also is very interested. All of them believe their boards will be willing to transfer intellectual property rights to our consortium in exchange for their companies getting a slice of any eventual production contract.”
“Well that seems optimistic,” said Sir James “Now how do things stack up across the Atlantic?” he looked at Joe.
“Well gentlemen,” Joe smiled at them “I have heard all that you have said with great interest.” He put his PDA on the table and a virtual key board appeared as a hologram by its side. “Obviously you can raise capital.” He typed at the virtual keys “And I believe I can as well. On the face of it we could form a partnership. On the face of it the Government could see that we mean business and they could pay us to develop a new launcher. I believe there is a way to find great success in this enterprise. But not in any of the ways you have outlined. If we just seek to provide British content in some foreign launcher, then I am not optimistic,” said Joe “Not optimistic at all.”
Around the table there were almost audible intakes of breath and several hurried glances “I think I can sum things up fairly quickly. This Aurora Syndicate Group has nothing to offer. The Americans, the French, the Chinese and the Russians can already offer large heavy lift rockets that are already in production.” Joe pressed keys and the screens filled with videos of giant rockets rising on columns of fire into the wide blue yonder. “They have them as commercial off the shelf equipment. It is all proven equipment. It is all conventional technology based largely on the original German V2. This syndicate on the other hand has nothing to offer. Nothing. No working technology at all. Our only hope would be to offer something different. Does anyone have any concrete technological proposals?”
The rockets left the screens. Joe looked round the table. He was depressing them. They realised it was nonsense to believe Britain could produce a heavy lift space launcher.
“No? Well even if we already had a proven design, Britain does not have a good record in paying for this sort of thing.”
There were a few cleared throats then. Several were wondering whether they should contest that bold assertion.
“Now gentlemen. I know that since the Second World War, Britain has produced many worthy aircraft. This was the only nation besides the Soviets and the US to produce a series of airliners. The Comet, Britannia, Viscount, VC10. I could go on. The Hunter and Hawk have sold round the world. The Harrier was of course unique.” As he spoke the proud old aircraft flew across the screens.
“But few of these aircraft made profits for their manufacturers on the American or French scale. And besides these successes there has been a very dismal space programme. Yes Britain has had a space programme before. Its largely forgotten now but Britain once launched a satellite.” On the screen a silver rocket took off on a blue flame.
Round the table a few looked at each other wondering if it could be true.
“I believe I can start this tale in the 1940’s when the Miles Company was told to build a thousand mile an hour jet fighter prototype. The M52.” A black and white photo showed the half finished aircraft, then another showed some sort of test model being dropped from a Lancaster bomber.
“Had it flown it would have been very similar to the Bell X1, the plane in which Chuck Yeager first broke the sound barrier, and if it hadn’t been cancelled the Brits may have been first.” A black and white film showed the XI dropping from a B29 or 36, then streaking across a cloudless sky.
“Now the British Fairey Company had a co-operative agreement with the French Dasault Company. In 1956 the first plane in the world to reach 1000 miles an hour was actually the British Fairey FD2.” A colour film this time of a delta winged aircraft with a nose cone that drooped down to land.
“Only two were built before it too was cancelled. But the French developed it as the Mirage fighter and had a world beater.” Squadrons of fighters appeared in rapid succession.
“Then there was the Saunders Row SR53. It actually flew in 1957.” Another delta winged plane appeared, this time white instead of silver. A film showed it roaring down a runway then blasting vertically upwards. Just like a space rocket.
“It was rocket propelled and they wanted to air launch a developed version from a Valiant bomber and reach space.” Faded graphs and hand drawings of a flight path up to 100 miles altitude were shown.
“It probably wouldn’t have worked on re entry because when America did it in the1960's, in the X15, they were using stainless steel, not aluminium.” More colour film of a jet black dart dropping from a B52 and soaring up towards the star lit darkness of space.
“And anyway the SR53 was cancelled.”
“Then in 1960 the Brits had their own stainless steel aircraft, the Bristol 188.” Now more photos of another dart shaped plane with a jet on each wing that each seemed wider than the fuselage.
“It never became the fastest in the world because it never carried enough fuel to accelerate that far before it too, was cancelled.
Are you starting to see a pattern here? But there were actually genuine space craft designed.
Terence Nonweiler thought up the wave rider concept and Armstrong-Whitworth were building it as a British version of the Gemini capsule. It would have been launched on the Blue Streak rocket and it would have gone into orbit.” More faded diagrams and drawings.
“Of course it was cancelled.”
“The Blue Streak however was built and was very successful.” Film after film of the rocket on a test rig at RAF Spadeadam, or powering upwards and disappearing in the black sky.
“Non of the Blue Streak launches ever failed, and this was at a time when US rockets usually blew up on the launch pad. Blue Streak was to be the first stage of the European Space launcher with the Germans and French co-operating on the upper stages.” More drawings. “But it was cancelled.
The French were furious and went ahead to build the Ariane launcher without Britain.(More rockets flew up) This made the French very careful about the contracts to build Concorde, so that when Britain tried to cancel Concorde the French were able to stop them.” More films of aircraft.
“Then there was Airbus. The Brits had by then nationalised the British Aircraft Corporation and forbade them to join Airbus Industrie. But they couldn’t stop the commercial Hawker Siddley Company from joining, which is the reason the French now produce some Airbus components in Britain. But it is also the reason the Airbus is built in France, not here.
Now if you look at most recent successful British projects like Harrier or Tornado or Jaguar or Typhoon or the helicopters, they have all been international joint ventures that it was difficult for Britain to get out of.” War planes swept over the screens, firing missiles.
“There were other space projects, some of which like MUSTARD led US thinking on the Space Shuttle.” More drawings “There was even a design at RAE for a space fighter.
The Black Knight programme was successful in the 1950’s and it led to Black Arrow. It was underfunded and late but it launched the Prospero Satellite from Australia in 1971.” Film of a surprisingly small rocket leaving a rather small launch pad.
“It made Britain the seventh nation to launch a satellite after Russia, America, France, Italy, Japan and China. Actually some don’t count Italy because they used US components. Britain could have done the same of course, but the interest just was not there. Italy even launched a British satellite from Kenya.
Anyway, of course, you can guess that after launching one satellite, Black Knight was cancelled. Very few people nowadays remember it.” More film clips followed in quick succession.
Practically no one knows that the launch aircraft for the Pegasus satellite rocket was built here at Cambridge. No one knows Boeing got their Sea Launch base vessel built on the Clyde. I think if you ask the average Brit if his country ever got into space, they would say no.
So you see gentlemen. We have actually got nothing to sell to the Brits and even if we did, and even if they gave us a contract, they would almost certainly cancel it.
The difference between Britain and the US is in their style of funding. The only way the US can get Federal funds to depressed areas is by paying defence or space contractors to set up shop in the middle of nowhere. If the ruling party want support from congressmen and senators they have to provide federally funded jobs in their areas.
On the other hand the British Government can pay out dole money to the unemployed, it can direct nationalised industries to open there. Or it could when it had the money. It can provide free schools and hospitals to the unemployed and it can make regional grants to local councils and business start up loans and tax breaks and a whole host of things.
Under the Constitution the US Federal Government can’t do that. They can only offer defence or space contracts. So in America those contracts run for years and decades, even for equipment that is no longer needed. This is because the area needs the Federal funded wages for local taxes to pay for schools and roads and so on.
But in Britain the Government pays for that directly. So if money in Britain is short, it’s the blue sky projects that are cut to keep the hospitals and schools going. That’s the basic difference.”
There was silence.
“Well,” began Sir James “perhaps now would be a good time to take a break for coffee.”
“Not so fast,” said Joe “There is a way we can make something out of this. We need an idea that is not a conventional V2 type rocket. We need something the Brits cannot get from the usual manufacturers. We need an idea that could give some sort of perceived advantage to the British Government. Something we must persuade them that they actually need. Something they will be less likely to cut.
But if they do cut, then we need to make sure we are not going to lose any money when it’s cancelled. If we can do that then we could make a profit for a few years. And profits are what it’s all about.
We could learn from more recent failures. Projects like HOTOL, SKYLON and the Bristol Spaceplanes may have worked.” Virtual images of graceful craft flashed silently over the screens. “Or may not have worked. They were investigated, they were sort of half funded and then the Government pulled out. So we need to do better than that. We need cash up front. And we need contractually binding international co-operation that is difficult for the Government to cancel. If we can do that then I can guarantee American interest.”
There was more silence.
“Well, Now is perhaps a good time for coffee anyway,” said Sir James.
There were mumbles and nods.
Joe watched them all. The way they were trying not to look at him. He had them. He would be running this show. To begin with anyway. He had offered a vision of something that might work.
Sir James was silent and quickly looked at a cell phone text message. Subject A on tube to Canary Wharf. Signs of sexual activity in his bed. Subject A wife to V&A. Met director.
The investigators seemed to be finding no dirt at all on Joe Hebron or his wife. How on Earth could anyone that rich and ruthless be so dull and domestic in his home life. Joe Hebron was one of the first to actually profit from the rising price of aviation fuel. He realised people were willing to spend longer in the air if they could spend less from their pocket. So he bought up old Air Force Hercules freighters and fitted seats in them. They were long range turbo props, very fuel efficient compared to jets, even if they were slow. He flew them between Shanon in Ireland and Moncton in Nova Scotia and he made a fortune. 46
Of course others copied him and the US and Russia started making turbo prop airliners again. So Joe Hebron started a second fortune producing small environmentally friendly aero diesel engines for light aircraft that would run on bio diesel and cooking oil. Almost single handedly he had saved the American Single engined industry.
And there was no dirt at all. There was nothing. The man was faithful and honest. He was just too good to be true. That’s why Sir James would keep digging.
“You look worried,” said Joe Hebron.
“What?” Sir James turned a bit too quickly. “No of course not. I was just pondering what you’ve said. You seem to have summed up the situation admirably.”
“Thank you.”
“Now we just have to find a project worth backing. A way into space that Britain can’t do without. That won’t be easy.”
“I think first we have to find out what the Brits want to go into space for,” said Joe “I mean why now? They have ignored every possibility to make money from satellite launching. What is it that they suddenly must do now? And why is it such a heavy lift capability? They want to send up loads bigger than the space shuttle. Don’t tell me you haven’t heard anything. From your Brother Valentine perhaps?”
“Val is a Colonel. Due for retirement soon. He is not involved with the RAF at all.”
“So it is the RAF that want it?”
“Uh, well. I just assumed so.” Sir James smiled.
“Well I think that’s something we need to find out.”
Later, back at the hotel, Effie told Joe about her day. She had taken a taxi along the Mall, past Buckingham Palace and Marble Arch, past Hyde Park and Rotten Row, then down Exhibition Road to the Victoria and Albert Museum. Sir James private eyes were wrong about her meeting The Director. She was actually meeting some of the more academic staff to discuss a new publishing house she was planning to start. They were optimistic and she took them for lunch in a nearby, and very posh, department store.
Joe encouraged her. Publishing art books was the sort of thing he might take up himself if he ever gave up the serious business of bashing metal in huge factories. So that night as they sat down to dinner at Marcini’s, with Enoch J Drebner from The US Embassy, they only talked about her day.
Then, between courses she went to powder her nose.
“So how did this Aurora business go?” asked Drebner.
“Hard to say. Sir James himself is struggling to keep up the image of success. His offices are all rented. His businesses are in debt. His buildings are mortgaged and his Rolls is hired for the day.
The other usual suspects were there though. They do have the money and maybe the expertise to start a rocket business here in Britain.
But I imagine the Brits will buy off the shelf launchers from existing sources. Or they will carry on hiring others to launch their satellites for them. There seems to be no clear reason why Britain would want to start its own launcher business after all this time with nothing.”
“No,” said Drebner “I guess not. But there is an academic think tank called the Haven Group. They have supported the Royal Geological Society and the Lyell Society in calling for the economic exploitation of space.”
“Economic? How do you mean? More satellites?”
“No. There was an Astro Geology Conference a few years back where the egg heads decided the world was running out of minerals and we should start looking for stuff on the Moon and the Asteroids PDQ. This Haven Group are lobbyists who want Britain to take the lead. They actually want London University to have an expedition to the asteroids. Some are even saying they should have a University department in a ship travelling round the planets.”
“That sounds mad,” said Joe. “Surely it’s the Chinese and the Japs who need resources most.”
“Sure. Hey I’m only passing on what I’ve heard.”
“So is Sir James involved with this group?”
“Not that we can tell. The shrinks figured there might be something in his calling it the Aurora Consortium. You know, interstellar particles being brought to Earth. Then they found Aurora is the name of his family's old steam launch. His brother Valentine, is an army engineer and he’s doing it up. So it could just be a family joke.”
“So is there any other reason the Brits want a launcher?”
“Yeah,” said Drebner “Military. There was a RUSI paper ages ago about landing special forces from space. The Brits could really only do that from a launch facility here in Britain. It’s not the sort of thing you could book a year in advance with the Chinese. The thing is, there was this RUSI paper and then dead silence. It’s like someone has stopped all mention of it. Like it’s become very, very, secret.”
“So they wouldn’t be happy with a Yank like me heading the project up?”
“Not if it was a big state secret. But maybe they will pretend it’s all commercial or academic, even if it really is military.”
“Yeah.”
-oOo-
When the ship is holed, let the man who can swim swim.
Gildas DE EXCIDIO BRITONUM translated by Michael Winterbottom
CHAPTER 23 THE PHONE
Oh hi there. Good to see you again. Wait a mo, I’ll get the screen resized. There we are. Well you’re looking great. Got time to chat have you?
What are you doing now? Still in the Central Domain Support System?
Really? That’s good. DDT, that’s the Directorate of Demand Tracking? Yes I thought it was.
Yes I’m here. Still getting my feet under the desk really. Haven’t a clue what they did here.
“Oh yes. Picking it all up. All these departments are pretty similar.
“Oh yes. Letting em know who’s Boss. Put em in their place. Marking my territory. I’ve done a lot of pissing on the lampposts.
Yes I’ve re-organised all the teams. Amalgamated them, moved em round. Told em it’s all for greater streamlining and efficiency.
Oh yes. I think if you move all the desks round and give em all new jobs to do it stops em getting too expert.
Well yes. I don’t want any of em saying they have the experience and stuff do I. They’ll be telling me I’m going wrong or something. Can’t have that.
And I’ve made a big thing about the size of my chair. I’ve made em get me a really big one.
Yes. I’m enthroned in my new department. Yes, good one.
Oh God yes. Meetings galore. It gives em something to do.
I think they just accept it now. They’ve all got the glazed look. They won’t be any trouble.
Oh yes. Re-organisation and change are good for you. I keep telling them that
Well if I don’t know what I’m doing yet I don’t want them to do I.
And I’ve been sending them all on courses
Oh Lord knows. “Competences For The Line Manager”, and “Accelerated Deployability Visibility In The Modern Supply Chain”. All that sort of thing. And “Individual Stress Management” of course. Ha! Yes.
No I don’t suppose any of these courses are any good, but they get a certificate for some of them. Its something they can put on their cubicle dividers. Gives em something to strive for I think. Gives em a sense of having accomplished something. I don’t suppose any of them have much really.
The filing system?
Yes I suppose we must have one.
Really. I hadn’t thought of that. I’m not really into computers.
Yes there’s a tame Major here could do that.
“I’ll tell him to….Let me write that down. A new filing system to reflect the modern realities of the department. Yes that’s great. He can re number all the paper files as well.
Security? Well…
Oh right. Yes I could complain about that. Calendars and posters stuck onto filing cabinets. Could cover holes where spies have drilled in to get out our files.
Yes that’s great.
Oh yes. I’ve had the health and safety man over the coals.
Well I hate bloody pot plants. The place was full of em. Could easily fall off a cupboard and hit someone. And photo’s of children on peoples desks, I hate that sort of thing. Makes everything look so scruffy. And I’ve said all the window sills should be cleared as well.
Yes of course. Or land on the floor and trip someone up.
Well I just don’t like bloody pot plants.
Any way, the thing is this. I know I’ve just got here, and I know I should stay here for at least a year, but something nasty is heaving itself over the horizon.
A space ship.
Yes of course it’s secret.
No I am not joking. I’m in line to run a bloody space ship programme.
Yes it is career suicide.
Of course it will be cancelled and I will be saddled with a reputation as the sort of loser that had his project cancelled. And I mean, space ships. It’s a joke. God knows who’s idea it was.
Yes of course. I need to get out. And fast. So if you hear of anything for Gods sake let me know.
But if you hear it really is going ahead, then….
Yes. Keep me informed whatever happens.
-oOo-
They left behind them, to enjoy the corpses,
the dark coated one, the dark horny-beaked raven
and the dusky-coated one,
the eagle white from behind, to partake of carrion,
greedy war-hawk, and that grey animal
the wolf in the forest.
The Battle of Brunanburh
CHAPTER 24 CABO ANTONIO
“All clear,” said Sandy Bain. “No ships or planes. Could be anything behind this mountain.” He indicated a rounded line on the boats radar.
Moran looked out of the windscreen. The rain cleared for a moment. The other two launches, long, low, invisible to radar, almost like resting submarines, slowly rose and fell on the long, rain flattened, South Atlantic swell. The shore of Africa, so clear on radar, was a deeper grey in the eye straining distance. “I guess it’s the right place. Lot of cloud though. Even on the photo’s.”
“Yeah” Sandy grinned at the satellite photo’s. True, there was land visible between clouds, but it was shadowed and blurred and lacked any definition. In a place like this no one ever wanted better photos made. Hot steamy and rarely seen.
“I suppose that’s why they want the boats here,” said Moran “No observation.”
“Yeah. Well, I’ll be glad when it's over. God knows who these boats are for.”
“I keep telling you. Ex President MuRillo.”
“But who is he buying them for? Drug runners? Terrs? We haven’t a clue,” said Sandy.
“No.” lied Moran “But the money’s OK.”
“Yeah. The rain’s coming back.”
Of course Moran knew, that the British government knew, all about the companies deal. That’s why there was a passive label or two built inside the carbon fibre hull. American patrol aircraft would sweep the ocean with the correct frequency, and these things would shine out letting intelligence guys know where they were. Simple. That way they could be stopped while drug running, or sailing near any oil rigs.
Moran stepped on deck, waved to the other boats, preserving radio silence as the customer wanted, and saw Patrick Cairns and Johnny Hones wave back from their own boats. “In we go then Sandy.”
“Right.” The turbos howled, multiple exhausts burbled into the water jets. All three boats leapt up and planed over the rain spattered ocean.
“Floater ahead,” said Moran, but Sandy saw it on the head up display and steered past it. “Looks like a tree trunk.”
“Should we slow down this close to shore?” asked Sandy.
“Yeah.” Moran should've thought of that. The rains would wash all sorts into the sea. He waved to the others to catch up and slow down. “I can see the coast now. Trees all the way.” Above the engines and rain rattling on deck, there was another sound, surf breaking. “I can just see white water. Must be the beach.”
“I think this is the estuary here.” Sandy nodded at the radar.
“Yeah. Could be. It looks like the trees end there. Must be Cape Antonio.”
The three boats slowly rounded the hidden sand banks and the swell subsided “Its three fathoms steady,” said Sandy.
“Oh yeah.” Something else Moran should have remembered after two weeks in the open ocean. They hadn’t been in waters this shallow since the test trips up and down the coast, from Whitehaven to Siloth and back, while the sneaky beaky guys tested the beacons hidden in the boats keel.
“I’ll follow the shoreline round till we get to the creeks,” said Sandy.
“Yeah.” Moran looked over the side. The water was turning from grey to brown.
“Something else in the water.”said Sandy “On screen. I’ve got the virtual for’ad view on.”
Moran looked into the wheel house, the green tinted view of sea bed on the screen. Could be sand or mud carved by the currents. “What's that?”
“It could be a waterlogged tree trunk. Those could be branches. The land was supposed to come this far a few years ago. There's a light house on the charts and a small town. All got washed away when the sea rose.”
“Yeah. I don’t think they’ve surveyed here since colonial times.” Moran slapped at a bug on his arm and looked at the real land. More trees. No smoke, no sign of people. On radar the estuary narrowed ahead. The haze ahead thickened into a darker more solid blue/grey. An unbroken wall of trees blocking their path. He looked at the radar. It was spotty and indistinct, struggling with partial echoes dimly finding their way between trees and reflecting off open water. “Could that be the channel we want?”
“Could be,” said Sandy. “There’s supposed to be a sunken boat on the port side and a buoy on the starb’d.”
“Yeah.” Moran was wiping insects off his arms. Small black flies most of them. Then a huge butterfly rested on the roof and blew off in the breeze. A tiny speck of red and yellow against the oppressive grey sky and brown rain pocked water.
The mangrove trees had bright green leaves hiding trunks of grey bark, with roots like great spiders legs standing out above grey mud.
“That could be the sunk boat. There.” Cormorants perched on a brown rusty outline nestled against the trees. Its wood was all rotted and eaten away, but the metal frame and window frames still marking its outline.
“Could have been a tug I suppose.” Moran looked through binoculars. “No sign of a buoy though.”
“But is it the river?” asked Sandy
“Maybe. We’ll give it a go.”
“OK. There’s still three fathoms beneath the keel. Three and a half. And the currents stronger. Must be the river channel. The current scours the mud out. Now its five fathoms.”
“And we have mosquitoes.” Moran brushed insects from his arms. He knew there would just be more. “I think I just saw a….”
“There’s a croc on screen.”
Moran glanced inside. “That’s what I saw. Is this fresh water yet?”
“Duno. We don’t have an instrument for that.”
Moran went out again, still no sign of people, but there were brightly coloured crabs between the mangrove roots, and birds and more and more bloody insects. Some landed on the deck. Butterflies and crickets and beetles, multi striped and patterned and shaped.
“There's a big lump of metal ahead somewhere,” said Sandy
“I’ll keep a look out.” The two other boats were still behind, more twists and bends in the river lay ahead.
“That magnetic anomaly is straight ahead.”
“Cant see anything.” Moran scanned ahead with binoculars. On the mud there were strange little creatures. Like a frog at the front, but with a fishes tail instead of hind legs. They would sort of drag themselves across the grey mud by their front legs and squirm away between mangrove roots, or plop back into the water.
“There’s something on radar,” said Sandy.
“I can see a mast. It’s a ship I think. I can see derricks above the mangroves. Shit. Where did all those birds come from?”
“What are they? Cormorants?”
“God knows. A flock of grey things. There’s the ship. It’s a real ocean going freighter.”
“It’s been an old tramp steamer,” said Sandy “Seen better days though. Can’t have seen much paint on it for a decade or so.”
“Stop here and drift.” Moran waved to Johnny Hones to slow down. “No sign of people. Yes. There’s a canoe by that ladder, and children on deck. Hallo? Hallo. How now? Anyone home? Who for that side?”
A woman came to the railing and shouted down “Heh. How now. Why you do for this place?”
“I take this for Mister Tronson.”
“Ah-ha. Him Tronson there for wharf, to Small Beach Mistah Tronson.”
“What side wharf? What side to Small beach?” asked Moran
“Tronson he for that side. That side. You river for that side.”
“Thank you.” Moran waved “Well you heard the lady. Lets go that side.”
“OK. You know this isn't much of a terr hideout,” said sandy
“Well, It’s Africa.”
“You should know.” Sandy altered course across the wide grey pool. “Another boat I think. On radar. Coming from the port side.”
“What?” Moran rushed out, there it was. The sound of a smoky old inboard, maybe a converted car engine. A boat of multi coloured planks full of goats, chickens, baskets and bundles hove into view. The woman and children crowded aboard gave a few cheery waves before the boat sailed into another channel.
“Terrs do you think?” asked Sandy.
“I guess not. God knows where they’re headed though.”
“Channels everywhere on radar,” said Sandy as he turned through a gap in the mangroves.
There were other, taller, trees behind the mangroves. The swamps ended at a real river, with rain forest down to the banks.
Occasionally there was someone. A naked child. A woman washing, A man paddling a small boat loaded with what looked like sand. Why sand? To make cement? There were square huts made from split planks, some had tin roofs instead of palm thatch or stripped bark sheets.
“There’s another boat tied to the bank. I think that’s the wharf,” said Moran
“Could be,” said Sandy “Some of those people have guns.”
“Yeah. But the rest look peaceful.” Moran waved, they waved back. Some children started a little dance.
The cemented river bank was green with lichen and black with soil where bits had crumbled and washed away. Up the bank were stumps of walls, green with mould and moss, hung over with vegetation.
“OK,” said Moran “What’s the river bed like?”
“Gravel I think. No obstructions. We can go to the side and moor up, no problems.”
“OK. I’ll get the ropes sorted. I don’t know what we moor to though. That other barge thing is tied to the trees.”
“Here we go.” Sandy delicately moved the craft sideways across the current, till Moran could leap ashore with the end of a mooring line.
Smiling, curious people stood aside as he made fast to a rusting iron stanchion.
“Excuse me I am Tronson. Who is Colonel Moran?”
“I am.” Moran studied Tronson. He didn’t look much of a sailor, more of a smart arse mission boy. A business man.
“Welcome. Welcome. Very good. Welcome.” Tronson was beaming, almost laughing
Moran finished tying up and smiled back. “It’s good to be here.”
“Yes indeed.” Tronson shook Moran by the hand smiled more as Moran did the extra bit holding thumbs and re-shaking.”
“Oh yes Colonel Moran. It is President MuRillo says you good man. Good man.”
A figure covered in grass like a sort of mobile thatched roof, adjusted a red wooden mask so he could see where he was going and led three drummers to stand behind Tronson.
“Are they here to welcome us?” asked Moran.
“Oh, he is ask from God is good for the boats be here.”
“Oh. Of course.” Moran glanced at his men tying up the other two boats.
Drums started. The crowd clapped. Tronson led robed women in a dance and gestured that Moran should join in.
“OK.” Moran slowly and jerkily tried to follow the shuffling feet and swaying hips. The crown laughed, children danced behind him, making fun and laughing. Then Johnny Hones and Jack Bennett thought they’d do their best, but nothing, no entreaties or winks or lifted skirts could make Patrick Cairns do anything but watch and take photo’s.
“Excuse me. Is that Colonel Moran?”
Patrick put down his camera and saw a white woman. “Yes. It is. You a mate of his?”
“I used to work for him. In the MOD at Carbonec. I’m Irene Adler. I’m here with the Parliamentary Research Contingent to the West African Lines Conference. We're staying at Antonio Beach Hotel.”
“Oh?” Patrick was going to ask what the hell all that lines conference stuff meant, but she forestalled him.
“It’s looking into EU grants and funding for the docks and railways and things. The usual. We want to increase trade and develop Africa, but Africa wants to take the money and invest it in big houses on the South of France.”
“Oh yeah. So who’s this with you?” asked Patrick.
“I’m Maria Pinto.”
“A yank? You with the EU now?”
“No. I teach here. Up country at a mission school. Just came down for a bit of a break At Antonio Beach and met Irene. She dragged me along to see your friends embarrass themselves.”
“Oh this lot are good at that.”
“Is he really a colonel in the British Army?” asked Maria.
“Oh yeah,” said Patrick “At least he was. Retired now.”
“He looks far too young to retire,” said Maria “He looks like one of these young guys you see round here. Paddling canoes or shinning up the palm trees to cut coconuts down.”
“Oh yeah?” Patrick was going to ask what else she liked about the local black youth, but it would be impolite to someone he’d only just met.
“Will you all be staying at the hotel tonight?” asked Irene.
“Oh yes. Soon as this jamboree has stopped and we show Tronson here how the boats work.”
“See you all at Antonio Beach then,” said Irene.
Moran picked up his beer and Irene’s cola from the hotel bar and walked towards her sitting on a basket weave chair in the corner. “Here you are. If you keep your thumb over the top of the bottle the bugs wont get in.”
“Thanks.”
“I’m still amazed to find you in a place like this.”
“Parliamentary business. We are with the West African Lines Conference, looking into what's happened to EU grants.”
“Probably gone into off shore accounts.”
“You don’t know that.”
“But it’s likely. I mean the people here are so wonderful. Happy. The music. I was just dancing with the whole village at Small Beach. I mean we’d just delivered some boats, but you’d think we were gods. Like in colonial times.”
“But I’ve been told to share my room with a white woman or risk being raped.”
“Well, yes. There is that. Your sharing with her over there?”
“Yes. Maria Pinto. She’s an American teacher form a mission up country.”
“Up country. Now that is an old Colonial term.” She said nothing and he sipped his beer and brushed some mosies away. “I suppose I said that badly about we were gods. The thing is most people in black Africa have some sort of ancestor worship. They even treat Jesus and Mohamed as ancestors. The thing is they believe that heaven is pretty much like Earth.”
“Lots of people in Britain think that.” Said Irene “It just shows a lack of imagination. It doesn’t mean they think people are gods.”
“Well, here it does. You see they think their political leaders will still be their leaders in heaven. When they pray, they pray to their parents, or old dead chiefs, or their old factory managers or foremen, or whoever they think could help them get a job, or a decent harvest, or rain or whatever. They think the dead are really there in heaven and they could help the living if they wanted to.”
“I see.” Irene was being icily polite at this racist nonsense, even if it was coming from someone like Colonel Moran.
“I don’t know if you do see. The thing is someone like President MuRillo is still going to be their president in heaven. He is going to allocate the best houses and stuff to his favourite followers. So his followers do absolutely everything they can to please him. It’s really important. They just do what he wants. They would never vote against him or criticise him or anything. But them MuRillo gets ousted. This confuses his followers. Will he still be able to help them and their families? Should they follow someone else. Or will MuRillo get back into power. Should they join him and fight for him because he is going to win? Or should they join with another?
This is where the boats come in. MuRillo gives them to Tronson and Tronson makes millions out of smuggling drugs to Europe from South America and he gives it to MuRillo and MuRillo starts an army and gets back into power.”
“And you are helping him start a war and start the killing again?”
“Well…” Why had he told her this? It was probably all nonsense anyway. Pity he couldn’t tell her about the passive labels in the hulls and how he was really saving the worlds oil supply. But even that could be nonsense as well.
“I think I should be going,” said Irene. “We are all going to a private dinner with the Regional Governor. It’s been nice seeing you again.”
“And you.” Moran watched Irene go over to another woman who looked back at Moran and almost smiled. Then Irene joined a group of men in suits and smiled and joked as they all went out of the door.
Moran finished his beer, and walked over to the buffet..
The hotel staff had covered the table with a mosquito net to keep bugs out of the curry. Maria Pinto was having trouble holding her bowl with one hand while trying to lift the net and hold a spoon at the same time with the other hand.
“Allow me,” said Moran holding the net up for her.
“Oh thank you.” Maria smelt of insect repellent.
“That’s OK.” Moran smelt of salt, sweat and diesel.
“I don’t know what half of what’s in these dishes.”
“Small chop. The more side dishes to a curry the better. It shows how hard they’ve tried. How much they think of us.”
“Or how much Mister Tronson thinks of your boats. You know he’s going to use them for drug running? The whole place is full of it.”
“Yeah. Maybe.” Moran wanted to change the subject. “Are you here with Irene?”
“No. I teach here. A catholic mission.”
“Oh yes, she said. You a good catholic girl?”
“That sounds like British innuendo. It’s supposed to go right over the head of an American like me.”
“Sorry. I can be a bit “British” at times.”
“That’s OK. I can be bad when I want. Though Irene thought you were a bit conservative to be interested in bad girls.”
“Irene? Oh yeah. Well an MOD office is maybe not the best place to get to know people. Everyone is very up tight and in control.”
“Perhaps that was only with you around.”
“Well. I was in uniform. I was a serving Colonel. Maybe I wasn’t encouraging people to let loose round me. Not like here. Actually I suspect Irene left because she couldn’t stand the atmosphere. All the moaning and complaining and not being allowed to say or do anything to alter things.”
“Not even a colonel?”
“Especially a colonel. We have to set standards. Maintain discipline. Run a tight ship. But I left just after she did. I’m my own man these days.”
“You know if we went out away from these lights we’d have fewer bugs trying to get into the food. There’s a terrace outside overlooks the beach. At low tide you can see cement blocks from the old hotel before it was flooded.”
“Sounds all right.” Moran smiled at his men, all seated by their beers, and they grinned knowingly back. He followed Maria past the empty sun loungers and over the short crunchy crab grass lawn.
On a distant radio Virunga Volcano played the slow tango start to “Ahmed Sabit.” Sounds of frogs, crickets, bats and things that flutter and buzz were joined, then replaced, by surf breaking on the sand. “Won’t there be sand flies on the beach?” he asked.
“Yup,” said Maria. “That’s why we are going onto the jetty. With a bit of luck and a slight breeze there won’t even be mosquitoes.”
They walked up the ramp, across the pier, African sounds were drowned by breaking waves. Both sat on salt bleached planks, their legs dangling over the swell. He could just see her by the light from the hotel “I wish Africa could always be like this.”
“It is a lovely night.” she said
“Not just that. The people at the wharf. Dancing and happy. The rains have come, the crops are growing. No war. No killing.”
“Isn’t that what you do for a living though?”
“Yeah. Yes it is. But I always tried to be on the side of angels.”
“Giving drug running boats to Tronson? Those are killing machines and you are leaving them here.”
“Well….”Moran stopped. He couldn’t tell Maria about the passive labels bonded into the boat keels. The American air patrols that would be keeping an eye on them. The suspicions about Tronson or someone attacking offshore oil rigs. About how Moran was trying to protect the rigs and thereby save America from economic melt down. But he couldn’t tell her that.
He wanted to. He cared what she thought about him.
“I’d like to tell you about it, one day. Maybe in a few years time?”
“So you think you’ll be seeing me in a few years?”
“Yes.” Their kiss tasted of curry.
-oOo-
“It’s fifteen year ago since I first worked for Government. I found that the parks was much infested with rats, which had undermined the bridges and gnawed the drains, and I made application to Mr Westley, who was superintendent of the park, and he spoke of it, and then it was wrote to me that I was to fulfil the situation, and I was to have so much pounds a year. But after that it was altered, and I was to have so much a-head, which is threepence. After that, Newton, what was varmint destroyer to her Majesty, dying, I wrote in to the Board of Ordnance, when they appointed me to each station in London – that was, to Regentsey Park Barracks, to the Knightsbridge and Portland Barracks, and to all the other barracks in the metropolis. I've got the letter now by me, in which they says “they is proud to appoint me”.
Jack Black (The Battersea Otter) Rat and Mole Destroyer by appointment to Her Majesty Queen Victoria, (quoted by Henry Mayhew)
CHAPTER 25 FAREWELL MY LOVELY
Louis la Rothiere padded over terrazzo tiles around the swimming pool. “Here you are my dearest. Complete with ice, and a slice.” He waited for the naked girl to raise her hand, shield her eyes from the Sun, and sit up on the lounger.
“Thank you Louis,” said the Honourable Amelia Saint Simon “You are good to me.”
“Not at all. Not at all.” He sat on the next sun lounger. “But be careful, not to be too tanned. I need you as an English Rose. I want that sort of cream colour you have. Not pink and not brown.”
“I’ll be careful.” She stood and examined her self. “You don’t think I should have another waxing do you?”
“Let me get in a few days shooting first. You go very red after waxing.”
“OK, but I don’t want to….Oh, it’s my phone.” She sat and pulled it from her bag “Oh it’s Alex. What on earth does he want? Hallo Love?”
“Hi. Amey?”
“Yes Love.”
“How’s California?”
“Well, I have started….”
“Wonderful news. There’s a company interested in my ideas.”
“Oh?”
“They want to start a full design study.”
“Who does?”
“They call themselves the Aurora Group. They want to go for a Government tender to build a heavy launch vehicle. They like my ideas and they want to see if it works.”
“Oh. Good.”
“Yes. Sir James Walter is the head. I met him down at canary Wharf. I’m going to have my own office there as a consultant to the project.”
“That’s nice.”
”Nice? It’s everything I ever wanted. I never dreamt it might come to this. Britain building a launcher. My launcher.”
“That’s wonderful.”
“Yes. You’re the first person I’ve told. I’ve just come out of the office now.”
“I’m the first? Oh that’s sweet of you Alex.”
“I don’t have anyone else to tell really.”
“Oh Alex. So who else is in this group thing?”
“Lots of bankers and European Companies and Joe Hebron.”
”Joe Hebron? He’s really rich.”
“He’ll need to be Anyway. I start next week. I can form my own team. I can have whoever I want and I can hire the facilities at Cranfield and Bristol and Farnborough. And just about any university I want. It’s wonderful.”
“I’m so pleased.”
“Well I must get on. It’s getting late here. Love you lots. Speak to you soon.”
“Oh. OK, Love you. Bye.”
“Bye.”
“What was that about?” asked Louis.
“Oh it’s Alex. He’s got a job building a launch or something.”
“A launch? You mean a kind of boat?”
“I suppose so. You know he didn’t ask how I was getting on at all. You’d think he didn’t care.”
“Well, I care. And I think it is time we got your body in out of the Sun.”
“Yes?”
“Yes. Perhaps you should lay down upstairs for a while. Maybe I could massage you a little.”
“Good.”
Louis followed her across the patio to the lounge. “You know if you were interested in some easy money, a lot of easy money, then there are other movies I could get you into.”
“Oh, I don’t know.”
“I’ve had enquiries about you. Some people are very interested. You could even say they were eager.”
“Well, I don’t know.” She started up the stairs
“You should make the most of your looks while you still have them. Make money while you can. Save it for a rainy day.”
“Well, perhaps.” She lay on the bed.
In London the drizzle was blowing up the Thames. Alex just couldn’t help smiling. He had a beautiful film star girl friend, now, his own space ship.
Around him smartly dressed city types were hurrying about looking energetic and important. He wanted to grab them and shout out who he was and what he was doing.
Instead he went to the Cabot Place underground shopping mall, for a decent champagne. Aunty Sue would understand. She would be happy with him.
Then he remembered where it all started. Bath. Orchard Street. Sleeping with Irene Adler. The burglar waking him. The dream.
Irene introducing him to the Haven Group. Did they have anything to do with Aurora hiring him?
He didn’t want to be unfaithful to Amelia, but it surely wouldn’t hurt to look up Irene.
-oOo-
Ye see yon birkie, ca'd a lord,
Wha struts, an stares, an' a' that;
Tho' hundreds worship at his word,
He's but a coof for a' that:
For a' that, an' a' that:
The man o' independent mind
He looks an' laughs at a' that.
Robert Burns
CHAPTER 26 ANGER MANAGEMENT
“Have we got everything.” asked Sir Charles Appledore
“Of course,” said John Rance from the Africa desk.
“We won’t lose our jobs over this you know. We did our best,” said Baroness Whittington
“No. We just get transferred out and forgotten,” said Sir Charles
“Sounds like him now,” said The Baroness
“He seems to be in one of his Tourette Syndrome moods” said Sir Charles.
The Deputy PM marched in with a few others and glowered from the head of the table. “Right I’m bloody here cos the Prime Minister is still up to his arse in bloody Yanks and the Foreign Sec is apologising twenty four seven to the bloody Europeans. The price of oil is going through the bloody roof, and the bloody Arabs say they can’t produce any more bloody oil to bring the price down, and even if they did the bloody Chinese would buy it all. Now this had better be good. Its three bloody days since some bastard blew up those production platforms, so you’ve had plenty of time to work out how it bloody happened and plenty of bloody time to work out a bloody excuse. Well?”
There was a nervous silence as the deputy PM and his people sat down.
“Well? Come on.”
“Well Sir,” began Sir Charles, “as you know we were assisting the Nigerian Navy to guard the oil rigs nearer to shore and we have provided every facility to the US Navy and Air Force at our airfield on Ascension Island. In fact the new airfield was built there just for this eventuality.”
“I thought we built the bloody thing cos the French and the bloody Germans paid us too, so they could land their Space Hopper there.”
“Yes Sir. But there was always a defence commitment involved as we realised the South Atlantic oil fields would grow in importance.”
“But nothing was any damn good in guarding them was it”
“Well Sir. We felt that constant air patrols and radar monitoring of all ships within a few hundred miles of the rigs would be….”
“Exactly. How the hell did anyone get out to the rigs? The Yanks say you had some bloody scheme to flog warships to a bunch of terrs and then track em as they approached the rigs. The Yanks say you bloody blew it.”
“Well Sir. We did have some of de Mervilles men….”
“Who the hell is de Merville?” asked the “Deputy PM
“He is a retired general,” said Sir Charles “Now he runs a security consultancy and provides consultants to friendly governments in the third world.”
“You mean he’s a bloody mercenary.”
“You could say that Sir.”
“I bloody do say that. Why the hell are we messing around with unofficials like him?”
“So that we can remain at a distance and deny any involvement if we need to.” explained Sir Charles.
“So what happened with the bloody boats then?”
“”Um, Well Sir.” It was The Baroness this time. “One is now for sale at Port Harcourt. One is apparently sunk at Calabar and the third is operating a fast passenger service between Calabar, Limbe and Douala.”
“A fast passenger service?”
“The Way Of God Shipping Company,” said The Baroness. “They seem to be a Nigerian company, but they are based in the Tiko Creeks, at Bimbia I think.”
“Are you saying these terrorist vessels are in the hands of local business men?”
“Yes Sir.” The Baroness was starting to wish she wasn't here.
“So the whole bloody intelligence thing has been a bloody mess?”
“We wouldn’t put it quite as robustly as….” began Sir Charles.
“Well I bloody would. Who were these terrs suppose to be? The ones we sold the boats to.”
“We were never quite sure,” said Sir Charles. “The approach to us was made by President, ah Ex President MuRillo, through one of de Mervilles men. He paid in cash, so there was no loss to the Exchequer.”
“Loss to the Exchequer? No loss? We are losing millions every bloody second. There's folk out there want to put armed guards on the bloody petrol pumps.”
“Oh I’m sure it’s not that bad yet Sir.” Sir Charles tried to smile.
“Not bloody yet, and no thanks to you. I think this was a bloody set up. Bloody MuRillo had you watching the boats and taking your eye off the real ball. And we still don’t know what the real ball is yet. Well do we? How did they get out to the rigs undetected? It has to be an inside job. One of the rig crew.”
“Um Sir? I may have an idea there.” John Rance thought it was time he joined in. “Um Sir. You see all our equipment is designed to pick up quite large vessels, especially metal ones. So I believe they may have used, um canoes.”
“Canoes? Bloody dug outs? In the middle of the bloody ocean?”
“Well Sir.” John Rance continued “These photographs from the 1950’s show quite large dug out canoes. You see they have two masts for the sails and a small thatched roof structure amidships. These used to trade up and down the coast from Lagos to Calabar to Douala and over to the islands. Nowadays of course they all use plank built boats with engines, but I believe there could be some who remember the old skills.”
“Are you mad? Bloody hell. Canoes? In this day and age?”
“Yes Sir. I mean no Sir, well....There is quite an old tradition of sea faring in West Africa. In the nineteenth century the Krew Boys had transatlantic schooners and...”
“Schooners?”
“Yes Sir. Some say that in ancient times they sailed canoes to Brazil and….”
“You what? Ancient Times? I don’t want history! I want bloody intelligence. Now how would they find the bloody rigs? It’s a big ocean.”
Everyone remained silent so John Rance continued. “If they knew the approximate area they could use GPS for very short periods without us detecting, and perhaps they could see the rig lights reflected in the clouds.”
“It’s a bloody shaky story.” The Deputy PM was starting to calm down.
“Well sir. There is this satellite photo. You see it would take too long to search all of them manually, so we use computers.”
“Oh aye.”
“Yes sir,” said John Rance “And they just pick out anything that isn’t ocean. Now this was brought to our attention, but the analyst thought it was just a wave with spray blowing off the top. But if you look, it could be a vessel with two masts and goose wing sails, one Bermuda sail out on each side. You see it is possible the Bermuda rig was actually developed from West African traditions.”
“Who bloody cares. So who the hell is sailing it?”
John Rance almost shrugged his shoulders.
“We don’t know Sir,” said Sir Charles.
“What about bloody MuRillo? He must know who told him to buy the decoy ships.”
“We are taking steps to find out Sir,” said Sir Charles
-oOo-
I believe that the value of the horse and the opportunity for the horse in the future are likely to be as great as ever. Aeroplanes and tanks are only accessories to the men and the horse, and I feel sure that as time goes on you will find just as much use for the horse - the well-bred horse - as you have ever done in the past.
Field Marshal Douglas Haig, 1st Earl Haig, KT, GCB, OM, GCVO, KCIE, ADC
CHAPTER 27 THE BOMB
John Gilchrist was good at laying out conference tables. He’d told the gate who to expect in what cars and he’d ordered the IT equipment, screens, and ports for them to plug in their lap tops or whatever they were bringing. And he’d done the Toblerones, biscuits and coffee and Colonel Barclay had warned the Officers mess to expect guests. Mrs Lexington seemed to accept he knew what he was doing, and rarely asked if he'd sharpened the pencils or not.
There were a couple of men in suits walking up between the cubicles looking bewildered. They must be for the meeting, otherwise why would they be in suits? “Are you here for the SOCAD?” asked John .
“Ah yes. Is this the right place?”
“That’s the conference room through that far door there. If you wait inside, Colonel Berkeley will be with you soon.” So many meetings nowadays, all about SOCAD. Which seemed to be a sort of large glider. All the documents were rather hazy. Even the SECRET ones.
“Are we all ready?” asked Colonel Barclay “Right. Well as you know, this group is the first meeting of the Sub Orbital Cargo Delivery Working Group, or SOCAD. Now DEC SISTER47 has been holding war games and conversations with the academics.
The concept stage of SOCAD CADMIT is pretty much over. Just about everyone has put in their two pennyworth and we now have a fairly firm idea of what capability we want.
I think I can sum it up as a stealthy lander. Something that could land a helicopter gunship anywhere in the world and have it fly out of the box as soon as the door is open. Something that could land a special forces platoon with all their equipment. Something that could land a large fully fuelled support helicopter to fly the Special Forces from the centre of a continent to a rendezvous at sea.
In short we need a large cargo container that can be dropped full of men or equipment anywhere in the world. Now we also have to consider how this container is to be transported to its destination.”
The Tanoy was clicked on with a Carbonec wide broadcast.
“Attention. Attention. This is a security announcement. Would the person who left a wash bag in the shower facility of toilet CT17 in building 300 please collect it immediately. End of message”
There were a few jokey remarks round the table.
“Someone’s in trouble.”
“Must be a woman.”
“Got to be a woman, some stupid little girly in trouble.”
“Lost her handbag, eh?”
“I’m sure it doesn’t concern us gentlemen,” said Colonel Barclay “Now where was I? Well it seems the obvious solution is a large cargo plane. The Ukrainians have offered to extend the wings of an Antonov to give it a high altitude capability. They are marketing the concept as a Pegasus style launch vehicle. But our people think we could use it to parachute the SOCAD from height at night HALO48 style. This would be good enough for most third world countries without a sophisticated radar network. They just wouldn’t hear it coming.
Similar plans have been put forwards using Airbus and a stretched Globemaster.
Then there is the possibility of using an American rocket. The type they use for their moon shots, and our SOCAD coming down from Orbit. This would certainly have the element of surprise. But you will have heard that this Congressman Lestrade and a few others don’t feel happy sharing US space techniques with us. We may be able to use French, Chinese or Indian heavy lift rockets to do the same thing.
Finally there is the complete long shot. The Aurora concept. The so called Flying Brick. I suspect this is included as a token British effort. But if we decide to go for a space system, and if the US won’t allow us to use their rockets, then it might prove a bit more attractive than other bought in foreign systems.”
“Attention. Attention. This is a security announcement. The person who left a wash bag in the shower facility of toilet CT17 in building 300 must collect it now as a matter of extreme emergency. End of message.”
That caused more comments round the table.
“Can’t security sort out a lost handbag?”
“I suppose whoever left it is too shy to come forward.”
“Damn women. They should never let them in the civil service. It’s a man’s job. Should be men only.”
Colonel Barclay was about to say something about sitting at a desk all day being a woman’s job and he’d like to see some of this shower do a real man’s job in the Army, but he thought better of it. “Yes, well I do want to get through this.
Now the Acquisition Three Star Group has put the DECs SOCAD concept to the Acquisition Policy Board, and they have agreed to fund the assessment stage of SOCAD. In the first instance there is enough in the kitty to persuade industry that this time we mean business. But of course we need an IPT to manage the funds and keep an eye on things as they go from Initial Gate to Main gate.”
There was some murmuring about that. They wondered if an Integrated Project Team was really necessary this early. Surely the project would never go ahead.
“Attention. Attention. This is a security announcement. Entry to building three hundred is now forbidden. All site personnel are ordered to stay away from building three hundred. Personnel inside building three hundred may continue working there as normal. End of message”
“Crikey! What's that?” said someone “It’s too dangerous to come into the building but we can stay here cos if we get blown up it doesn’t matter?”
“So we know how important we are,” said Colonel Barclay “Now we need some preliminary suggestions for the contracts people to work with. They have to draw up some sort of application to tender. So where would they start?”
“Be the same as the last aircraft,” said someone.
“More like the aircraft carriers in complexity though.”
“Or the nuclear deterrent.”
“Then for our next meeting we need to know how those contracts were first formulated,” said Colonel Barclay. “So we can give them some sort of example to start with. We won’t be directing them from a position of total ignorance.”
“Those contracts were huge you know. Your not talking…..
THE SIREN SHRIEKED INTO LIFE
Colonel Barclay went to stuff his fingers in his ears, but that wouldn’t look very elegant for a chairman, so he stood and shouted “All right! Meeting adjourned!”
They were quickly collecting papers and laptops.
“Down that fire escape! There!” They trooped out where Colonel Barclay pointed. “Make for the fence!” he shouted “Beyond the main car park!
John should have locked up all SECRET documents, switched off all “SECRET computer screens and locked their hard drives into a cupboard with a secure lock and then put the key to that cupboard into a secure key press, or blister safe, making sure it was shut and the combination was spun. This was to stop firemen seeing any sensitive information.
It almost looked as though Mrs Lexington would want him do all that, but he shouted “Just switch the screens off and get out!” at her, and she did.
Colonel Barclay shepherded his people down the stairs onto the wet grass, where mercifully the siren noise wasn’t so painful. “This way. Come on. Is everyone here?”
Crowds streamed from every door, the thoughtful ones had raincoats and umbrellas, and made their way between trees and parked cars.
There were number boards on the fence and everyone should know which number their department met at.
“Over here Colonel please.” Called Mrs Lexington “I have to check all of you in on my list.” She held a clipboard.
“Very efficient of you,” said the Colonel. “Gentlemen, gentlemen. Could we all gather over here please. Are we all here?”
“I have the list of your visitors here Colonel.” Mrs Lexington set about crossing them off, but the paper was getting wet. She should have brought a pencil, not a ballpoint.
John could hear people saying the bomb squad had been sent for.
Someone told Colonel Barclay it was definitely a sponge bag left in the men’s wash room.
“Are you sure?” said someone “Not some stupid girly left her hand bag?”
“I don’t think so,” said the Colonel “Might be an officer jogged to work, maybe came by bicycle, trying to keep fit. Taking a shower before work. It wasn’t me of course.”
Soldiers from the Camp Commandants office wearing yellow hi-vis jackets and civie fire marshals in red jackets began collecting lists from department fire officers like Mrs Lexington.
After half an hour it seemed everyone was present and accounted for.
A female soldier then stood in the centre of the car park with a loud hailer and began telling everyone what had happened. The trouble was she moved her head from side to side so people only heard the words spoken while she was looking in their direction.
“What was that?”
“What did she say?”
“Did she say we could go back in?”
“The fire marshals at Abbey Wood have hard hats as well you know, not just waistcoats.”
“It was the gent’s toilets then, up on the third floor. On the left at the top of the stairs.”
“This happened one time I was up at Abbey Wood, but they was having a barbecue out there at the same time, so me an a few others just joined in with them. Late back to the meeting though. But didn’t miss much.”
“Ladies and gentlemen.” It was the Camp Commandant with the loud hailer, but this time he was stopping and delivering his message to one section at a time “It looks as though we may be out here in the rain for some time while the Bomb Squad do their thing, so we are all allowed into the officers Mess Ballroom for free coffees.”
“Thank God for that.”
“Wonder if they’ll have biscuits as well.”
“God. Look at the vultures go.”
“There’s a huge queue to get in.”
“John.” Called Colonel Barclay “Where are you going?”
“I thought I’d try the NAAFI. No queue there.”
“Good idea John. Could you tell all my people to meet me there? I’m going to carry on with the meeting in the NAAFI.”
“OK” said John. This would be fun.
The NAAFI canteen was almost empty with everyone going for free coffee in the officer’s mess. John pushed a few tables together for the meeting, then sat at the bar with a soft drink while Colonel Barclay reconvened his SOCAD group.
“Right gentlemen. As you see I am determined that we come up with some sort of response by the end of the day. I do not have time to call another meeting together. So I know you have all read the outline proposals. Now I believe this is going to be a massive project just sorting through the proposals. There will be huge tenders I believe we must ask for a separate department to head this up. Are we all in agreement on that?”
“In principle. If it goes ahead. It’s a lot of money wasted if it doesn’t though.”
“Of course it is” said the Colonel. “But wasting money is what we do. We waste money to prevent the waste of more money. If this project is allowed to grow unmanaged, then we really would be in trouble.” That line of reasoning should get them on side. He was selling the idea of a department to stop wasting more money on this.
“Yes. I suppose when you put it like that. Yes, we do need a proper team to manage things.”
“Excuse me,” said John from the bar “But the EOD van has arrived from Bulford.”
“So it’s a real threat then.”
“Not just a lost handbag.”
“Real enough,” said the Colonel “So are we agreed that we need a specialised permanent group, probably an IPT to manage this concept?”
The table mostly nodded and grunted approval.
“Now I’m not sure yet how big the team should be, but I propose it should work in it’s own dedicated building away from other teams. I want this to be a clean break from the RAF and all the other services involved. It should stand on its own without grinding anyone else's axe. It must be tri service.”
“But it’s RAF. It’s an aircraft.”
“It’s troops on the ground. Its Army helicopters it should be carrying.”
“But surely operations like this will be carried out by Marines.”
“Gentlemen, come on now. That is what I think we should avoid. This outfit must be tri service from the onset.”
There were reluctant ascents round the table.
“Oh hallo?” said a large lady “I didn’t know there were so many people in here. Thought you’d all be over the way for free tea and cakes. Now I am the building controller. The Bomb disposal people have arrived and are sending their machine up the stairs to the lavatory as we speak. I’ll ask the Captain in charge to keep you informed, but meantime you are to stay within this building until you are told it is safe to leave. Thank you.”
“That’s fine with us,” said Colonel Barclay as the Building Controller hurried off.
“Free cakes?” said someone looking at Colonel Barclay.
“So we are agreed then. It’s should be tri service and in its own secure building.”
The table wasn’t too sure they had all agreed to that, but it seemed to be settled and no one really cared enough to say no.
Then a grey haired major arrived saying all was in order but it may be some time before they can go back
“Now I feel we should also make some attempt to say which launcher we would prefer for SOCAD,” said Colonel Barclay
This was the big question. It seemed they all had an opinion, even the non engineers.
“On safety of supply grounds alone we must have US launchers.”
“But we could have contracts with France.”
“And what if the French disapprove of our objectives? What if they refuse to launch us?”
“That applies much more to China.”
“China will never supply us.”
“They’ll do anything for money.”
“India would be safer.”
“Could I have your attention please?” The EOD Captain had arrived “We now have the robot trying to get up the stairs. It’s having some problems so if it doesn’t make it we will complain to the IPT that gave it to us. Thank you.”
“Thank you,” said Colonel Barclay.
“Imagine the problems a space ship IPT would have.”
“The robot is British. Our spaceship would be foreign, so we can blame them.”
“Let the design authority take the rap.”
“That’s one thing absolutely must be in the contract.”
They talked on and Colonel Barclay wondered why they all assumed the SOCAD launcher must be foreign. They took it for granted Britain could never provide a launcher.
“Excuse me again gentlemen.” The EOD man was back. “There is going to be a controlled explosion. But you be safe here even if the main EOD device is detonated. Thank you.”
“Thank you,” said Colonel Barclay.
“Stand by for the big bang eh?”
“If the building is badly damaged, do you think we will get a few weeks off while they repair it?”
“Not a chance. We’d have to report somewhere else. Middleavon or somewhere.”
“Right.” Interrupted Colonel Barclay “What can we think of in favour of supporting a British Launcher?”
There was silence.
“There must be something?”
“I suppose it would mean jobs in Britain.”
“Wouldn’t lose so much foreign exchange.”
There was more silence.
“Well then.” Colonel Barclay paused. “Can we think of reasons for not buying a foreign launcher?”
“Easy. If we go for a plane there’s no guarantee they’ll still be making spares for it.”
“Especially if we get some small population model.”
“Or if Ukraine gets taken over by Russia.”
“And the Russians want us to use their rockets instead.”
“Or the Chinese get nasty over some foreign policy of ours.”
“The same applies to the Americans.”
“The Yanks get funny over sharing intellectual property as well.”
“Or the Indians go all non aligned and pacifist on selling us arms spares.”
“Excuse me.” It was the EOD Captain. “We have just carried out the controlled explosion. It turned out to be a genuine sponge bag.”
“What?”
“All this for a sponge bag?”
“But it could have been a bomb,” said the EOD man “Better safe than sorry.”
“I wouldn’t like to be the one who left that sponge bag.”
“Damned fool.”
“All this disruption.”
“Must have cost a fortune.”
“That’s not for me to sort out,” said the EOD captain.
“Well I’m sure we are all grateful for the care you’ve taken,” said Colonel Barclay.
“Just doing my job. Anyway it should be safe to return to the building soon, but please wait for an announcement.” And the EOD man left.
“So where were we?” asked Colonel Barclay.
“Saying we can’t trust foreigners.”
“Ah yes,” agreed the colonel “So that’s means we prefer a British option.”
“Well no.”
“You know what happens with these things.”
“The money mounts up. Someone says we should spend it on schools or hospitals instead and it’s cancelled.”
“I agree. We waste more money, we have to buy from America anyway.”
Then a female voice on the Tanoy system said
“Attention, attention. Building three hundred has been declared safe for occupation. All departments may now re-enter the building.”
“Thank God,” said the colonel.
John gulped down his fizzy and followed the meeting out of the NAAFI. The EOD van was outside with the robot being guided up a ramp into the back. Crowds were slowly streaming into the main entrance, not hurrying to get back to work. It could have been serious, some may have been worried, but mostly it was just a break and a bit of a laugh.
That afternoon John was surprised when Colonel Barclay asked for all the files on the Aurora project to be brought to his office.
He was even more surprised next day when he posted out the Colonels summary of the meeting, saying the department agreed that developing a British space launch vehicle was the best option.
-oOo-
One point must still be greatly dark,-
The moving Why they do it;
And just as lamely can ye mark,
How far perhaps they rue it.
Robert Burns
CHAPTER 28 TERMS OF REFERENCE
|
| MINISTRY OF DEFENCE Telephone (Direct dialling) Number withheld. (Fax) Number withheld
From: Assistant Under Secretary
|
|
D/DS AUS/Sp/26/2(73/09)
Dear James..
TERMS OF REFERENCE FOR SPACE DEPT COLLOCATION STUDY
1. I enclose a copy of the proposed Terms of Reference (TOR) for work to develop an Initial Gate Business Case for possible collocation of additional parts of the Ministry that deal with space connected matters.
2. As you are aware, work to assess the feasibility of collocating additional parts of the MOD departments on land at MOD Carbonec has been announced. The outcome of the Restructuring Study has reinforced the potential benefits of increased collocation and the scope of the feasibility work was, therefore, expanded to identify the potential for a department dealing solely with space flight.
3. This initial work has identified several departments which might be suitable for collocating with additional parts of the MOD in a possible future headquarters department.
4 The initial work also recommended that a further study be conducted into the possible benefits, economic and military, that may flow from the MOD having a space launch capability.
5. Further work is now required to examine these options in more detail, comparing them with the status quo and taking account of wider Defence Rationalisation Proposals.
6. The TOR are forwarded to you in accordance with the requirements of Para 178a, Annex K 37, Volume 12 of the MOD Collocation Manual.
7. I should be grateful if you could let me have any comments on the TOR by 17 July. I have also written in similar terms to Mr Falder.
8. I would hope to make an announcement to staff about this work in early March.
9. Although not required for consultative purposes I will let you have a copy of the Project Initiation Document and outline project plan when they have been finalised.
10. We will keep you informed about progress on this work through the regular Restructuring briefings and, if it would be helpful, separate meetings to address specific collocation issues.
Yours ever
-oOo-
We are all in the gutter but some of us are looking at the stars,
Oscar Wilde
CHAPTER 29 BIG SHEDS
Alex saw the shed roofs beyond a tall fence and trees. Dozens of roofs, perhaps hundreds. Enormous things, old and grey weathered with patches of mould and moss.
“Oakchapel Depot” said the sign. Alex drove in.
“Hallo. I’m Alex Holder. I believe Mister Jim Browner is expecting me.”
“Oh,” said the MOD Gate Guard. “Could be.” He reached through the window of his sentry box for a clip board. “Oh yeah. Your on the list. I think your party's waiting for you in the canteen there. Best if you park up and go in. That’s it there. First building on the left.” He pressed a button to raise the boom.
“Thank you.” Alex parked by other cars outside the club. He had been expecting something more, well, military, but this was a sort of café. There were big TV’s hung from the ceiling showing live football. Hard looking men in overalls and scruffy jackets sat at some of the dozens of plastic tables, drinking tea or eating fry ups. The menu on the wall had chips with everything.
“Oh hallo.” smiled an older man “Are you Alex Holder?”
“Yes.”
“I’m Jim Browner. Just having a bacon sandwich. Long drive up yer from Carbonec, specially in the cars they d’ give us. Wont be a sec.”
“No rush” said Alex “Don’t hurry just for me.”
“Tha’s oright my soner. There we are. All gone. Less you wants to stop here for a cuppa?”
“No I’ve just had breakfast at the hotel. The one by the motorway.”
“Oh arr. I knows it. Right, well, best get you booked in. You come in my car and I’ll sort you out. All right?”
“Yes, all right.” Alex followed, past his restored Porsche, to something rather smaller and nastier.
“In you gets. The thing is, the King gets a Rolls Royce. The Prime Minister gets a Jag or summat, the Ministers get some executive motor, the Generals get some family four door and by the time you gets down to me, I’m taking one of these things. From the Transport Squadron Motor Pool at Carbonec. That’s if some Colonel don’t want it first.”
“I see.” Alex didn’t know whether he should treat this as humour or not.
It was a short drive between some of the sheds, bounded by immaculate lawns, to a small red brick guard house where they got out and Jim signed for Alex and got him photographed and issued with a temporary “Must be Accompanied at all times” pass to hang round his neck.
Then they drove through the next gate. “This be the more secure part of it all. That café we was at be just for truck drivers and that. They never used to be allowed in here, but nowadays they lets any one in.”
“Even me?” asked Alex.
“Oh yeah. Even you. Thing is the place is a bit of a mess now. Some of them sheds got missiles and stuff in em. And others get rented out to civie companies to try and make a bit of dough. Maximising assets it’s called. Oh hang on. He’s bigger than me” Jim pulled to the road side letting an enormous military vehicle rumble slowly past. “That’s one of they new amphibious bridge building things. Handy for all these floods we’m getting now. Now there see? Them sheds got tanks in. All air conditioned, moisture controlled and stuff. And all doors locked and they TV cameras watching it all. But then you looks through some of they doors over there, see? Bloody palettes of tins and stuff for supermarkets. There’s others got motor spares. Even Holders got stuff here. They’re no relation of yours are they? I bought brake pads and discs off they a while back, bloody rubbish they was. And that lot there is these new Chinese trucks they’m bringing in. Had Chinese trains here for a bit while they was getting type approved. You gets all sorts here.”
“Wow. That is the biggest tank I’ve ever seen.”
“Oh that be the old AS90. They don’t build em big like that no more. It’s all air portable nowadays. Truth is a lot of this stuff is just waiting for some sort of disposal decision. But thing is you can never tell. Don’t know what we wants till war breaks out some place we never thought of. I mean all that earth moving stuff over there. Bulldozers and stuff. You’d have trouble getting that size of plant from a civie contractor in a hurry. So if you gets floods some place an wants a dyke or summat overnight then the army got the stuff here to do it.”
“I see. So who are all those soldiers there? In that bus.”
“Oh they be here for some sort of mechanics course I dare say. They do lots of that here. They got full training workshops over t’other side. Right I’ll just stop here at the offices. Take you in and let you meet em. Al right?”
“Yes. Al right” Alex got out of the car. “They seem to have beautiful grass here. It must cost a fortune to keep it trimmed this short.”
“Don’t cost nothing. Its rabbits. Place be infested with em. Thing is it’s huge but there aint many people. I reckon some of these sheds, no one goes in from one year end to the next. An lot of em these days is empty.”
“Right.” Alex followed through the door into the air conditioned corridor with photo’s of tanks and old trucks and notice boards and fire drill instructions and signs, and doors covered in acronyms. The whole building was rows of rooms and corridors running from one block to the next.
“Now here we are. This is the people who deals with letting sheds out to civvies like you. You come on in.”
“Right.” Alex followed inside
“OK there? I just be dropping by. This yer is Alex Holder. He’s going to be building this rail gun thing over to shed L18.”
“Hi.” Alex was introduced to a few elderly ladies, probably here for the housekeeping money and a few younger men who had probably already given up all hope of promotion to something exciting or worthwhile.
Someone asked if he’d like a coffee and it was cheap instant with powdered milk.
“If you wants the loo, the nearest is up that corridor there,” said Jim on their way back to the car.
“Oh, yeah.” Alex went in. It was spotless. No graffiti. Just health and safety notices saying soap could make the floor slippery, hot water could be hot, the cold water may not be fit to drink as its origins could not be certified, and wash your hands so you didn’t spread germs. Talk about the Nanny State. But there were spare rolls of toilet paper stacked on the window sill. Obviously people here didn’t steal, so there was no need for those complicated locked dispenser things they usually have in public loos.
Alex met Jim in the car park. They drove past more sheds, all the same till Jim said “This is it.”
“I think I’ll need a map. These sheds all look the same.”
“No it’s easy. You just counts along they road junctions. You know I once found the jigs for a airliner in one of em. Somut they never built. Huge it was. Sold for scrap in the end.”
“Well lets hope that doesn’t happen to mine.”
The day was already warming up, threatening to melt the tarmac again, when they
walked through the giant sliding doors. It wasn’t as high as an aircraft hanger and there were rows of steel pillars holding up the M shaped roof.
“Must get quite hot in here at times. What's this stuff by the pillars? Gravel?”
“No. That’s rabbit droppings. Duno why they crap by all the pillars. Just summat they do. Maybe they eat the moss.”
“Moss?”
“Where the roof leaks. Floor gets wet and moss grows there, see?”
“There’s moss hanging off the roof as well. It’s not asbestos is it?”
“Course tis. All the roofs are. Acres of it. That’s what saved the place.”
“Saved it?”
“No one wants the trouble of disposing of it, so they can’t sell the place. That’s why we still got it. We still got the use of it for the likes of you. Have to rent some factory otherwise. Cost a fortune.”
“Oh. That’s not rabbit droppings.”
“That’s a deer most like. They get trapped inside. Bit like you, they cant find their ways about less they got a map.”
“What is that?”
“Oh God knows. Oh it’s a hand dryer.”
“But there’s no where to wash your hands.”
“Maybe years back they had an office here or summat.. Now you look out this end.”
They had walked to the far end of the shed where more sliding doors stood open. Alex was looking down an old concrete road between mysterious earth mounds.
“That roads nigh on a mile long and pretty flat. We figure it should be OK for the first tests of your rail gun, and these yer mounds ought to mask the noise if it gets a supersonic boom.”
“I see. What are the mounds?”
“They was munitions factories back in the forties. Then they was nuclear bunkers in the fifties. Places where the nuclear convoys could park up over night.”
“What nuclear convoys?”
“Atom bombs. Missiles. Cold war stuff. They kept em on the move in convoys. Afraid if they stayed one place too long the Ruskies 'ud bomb em. They still uses em for training now a days.”
“Nuclear training?”
“Oh no. House to house. Guerilla warfare an that. They goes crawling down the corridors and pretends they’m out east some place. An all these roads they use for driver training. They puts up foreign road signs and gets the instructors in foreign uniforms manning road blocks and stuff. Tis all very real.”
“Right.”
“Thing is. They'm used to the odd shots and explosions here, so if your thing goes bang, no ones going to think anything on it.”
“Right.” Alex carried on walking “This road is pretty solid.”
“Built for tanks I s'pose.”
“It’ll be a good foundation for the rails. Not quite level though. I’ll have to make the supports adjustable. Unless I use bricks. Those walls there. Could I knock em down and have the bricks out of them? It would save a bit.”
“Don’t see why not.”
“Do I need some sort of permission?”
“I wouldn’t bother. No ones going to notice. No ones going to check up. Like I said, some of these sheds no ones been in em for years. As for these yer bunkers, it’s more like decades.”
“Right”
“Years back they’d have had inspections and visiting generals and loads of guys painting everything and tidying. But that’s all gone. Aint got the man power no more.”
“Right.”
“Well you seen the place. Is it OK?”
“Yes. It’s fine. I’ll have to sort out suppliers for the rails now. Someone in Birmingham. Find out what sort of drawings they want. And get contracts. Get the specs legally drawn up and sort out the intellectual property rites.”
“Hey steady on. You can’t afford to bring the lawyers in yet. They costs more than bloody accountants they do. Damn near as bad as management consultants for frisking you. I’d make sure the thing works first. Just don’t tell your suppliers what you wants it all for. Now shall we be getting back?”
-oOo-
Ah, love, let us be true
To one another! for the world, which seems
To lie before us like a land of dreams,
So various, so beautiful, so new,
Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light,
Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain;
And we are here as on a darkling plain
Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,
Where ignorant armies clash by night.
Matthew Arnold
CHAPTER 30 HAMERSMITH ROAD
The bar was new. “Authentic South African,” just opened to good reviews in the free papers that got delivered around the sort of offices where people earned big bucks.
It was full of Saturday lunchtime inner city looking people. Young and on the prowl. The sort of people who thought a weekend in the country was for old people. This lot were anxious to dispose of their income. Anxious to tell everyone what a great time they had last night and what was everyone doing tonight? What was the best place to be seen? The best place to show off? The best place to raise your status with your mates? The best place to raise your own shaky self esteem?
They had of course walked here. Where would they park if they came by car? And anyway they all lived close by, in Notting Hill or Fulham or Kensington.
Alex Holder looked in and smiled. None of them know who I am, he thought. None of them know I am about to be famous. None of them know I am going to save Britain. Non of them know I am going to save the world.
Though if they knew about such things, his shoes and jacket, they could tell he was fairly well off.
“Irene?”
“Hi.” She was standing at the bar with a tall glass of lager, half heartedly fending off flirts from a few young men.
“Hallo. Well….You look good. Tanned.
“Yes. I was touring West Africa. Taking notes for the Commons Committee on The E.U Assisted, West African Lines Conference Improvement Plan.”
“Gosh. What did that do?”
“It toured all sorts of small ports wondering if they should be improved or not. Can I buy you a beer?”
“Yes. A Lion please,” said Alex. He waited while she got the barman's instant attention, a thing he found difficult, and she handed him a glass. “So are they going to be improved?”
“Don’t know. It has to be coordinated with an EU committee in Brussels. Could take years.”
“Ah.”
“Shall we grab that table by the air conditioning before someone else does?”
“Right.” Alex followed her over.
Irene turned around as she walked so Alex was looking at the silhouette of her bust and face. “I met an old Boss of mine out there. He was a colonel when I was a civil servant. Now he is delivering boats to people.”
“Right.” Alex glanced over her shoulder and down her cleavage as she sat and he pushed her chair in.
“So what is it you’re dyeing to tell me?” she asked
“They are going to build my ship.” Alex sat opposite “They actually like the design. Well not actually build it. It’s the Aurora Consortium. They want to do a proper design study and enter it for a Government tender. I am going to be paid as a consultant.”
“Wow. Alex. That’s wonderful.” She reached over the table and touched his hand.
He looked straight into her eyes, and remembered, everything she had ever meant to him. “Yeah. Wonderful.”
She glanced away. “What about the intellectual property rights?”
“You are on the ball. I’ve had the family lawyers look at it. The thing is that practically non of it is my idea. I just pulled it together. There’s nothing I could actually patent, but Aurora are going to assume I have a registered design and of course copy write on my original paper. So I’ll be paid for that.”
“Good.”
“Yes”
They looked at each other with wild hunger, remembering their ideal past and wanting more.
“Well.” She held his hand.
“Yes,” said Alex. “Are we eating here?”
“I suppose.”
“Do you live far away?”
“No.”
“Right”
“It’s just down the road.” She said slowly.
“Right. Should we…Do you want to…”
“Yes.”
“Right.” Alex stood up, still holding her hand. “I love you. I always have.”
“I know. I love you too.”
It was all over.
Alex was empty. His brain was in neutral, staring at the ceiling. Watching the fan go round, feeling it dry the sweat on his chest. Thinking nothing. Like a hunter watching a water hole, a fisherman watching a float, a boy looking out of the class window. He studied the ceiling. Thoughts drifted in and out. Like leaves floating on a pool. Like a dragonfly, a drop of rain, a kingfisher. The reflection of a cloud.
His breath was calming, his heart was slowing. Irene’s head was on his shoulder. Her breathing. The smell of love. Alex couldn’t remember how many times they'd done it. He was too exhausted to count.
“Mmmm.” She raise her head. “I suppose you want feeding now.”
“Don’t know.” He couldn’t make a decision like that. Not yet.
“Well, I do. We need to get our strength back. And not get dehydrated.” She got up.
“Do you have to get dressed?”
“It’s only a dressing gown and knickers. You can always take them off again.”
“So…”
“We are not alone. I share this flat with five others. They may not want to see me naked.”
“They must be mad.”
“They must be girls. Do you want a coffee?”
“Yeah. I love you.”
“Love you too. Still with milk and sugar?”
“Yeah.” She'd remembered. Alex watched her open the door. He stared at the ceiling fan some more, then sat up and looked out of the Crital metal frame window. Genuine 1930’s. It was a courtyard in a huge block of flats with benches and an attempt at maintenance free gardening down below.
“What do you think of the place? Here.” She passed him a mug.
“Well. Is it a pre war apartment block?” Alex got back into bed, carefully holding his coffee.
“Spot on. And very posh when it was built. There are even separate stair ways leading to the back doors of every flat. The servants entrance.” She dropped her dressing gown on the floor and got in beside him
“Good Lord. Jeeves and Wooster.”
“Oh yes. It’s all grace and light at the front and all dark and dingy and rubbish bins at the back.”
“Oh.”
“The kitchen is just next door there and this is the smallest bedroom. For the butler or maid or whoever.”
“Oh. I love you.”
“And there is still space here to park a car. There’s a separate entrance at the side with an electric boom.”
“Oh. Um….Do you have a boy friend?”
“It’s a bit late to worry about that now.”
“Well. Yes. But do you?”
“No. What about the Honourable Amelia Saint Simon?”
“Well. She’s doing a TV special or something in Hollywood. I haven’t been seeing her much lately.”
“I thought you were engaged.”
“No. That was just her publicity.”
“So what will you tell her?”
“I’ll tell her I’ve found you and…”
“No. That might hurt her ego too much. Let her down gently. Phone her and lie your head off. Say you don’t want to hold her back now she’s in Hollywood. She’s better off without you. You want her to have a career. Be a great actress, that sort of thing.”
“Will she believe it?”
“Of course. They hear it from the media all the time. You’ll just be one more.”
“OK.”
“So is the Government really going to build your spaceship?”
“I don’t know. They have a department looking at various options, mostly buying rockets from abroad. But they are funding me to experiment. I have my own shed and a bloke to weld the track for me and as much electricity as I want.”
“And it works?”
“Oh yes. I can fire old oil drums into a bank of earth at Mach four now. Makes a hell of a bang.” He smiled “The next stage is getting a tender accepted and approved. They have so many committees and departments who all want to have a say in it.”
“You seem very happy,” said Irene.
“I am now. He paused, she waited. “Are we going to move in together?”
“I think so. Yes. Are you still with your Aunty?”
“Aunty Sue. Yes. When I’m in London. And I have the house near Chippenham. But I can get somewhere else.”
“If I help chose it. I don’t want some dump your family can’t rent out to anyone else.”
“OK. Do you realise we are planning all this and it’s only a few hours since we met in the bar?”
“Mmmm.”
-oOo-
| Then I passed to the drapers, | to learn my other lessons, |
| To draw the edges out | that the flannel might seem longer. |
| Among the rich striped cloths | I learned another lesson, |
| Threaded them with pack needles | fastened them together, |
| Put them in a press, | pinned them down therein, |
| Till ten yards or twelve | made out – thirteen. |
|
|
|
| My wife was a weaver | woollen cloth she made |
| She spake to her spinners | to spin it soft, |
| But the pound-weight she paid by | weighed a quarter more |
| Than my own balance did, | when I weighed fair |
| I used to buy her barley, | she brewed it to sell, |
| Penny ale and thick ale, | she mixed it together, |
| For labourers and poor folk, | it lay by itself; |
| The best ale in my bower, | or in my bed chamber: |
| Any man that boozed of that | never bought other, |
| Four pence a gallon, | and no good measure either |
| When it was served in cups. | In that my wife was cunning: |
| Rose of the Small Shop | was her true name, |
| She has been a huckster | these eleven winters. |
William Langland PIERS PLOWMAN edited by Arthur Burrell
CHAPTER 31 THE TENDER
“Hallo. I’m John Gilchrist from the FSE IPT Registry.”
“Who Dear?” said the Building Facilities Manager.
“Future Space Equipment. We’re on the 2nd floor, wing F.”
“Oh yes.” The large lady pulled some plastic signs from her cupboard “You’ll be wanting these then.”
John saw the plates had FSCE IPT written on them and were designed to hang from the ceiling at each end of their open plan area. “Ah no. We’re called FSE now, Future Space Equipment. It was Future Space and Communications Equipment, but they dropped Communications a few months back. When Denis Falder was in charge.”
“Oh yes. I remember him. Yes, he wanted lots of changes.”
“I know, then he left.” Said John.
“Yes.” Sighed the Building Facilities Manager “They make their changes and then they leave before things go wrong. So what is it now?”
“There’s a van outside full of boxes of papers and I was wondering if I could borrow your sack truck or wheelbarrow or something to move it into our conference room.”
“Oh no dear. You don’t have the insurance. Or the Health and Safety training. I can’t possibly allow it.”
“The thing is the van driver wants to leave soon.”
“That’s’ all right Dear. I’ll get the lads from the stores up. No worries. So where do you want them put?”
“In our conference room. We don’t have space anywhere else.”
“That’s all right dear.”
“Thanks.” John walked through the atrium and back up stairs.
The Men In Black from the stores slowly arrived with their loads wheeled through from the lifts on palate trucks. “Where too then?”
“If you could put them in here.” Said John “Stack em down the end. There’s another four vans coming today.”
“You what? Nother four? You’re aving a laugh.”
“No, fraid not.” Said John.
“Duno. Ave to see bout that. Oright then, stack em up, down here. Best leave a gangway this side if what you say is true.”
“Oh it’s true,” said John.
The Building Facilities Manager followed the lads from the stores pushing their barrows into the lift “Excuse me.” She was not really fit enough to try the stairs, and the lads let her storm out in front of them towards the FSE IPT Conference Room.
“Oh hallo,” said John “You see it is getting a bit crowded here.”
“Oh good Lord. If you had told me all this was coming I would have said no. Who on Earth arranged it?”
“Denis Falder. Before he left. I think it was all going to Abbey Wood, but they didn’t have the room so he said send it here.”
“But there’s no room to walk in there any more. And I’m not sure the conference table will take the weight of all that. What’s in the boxes?”
“It’s pre tender documents for the Future Launch Vehicle.”
“FLV.” The Building Facilities Manager read it from one of the plastic trunks “I wondered what it meant. So what is in the boxes?”
“As far as I can see it’s about half paper and half discs and flash drives.”
“Good Lord. I have never seen so much paper in my life.”
“Scuse.” Said one of the lads “better get a move on. There’s another van at the gate.”
“Another one?” John looked worried.
“There just isn’t the room.” Said The Building Facilities Manager. “Not here.”
“Can we have another conference room?”
“You shouldn’t really have this one, but…..I do have a spare room that no one knows about. It’s on the top floor, where I keep the broken chairs and things. But if anyone knew I had it they’d take it off me to use for offices.”
“Sorry I’m late.” It was Jim Browner hurrying towards them across the stair well “Thought I’d come down south of Bath but the road was up so I had to …..Gordon Bennett.”
“It’s a lot isn’t it.” Smiled John.
“They wants I to read this lot.”
“They can’t.” said The Building Facilities Manager.
“You won’t live long enough.” Said John.
“Gordon Bennett.”
“And there’s another van just arrived.” Said John.
“Gordon Bennett. Well it aint just I they wants. But they reckons I got to keep track of it all an organise people to read it all. Gordon Bennett.”
“How many people will you have?” asked John.
“Well that’s it. They aint given me none, I got to get volunteers and they got to be qualified engineers to check it all.”
“Hmm.” Said John turning to The Building Facilities Manager “Can you show me where this other room is then?”
“Yes, come on.”
They left the mesmerised Jim Browner to contemplate his task, and took the lift up another floor.
“Here it is.” The Building Facilities Manager unlocked the door with her chatelaine’s bunch of keys.
“Oh yeah.” Said John “Quite big.”
“So don’t tell anyone otherwise I’ll really have no where to put this stuff. I have to keep these swivel chairs somewhere till they agree to mend them on guarantee, or replace them and if I throw out these lockers and cabinets then I’ll just have to buy new ones when they need them again for some new department or whatever.”
“I won’t tell anyone. We might have to tell Jim Browner though.”
“I suppose that’s all right. I’ll tell the lads to bring the rest up here then.”
“Thanks.” Said John “This is really good of you. We used to have loads of space in the old buildings, but now we can’t even keep our own files for more than a few years.” He ran down the stairs to find Jim Browner tentatively opening a few plastic chests
“Gordon Bennett. Look at it. I thought 'twas just files, but there’s flash drives in there. Look at this.” He opened a file cover to reveal plastic pockets with a few dozen flash drives all labelled with titles like “Lower Sponson Side Section Eighteen Welding Test Health And Safety Proposals Version Three.”
“Blimey.” That sort of thing even frightened John
“Look John, can ee get some sort of order into this lot.”
“I’ve already put each companies stuff together.” He walked down the gangway between the boxes “This is…”
“That’s all right John, I can see that. Thing is I wants a list of contents or summat. Some sort of a list I can start with. I just aint got no ‘ope of reading all this, so I needs to subdivide it smartish. If I takes a list of they boxes round ‘ere and Abbey Wood, then I can start looking for people. Then I can start divvying out these boxes to folk and they can take em ‘ome. Take a week or so to read it, 'for I gives em another box.”
“Yes. It’ll take a few days.”
“Good, then send it up to me in Abbey Wood an I’ll get cracking. So where they putting the next van loads?”
“There’s a secret store room up stairs. That woman’s scared someone will have it as an office if she lets anyone know about it.”
“Tell ‘er it’s safe with me.”
“Are you really going to find people to read all this?”
“Well, they got to check through it all at least. We’re mostly worried that they’re sticking to the law. If they says they followed the regulations an all, then weem bound to believe em. We aint too worried 'bout the actual technology, if it works or not. We leave that to the contractor. They’re the design authority, whoever gets the contract. If it ever goes ahead of course.”
-oOo-
An honest tail speeds best, being plainly told.
William Shakespeare
CHAPTER 32 ENABLING
ENABLING ACQUISITION CHANGE
It was good to meet you at the briefing meeting convened by the Defence Secretary. I promised to follow up with a more detailed letter explaining the Department’s proposals for Future Enablement of Acquisition Change. This letter provides a basis for the Ministry of Defence to consult Interested Parties (IP) formally on the proposals in my report, a copy of which I am enclosing with this letter.
Following publication of the Future Revised Defence Industrial Space Strategy I was appointed by the Permanent Under Secretary to review the Department’s current Space Based Equipments acquisition arrangements, specifically to examine if they encourage, hinder or obstruct our ability to deliver Through Life Capability Management for Future Space Based Options. I was asked to provide a report to Ministers making recommendations for change where needed. My report, known as Future Enablement of Acquisition Change, is now complete and Ministers have decided to publish it today. Their decisions on the way forward will be announced together with other changes relating to collocation and movement of staff. I enclose a copy of the Written Ministerial Statement being issued today.
Background
Criticisms of the acquisition performance of the Department largely relate to time and cost overruns associated with some large ‘legacy’ projects which tend to overshadow the success of the vast majority of projects. Ministers have acknowledged that over the last few years there have been real improvements, which are the result of the professionalism and dedication of those working in the Organisation. They have done an excellent job in raising standards and putting in place initiatives which are aimed at securing better equipment for the Armed Forces, delivered on time, that is affordable to own and support, and which provides best value for the tax-payer. That said, it is generally acknowledged that there is more to do. The Future Revised Defence Industrial Strategy encourages the Department to adopt a more genuinely Through Life approach to the acquisition of space based capability and one which places increased emphasis on incremental acquisition. It is therefore essential that the Department has in place acquisition arrangements best suited to achieving this.
Implications for Employees
The report is wide-ranging and contains a large number of recommendations, which are summarised at the end of the Executive Summary. As you will know from the meeting with Ministers, they have indicated that, subject to consultation, they are minded to accept them. Not all of the recommendations will require formal inter-departmental consultation, and so I have sought to draw out those that I believe will be of most interest to you. Of course, I would welcome your views on any aspect of the report
The report has 13 Chapters, with recommendations appearing from Chapter 5 onwards. The recommendations that are likely to be of most interest to you are highlighted below:
Chapter 5 of the report discusses culture, behaviours, skills and training. The report emphasises the importance of having people with the right skills in Future Space Based Enablement Acquisition Change. This is a specialised field and our staff must have the training and opportunity to gain professional qualifications if they are to achieve their objectives. The report recommends that the skills agenda is given adequate prominence in implementing recommendations in the report.
Chapter 6 examines planning process issues. This section contains a large number of recommendations, and the majority are related to site change. The recommendations may have implications for the size of the Resources and Plans staff in the MOD. During the implementation phase, detailed work will be undertaken to establish a solution which is, at least, resource neutral in terms of staff numbers across the Head Office and Front Line Commands.
The report also makes recommendations in other areas. It proposes to streamline and make more effective our internal scrutiny and approvals processes (including through external independent commercial and technical assurance) (Chapter 9); makes a number of recommendations that strengthen governance arrangements (Chapter 10); suggests improvements should be made to setting commercial targets and incentives; and measures to improve the effectiveness of technology pull-through from defence research (Chapter 13).
Implementation
Ministers are keen to implement the proposed changes as quickly as possible,. The proposals in my report will represent a significant change programme for the Department, but Ministers and senior management are fully committed to successful implementation. The PUS will act as the Senior Responsible Owner for the Acquisition Change Programme and, initially, I will act as the senior Change Programme Manager, forming a small implementation team to support me.
The implementation team will be structured in a way that packages the various recommendations into different work streams. As these work streams develop I will ensure that there is an appropriate level of informal consultation, in addition to the formal consultation that will be required when the solution is defined.
Announcements
As you know Ministers have decided that my report should be published today and we have planned a major internal communications effort to coincide with the announcement to Parliament. This will focus on explaining to staff why a space presence is necessary, what benefits will accrue, and what it means for them. All the Ministerial team, and senior management here will play their part in this major communication activity, but it will be stressed that these announcements are subject to consultation.
Consultation Procedures
It would be helpful if comments could be channelled through you allowing for a coordinated response to me.
Denis Falder
-oOo-
When the stars threw down their spears,
And watered heaven with their tears,
Did he smile his work to see?
Did he who made the Lamb make thee?
William Blake
CHAPTER 33 THE REDHORN GATE
“No of course I want to come. I’ve got the camera and all. I mean it’s not often clerks at my grade get along to these things,” said John Gilchrist as he edged down the length of the minibus.
“I’m pleased you feel that way,” said Colonel Moriarty, as he sat just behind the driver, “I feel the whole team should feel involved, and why shouldn’t you see the fruits of our labour? You work just as hard as everyone else.”
“Well thanks anyway.” John imagined the Colonel had been to some sort of course on enthusing your civvies. “May I sit here?”
“Well, John.” smiled Rubber Boobs “I don’t know I’m sure.”
“Then I will.”
The driver, a young Captain who’d past the necessary certificates on health and safety in small passenger vehicles, drove down to the gate, exchanged info with a gate guard and drove towards Stonehenge and the A360 north.
“No stop it.” Whispered Rubber Boobs.
“I've got to try the camera out on something.”
“Let me see.” She watched the small screen. “It’s your daughter. She’s getting quite old now.”
“Yeah. University next year.”
“Clever eh.”
“Oh yeah. Gets it from her Mum. She’s always done all the business side of things.”
“While you mess around with sex and drugs and rock and role. You’ve got it made haven’t you.”
“Yeah. I suppose I have.”
In West Lavington they turned right at Dauntseys School and drove through the villages below the northern scarp of Salisbury Plain.
“Sounds like they don’t know which way it is.” said Rubber Boobs.
“Oh here we go.”
The mini bus slowly revved its way up a narrow lane towards the Plain, up into the free air, sheep shorn grass and views for eternity.
“Ooh there’s lots here,” said Rubber Boobs
They all crouched and stumbled out of the little bus, and stood in the gravel park with more buses and army trucks.
“Sir.” Saluted someone in army camouflage “If you please Sir, the presentation will be given by the bunker there Sir.”
“Thank you.” Saluted Colonel Moriarty “Right you mob. This way.”
They crossed the mud and grass towards a large truck looking something like an old phoenix launcher, with a long guide rail slopping from ground level up over the cab roof into the air.
Young enthusiastic people clambered about the thing and explained what was supposed to happen.
“Do you understand any of this?” asked Rubber boobs.
“Sort of. The yellow bit at the back is just an old missile that is going to push the red bit up to four times the speed of sound. Then the red bit is supposed to go up into the sky at a forty five degree angle and then come down over there somewhere. I think he said it’s where shells from the guns at Larkhill land.”
“Oh.”
“Hallo there. I'm Miles McLaren,” said a young guy smiling at Rubber Boobs bust.
“Hi. Maybe you can tell me all about this.” she smiled back.
“I'd love to. Walk this way.”
There was a scruffy looking guy with burnt patches and tears on his overalls and what might be singed ends to his hair and beard. “All right then? All right? I’m the range safety officer. So if you have an invite you can go in the VIP bunker there. All right? The rest of you are going to have to get behind that blast wall over there. All right? I’ll be sounding this horn “ He held up an aerosol driven fog horn and pressed the button. “Like that. All right? When the thing is going to go off. All right? So if you could all go over there. All right?
They wandered behind the thick lichen covered blast walls beside the technical caravans, and stood on fag ends and rabbit droppings. John glimpsed people inside, stepping over bundles of wires and tensing over switches and screens and half eaten sandwiches.
And Rubber Boobs sticking her chest out to Miles McLaren.
The horn went.
The rocket exploded.
Into a long diminishing roar.
“Jees.” John dared to poke his head round the wall.
A streak of white smoke arrowed into the sky. A bright white light was soaring away from them, going higher, growing dimmer, going out.
Then nothing. Or could he just see an orange parachute? It was so far away.
John watched the rest of his party and thought of asking if that was it, but they looked into the distance, shrugged and began walking towards the bunker.
“OK said Colonel Moriarty “They say we can all get in the bus and go to the drop zone and see what happened to it. Its by the Redhorn Gate isn’t it? Should we go along the main road?”
“No. Your bus’ll get along that road there all right. It’s a few miles though. All right?” said the scruffy guy
“Come on then”
“I'm afraid....”began John “Oh no. There she is.”
Everyone watched Rubber Boobs walk from behind the bunker towards them, and the young man, Miles McLaren, saunter out some seconds later.
The bus rumbled over gravel, in and out of the pot holes, past the orange target pyramids, fenced off bronze age burial mounds and wrecked target tanks and trucks.
“What's the Redhorn Gate?” asked Rubber Boobs.
“Its just a gate onto the ranges. There’s a sheep lane comes up from the Devizes to Pewsey road,” said John “You go through it on the Sarson trail.”
“The what?”
“It’s a foot path from Avebury to Stonehenge. I walked it a few times for charity. When I was younger. It goes right across the artillery drop zone and past Larkhill to Stonehenge. It’s only open a few days a year when they aren't shooting or anything.”
They stopped the bus and got out. In the distance an orange parachute was surrounded by people from the bunker.
“They say it was a great success,” said Colonel Moriarty “It actually flies.”
“Boy’s and their toys,” said Rubber Boobs.
-oOo-
All the world's a stage, and all the men and women merely players.
William Shakespeare
CHAPTER 34
E_MAIL
FROM J Neil Gibson.
TO Fairdale Hobbs.
Fairy. I've had a look at the LSE Peacock Theatre. I thought our Grim little Prof could do a speal there? Camera angles and lights look easy. What about an audience? Real or Virtual? Not sure if we need applause though. Maybe just him speaking to an empty theatre? Voice in the wilderness?
How about this for a voice over? I've edited something our Prof did in Oxford a while back. Needs a bit more oomph but it's got a nice anti government angle I think we could encourage. Get a bit of notoriety.
Please welcome Professor Grimsby Roylot
Gentlemen. Thank you.
If you will forgive me, I will start with a little history.
Back in Medieval Times the British Government recognised that land and wealth were not continually held by one family. Land was always being sold off or traded. The great families seldom lasted more than three centuries and there was opportunity for new families to start the road to fortune.
The only exception to this was the church. People gave land to the church and they held it fore ever. So the Statutes of Mortmain were introduced in 1279 forbidding any more land gifts to the church.
The resultant freeing up of resources may have contributed to Britain’s eighteenth century wealth, compared to other European countries, and even to the Industrial Revolution.
The recycling of wealth continued with families only lasting a short while. The saying was “Clogs to Clogs in Three Generations.”
Then the corporation was invented. The corporation did not die. It became an international entity, self perpetuating and often immune to government legislation.
But change came. Corporate raiders came into being. They would buy control of large old conglomerates. They would split up and sell off assets. They would mortgage assets. They would sell off and lease back assets. They would dump the dead wood. They would increase efficiency. They would hire more workers. They would generate huge amounts of money in the short term. Workers got a pay rise. Directors got massive payouts. Shareholders got increased dividends.
Then at the end of the process, the debt ridden, empty hulk of the corporation would be sold off cheap, perhaps to some third world mogul seeking a foothold in Europe.
The original directors and shareholders would take their money and retire.
So far so good.
Britain retains a vibrant financial economy. Fortunes are generated and spent. In the long term the whole nation benefits.
But alas, these same asset stripping principles were applied to Government. Different departments pretended to be corporations. They paid each other pretend money. Assets were sold off. New assets were built in public private partnership. Assets were leased or rented back from the private sector. Departments were downsized. Functions were outsourced. Expertise was sought from outside consultants rather than nurtured inside the civil service.
But at the end of this process, the government was not in a position to sell off the Ministry of Defence, or The Health Service to some foreign oligarch on the cheap. The Royal Family was not able to retire to some third world tax haven.
We taxpayers were stuck with the empty husks of old departments. Departments that had lost vast assets and were condemned forever to rent assets from the private sector. We had a ministry of defence that sold off its desert equipment because it was not being used, and it occupied warehouse space. Space that could be sold off or rented out.
We had hospitals built by charities and public subscription, or paid for by tax payers, being sold off on the cheap, and then rented back by those same tax payers.
In the short term the sell off was beneficial to the tax payer. New money was coming into the exchequer and the tax bill could be reduced.
But those days are over.
The tax payer is now having to pay for the same facility over and over again.
So, I put it to you that this must change. The tax bill is going up and up and the tax payer has nothing concrete to show for it. We need to break out of this cycle of continual self generated poverty. We need a new system.
I hope that you, the economists of the future, will put your minds to this growing problem.
Thank you.
-oOo-
“I cant get to Zion with a carnal mind.
But who wants Zion when I look at your behind.”
Steve Dixie and Ras Yeggman 1976 “Ja Make Her?” album.
© Groaner (Belize) Ltd and the executors of Baron Adelbert Gruner
CHAPTER 35 SAINT DAVIDS.
Doctor Thorneycroft Huxtable opened his eyes. It was the Welsh cottage they’d hired for a fortnight. He rolled on his side and slid an arm over Catherine Cusack. She was softly snoring, gorgeous, round and sexy, and she loved the boys and he loved her and they all loved each other and he slept.
“Come on lazy bones. What do you want for breakfast?” Catherine was wearing the T shirt and shorts from yesterday on the beach. She wasn’t a great one for bikini’s, said she was too fat, which was rubbish. Though perhaps she was too sexy. Her hips were wide and voluptuous. They held fat that made babies clever.49
Not like Grim’s girl friend Abigail.
“Well? You can have toast or cereal or I could do a proper fry up,”
“What do the others want?” asked Thorney
“Grim says he doesn’t mind and Abigail is asleep.”
“Oh, well. Whatever.”
“Toast it is then.”
A fry up had sounded better but dawn decisions were never his strong point. “You look wonderful.” Tight shorts showed off her hips, and large round thighs. The T shirt fell between her breasts down to her waist and out again to perfection. “How about coming back to bed?”
“I’m up now. Don’t be silly, there isn’t time. Come on now. Get dressed. Decide what we are doing today, and don’t forget, I have work to do.”
“OK.” Catherine was an editor for Oxford University Press. Specialising in English as a foreign language books.
“And please don’t be so grumpy to Abigail.” Catherine kissed him on the forehead “I think she and Grim are having problems starting a family.
It’s something she said. I think she wants to start a family rather badly and Grim wants to wait. Now hurry up. I’m doing breakfast now.”
“OK” Thorney looked out at the sunlit fields of Pembrokeshire. His penis was a bit drippy and he needed a shave and he found his dressing gown and sandals on the floor.
The cottage was an old barn converted to a holiday home. Down stairs was the lounge and kitchen. Upstairs in the roof space were two bedrooms separated by a passage past the central bathroom.
Catherine had already gone down the rough stone stairs (no health and safety here then) and Thorney wandered along when the bathroom door opened.
Abigail Crosby came out in a diaphanous wrap that should have been done up at the waist. “Oh hallo, you’re up as well then.” Her wrap fell open with nothing underneath. She was thin and childlike. Tiny breasts. Ribs and hip bone showing. The opposite of cuddly Catherine
“Um, hallo. Um, I was going to the bathroom.” If she was so ugly then why did Thorney want to protect her, kiss her. Take her to bed and hold her warm and tight.
“Oh I’m sorry.” She acted as though she had just realised, and pulled the wrap tight again. “Though you don’t seem that sad to see me.”
“What?” She was looking pointedly at his penis, even now growing under his dressing gown. “Um….”
But she had past him into her own room and closed the door.
The bloody woman probably thought he fancied her. God she was skinny. He didn’t want her at all. She probably thought she was fashionably slim.
Of course he preferred his wife. Voluptuous, self confident, built for love.
It was difficult to know what Doctor Grimsby Roylot saw in Abigail. She wasn’t clever. She talked vaguely of work as a shop girl or waitress in Banbury. Grim once mentioned going to see her relatives on a council estate in Brackley or Buckingham or Bicester or somewhere.
Down in the kitchen Thorney held Catherine tight. Of course she was nicer. A real woman.
“Coffee’s on the table dear.” She said and Grim already had his laptop open next to his cornflakes.
Thorney got something crunchy from a plastic box and added milk from the fridge. “Looks like another hot day.”
“Mmmm,” said Grim tapping at his keys. “You won’t believe how much money the country could save if we forgot about storing nuclear waste.”
“Um. Do we want to forget about storing nuclear waste?”
“Mmmm. Maybe.”
That didn’t make sense. It must be something for his new TV series. “So what else would we do with it?”
“Mmmm,” said Grim “Tell you later.”
Catherine brought in more toast.
It was the fashion now for students to have a short judo dressing gown over their jeans, or a micro mini skirt if they were daring. Abi came down wearing one like a beach wrap over nothing, She draped herself round Grim and brushed a breast against his cheek. Grim just moved his head so he could carry on computing. Thorney couldn’t imagine Catherine’s boobs being ignored like that.
“Ah,” said Catherine. “It’s a text from the boys. Do you want to read it?”
“Yeah, course.” Thorney wiped his fingers on his shorts and took the cell phone “Oh they’ve gone canoeing and cycling. Now camping.”
“I think your sons are wonderful,” said Abi. “You are so lucky.” Grim took no notice, so she smiled enviously at Catherine instead.
“How’s your TV series this morning?” asked Catherine.
“Oh fine,” said Grim actually looking up. “A lot is not really my doing though. They keep disagreeing and saying it won’t be good television.”
“How do you mean?” asked Thorney.
“Well if it was me, I would work from economic history in chronological order. But they got someone to write a script based on scenery and cheap historical re-enactments. Then they got their researchers to fit the history around that, and then they thought they’d have me as a talking head in front of the quaint scenery or battle scene or whatever. It’s starting from totally the wrong end.”
“So give it up,” said Thorney.
“With the money they are paying? No chance.”
“Hmm.” Thorney wouldn’t mind a series on Discovery or the BBC.
“And they have all these researchers with access to just about everything.” Went on Grim. “Stuff you could spend weeks looking up, they have the next day. It's wonderful.”
“That must be handy,” said Catherine who spent weeks checking manuscripts for veracity and asking lawyers what might be dodgy.
“Yes. I’m making the most of it,” said Grim. “So I need to go into Saint Davids again today to get some downloads.”
“That’s all right,” said Catherine. “We need more milk and bread and I’m out of eggs again, and the salad is a bit tired.” It seemed completely right and proper for Catherine to run catering and for Abi and the two men to do nothing. Catherine was that sort of woman. Reliable and dependable.
“Well I would like to go to Abereiddi Beach,” said Thorney “and look at some more Ordovician stuff.”
“I thought that was Whitesands Bay,” said Catherine.
“No, that was along at Porthmelgan. North of Whitesands. Where we walked past Saint Patricks Chapel. Whitesands is the Cambrian Precambrian boundary. That outcrop at the south end.”
“Ah yes,” said Abi “Where those children were playing, you know.”
“I was watching those hunky surfer dudes myself,” said Catherine.
“What?” asked Thorney.
“Nothing Dear. But don’t tell me you didn’t just momentarily notice those nude girls the life guards were chasing.”
“Um….Well. I may have….Anyway, Abereiddi is on the syllabus next year and if old Somerton is recovering from his op, I will have to be here with the field trip. It’s quieter at Abereiddi.
“I’ll do a picnic then. Is that all right with you Grim?” asked Catherine.
“Oh yes.” But he had hardly been listening.
“Will you be walking along the cliffs Thorney?” asked Abi.
“Well, yes. Its best to work out what the students should be looking at. It’s years since I was here last and I like to be sorted.”
So Thorney drove them to the car park behind the chapel in Saint Davids
Grim stayed in the car connected to the web, while the others walked along Nun Street to the little grass triangle that was the market square in bygone centuries.
The narrow pavements were full of tourists wearing as little as possible and searching for fun. Small shops sold surf boards, stuffed toy sheep, plastic Welsh hats, illustrated lives of Saint David, guides to The Cathedral, post cards, egg timers with genuine local sand, plastic dolls of Saint Elvis singing something no one recognised, and very expensive food.
“No point in you both queuing up,” said Catherine. “I’ll meet you later. Do you want to see the Cathedral again?”
“Not really,” said Thorney looking down hill to the close gate and the grey stone bulk of Saint Davids Cathedral on the valley floor. They had spent hours there on the second day. It was quiet, peaceful, interesting and all, and just a bit boring. Not that a cultured man like Thorney would ever say so.
“It’s a bit boring,” said Abi.
“There's art galleries up the road,” said Catherine.
“We’ll meet you there. Phone us when you’ve finished and meanwhile I'll kidnap your man.” Abi took Thorney's arm and led him off.
It was an old grey building that may have been a chapel, a cinema or even both. Inside were watercolours done by the elderly of Britain who have enough money to retire to the sea side. They get bored away from their family and friends, but lack the initiative or health to take up deep sea fishing, building their own submarine, or racing cars, or whatever. Activities Thorney felt sure he would do when he finally gave up his professorial chair.
The pictures were still lives of mountains, rocks and beach. Nothing to make him spend money.
But then Abi came and lent against his shoulder, pressing her hips against his thigh. “Aren’t those children beautiful.” She said.
It was a Jack Vettriano pastiche, but with children instead of butlers or women with parasols. “Yes.” He said “I suppose so.”
“Grim and I do so want a family.” She hugged his arm.
This sort of worried Thorney. She'd held him a lot when they went round Ramsey Island. She’d stumbled against him on the path down to the life boat station. Asked him to take her hand as she got on the boat. Stumbled against him a few times as the boat rocked, and gazed up at him when the boat went into the cave, and asked him if the roof would fall in. Back at the lifeboat station she walked up the path in front and made sure he saw her almost bare bum a lot. Yes. It was worrying. He pulled his arm away from her, then saw her hurt expression, and put his arm round her. That was not what he meant to do, and he could see she was not wearing a bikini top under her wrap. She looked up and her smile was so….
Then his phone rang. “Where are you?” asked Catherine
“In a gallery. Hang on, we’ll come out onto the High Street.” Thorney looked at Abi. Her disappointment was…..Was the same as when the two of them set off from Whitesands car park, past the ruins of Saint Patrick’s Chapel50 along the cliffs to Porthmelgan Beach. He had gone looking at the exposed cliffs and she'd been sun bathing behind a stone wall. She had that expression when he’d said it was time to get back. Like she was disappointed in him. Like she’d wanted him to do something.
“I’m over here.” Called Catherine, and Thorney crossed the road to carry her shopping back to the car, Thorney in front, stepping into the road to avoid children and old folks and daydreamers. The two woman talking behind him.
Grim was still in the back of the car when Thorney opened the rear hatch and put the shopping in. “How’s it going?”
“Pretty good. I’m downloading costs of the aircraft carriers.”
Thorney shut the rear hatch. “Isn’t that secret or something?”
“No. It’s all in Hansard. It was given in answer to a Parliamentary question from Philip Green.”
“But isn’t he the enemy of all the Haven Group wants to get going? I mean we are still both supposed to be in that.”
“Of course we are. It’s just ironic that I can use his wasted money information to back my own ideas.”
“Like what?”
“I’ll tell you this afternoon probably. I think it’s going to work out.”
They dropped fresh food at the cottage and Abi watched Thorney put the picnic basket and cold box in the car. “You are so strong you know.”
“Not really,” said Thorney.
“I don’t think many people could pick all that up at once”
“Well….”
“Are we ready?” called Catherine “Come on Grim.”
Thorney drove down narrow lanes, between stone walls that might date from the bronze age, through the collection of old cottages and holiday homes called Cyffredin.
At the edge of the valley he stopped in a passing place. There was Abereiddi Bay, the beach, car park, and the scrub filled valley floor running inland to the right.
The old quarry was in the far headland where Victorian slate miners had excavated the blue lagoon, a huge pit, now open to the sea.
“There” said Thorney “I said it was nice. Right here you can see a full selection of shale and mudstone sediments with graptolites, and there is really recent folding caused by permafrost melting at the end of the ice age. Now the slate cleavage is running…..”
A car hooted behind them.
“I think you’re blocking the road,” said Catherine.
“Rubbish. I could drive a tank through there.” But Thorney eased down the steep slope, then the even steeper slope, till he levelled off across the grey earth car park “The wardens cottage used to be back there till the storms got bad. Got washed away. Shall I park here? The other cars aren’t too close. OK?”
“It’s lovely,” said Catherine. The blue water, the ripples, the wide open sea beyond the bay. Saint Georges Channel, with no land till you got to Ireland, or was it America. “There’s big waves out there. On the cliff All that spray.”
“Oh,” said Abi. “Is it safe? There's lots of children in the water.”
“Oh yes,” said Thorney eyeing a statuesque woman in brown swim suit and huge straw hat with a toddler clinging to her ample thigh. “Its very safe. In Victorian times the slate ships used to anchor here. No currents or anything.”
For entirely different reasons, Abi watched the same woman lead her child to a car and get it dried and dressed.
They got out “Come on Grim,” said Abi. “Your not going to stay in the car with your laptop are you?”
“Well,” began Grim, as though that’s exactly what he wanted. “I suppose I could work on the beach.”
“Thorney. Could you bring everything over there? I think that’s a good spot.” And Catherine spread out towels over some rather gravely sand. “You know, I think the beach is narrower than when we were here last, I suppose it’s the sea level rising.”
“Could be,” said Thorney putting down the cold box and basket. “Better make the most of it while there’s still some left.” And he put up an umbrella to shade Grim’s screen and Catherine’s paper work.
After the picnic lunch they settled down, Catherine with her manuscripts, Grim with his laptop and Thorney dozing with half closed eyes.
Increasingly he was watching Abi. Catherine was still in T shirt and shorts, but Abi was virtually naked except for a red triangle. She really was rather graceful. Standing knee deep in the water, small waves swirling round. She looked as young as the children she watched.
Thorney looked at Catherine, her printed manuscript covered in red pencil marks. Red was good, that meant it was the authors mistake. If it was blue it would be the editors.
“How’s it going?” He asked.
“Oh it’s OK.” She replied rather absently. Was she really watching some young guys kick a ball round? Maybe. Difficult to tell with women. Its not like they got anything as obvious as an erection.
Thinking of which, he should stop looking at Abi. Stop looking at all these women. He was here to work. “Right then I think I will take a wander over to the quarry.”
“OK” said Catherine. “Don’t fall or anything.”
“I wont.”
“I’ll come with you.” Abi had come back from the sea and was rubbing a towel over her breasts.
“Well….” Began Thorney.”
“Yes,” said Catherine “You keep an eye on him.”
“Well, OK, Uh. See you later then.”
“Bye” said Catherine. If Grim said anything Thorney didn’t hear it.
Abi put on sandals and tied the belt of her towelling wrap as she hurried after him “Hang on.” She smiled.
He slowed down “OK.”
“So tell me about these buildings.”
“Well,” said Thorney “They were workers cottages, and there was a railway went up the valley. They got slate out all along the outcrop. But there was a storm and apparently the waves came up this high and flooded the houses. And about then Welsh slates went out of fashion.”
“So what are all these students like when you bring them here? Do they all hanging onto your words of wisdom?”
“No. I’d be lying if I said so. They spend most of the coach trip dozing off hangovers from the night before, and when we get here they want to go back to see something on TV. And in between they find crabs to put in each others pockets, take swigs from hip flasks, and ask each other what I’m on about. And of course there’s always couples hiding away doing Lord knows what.”
“You mean having sex.”
“Well, I suppose so.”
“I suppose students get to do a lot of that.”
“Well, some do.”
“What about you? Do girls seduce you? You must get lots.”
“Well. Not that I’ve noticed.”
“Not that you’ve noticed? Grim wouldn’t notice, but you would. And you could take your pick.”
“Well I don’t.” Except for Irene Adler of course.
“So do we go up this path?”
“Yup. Over the hill. No, you first.”
“OK.” Abi smiled at him, as she went up the steep grey earth path, he would be looking at her straight in the bum. She pulled at the belt to make her wrap ride up and show more flesh.
At the top Thorney said “There we are. The Blue Lagoon.”
“Oh, it really is blue. Is it the rock does that?”
“No, it’s graptolitic shale, so as it breaks down it should make the water sort of murky brown if anything. Of course it’s well consolidated, which is why they could use it for slate.”
Abi looked down on the families sunbathing and teenagers splashing around. “Do we go down this path?”
“Well actually I was wanting to walk round up here and go over there.” He led Abi round the edge of the quarry towards an obviously man made cutting that led to the north shore. “You see I could never really make out why they dug this. It’s a levelled cutting through the hill from the quarry to the cliff, but it doesn’t go anywhere. Look.”
Abi didn’t go right to the edge, there must be an awful drop to waves breaking on jagged little islands below. And the cutting funnelled the wind between its sheer sides blowing her hair back and freezing her legs. “Ooh its cold. Can I huddle up to you?”
“Well…” but she was hugging his arm anyway. It would be really easy to put his arm round her waist, his hand on her bottom.
“It looks like a huge rubbish chute.”
“What?” said Thorney “I wonder if that’s it?”
“A rubbish chute? Have I said something clever?
“Yes. This could be where they dumped the top soil and waste slate over into the sea when they first cleared the site. Well, that’s what I'll tell the students.”
“I see.” He had disentangled his arm to see over the edge “So what about the tower on the end of the point? I thought we might get there from here.” Abi looked up the sheer sides of the cutting.
“No. I think the only easy way to get there without actually mountaineering is to swim across the lagoon.”
“Can we do that? Come on. I’m dying to see it.”
“Well, OK.”
They went back the way they had come, round the blue lagoon.
“Oh look at those little boys there. What do you think they’re pretending to be?”
“No idea.” They went down to a big rock cut platform where a few girls were sunbathing.
“So what was this place?”
“I think it was the workshop where they split the slate. The actual blue lagoon would have been dry then, cut off from the sea and pumped out, but when the quarry closed someone thought it would be a good yacht anchorage, so they blasted that channel to the sea.”
“Our clothes are going to get wet.”
“They’ll dry in this heat.”
“No.” Abi went to a family with several bags and a cold box who seemed to have moved in for the day, then called Thorney. “It’s OK, she’s going to guard my wrap and your shirt.” Then she took off her wrap and he could again see her tiny bikini bottom that made no attempt to cover her actual bottom “Lets have your shirt.”
“Well, uh, no don’t take your sandals off. Give them to me, I’ll carry them over.” He shouldn’t do this, he was getting an erection, but he waved to the woman and said “Thanks.” As she took their clothes from Abi and smiled back.
“Come on, those boys jumped in just here…..Ahhhhhhh!.....Urrrrrr, Oh its cold.”
Thorney scrambled down the rocks and jumped in after her, grasping their sandals in his hands. He thrashed his legs and swam up through the cold blue freezing chest grabbing water. “Jesus. God its cold.”
Abi must be a good swimmer, Thorney remembered she went swimming some mornings with Grim in the Rosenblatt.
(Did she walk from their flat in Beaumont Street, past Brasenose and along the High with just a wrap over her bikini? Did her wrap fly open at the Radcliffe Camera or All Souls? Did girls sitting on a bench in the Botanic gardens see here and get jealous? Did boys from Magdalen watch her cross the Cherwell on Magdalen Bridge? (Or did students think she was too old and past it?)
Now she was clambering out. Tiny petite and glowing white against the massive black rocks. She really was graceful.
Thorney puffed and groaned and hauled himself up beside her, feeling strangely young and adventurous, more like a student than a respectable professor. “Here’s your sandals.”
“Thanks. Shall I lead the way?”
“Yes.” Yes this time he wanted to watch her move. Scrambling up the slope. From this angle she was naked. A girl, not a woman like Catherine.
Bloody hell. He was a married. Respectable. And it was all in his mind of course. She didn’t fancy him. He mustn’t try anything or she would be offended.
They reached another flat area and he talked to her about nothing much. Just responding when she asked something.
And they were into the grass again climbing higher to the final top where the wind came straight off the sea beyond.
“Oh, can you hold me again.” She said “I’m a bit cold.”
And his hand was on her bum and her breasts were against his chest and he was hardly breathing and they kissed.
“No one would ever know if we did anything.” She said “No one. Not ever.”
Grim muttered something and Catherine looked up from her manuscript. There were still loads of people in and out of the water. Some of the boys were really quite….”
“Ha!” shouted Grim “Yes!”
“Are you all right?” asked Catherine.
“Oh God yes. Yes! The treasury can’t ignore this. Absolutely no ways! I can prove it is cheaper for the Britain to go into space than not to.”
“Really?” Grim was a bit odd at times
“Oh yes. Hey Thorney? Come and look at this.”
Catherine turned and there was Thorney, coming through the cars just behind Abi. Strange Grim had called for Thorney and not Abi.
“Hi Love.” Thorney smiled at Catherine “What is it then Grim?”
“Come round all of you.” Grim smiled as Abi sat next to him “Can you see?”
“Yes.” Thorney was looking over Grim's shoulder. He put his arm round Catherine’s waist as she too squinted at the Laptop screen.
“Are you all right?” asked Catherine.
“Yes.” Oh God she knows.
“Its simple really,” said Grim
“I see,” said Thorney. He had been unfaithful. He had made love to Abi.
“Here is the cost of the aircraft carriers.”
“Ah yes.” Not that it was really love. He’d been like an animal.
“It includes not just the carriers and planes, but also the docking costs and dredging out Portsmouth harbour, and training new recruits and so on.”
“Right” He had just got on top of her and done it. No foreplay.
“Now here is the cost of the RAF fighters.”
“I see.” He should have done wonderful things to her.
“And here are the bombers.”
“Right.” He should have run his tongue down her spine, made sure she had an orgasm. He hadn’t even kissed her breasts.
“And this includes the airfields.”
“Yes.” He had been like an animal. Just intent on making her….
“And in flight refuelling and so on.”
“Ah yes.” Dear God. Had he made her pregnant?
“But I have left out the cost of the helicopters and freighters.”
“OK.” What if Catherine found out? Dear God. His life was over.
“This here is the estimated cost of the nuclear deterrent.”
“Right” He had been really stupid. Incredibly stupid.
“This includes the submarines, the docking facilities and the actual bomb refurbishment.”
“Yes.” He'd thought Abi the most desirable woman in the world and now Abi sat next to Grim, her head on his shoulder like nothing'd happened.
“This is the estimated foreign exchange we lose when we get others to lunch our satellites for us.”
“I see.” He would lose his home and the boys and Catherine would never speak to him again, and he loved her. He loved Catherine.
“And here is as much as I can find out about the anti missile system.”
“OK.” And was Abi pregnant? Would she know who the father was?
“That’s a best estimate of course. They keep all those costs very secret.”
“Right” Abi wanted a baby, Catherine said so. Had she used him?
“And this is the grand total.”
“I see.” When he’d rolled off her she had put both her hands on her tummy and just stared up at the seagulls. He’d asked if she was allright and she’d said of course she was. But she hadn’t looked at him or smiled and when he went to kiss her she’d done nothing.
“And over here is the cost of the flying brick.”
“Yes.” She’d just said they should be getting back and never mind going to the tower.
“Well? Thorney? What do you think?”
“Sorry, about what?” She’d been quiet on the way down, sort of….Had she been sort of dreamy?
“About the figures. Look. If we scrap the planes and the carriers we can use the money saved to build the flying brick and use that instead. And we will actually save money.”
“Wow.” Thorney must concentrate. This was important. “Will the treasury support the flying brick then?”
“Mathematically they have too.”
“But in real life?”
“Mathematics is real life. But in the world of human foibles and fallibility?”
“They may find it hard to believe?”
“That’s it. They would have to believe it could really happen.”
Catherine had been listening intently to all this “Did you say you would scrap the nuclear deterrent?”
“Yes,” said Grim. “We can make a big thing about it politically, get other countries to do the same, but if anyone gets nasty we can drop an artificial meteorite on them. The same as Dr Eugene Sanger proposed to do to New York.”
“That’s not a thing to joke about,” said Abi, joining in for the first time. She had both hands on her tummy again.
“And of course we solve the problem of what to do with nuclear waste by using it as fuel in the interplanetary ships. The maths are impeccable. Unchallengeable. Now I must get back to Saint Davids so I can e-mail the treasury and get an appointment.”
Catherine looked at her manuscript and sighed and said “OK”
They put everything back in the car and just as they finally left the beach Abi squeezed Thorney’s hand and whispered “Thank you.”
-oOo-
“You are just an accountant. I don’t pay you for the truth, I pay you for the figures I need.”
Transcript of DEA phone tap evidence in Government of Colombia Vs Baron Adelbert Gruner
CHAPTER 36 AN ECONOMIC LETTER
The Hon Charles Miles MP
House Of Commons
My Dear Charles.
As you may know I have recently made a TV series on the history of economics. My final programme may be of interest to you and the Haven group.
I begin the series with the French Physiocrat theorist Quesnay. It was his assumption that a farmer growing crops with his wife processing them for food represented the true productive economy. He believed that the miller or baker were unproductive and had somehow insinuated themselves between the farmer and his wife. In other words the miller and baker were sponging off the family.
It was Adam Smith who demonstrated that the baker and miller were actually adding value. So they were productive, and building biscuit factories could be looked on as a respectable undertaking. For most of the 19th and early twentieth centuries, manufacturing was looked on as the only form of wealth creation. Mere service industries like banking or insurance were believed to be sponging off the hard working manufacturies.
Then in the 1970's Bacon and Eltis showed that service industries could be considered productive if they were marketed. If people were prepared to pay for non industrial services, then they must be considered productive wealth creators acting for the national good.
In the 80's and 90's these theories led to the market testing of all the Governments departments to see if they were in fact usefully contributing to the national good, or just sponging off the tax payer. Much good has been done in reorganising the civil service and local government As soviet communism died it seemed that market testing must be the way ahead.
However it has escaped no ones attention that the Chinese mix of capitalism and communism is somehow outrunning our market led economy. So in my last programme I propose a new theory to account for this. We need to get beyond market testing and find a new method of moving the economic well being of the nation forward.
If we go back to Quesnay's farming family we could see that the farmer digging up his own potatoes would not be making a profit in the Adam Smith sense. But likewise he is not incurring a marketable cost in the Bacon and Eltis sense. He is in fact doing it himself for himself. The same would apply to a modern man making a set of shelves from junk. He has not added to the local economy by purchasing from a shop. But he has not cost his family anything and at the end of the day he is wealthier by one set of shelves.
I believe the same applies to a nation like China. The government builds the power and transport infrastructure and provides the manpower and raw materials, factory owners do the rest.
If the British government was to use the nations idle resources to create a new infrastructure, to create wealth, then it would not be a waste of tax payers money. The nation would indeed be better off. Instead of having a new set of shelves, we would have a new rail network, or a new health service, or indeed a new fleet of space ships. We should employ our people instead of paying them to stand idle, either on the dole or on pension. Then we could have something concrete to add to the national wealth instead of bills to foreign banks.
We can harness our own tides and winds. We can have a surplus of cheap electricity with all that could mean to factories and transport.
I propose that idleness testing replace market testing as a true estimate of the nations capabilities.
Friendly media associates have ensured that the series will be accompanied by several spin off interactive web sites and computer games with news articles and prominence on chat shows etc. While never being a popular programme, it should have sufficient publicity to make the ideas widely known. I believe the Haven group should persuade the party to adopt this policy. It should be a vote winner.
Yours aye.
Dr Grimsby Roylot,
Oxford.
-oOo-
| There wandered a hundred | In hoods of silk |
| Serjeants they seemed | And served at the bar |
| Pleading the Law, | For pennies and for pounds, |
| Unlocking their lips never | For love of our Lord. |
| Thou mightest better mete the mist | On Malvern hills |
| Than get a mutter from their mouths | Save thou show thy money |
| I saw bold bishops | And bachelors of divinity |
| Made clerks of accounts | To serve the king, |
| Deacons and archdeacons, | Men full of dignity, |
| Who should preach to the people | And feed the poor, |
| They leapt away to London | (their bishops gave them leave) |
| To be clerks of the Kings Bench | And to despoil the land. |
William Langland PIERS PLOWMAN edited by Arthur Burrell
CHAPTER 37 THE BLACKPOOL MANIFESTO
Irene Adler put the boarding house bedclothes back over her narrow utilitarian bed, and folde her T shirt and knickers into the suitcase. After a wash and brush in the en-suit she dressed in the mirror. All OK.
Then a quick e-mail to Alex, the headings of Charles Miles presentation on her laptop, and pull back the curtains.
She was on the ground floor, looking at cars parked on what may have been a garden till it was tiled over. Below the window, someone slept on the ground. The man’s cold hand held the sleeping bag hood to keep the drizzling rain from his bearded face. There was something tattooed on the knuckles. It looked like “ANGEL”. She’d seen that before. Must be the fashion with vagrants.
The old window had no catches. It must have been screwed shut decades ago to stop burglars.
Then the figure moved. He wasn’t dead.
Irene knew that as a semi politician she should be showing care and empathy for the underclass. This may be a set up. Maybe she was already on a web cam. She sighed, she wasn’t going to be hurried though. Carefully she shut the laptop, put her coat on, locked the door, went along the corridor, and out the front door.
An imitation Eiffel Tower, Blackpool Tower, rose over the boarding houses and bed & breakfasts, just like this, all glistening in the steady rain blowing in from the Irish Sea.
At this time of year the holiday crowds had forsaken the lights, casino’s, night clubs, theatres, ballroom, zoo, amusement arcades, waxworks, fun fairs, big dippers, Ferris wheels, the three piers and the beach. So in winter, Blackpool catered for meetings, conventions, expositions and political party conferences. Blackpool was a town of entertainment, magic, illusion and promises. A town of theatre. A show. An act.
And at the moment the biggest collection of conmen, hucksters, spin doctors, reporters, speech writers, talk show pontificators, scandal mongers, underground bloggers, and hero's of the people, had come to the Party’s annual conference. Making Blackpool, temporarily, a bigger host to lies and dreams and broken promises than even London.
“Hallo? Are you all right?” Irene leant over the the huddled man. “Hallo?”
“What? I aint doin nothing. Honest,” said Hosmer Angel
“I was just wondering if you were all right.”
“Yeah. Yeah. I don’t normal stop here. But Police chucked us all out. Security they said.”
“Oh sorry.”
“Not your fault.” Hosmer sat up.
“Well so long as you’re OK.”
“Yeah.” Hosmer started to reach for his rucksack and Irene went back to her room.
Outside she heard a voice saying “Oi! You! Go on! Aht of it! Sling your ook! And don’t come back. Bleedin dosser!” It sounded like one of the Bouncers up from London.
She didn’t look out of the window, but finished packing, tidying her room and fiddling with the laptop.
“Breakfast is now served,” said a Tanoy in the corridor.
Irene stood and felt how flat her stomach was. She would keep it that way.
The bouncers Charlie Peace and Porky Shinwell were at the long table already tucking into sausages, chips, hash browns and beans covered in ketchup. “Good morning there Miss. All OK then?” asked Charlie.
“Yes I’m fine.” Irene searched the side board for a low calorie option like grapefruit or, or anything. She settled on a slice of toast and coffee, promising she’d have something with vitamins when she got to the Conference Centre.
“That’s not all your eating is it?” asked Charlie. “You can’t go out on that.”
“I need to look my best today.” she smiled.
“You looks a treat anyway. Don’t she Porky.” Porky smiled “Same with my girls. They goes out wearing sod all, skinny as rakes and moans like ell if they puts on a half pound. I tells em to get decent scales and have some decent food afore they gets ill and they just tells me I don’t understand. Aint that right Porky.”
Porky smiled again.
“Did I hear you getting rid of someone earlier?”
“You knows I did . Right after you was asking im ow he was. You don’t want nothing to do with them sort. Dossers, junkies, thieves. Losers all of em. They comes here to make money off the demonstrations. There’s these activist bastards pays the likes of them to stand around with bleedin placards, notices and stuff. I know them. Back in London it’s the gangs what pay em. You gets em toutin drugs and porn and illegal recordings an all. Trying to get in the clubs. Course we nicks em and calls the police for possession or summit, but they gets out again. Aint that right Porky?”
Porky smiled
High over the Irish Sea an operator watching his screen in the old Nimrod AWACS Said “Target seven is on the move again. Repeat. Target seven is on the move again. He’s moving towards the sea front. I’ll try and get a more accurate fix on the next sweep.”
“Never gets the gangs though. Not the bosses. Anyway Miss. Its time we was getting down to the conference centre. I guess you could use a lift eh?”
“Well.” It wasn’t far but it was still raining “Thank you. I’ll get my stuff.”
Irene got out her mobile and called Charles Miles MP.
“I’ll be in the dining room.” He said.
“I’ll join you for a grapefruit.”
Irene ran down the steps to find the biggest Jaguar she had ever seen waiting in the road, engine purring, its chromed front grill and lights leaning forwards as if eager to be off. Porkie Shinwell smiled and held open her door before joining Charlie Peace in the front.
“What d’yer think eh?” asked Charlie turning round from the drivers seat.
“It’s amazing. All this wood. Is it real leather?”
“Corset is. Tell you what, open up the picnic table.”
“Oh.” Irene pulled at the wood veneered back of the drivers seat and a complex system of chromed levers and joints made a mirror slide up between the table and the seat back. “Its amazing. But I can’t find the seat belts.”
“It don’t ‘ave non. Weren’t needed when this babe was built. Nineteen sixty three. Mark Ten Jag. No ‘ealth and safety then, just luxury and speed. Nah watch this. I’m going to put foot and 'old it in second gear.”
The engine roared, through the thwacking windscreen wipers Irene saw the bonnet rise. Tyres screeched the back of the car squirmed sideways, tucked down, and they were at the end of the street with Charlie jamming the brakes on. Irene sat up from where the G forces had slid her and said “Wow” as she used the table to steady herself.
“Yeah.” Charlie turned into the next street “Cant do that too often mind. It don’t half drink the petrol. The geezer I got it off owed me an I thought he was avin me on when ‘e said it were only fifteen miles to the gallon. I thought ‘e were tryin to keep it. Not pay me like, you know. But it’s true. Fifteen miles per gallon. Bloody mad. I shall ‘ave to sell it once we gets back ‘ome.”
“Yes.” Agreed Irene as she put the table back up and wondered what would happen if her face was thrown forwards into that mirror.
“Bleedin dosser.” Charlie jammed the brakes on again.
Sergeant Devoy mumbled into his grey beard “Sorry about that. I was almost under the wheels of a vintage Jaguar then. Wouldn’t think something that old could be so fast. Where is he now?”
“Right ahead of you. About one hundred meters at the last sweep,” said the AWACS operator.
“Oh yes. I see him. Not in any hurry though, our Mister Angel, is he. I’m wondering if he really is just a drop out loser after all.”
“Less I can use it for weddings or summit. I shall ave to flog it. Mind you. If I could convert it to battery power,” said Charlie. “That might be worth the while. Well ‘ere we is. ‘ope you don’t mind the back entrance to the ’otel, at least it keeps yer dry.”
The Jag turned in while Porkie and Irene held up their passes to the police.
“I shall stop under the loading bay there Love, all right.”
“Yes fine. Nice and dry.”
“Yeah. Out you get, that’s Ikey Sanders there, he’ll see you OK. Oi Ikey. This is Irene, in digs with us, needs to get through to the conference centre. All right Love? See you later.”
“Thanks.” Irene smiled and turned to Ikey in his dark suit, dark glasses, ear piece and mike. “Do I go this way?”
“That’s it love. Through the loading bay here, and the store room. Through the kitchens. Mind them waiters at them doors, then into the dining room.”
“Thanks.” The stores held old exhibition flats and stands for water world, sand castle competitions, ten pin bowling, and wet T shirt contests. There were old pictures of ornate trams running from Starr Gate to Fleetwood. Once famous acts at the indoor circus and North Pier theatre, and jet fighters. They used to make jet fighters at the local airport.
The chefs were busy, hundreds of meals in a stainless steel universe of smells and shouts and steam. “Excuse me, sorry, thanks.” And she was in the dining room “You look a bit wet.”
“I’m soaked,” said Charles Miles. “Had to walk here because they won’t let taxis any where near the place and then I had to queue up outside because they’d decided to search every one.”
“I suppose they have to be careful.”
“I suppose so.” Since the Brighton Hotel Bomb almost did for Mrs Thatcher, the organisers of these affairs booked their people in at widely separated hotels. “Don’t put all your eggs in one basket. Hey. But how come you’re dry?”
“Some of the bouncers gave me a lift in a vintage Jaguar limousine.”
“Good grief.”
“Ah. Could I have a grapefruit and a coffee please?”
“Yes Ma’am,” said the waiter.
“So how is the speech?”
“It’s all here.” Irene opened the laptop and turned it to Charles. “Those are the main headings and that list there is a one line summary of each section.”
“Ah yes. I see we are for life, liberty, happiness, the usual. We plan to give more aid to Africa? Dams on the Congo? Making Lake Chad larger? Are you sure the public will agree?”
“The public say it's a waste of money. Let Africa burn in the droughts. But whenever it's on the news with women and children suffering, they say why aren't we doing something. So we need to have schemes in place, but don't publicise them till the public want it.”
“OK. We are in favour of people working longer?”
“We say it with reluctance and hope it won’t be necessary.”
“Oh. More car tax.”
“It should be agreeable. We’ve managed to convince a lot of people that cars are as bad as alcohol and tobacco, and people deserve to pay tax for being bad.”
“Still unpopular though. If we want to get elected we should just drop all duty on alcohol and fags and say all drugs are legal.”
“It’s an idea. Then we could tax heroin.”
“Hmm. More subsidies for public transport. What's this about the treasury?”
”The treasury insists that all calculations for tram systems and light railways, park and rides and so on, take into account the loss of fuel revenue from people not driving their cars so much.”
“So?”
“So it kills a lot of these schemes off. They are making so much tax from fuel now that even a small drop in car numbers would hurt the exchequer. But this attitude is not helping us build an electric infrastructure for when oil runs out.”
“Come on now. You know as well as I do that oil won’t run out. It’ll just get too expensive to burn.”
“The Haven Group think that amounts to the same thing and we must have an infrastructure ready to give us some sort of advantage over other nations when oil does get priced out of the market. The French are doing it.”
“And they are bankrupting themselves in the process.”
“But one day we will be walking to work and they will ride in trams.”
“Put that in. That’s a good sound bite.”
Irene typed and said. “So what about the rest of it?”
“Space again.” I am not so sure about this.
“The public are in favour. All the poles say so.”
“That’s because the tax payers aren’t paying for it. The minute we do there’ll be a lot of moaning about why can we buy rockets but not pay for kids drugs or whatever.”
“People can see the Moon. They are nervous about what’s going on up there. They want us up there as well.”
“I don’t know.”
“Then we must dress it up some how.”
“OK. Target Seven has made contact. He’s under the pier with a dozen others. I’ll close in and send up some video. How’s that?” asked Devoy.
“That’s fine. Good quality pictures. No don’t do that.”
“Sorry. It’s the wind blowing my beard.”
“OK. We can compensate for that.”
“Right, in I go then.”
Irene sat by Vera Gresty, just behind The honourable Charles Miles MP, ready at their laptops should Charles want any prompting on the percentage of income tax lost by insurance jobs moved out of the country, or the latest count of sea birds at London reservoirs, or how much tourists from China spent at Stratford in the financial year before last or….Or anything really, as the party medium weights thrashed out some sort of policy they hoped the rank and file would agree to in the main conference hall.
Should the motion to exclude funding for lessons in Cyrillic at multi faith inner city high ethnicity schools be supported or not?
“I learn in Cyrillic. But all bookz and internet in Roman. Zo why bother with Cyrillic.” Whispered Vera. “Ztupid idea. Live in England zo zpeak Englizh”
“There can’t be many votes in it,” said Irene
“Alzo zpace. Few votez. Zo why are you zo keen on Britain getting into zpace? Iz do nothing for Zoviet peoplez.”
“Its something I believe in.”
“Believe iz like religion?”
“When humanity goes to the planets and the stars, it must be the British way of life we take with us.”
Charles Miles leant back and whispered. “If you really believe that then put it in a speech I can deliver. Otherwise stop distracting me.”
“All right, I will.”
“Tell you what mate,” said Sergeant Devoy “I knows a place for decent food.”
“What?” asked Hosmer Angel.
“Decent food. Back o’ the chip shop. When they gets too burnt they throws em out the back. Big plastic bins. Most of it still OK.”
“Oh.” Hosmer looked down the sand to where the others were lighting up a large joint under the pier. “Hey.”
“No! Shut up! There’s just enough for the two of us. You come away quiet like. Just ease up to the road after me. Oright.”
“OK.” Hosmer followed across the wide esplanade, across the tram tracks, over the road, past the “Real Hollywood Experience” and the “Starwars Technodrome”, Then into a street away from the late season crowds on the front, past more hotels and then left between more workaday buildings. Frozen food wholesalers, and a hotel ancillary dealers, where a fork lift truck was unloading palates of glasses and plates.
“In here” said Devoy “What did I tell you?” He pulled Hosmer through a large garage door.
“What? Where?”
“Now you bastard! Tell me where Murdoch Gull is.”
“Who?”
“Murdoch Gull. The man you came up here with. Where the hell is he?”
“I dunno.”
“That’s not a good answer.”
“Your hurting.”
“I’ll bloody kill you if I have to. Now where is he?”
“Look I dunno. We split. He said he had friends. He told me to piss off. He said we was up here to find a place to crash, but he told me to piss off.”
“What place to crash?”
“I dunno. A place init.”
“He must have said where.”
“No. If I knew where I’d be there wouldn’t I. Not kipping outside. Not in this weather.”
“So what was his friends name?”
“I dunno. Your hurting. I dunno. Ah. It was a, like a old song Lucille.
“Lucille what?”
“Ah. It was Lucy. It was Lucy. Lucy Parr.”
“OK Hosmer. Old mate. That’s all I wanted to know.”
“What? You said there would be chips.”
“I lied. Now piss off.”
“How about this?” Irene read from her lap top. “We live in momentous times. Humanity is beginning to leave this Earth. Our children will one day be seeking their fortunes far away from home.”
“Make that shall one day,” said Charles
“Our children shall one day be seeking their fortunes far away from home. Or should that be, shall one day seek employment far away from home.”
“Maybe. Leave them both in.”
“OK. Then, our companies will be seeking business opportunities on the Moon.”
“That’s the second time you’ve said seeking,” said Charles Miles
“Sorry. Now how's this. If you were living in a small town on Mars, do you want to be ruled by an American or Japanese Company? A religious zealot? The Russian Mafia? The Chinese Communists? Or do you want to be ruled by a Parish Council under the rule of law? It is our duty to the future of humanity to make it so. Then and only then can all races and all creeds live freely on other worlds in harmony.”
“It criticises others too much. But keep it. It's not bad.”
“OK. What? Is that a helicopter on the sea front?” asked Irene.
“The police I expect. Look can you print this off and I’ll walk it round a few people. See what they think. But it’s looking good. If we could spin it that we are concerned for the safety and well being of any British subjects that might one day work for foreign companies on the Moon. Mind you, it still sounds a bit pie in the sky. We’ve got to get it real. Anyway, I’ll walk it round.”
“This is Lucy Parr’s place? You’re sure?” asked Devoy.
“It’s the right address.”
“Well there’s no one here. Look he must have been here, so can you go through the neighbourhood CCTV? See if you can pick him up.”
“OK we’ll look at the CCTV and let you know.”
Rain was heavier west of Swindon and traffic on the M4 slowed even further. Alex squinted at infinite red tail lights and wished he’d bought new windscreen wipers. He drove off at Junction 4, and relaxed as fear of crashing into another car was replaced with wondering what creature was dimly glimpsed in his headlamps.
He drove into the village, between the Cotswold stone garden walls, onto the short gravel drive. Inside he put the kettle on, nuked something from the freezer and turned on the news.
He munched away, half listening, half watching, till he realised the party conference had been on and he hadn’t noticed. Luckily the TV was set to record everything from the conference on all channels, so Irene could pour over it all again and again when she got back.
Alex was used to the endless inquests there seemed to be whenever the party was in the media. The long phone calls and conference e-mails on the party’s private chat room. It was all smoke and mirrors, hopes and dreams, but it was Irene's dreams. His own were supposed to be more concrete, but the fact of actually building his space ship was always just over the political horizon.
“Hold it! We’ve got him. Positive. It’s Gull. He just looked up. At the front of the hotel. Just by the flag poles.”
“What’s he wearing?” muttered Devoy into his phone.
“Big blue raincoat. He’s moving north. He’s moving away from the hotel.”
“Away?”
“Yes. Positive. You’re behind him now.”
“There?”
“Yes that’s him.”
“ OK. Kill the phones.”
“Killing now.”
In a white van further up the front an army signalman tapped in a programme. The engine on the FEPS trailer roared.
Irene Adler almost screamed at the blue screen on her laptop, “Oh no. Not now.” Then she realised, all around her, every laptop, palm top and PDA in the hotel had crashed.
Along the front people shouted into their mobiles, then redialled. Journalists fiddled with their dead digital cameras.
Murdoch Gull noticed. He turned, but didn’t notice the tramp heading his way. Gull felt for his own phone. He looked at the hotel. He tapped in the text message and sent it.
Nothing happened.
Gull stared open mouthed. He sent the message again.
Nothing happened.
“Hello Murdoch? Murdoch Gull?” Devoy was smiling.
“What? No. Who are you? Look. Fuck off! Bloody ‘ell. Who are you?”
“I’m the guy who’s holding you here till those policeman arrest you.”
“Fuck off!”
Police were running.
People were watching. Cameras whirred and clicked, and showed nothing on their screens.
“Murdoch Gull,” said an out of breath police sergeant “I am arresting you under the prevention of terrorism act. You do not have to say anything but….”
“Fuck off!”
Then the phones came back on.
“You know what this means? If he was leaving the hotel?”
“I know,” said Devoy. You’d better evacuate and search.”
“But this will interfere with the timetable.” Irene was trying to be patient.
“I can’t help that Miss.” The Constable was equally patient “We have a bomb warning. Someone may have left a bomb here in the hotel. So everyone must leave the building while we search.”
“You know this is probably all a hoax.” Irene was almost losing her cool “Some comedian thinks it’s funny to watch all these important people out in the rain.”
“There is plenty of space next door Miss.”
Devoy was no IED expert so he leaned against the back of a sea front shelter and watched the white vans line up and the soldiers unloaded their gear, their robots, and blast suits. The rain got worse. At sea the floating tidal power stations flashed their adverts, windmills shone lights and lasers in pretty patterns, and a naval patrol boat rumbled slowly by, it’s engines barely above tick over.
Then the soldiers had a big RIB land on the beach. A clumsy tracked robot trundled out of the hotel carrying what looked like a black dustbin on its extended boom.
Devoy realised he was a bit close if whatever it was actually blew up. He was just too tired to move or care.
The robot negotiated a ramp to the beach, and wobbled over to the RIB. It placed the cylindrical container onto a big yellow sheet. The sheet inflated, surrounding the container. People in the RIB gunned its engines and slowly the inflated yellow flotation bag was dragged out into the dark sea.
“Thanks everyone. That’s a job well done. They’re going to do one final search, then let the conference continue.”
“I haven’t slept for two days. OK if I get a bit of kip?” asked Devoy.
“Alex? Have you been watching what's happened here?” Irene smiled from the phone screen.
“Yes, of course. Are you OK? It looks like your indoors.”
“I’m fine. I’m fine.” The picture moved in time with her voice as she held the phone out at arms length instead of moving her hands for emphasis.
“It looked very wet out there.”
“I’m back inside the hotel now. Apparently there really was a bomb. They found it round the back near the loading bay behind the kitchens. I was there this morning. I could have seen it.”
“Wow.”
“But they say it’s all OK now.” Alex could see her hair was a bit bedraggled.
“Good. Well, how wet are you?”
“Oh I’m OK. There’s an awning along the front linking the buildings. So none of us got very wet, just blown about a bit. And I lost the speech on the laptop. Which is a good thing. They must have done something, turned off the electric or something when they were looking for the bomb. Though actually we all got a blue screen just before then.”
“Right. Well if you’re OK.”
“Yes I’m OK. Don’t interrupt. The thing is the spin doctors lost the main speech and had to quickly rewrite it. And I did the bit on science. Yes?”
“Yes.”
“And I added in the words, “ also in space.” You see?” Her smile was triumphant.
“Well….”
“So that’s it. It’s now going on the manifesto. It talks about the lack of investment and our tally of patents and Nobel Prizes falling off. Then it goes on to talk about more government investment in science and technology with a new department to oversee the funding of breakthrough innovative companies. And commercial spin off from universities. The usual stuff, they all say it. But the full sentence says, “Britain must again occupy her former place as a centre of development and wealth creation, not just on Earth, but also in space.” What do you think of that?”
“You won’t get into trouble will you?”
“No of course not. Everyone feels that way. It’s just no one had the guts to say so. It’s a vote winner. Just luddites and nihilists object to it.”
“I do love you.”
“Love you too Alex. You’re so clever and decent compared to this shower.”
-oOo-
They will be found, in the majority of cases, quiet and deferential men, but without the quality of speech (and I speak only of speech) which among the English people is known as “gammon”, and among Irish people as “blarney”. This manner is common to many: to the established trainer of racehorses for instance, who is in constant communication with persons in a very superior position in life to his own, and to whom he is exceedingly deferential. But the trainer feels that in all points connected with his not very easy business, as well, perhaps, as in general turf knowingness, his royal highness (as was the case once), or his grace, or my lord, or Sir John, was inferior to himself: and so with all his deference there mingles a strain of quiet contempt, or rather, perhaps, of conscious superiority.
Henry Mayhew
CHAPTER 38 THE PRESENTATION IN MAIN BUILDING
Harold Lattimer, The Secretary of State for Defence, strode down the corridor in what he knew was a purposeful and decisive manner. “Ummmm” he looked at the flunky, following just behind his left shoulder “So what is it now?” Hopefully the flunky would be impressed by his carefully coiffed silver temples.
“You're meeting with Charles Damant in your office before going to the Aurora presentation Sir.”
“In the Pepys?” Lattimer meant the conference room next to his office with light beige walls and the portrait. Samuel Pepys himself looking petulant. As though he wanted to leave the gold frame, and tidy papers on the blond wood table.
“No Sir. It's in one of the historic rooms, the...”
“Ah yes, um..” He had forgotten the Flunky's name “Thank you.”
When Harold Lattimer became Secretary of State for Defence, he fondly imagined an office on the top floor of Main Building. From here he'd look down on Parliament and plan his next move up the greasy pole.
But Security said he had to have an office on the 5th floor. Some nonsense about people looking through windows or dropping mortar shells on the roof. Of course, people had once tried to mortar Number Ten. Anyway, he was at the south end of the building. He could look left over the Thames towards the London Eye Ferris wheel. He could look right over Whitehall, and Horseguards Parade to where trees hid Buckingham Palace.
Those views were OK. But all he could see of Parliament was Big Ben above the pinnacles of Old Scotland Yard.
It seemed however high you climbed there were always rules to follow. Set by some committee long ago, but still followed, just in case.
Some other flunky opened the outer office door and his PA stood up with a file in her hand as though she wanted Harold Lattimer to look at it. But she was ignored as he strode past, into his own office.
“Right Charles. I've seen the PM and it seems all the spin doctors and focus groups and old women with crystal balls all agree it has to be the Aurora.”
“Good God.” The Minister of State for the Armed Forces, Charles Damant tried to be surprised, though it was rumoured for months. Hadn't Harold heard them? Did it show he was out of touch? It happened. Once you had enough authority and influence, people didn't want to upset you. They told you what they thought you wanted to hear, not what was really happening.
“Yes. Good God indeed.” said Harold. “Bloody daft. But it seems it will provide loads of jobs up north. And jobs mean votes.”
“But there could be trouble with the Defence Staff,” said Charles “if they don't get a decent working system.”
“The PM knows that. Of course he does. But by the time this lot comes to success or failure we will be long gone and someone else can pick up the pieces. And buy American off the shelf. Any way, be nice to this lot, We have to work with them. I've got their photo's here. That is Sir James Walter, the chairman. This is Joe Hebron of course, and this is Alex Holder who invented the thing. The rest don't matter.”
“Do they know they have it in the bag?”
“God no. Nothings definite. Even if Edith Presbury says it is. She's as mad as that bloody dog of hers.”
“She won't be bringing her dog will she?”
“God no. She'll have some sycophantic little girl with her. Research assistant or something.”
“Ah. Is that what they call it now.”
Alex kissed Irene one last time “I'll phone you about lunch , OK?”
“Love you.” she smiled and turned into Portcullis House. “And don't let him put you down, like I said, he's supposed to be on the way out.”
Alex watched her inside Portcullis House. Then he walked away from the Thames towards Whitehall. It would have been quicker to walk along the Embankment past Old Scotland Yard. Where all the water buses and hover craft landed commuters. But he didn't know if you could get into Main Building from the Embankment Gardens. So he would go in the way the cars did, from Whitehall.
He squeezed past teams planting new shade trees, along the pavements and in the centre of Whitehall. Of course there had been arguments about that. It might interfere with TV cameras covering parades and things. So each tree trunk was going to have a minicam embedded. Paid for by the media, but used by security as well.
He got to the large space at the south end of Main Building where armed police guarded parked cars and chained up bicycles.
“I've got an invitation here.”
“Ah yes Sir.” said a bored, but well armed constable “If you go up the steps there Sir, there's a desk where you'll be issued with a visitors pass.”
“Thanks.” Alex was going to walk through the barrier when he heard a commotion down the pavement.
A mob of Chinese were chasing someone in a uniform.
“Photoglaph.” shouted one.
“We give money, you photo.”
“We pay.”
You stand my wife. I pay.”
“Bloody tourists.” muttered the constable. “Now hold it there you lot.” He held his sinister black machine gun higher without unslinging it from his shoulder “You just stop there.”
The Chinese tourists got the message and muttered to themselves and someone in a tour guides uniform.
“Are you all right Sir?” asked the constable
“Bloody Hell!” muttered the Admiral in full dress uniform. “Last time I cross the road dressed like a fairy. Bloody hell. They practically mugged me. Bloody Chinks. Think they own the place now.”
“Yes Sir.”
Alex watched the Admiral go up the steps into Main Building, and followed at a discrete distance.
Inside he handed his invitation letter to a receptionist.
“Thank you Sir. You're for the Aurora Presentation. It was supposed to be in the Pillared Hall, but there was an incident on Thursday night.” said the rather beautiful girl.
“An incident?” Alex sounded a bit worried.
“Oh not that sort of incident Sir. It was some drunks at the wine bar. I'm not sure what happened, but health and safety closed it. You can only go in to use the cash machine.”
“But this is an office block.”
“Yes Sir.”
“It has a wine bar? People get drunk, at work?”
“I know Sir. It's military tradition. And parliamentary. As an equal opportunities employer we cater for all types and tastes. As well as a bar we have a chapel and a Moslem prayer room. Our pre school nursery is one of the best on Whitehall. Anyway it's in one of the courtyards now. If you could read those notices Sir. They tell you what to do in the event of fire or the Thames flooding. You should be escorted, but we’re short staffed, so if you follow the arrows you'll find the Presentation.”
“Thanks.” Alex followed through beige floored lobbies with blue chairs, and finally there was one of the courtyards. It had probably been built as a pigeon haunted light well, till someone thought of putting on a glass roof a dozen floors up and hanging colourful banners down the walls. Alex could see through original windows to what looked like a library, then to the Thames beyond. What kind of books would they have in a library here? A Haynes Manual on atom bomb maintenance?
Alex saw a smiling well dressed young man with a large Aurora Syndicate badge on his lapel. “Good Morning Sir. Are you here to see the Aurora Presentation.”
“Well, I suppose so.” said Alex “Do you work for Aurora?”
“I'm Hilton Soames. I'm the Director of Media Liaison.” He seemed very proud of his title.
“Ah, I'm Alex Holder.”
“Oh, ah well, I don't suppose there's much I can tell you, really, is there.”
“Oh I don't know. I didn't know we had a media relations department till now.”
“Ha-ha, well no one can really function today without....”
“No, I suppose not. I'll just have a look round, if that's OK?”
“Of course.”
Between the steel pillars holding up the glass roof were a model of the flying cow on its track, and a model of the segments, joined into a ring, with fuel tanks converted to carpeted rooms. Would it really be like that? The publicity people obviously thought so.
He joined a small group watching a screen of what was to be.
“The cargo hold could be loaded at any sea port in the world before the ship is towed to the launch track, or it could be loaded while resting at the start of the launch track.”
Virtual images showed cranes loading containers into the roof hatch of the Flying Cow.
“The hold can carry a passenger pod, or a laboratory module, or extra fuel as well as a space vehicle taking satellites to a different orbit.
Finally the ship is fuelled and ready to fly. The engines are started and the track is electrified. It gathers speed till finally it reaches the end of the track.”
Alex watched the cow fly, out over the sea, and up, through blue sky, and up, into the star lit black.
“The fuel is environmentally friendly, hydrogen and oxygen, obtained by electrolysing sea water with electricity from renewable sources. That huge flame is actually water re forming. The exhaust cloud is steam, not smoke.”
The ship reached orbit and the engine shut down.
“If three ships were launched at the same time, two of them could refuel the third ship enabling it to fly to the moon and back.”
The three ships were shown linked by arms and hoses till one started one of its three engines and turned towards the full moon.
“A variety of lunar missions could be carried out by just one ship.”
This bit hadn't been thought through in any detail yet, but quick images showed a variety of landers and lunar rovers and complete ships resting on the lunar surface with robots welding corridors to join them into a lunar base. That was rubbish of course. They would have to be buried to avoid solar radiation.
“Having completed their mission the ships can return to Earth.”
Retro's hissed, the ship turned, burned a motor to slow down, turned again and drifted down, entering the atmosphere to slow down, bouncing into space to cool off, re entering, bouncing up, finally gliding down and turning, lining up, getting lower, skimming the waves, blasting a trench in the water with the sonic wave, slowing, settling in a cloud of spray, drifting and bobbing in the waves.
“A tug can tow the ship to port.
But what of the ships that remain in space? They are not wasted. Each ship can form the module in a gravity generating ring.”
Alex watched. Please God let it happen. The rings rotated. People walked along floors, took baths, worked at lab benches.
“The rings can be used as space stations round the Earth or the Moon.”
Flying cows arrived at the station from Earth while others departed, presumably for the Moon
“Perhaps a hospital will be needed to orbit the Moon with full Earth gravity.”
More idealistic images.
“But eventually the rings will be used to build a fleet of interplanetary space ships.”
This was it. Alex's dream. Real space ships. A long row of cows welded together, rings revolving at one end behind a steel radiation umbrella aimed at the Sun. Another huge umbrella structure at the other end. Lasers lit round the edge of the disc meeting just behind the centre.
“Atomic waste will be fired into the lasers, vaporising in an atomic blast that pushes the ship forwards.”
The giant ship flew away past the Moon.
“And so Earth solves its atomic waste problem by providing energy to reach Mars, the Moons of Jupiter and the rings of Saturn. Miners can work for water on Ceres or metal in the asteroids.”
More idealised visions. Would this really happen?
“Some ships can be left as space stations around Mars or other worlds. Exploration can lead to mining and other industries, to universities having research departments in areas as yet undreamed of.”
Great ships sailed on past a virtual Saturn and over Martian volcanoes.
Alex sighed.
The video ended. People drifted away. Alex thought of watching it all again, but instead he found Hilton Soames or whatever his name was. “I wouldn't mind a copy of that.”
“Of course I'll see what I can do.”
“Right. Are you giving away much here?”
“Oh yes. Civil servants, all on lousy pay so they lap up the ball points and key rings. There are lots of scientific types coming down from the first floor. But I keep the mugs and jackets for proven heads of departments.”
“Mister Holder? Time for the meeting.” said a distinguished man in a cheap suit.
“Right, well I must be going.” Alex wondered just how senior was the Media studies Director, or whatever he called himself. Getting involved in handing out ball points sounded rather junior, but you never knew.
“I'm afraid contractors have to be escorted.” said the distinguished man “So if you just follow me.”
“OK.” Did that mean Alex was just another contractor? One of many? Not the saviour of the Nation? Probably. Probably this whole scheme was doomed to failure
Main Building stood on the site of many older structures. In the basement was a bar in what had been James the First of England's (and the Sixth of Scotland's) wine cellar. He apparently spent drunken days there, while wondering how to get the Bible into an authorised version.
Rebuilt into higher floors were four “historic” meeting rooms, rebuilt from the Georgian buildings, demolished to make way for this lot. Alex stood quietly outside, nodding to Joe Hebron and Sir James Walter, who would be doing most of the talking.
“If you would like to take your seats gentlemen.” said an elderly lady in suite and pearls “I'm sure the Secretary of State will not keep you waiting for long.”
So they will be kept waiting, thought Alex.
Irene had told him what to expect with Harold Lattimer. It seems he was vain and pompous. But he gave a good performance with convincing sound bites, and was too thick to think for himself. He did as he was told. In private he was prone to bouts of depression and self doubt. His masterful acting was all to cover a lack of real self esteem.
So he would be a little late to put everyone in their place, and he would probably try to belittle the project to cover his ignorance. Also, if he was in trouble with the PM, would he be trying extra hard to prove his worth?
The room had a carved wooden fireplace, wood panelling round the walls, a statue of some ancient worthy and an enormous wooden table.
Actually it was several small tables pushed together. Aurora folders, water bottle, glass and a notepad were at each place. Printed cards indicated who should sit where. Alex found he was relegated to one of the chairs lining the walls, with the supporting staff while, main players faced each other cross the table.
Joe Hebron knew there was a complete lack of modern equipment, so his staff began putting small screens at the Ministry seats as well as their own.
“I'm sorry?” said the elderly lady “What's all this?”
The man setting the screens up looked to Joe Hebron for assistance.
“I was told you people didn't have much in the way of modern communications equipment, so I brought my own. It could help the minis...I mean the Secretary of State know what's going on.”
“People usually just bring a brochure to these meetings. All the Disneyland stuff is kept down stairs.” The Lady disapproved.
“On this occasion it is an integral part of the presentation.”
“Very well. If you must.”
Joe Hebron shrugged at Sir James. He wasn't impressed.
“Ah there you are.” The Secretary of State breezed in “Sir James and ...uh....Joe isn't it. Sorry to keep you. Matters of state, you understand.”
“Of course.” Sir James would play the game.
Hebron said nothing. He was well aware what it meant when someone pretended to forget his name. It meant the guy was a dick.
“Now you are here for the, um, the Aurora Launcher, isn't it.”
Alex had known what to expect, but seeing Harold Lattimer trying to raise his own status against the others by belittling them and their project was just sad. Lattimer was only diminishing himself in the eyes of...... Not everyone.
No, his staff were looking smug. They were lapping it up. Here was a government man putting the commercial types in their place. They may be successful and rich, but they still needed the dumb second rate civil servant to allow them to proceed. It gave the civil service power.
“Yes the Aurora.” agreed Sir James. “We hope to proceed with this project in Britain.”
“Or the States.” said Joe Hebron.
“I was told the American authorities were luke warm.” smiled Lattimer
“Only some of them.” said Hebron “There is a lobby that sees this as a cheap and easy way to build the Bruce Partington Shield.”
“I see.” said Lattimer
“And of course India Brazil and Australia are planning their own Sun shade. The Ball Flock idea.”
Alex wondered if Lattimer would fall for this. He probably knew more about Washington than Hebron did. And India could launch the Ball Flocks with existing rockets. Their idea of giant beach balls orbiting the Equator in clouds would give virtually as much temperature drop as the Partington shield. And it was done with simple low circular orbits. Nothing complex. Nothing to be built in space. And if they went wrong they would just burn up on re-entry. With luck they would strengthen rains over Brazil, Africa, India, Northern Australia and Indonesia. They might even bring rain to the Southern Sahara.
Then the bankers started talking finance and loans and partnerships. Sir James was proposing that the Government would become a commercial partner in the organisation, a shareholder in the profits.
Finally it was Alex's turn.
Irene offered Alex half of her eco friendly, sustainably organically produced, guaranteed free of all sorts of stuff, genuine British mini rabbit pie, and said “Cheer up.”
“It was humiliating.” Alex watched the traffic go past in front of Parliament.
“I did say he would try to do that.” Irene was watching a camera crew set up on Parliament Green, going to interview someone with Parliament as a backdrop.
“I know. Shall we sit on that bench there? It's not too wet. You know I actually felt sorry for Lattimer trying to put one over. I even felt sorry for his pathetic staff. They were basking in his glory. I got the impression they would rather put a rich successful guy down than let him save the nation.”
“They probably would.” said Irene “They all went to the best universities, but others got better degrees. They saw their contemporaries getting on, making millions or getting famous. But they chose the safe path to respectability and a pension. Maybe a knighthood if they keep their fingers out of the till. So they know themselves to be safe, but second rate, and it hurts a bit.”
“Yes. But then it was my turn. I went through the whole lot. I didn't treat him like an idiot. He got the full theory, all the maths, and the video's of tests, and when I finished he just said “But it's got no wings, has it.” I thought why did I bother. He really is just a thick lump of idiotic arsehole.”
“Yes. Well never mind, I heard while you were in there that he could lose his job this afternoon.”
“Really?”
“Yes. The party is a bit worried he's neglecting his constituency. He's trying to play the world stage too much. These peace conferences and UN meetings. But he is ignoring the people who voted for him. So the PM may put him on the back benches for a while and tell him to get back home. We can't afford to lose his seat.”
“A re shuffle?”
“Lets see.” Irene tapped at her phone. “Nothing yet.”
The train moaned and picked up speed. Alex was standing, half watching Reading and its windmills disappear behind them, half watching Irene.
She had a seat and was taping at her PDA “Yes! He's got the chop. Look!” she passed it to Alex.
There rolling up the screen was the BBC parliamentary web site.
Secretary of State for Defence, Harold Lattimer to spend more time with family and concentrate on important constituency work. Replacement is Penrose Fisher, former Parliamentary Under Secretary for the Treasury, and Minister for Public Service Pensions.
“You'll have to do the presentation again.” said Irene “To Penrose Fisher.”
-oOo-
They haled him from his regiment, which didn't much regret him:
They found for him an office-stool, and on that stool they sat him
To play with maps and catalogues three idle hours a day,
And draw his plump retaining-fee – which meant his double pay.
Rudyard Kipling
CHAPTER 39 INITIAL GATE
SPACE DEPARTMENT COLLOCATION PROJECT – INITIAL GATE BUSINESS CASE
1. Approval for collocating staff in an acquisition hub, together with the collocation of Supply Chain staff on the Carbonec Site and the implementation of modern, flexible working arrangements across all sites.
2. The IAB is invited to approve the collocation project entering a combined Assessment and Initial Implementation Phase
And to note:
a. HMT approved the acquisition of the new capability using Defence Modernisation Funding, subject to confirmation that the use of the site represents value for money.
b. The outcome of the flexible working pilots will be reported in an Information Note, prior to entering full implementation of flexible working.
3. A Ministerial announcement would be required before the summer recess to keep the programme on track.
4. Work has begun on the feasibility and benefits of collocating additional parts of the MOD close to Abbey Wood and London. Collocation would facilitate better decision-making in the early stages of acquisition and improve through-life management of space based defence equipment, thereby driving down costs and improving the delivery of capability to the Front Line. This joint working is currently hampered by the geographic separation of acquisition staff who are spread across many sites. (see Annex A). Without collocation the proposed HQ Space would become increasingly incoherent in organisational terms with smaller numbers of staff located across these dispersed sites. Collocation would also facilitate cultural benefits including the development of common processes across HQ Space and more flexible working arrangements.
5. Defence Acquisition Management (DAM) endorsed an outline business case for HQ Space Collocation, as a result of which collocation was incorporated in the outcome of the current STP. In parallel with preparation of this business case, Ministerial and Treasury approval was given. Defence Estates completed their outline.
6. The MOD has a challenging savings target of post reduction to meet Treasury guidelines for increased efficiency over the LTP. Collocation is needed to drive current restructuring plans, in particular the creation of common enabling services which would maximise the scope for post savings.
7. An Investment Appraisal (IA) has been conducted in accordance with HMT Guidance, and endorsed by Economic Statistics & Advice Directorate. The IA considered a range of options including Do Nothing, Do Minimum, and a series of incremental options. The latter (Options 3a, b, c and d) would involve various combinations of Carbonec ”as is” or with construction of further buildings 6, Or “as is”, with part or full development of the Middleavon sites. Together with the implementation of flexible working arrangements (designed to accommodate 11 staff for every 10 desks) all of these options would provide sufficient accommodation for 11000 staff.
8. The IA assumes:
a. Non Space HQ lodger units located at Carbonec and Middleavon would relocate to allow timely Space HQ occupation.
c. Additional Service living accommodation would not have to be provided in the Salisbury plain area.
9. The IA demonstrates incremental collocation is cost effective and offers significantly better value for money than Do Nothing or Do Minimum.
10. Option 3c1 would provide 17.5% less savings in NPV terms over 25 years compared with Option 3c; however, this still represents good value for money. It also leaves open the possibility of further developing the site at a later date (subject to renewal of planning consent) In addition, although there would be a shortfall of around 420 desks based on the current accommodation requirement, this would be re-assessed during Phase 3. If, as a result of DIS related studies and/or HMT reassessment, the accommodation requirement reduces, or if further implementation of flexible working demonstrates we can achieve a higher ratio of staff to desks it might still be possible to complete collocation without further investment.
11. The affordability assessment for Option 3c1 is provided at Annex C against the Defence Modernisation Fund approval. The Acting Management Board has agreed that the shortfall in Phase 1 costs and will be met from within existing Control Totals. The AMB has confirmed that costs in later years of this phase are affordable from within the Non-Equipment Investment Plan, and that the current estimated costs of Phase 2 can similarly be accommodated.
12. A Benefits Realisation Strategy has been developed. The strategic benefits of Collocation would be:
a. More effective through-life capability management;
b. More efficient delivery of capability management; and
c. An improved working environment and increased flexibility for staff.
13. Work would also be carried out to develop the Critical Success Factors set out in the TLMP. This includes measures for collocating complementary teams in order to facilitate information and process sharing and for the sensitive management of staff.
14. Collocation would involve moving substantial numbers of staff. Phase 1 would result in around 1140 DLO jobs being moved into the Acquisition hub, and 580 Supply Chain staff moving into Carbonec. Phase 2 would move a further 800 jobs into the hub. In addition a total of around 730 lodgers would need to move out of the proposed new Space HQ site. Collocation would, therefore present a significant challenge in terms of people management and we are keen to work closely with the Trades Unions (TUs) on this.
15. A strategic sustainability assessment has been carried out. The main findings relate to transport and short term environmental impact during development. Work is already in hand to develop a green transport plan for the site, and further work would be carried out during Phase 1. The IA takes account of sustainable development risk.
16. The project is being managed under Smart Acquisition principles, with the Senior Point of Accountability for Collocation chairing a monthly Programme Board. There is also a Project Board which includes representation from linked projects. An independent Key Stage Peer Review assessed the project as “Amber”. Action has been taken or is in hand to address all recommendations including enhancing stakeholder relationships, building on risk management processes and reinforcing the project team.
17. A Presentation Strategy is being developed and Ministerial approval would be sought after Initial Gate approval. An announcement would be made via Written Ministerial Statement and Minister would write to interested MPs. There is likely to be some resistance from MPs in the areas being left who have previously expressed concerns about collocation. There is also likely to be media interest at affected locations therefore a media announcement would be made, news briefs prepared and local press officers briefed in advance. Senior staff at affected locations would brief staff in parallel and there is likely to be some opposition to the decision from staff.
-oOo-
But come, ye sons of Liberty,
Columbia's offspring, brave as free,
In danger's hour still flaming in the van,
Ye know, and dare maintain, the Royalty of Man!
Robert Burns
CHAPTER 40 AREA 51
Nellis AFB in northern Las Vegas was large. Instead of the British NAAFI store they had a whole BX shopping mall. Colonel Moriarty began to realise just how big it was when the USAF driver drove him and Albert Shlessinger, east towards the desert pink mountains.
“How are they treating you?” asked Albert Shlessinger.
“Oh pretty good. My heads a bit rough though.”
“I should have warned you about going down town with that crew. Did you get to any casino’s?”
“No. Just bars full of girls who think I have a cute British accent.”
“Ha!” That was about as close as Albert came to laughter.
The electric buggy turned onto Tyndale Avenue beside the huge hangers west of the runway.
“This must cost a bit to irrigate. All these lawns and trees. You know there are English towns smaller than this.”
“Just don’t let our taxpayers know how much of their defence dollar goes on gardening.”
“We used to do it. Back when we had an Empire. Conscripts planting flowers round RAF golf courses. Painting stones white. Actually we still do it. Last Autumn I was on a base with a General due to visit. The RSM had everyone polishing and sweeping up everything. Then the wind blew and more leaves fell. So he tied ropes to the trees round the parade square and got all his men tugging at them, to shake the leaves off. Crazy. Then the General cancelled his visit.”
“Ha!”
They turned off Tyndale Avenue, through the hangers to a concrete ramp, with lines of parked aircraft disappearing into the haze. An old B52 roared skywards, laying a smoky trail of FT synthetic JP-8 across the blue. Beyond was the tall six sided control tower, the same light pinky brown colour as the desert mountains behind it.
In the distance a convoy of trucks and attendant technicians surrounded the old C-5B Heavy Lifter.
“Looks like the usual last minute panic,” said Shlessinger.
“Well, there is a lot to go wrong I suppose. Not just the Lander but the chopper inside it.”
“You’ve taken a lot of interest in this project,” said Shlessinger.
“You know I have.”
The electric buggy circled towards a row of three Boeing passenger jets and stopped. Both men joined a queue by the aircraft.
“Who are all these kids?” asked Moriarty
“I guess they’re families off the base here. Going to see the show. Gives their parents a chance to boast about what they do here.”
“I expected it to be a lot more secret than this.”
“This ain’t the cold war. We only care about commercial enemies these days. Intellectual property rights. Trouble is we get American contractors and they sub contract to Japan and China and they sub-sub contract to God knows where. And before you know it our secret stuff is for sale in some third world bazaar, at a quarter what we pay for it.”
“Is that why you’ve got so many foreign officers here?”
“I guess we’re either trying to impress them with our might, or sell them something.”
The technicians stood back from the C5B as its engine started, then strolled towards one of the passenger Boeings. The C5B trundled towards the runway as Moriarty and Shlessinger climbed the steps of their Boeing.
They found their seats amid the families and soldiers and heard the C5B roar past. Then the first passenger jet took off took off with the techies.
Finally the last Boeing roared into the sky and Colonel Roger Moriarty was looking down on Las Vegas, complete with Egyptian Pyramids, a roof top Venice, an Eiffel Tower, and a giant version of London's Post Office Tower with a complete fair ground on its roof.
The plane banked north towards the mountains. Colours were more complex than pinky brown. There were oranges and chocolates, greys and bleached yellows. He could see why people came out here for the beauty.
A baby cried, Children got nosier. This really was not how Moriarty imagined a trip to the Top Secret Area 51.
“You know Roger, we are not all one hundred percent behind sharing the technology with you,” said Schlesinger.
“No?”
“No. There are doubts about Britain’s ability to pay.”
“Well, we also have doubts about Congress renewing your budget. But that’s politics.”
“Yes. But there are other considerations. There is a faction in Congress that just does not want to see America get any weaker. They reckon if we have an edge on the rest of the world, we should hang on to it. The rest of the world will catch up soon enough without us actually sharing our advantage.”
“Is that some sort of isolationist tendency?”
“You Europeans always scream isolationist. No, it’s just a look after number one attitude. It’s lead by Congressman Lestrade. He used to be a cop in Louisiana. Some Parish out in the swamps that got damaged in the hurricanes. He doesn’t trust foreigners. He reckons The States is on the slide to poverty, and maybe we should spend more on our own country, and less meddling in world affairs. It’s a valid point of view.”
“It’s a British point of view as well. It was strong when we were giving up the Empire in the 1960’s. For decades the Government stayed out of world affairs. That ended with the Falklands war. From then on we were world policeman again. And we weren't paying for those African colonies so we got richer.”
“Hasn’t done much for Africa though.”
“They wanted independence, they got it.”
The plane descended into the lower hot air turbulence and dropped onto the strip at Muroc Lake.
This was much smaller than Nellis AFB. More businesslike. There were no artificially irrigated lawns, no shade trees. Just low squares of tin and concrete, and hangers with their doors firmly shut.
So there were still things here the US wanted kept from prying eyes. Or maybe it was to keep hot desert air out of the air conditioning.
Actually it was quite cold. As they walked down the steps and over to the green army buses, people were zipping up jackets, thrusting hands back into pockets. Women were fussing with scarves and putting mittens onto their toddlers.
The buses followed the technicians from the first plane, stirring up clouds of dust where the dirt road to Mellan and Tonopah went north beside the dry lake. Moriarty stared into the white dazzling immensity of it, wondering if he could actually see anything solid out there in the shimmering haze.
“I guess they want this lot coming down well away from the Muroc hangers,” said Colonel Moriarty.
“I guess.” Shlessinger agreed. “And talking of large things dropping on your head, how is that brother of yours?”
“He seems OK. He’s settled down with this woman in Huntsville. He’s still plugging the idea of orbital sun shades.”
“I hear a few folks are getting interested in that,” said Shlessinger “The oil companies are maybe going to fund a study.”
“I thought they would.”
“Well. If they can keep on selling gas and at the same time have your brothers shades preserving the ice caps, then they got it made. They make money and they preserve our cities from drowning.”
“It all just seems too easy.”
“Ha! It aint easy. No one has a clue how to launch anything that big, or how to build it in orbit.”
“My brother was getting figures on giant rolls of aluminium foil. How long they could be and still fit into a heavy launch vehicle.”
“Looks like we are here,” said Shlessinger.
The buses slowed so their dust clouds caught up with them. The dust settled and Moriarty saw a grandstand had been built out of scaffolding. Ten rows of what Americans called bleachers.
“Reminds me of when I was a cadet,” said Moriarty.
“You were here as a cadet?”
“No. It was on Salisbury Plain on the downs above Warminster. A bit greener than here. It was a fire power demonstration by the Black Watch Battle Group. They had just come back from the Gulf and they were about to be disbanded after a few centuries of history.”
“Oh yes. Ticonderoga.”
“That was their battle cry. Anyway, they were going to disappear from history and they were giving it their all. Bagpipes and guns. Tanks, missiles, air strikes the works. I was impressed.”
“I like the idea of bagpipes on the battle field.”
“Yes.” Moriarty paused. “Anyway it was the same grandstand and the same lines of buses and the same lines of portable lavatories.”
“Ha! I guess they smelt the same too, eh?”
The two men showed their tickets and collected ear defenders from guards in tan trousers with big Airforce logos on the back of their black zip up jackets. They shuffled up steps and along lines of seats behind a temporary metal fence. Moms put on sunglasses. Kids excitedly watched the skies. Foreign officers tried to behave with dignity.
Moriarty sort of wished he could hear the scruffy camouflaged Black Watch playing Company Taps again, instead of the large black speakers aimed at them. But The Black Watch had joined the rest of The British Empire, never to return.
“Why do we have a metal fence along the front there?”
“God knows. Health and Safety?” Shlessinger was already scanning the sky for aircraft till he realised they were waiting for a TV crew to finish interviewing an Air Force General. He obviously considered himself important enough for media interest. But would the media see if that way? Probably not.
Then it started.
A B52 laid smoke across the blue. It fired flares and anti missile decoys, then dropped a stick of bombs to liquidise the desert.
It was safe for fighters to sonic boom out here, and they added their laser guided precision munitions into the churned up clouds.
A C17 gunship circled and laid almost solid rods of laser light and gun fire into the same place.
As the smoke cleared the special forces zipped down on their steerable parachutes. They began firing before they hit the ground and were soon taking “prisoners” who knelt on the sand with their hands behind their heads.
Then the part Colonel Moriarty was waiting for. A brief con trail betrayed the C-5B’s position. Presumably the Lander had been launched from the back, but he couldn’t see it.
Then there was a flash of bright orange. The Rogolo para glider wings had deployed. It moved around the sky, getting bigger. Turning and banking, under full control, able to land wherever it chose. Bigger and closer. Running in a straight line. The landing run. Wisps of dust as its lifting body airflow stirred the desert. Clouds of dust as the fuselage hit the ground and slowed to a stop.
Then nothing.
Then soldiers and technicians running towards it, attacking it with tools. The roof flying off, the sides collapsing. The helicopter visible inside. The rotors unfolding, the engine starting. The chopper lifting into the sky.
Cheers from the stand. Smiles all round. The General making another speech to camera.
“So it landed under remote control?” asked Moriarty. “But it was unmanned and it needed a full ground crew to open up and deploy the chopper.”
“Teething troubles I guess.” Agreed Shlessinger “It’s still going to take a brave man to ride that thing into the ground without a lot more testing. And I guess we are afraid of law suits.”
Moriarty wondered if this was actually success or not. Unmanned out of a plane was one thing. Manned out of orbit would be totally different.
-oOo-
“Help me write a song of freedom
Stand up for all that’s fair.
Help me build a righteous kingdom
Fit home for all that’s there.”
Steve Dixie 1967 “The Bruiser” album.
CHAPTER 41 NUMBER TEN DOWNING STREET.
The Prime Minister took the spoon from his coffee mug. “OK Jerry. You’ve read all this stuff. How will it play?”
“You have to be careful on this. You’re the PM. If you say yes, it will happen, if you say no, then it won’t.”
“I am inclined to say no,” said the PM as he carried his mug from the small kitchen to the private lounge beyond.
“It would be safer. A lot safer.” Jerry The Spin took a seat by the PM.
“But what if it really is possible? Someone has sold this to the treasury in a big way,” said the PM
“Doctor Grimsby Roylot,” said Jerry The Spin
“Who the hell is he?”
“Oxford egg head. He did that TV show.” Jerry took a sip of coffee and wondered if he should take a sandwich from the silver tray.
“Oh him. I didn’t see it, but I know who you mean.” The PM didn’t get much time for TV and heard about programmes from his wife and children.
“Well he has come up with some sort of voodoo accountancy and convinced the treasury…..”
“I know I read it. We scrap the carriers and fighters. We use the spaceship to land troops instead. And we get rid of strategic air lift and lord knows what else. And we find a use for atomic waste to power interplanetary ships. We find a new economic role for Britain supplying the world with minerals. But then we go on to scrap the Bomb, and we persuade everyone else to do the same, and then we use artificial meteorites instead. But what if it doesn't work? I cannot go down as the Prime Minister who left Britain defenceless because he was sold a bum spaceship.”
Jerry thought he would wait till the PM took a sandwich first. “That is why you must be careful. Do not ever give a ringing endorsement on this. You can leave that to the treasury and the military. They can carry the can if things go tits up.”
“I hear you.” The PM took a piece of cheese and a pickled onion on a tooth pick.
“But if it actually works, then you could be the PM who saved our economy and set the basis of national prosperity for centuries to come. You’d be a hero. You’d be up there with Churchill and….uh….people.”
“Or the biggest idiot out.” The PM crunched on the onion.
“So be careful. No overt enthusiasm, just a cautious acceptance of trials. You don’t lose much just funding research into the thing.”
“But we can only do the funding if we scrap the carriers and stuff,” said the PM “We are getting seriously stretched with flood defences. Seriously. And if sea levels go on rising then in fifty years we are finished, Or good as.”
“Maybe these sun shades will work.”
“They seem to be our only hope.”
“And with our own space programme we can help to build them and save the world.” smiled Jerry “Another reason to have a space programme.”
“There is that. Anyway, can you stay on here with a watching brief. I’ve got Sir Eustace and Professor Presbury next. See what they say.”
“That woman frightens me.” Jerry stuffed in a salmon and lettuce sandwich.
“Edith Presbury?”
“Mmmm.” Jerry gulped. “Have you seen her file? She lives south of Cambridge near Royston or somewhere, with a wolfhound called Roy and a series of plain girls who don’t stay long.”
“Yes.” The PM reached for another pickled onion, remembered that he didn't want his breath to smell, and took a cucumber mayo sandwich instead.
“There's a joke with CDP’s staff that she is the single reason everyone wants to scrap open plan and have little rabbit hutch offices back again.”
“Sorry?”
“She faces the CDP in the same open plan office with her staff behind her and his lot behind him.”
“”I see. You’d think she was Doctor Strangelove,” said the PM
“Who?”
“Never mind. Before your time. Well, you'd better show them in.”
Sir Eustace Brackenstall was taller than Professor Edith Presbury, but whatever she was telling him had already made him somehow diminished.
They said their “good mornings”, politely accepted a mug of coffee from Jerry in the kitchen and a sandwich or two from the silver tray.
“So....” began the Prime Minister “You believe you have some savings to make on the Defence Budget.”
“If we build the Aurora launching system,” said Professor Presbury.
“And if it works,” said Sir Eustace.
“Yes,” said the PM. “The problem is if it doesn't work it will leave us with a huge bill.”
Edith realised the PM was going at it from the point of view of saving the tax payers money. “Of course Prime Minister. But it probably will work. It's all rather old and proven technology.”
“So if it's so old and good, why has no one done it before?”
“Just lack of investment,” said Professor Presbury. “The American Valkyrie worked well in the 60's. But missile guidance systems were getting better and there was less need for an expensive manned bomber. NASA abandoned the lifting body designs after they had successfully flown because they were saving money. Since then Japan and Australia have looked at the idea , but they preferred to remain with existing technology. Which of course leaves the field wide open for us. But not forever. There are suggestions that China wants to launch something like Aurora from an island near Singapore. They are surveying a line across the isles of Batam and Bintan and Indonesia is prepared to sell them the islands for the right price. Except Australia would rather they built it near Darwin instead.”
“So....Why don't we just let China build it and rent it off them?” asked the PM.
They all looked uncomfortable.
“Prime Minister.” Sir Eustace tried not to treat the PM as a total idiot. “This technology could offer Britain a considerable advantage over the rest of the planet.”
“Jerry has already told me that, maybe, perhaps, we can make some money out of it. But I'm afraid it is all a little uncertain. I do not want to be the Prime Minister who saddled Britain with an unworkable white elephant.” He took another pickled onion.
“Prime Minister,” said Professor Presbury. “I am certain this technology will work. I am certain that this country could become the leading commercial nation in the Solar System. We could do all the fetching and carrying for everyone else. The Chinese would use our ferry to get to the Moon and back. We could insist on having our own presence there. Instead of our universities negotiating with Singapore and China to build laboratories in space, they would be negotiating with us. India is pressing Europe to have an increased presence on the Moon. They may be interested in some sort of partnership. Our ships will carry the raw materials from China's mines. Our ships will take supplies from here to the Moon. Tourists will pay us to stay in hotels there. Look at Lunar mountaineering and skiing. Who would have believed how much money Singapore and Brazil make from orbital tourism. Look how hard other nations are striving to be in orbit. Look at the effort Iran has put into......”
“Yes, yes.” The PM had heard it all before. “But how can I be sure we will not just be launching ships into a glutted market? How can I be sure that other nations would use our services?”
“We would be bigger and cheaper,” said Sir Eustace “We would be greener. We just use surplus electricity from the National Grid to power the catapult, and to generate the oxygen and hydrogen fuel. It is practically free.”
“Hardly,” said the PM “It's all this do it yourself, voodoo accountancy that says it's free. I was brought up on market testing.”
“That is old hat now Prime Minister. These new theories of Doctor Grimsby Roylot have shown the treasury a new way. A way to maximise national assets. To offset the cost of wages against the cost of having people on the dole. The way to offset the cost of electricity against the cost of dumping power at off peak times.”
“The party is behind this,” said Jerry. “It's in the manifesto.”
“They say they are,” said the PM “But do any of them really understand it? This Haven Group have a lot to answer for. What if this is all just fashion?”
“The sums do add up prime Minister,” said Sir Eustace “The maths doesn't lie.”
“If it actually works,” said the PM “If praise God it actually comes in on budget. If I'm not forever getting more and more cash voted into it. I know what you say Jerry, but Parliament is never happy with cost overruns. Never.”
“But there is the peace dividend,” said Jerry. “If this works we can look at the artificial meteorite project again. You could tell the world we are giving up our nuclear deterrent. Scrapping our carriers. Scrapping the fighters and the whole RAF if need be, You can set an example for all other nations to follow. You could be the man who brings peace to the world. Just think of that. World peace.”
They all looked at the PM. The PM was looking quietly ambitious. “Professor. What are the chances of this technology being superseded by something else. Anti gravity, or the railway thing.”
“I'm afraid there is still a world shortage of dilithium crystals.” began Professor Presbury till she realised they didn't get the joke. “The thing is no one is even close to knowing what gravity actually is, let alone controlling it. Gravitomagnetism vortex theories and so on. There has often been enthusiasm for super conductors preventing the passage of gravity waves, or a mass rotating against the Earth's pull, all sorts of ideas, but non of them have ever come to much.
There were Burkhard Heim's theories on rotating magnetic fields powering a hyper drive. Even von Braun was interested. Ulf Leonhardt and Thomas Philbin experimented with metamaterials between Casimir plates using the Casimir force to levitate the upper plate. Droscher and Hauser have suggested pulsed magnets reaching eighty Tesla interacting on a spinning ring could, um....”
Professor Presbury could see she was losing the PM in some unknown dimension. “Anyway, it's never been built or tested. I could be wrong of course, but I think that sort of science is still decades away.
The same applies to having a space elevator. The railway out to a geostationary space station. Tsiolkovsky thought of it in the 19th century. Yuri Artsutanov did the first engineering study in 1960. But we still have nothing light enough or strong enough to build it with. Not yet. It would take a cable well over 47,000 kilometres long. Probably with something like a large captured asteroid on the end of it to counteract the Earth's gravity on the lower part of the cable. There have been experiments with kevlar, zylon and hypothetical nano particles. And even if we discover something, it would still take our ships to build the thing.”
“Well.....” The PM was trying to make up his mind.
“And,” continued Professor Presbury “There is the final phase. Building giant nuclear powered space going liners. Britain could control access to the Solar System for a generation. If not longer.”
“I know all this,” said the PM “It seems too good to be true. I could go down in history as the man who started interplanetary trade. Who rid the Earth of nuclear waste, and nuclear warfare. The greatest Prime Minister ever. It just, all seems too good to be true. However, I am going to recommend this scheme favourably to the Cabinet. I see no harm in voting in at least a start to the scheme. We can always rein things in later.”
The other three tried not to smile.
-oOo-
Oh! beautiful Oban, with your silvery bay,
'Tis amongst your Highland scenery I'd like to stray
During the livelong summer-day,
And feast my eyes on your beautiful scenery, enchanting and gay.
William McGonagall
CHAPTER 42 THE LOCH NESS MONSTER
The River Spean was high with rain from the Braes o’ Lochaber and Loch Laggan, with white water almost covering its grassy islands. On the far bank, Leanachan Forest hid the railway to Fort William. Almost hid the foothills of Ben Nevis.
One proposal would have the launch track starting at Roy Bridge running in a straight line towards Corpach. The ship flying up Loch Eil, over Glenfinnan, where Bonnie Prince Charlie raised the Clans. That would mean removing the forest over there, putting the River Spean into a culvert and levelling the foothills of Ben Nevis. It would cost a fortune. So Jim Browner couldn’t see it happening. All the same, he wasn’t going to upset anyone here by suggesting the plan even existed.
On this bank wooden cabins were painted brown to blend in with grey tree trunks and green leaves, dripping rain onto bracken and grass. Expensive cars had dog leads and tasteful boots on their back shelves.
Of course Jim had come here with George Tregennis and Jack Woodley in the usual small anonymous car supplied by the MOD. The kind of car that was good enough, but only just.
“Nice scenery out there.” Jim said back at the cabin.
“Yeah,” said George Tregennis “Shame to cover it in concrete. Do you want beans with your sausage and egg, and how many eggs do you want?”
“Oh, whatever you got, be fine to me,” said Jim “Jack still in bed?”
“No. Phoning his wife again. Or she's phoned him. I heard something about one of the kids being sick.”
“God knows what she spects him to do 'bout it.”
“Yeah. Can you do the coffee and get some plates out?”
“Sure.”
“Oh I don’t know.” Jack came out, unshaven, uncombed with his buttons done up wrong. “I, I, She w, Edith wants me to sort out, to see to the children. But, but, what can I do from here.”
“Women mate,” said Jim. “Women. Have a coffee.”
“Oh thank you. I, I, I’m afraid, I tried to. The tap. I tried to, in the bath, In the bathroom. I can’t…”
“Tis all right We couldn’t turn 'im off either” said Jim
“The woman up at the house said she’s getting it seen to,” said George. “Now who wants what?” George hadn’t burnt the breakfast too much and there was plenty of it.
They collected their papers and lap tops and set off with Jack on the back seat and George driving.
“Well I can’t see they starting the launch track at Roy Bridge,” said Jim looking each way along the main road. “What d’you reckon?”
“About the same,” said George. “Looks fine on a map, but not once you get here. I don’t think we can recommend it.”
George turned left into Spean Bridge village.
“Oh good. They got a chippie there,” said Jim. “And a pub. Be alright tonight then.”
The van slowed opposite the school, turned past the holiday chalets and stopped by the main house “Mrs Toller.? It’s me. Hugh Boon. Come tae see tae the tap.”
“Oh aye it’s yourself. I suppose ye’ll be wanting a cup?”
“I wouldn’t say no. And if you have a biscuit?”
“Come away inside and I’ll see what’s what. There’s three men in there and they’ve all gone out for the day, so there’ll be no need for a rush job.”
George Tregennis drove towards Fort William till Jack said “Th, the GPS says we should s, s, stop about here.”
“You sure?” but George pulled into a lay bye anyway.
“Could be.” Jim looked back where Jack had the lap top screen. “This be the Great Glen Cattle Ranch. See here’s the road. Fort William is in front, the railway is up the bank on our left and that is The Great Glen. That is where Alex bloody Holder wants to put his launcher.”
“Well,” said George “I don’t think Mister clever dick bloody Holder has been here. Do you?”
“Don’t look like it. I thought it would be flat. The sort of thing a bulldozer could level off.”
“Well that ain’t flat,” said George “That is a range of hills.”
“Rocky ones an all,” said Jim. “You’d have to blast em out. Cost a bloody fortune to level all they.”
“I, I suppose th, they are flat compared to, compared to the mountains,” said Jack.
“I can’t even see the canal. It must be on t’other side,” said Jim.
“Well let’s get to it.”
Hugh Boon turned the tap to make sure the water was cut off and unscrewed the pipe underneath. It had a face fit ground valve instead of a washer, so the whole tap would need replacing. In fact he would have to replace both taps with a new matching pair, which meant he could keep the still working hot tap, and perhaps sell it on to someone who wasn’t too fastidious about matching taps.
George waited till a lull in the traffic, carried on towards Fort William, then turned right on the road to Mallaig.
“Another school” said Jack.
“Yup,” said George
“I didn’t think it would be this built up. “ said Jim “That bugger Alex has come up with some kind of pipe dream here.”
“His alternative might be OK. Filling in Loch Lochy and using that instead. Oh this must be the canal.”
“You, you, t, turn….”
“Here?” asked George
“Yes,” said Jack
“There’s a sign says Neptune’s Flight.” said George driving slowly, past new developments of holiday flats or whatever, and a hotel, into the car park.
“Parking space there,” said Jim. They got out, Jack clutching his lap top, and walked towards the first lock gate.
“Course Alex’s design was all built round the size of these 'ere locks,” said Jim “he reckons his space ship will just fit in here.”
George held on to the white railings and looked down past the road and rail swing bridges towards the end of Loch Linnhe. “I guess they would land down there in the water and then be towed up here, up all these canal locks and the launcher would be, sort of, here I suppose. Is it on his plan?”
“Uh, w, w, it’s this one.” Jack turned his open lap top towards George.
“Bit vague,” said Jim. “I don’t reckon he’s ever been here.”
“He did say it was an exercise. It was all about calculating the electrical effort needed to launch by rail instead of a rocket first stage. I mean he is a bloody sparky, not a proper aero engineer.”
“Bit disappointing all round” said Jim.
“Anyway. We’re here so lets get up the canal and have a look.”
They grumbled up the tow path, through sauntering holiday families, who had no idea they were in at the birth, or death of Britain’s space ambitions.
“Can I see the map?” George took the laptop “So this is the top of the locks and the canal goes north east to Loch Lochy.”
“It just aint flat though is it,” said Jim Browner “It’s just flatter than the bloody mountains, but it aint flat.”
“N, n, no” agreed jack
“Well, I think I've seen enough” said George taking a last look round at the mountains and happy boating people before walking back down the tow path.
“I guess that’s Fort William,” said Jim nodding towards the white buildings laid out on a distant slope to the left of Loch Linnhe. “Be a right racket there with our launchers blasting out there at mach five or whatever.”
“You know,” said George “these locks will take quite a large ocean going ship. Well a small ship. I mean it’s bigger than any aircraft I know of. So Alex’s space ship must be bloody enormous. I mean it’s a real ship.”
“Oh I know,” said Jim “I paced 'im out in the car park at work. It’s big. If it worked it'd be great.”
“It just won’t work here,” said George. Well, come on then.” He led the way back to the car and drove them into Fort William to get fuel at the supermarket by the railway station.
Hugh turned both new taps on. There was coughing and spluttering and then there was water. He turned them off and waited, but no drips. A job well done.
Then he thought he’d just have a wee look around.
There on the bed was a sheet of paper, half rolled up. A map of the Great Glen, from the Firth Of Lorn on the west coast to Loch Oich. He unrolled some more to show Loch Ness and the City of Inverness on the east coast.
Along side Lismore Island, where the Firth of Lorn became Loch Linnhe was written “LISMORE LAUNCH SITE”. Hugh would have thought it meant launching ships, except an area to the east was shaded in as “FLIGHT PATH”.
Flight path of what? It said the same between fort William and Loch Lochy, and across the length of Loch Ness it said “LANDING SITE”
Then there was “MINISTRY OF DEFENCE”
Hugh aimed his phone lens at the map.
“Can we take a look at the water through there?” asked Jim as they left the filling station.
“Yeah.” George drove behind the brown and pink stone built college, and stopped by a new flood warning screen. “This area must be under water at the spring tides. That looks like a diving bell. They aren’t still looking for oil round here are they?”
“Y, y, yes. I, I, It’s cleaning out, the old, old. The worked out wells. And small fields,” said Jack as he got out of the back seat.
“Slipway down here,” said Jim
The three stood by the head of a concrete slope looking at an old wooden boats rotted ribs. Across the head of Loch Linnhe were the white walls and grey roofs of Corpach, while Loch Eil was invisible behind the grey mountains.
“S, so where, does the canal start?”
“Over there somewhere,” said Jim. “Looks like they must be the saw mills or board mills or whatever. So, what speed will 'ee be doing when 'ee flies past here? Mach fifteen?”
“Something like that.” Agreed George. “And I know, this is a beautiful spot. Anyway. Time for lunch.”
They drove to the loch side car park back in Fort William.
“Some big hotels here,” said Jim nodding at the town rising up behind the West End Hotel. “Lot of tourist money.”
“Yeah. Jack? Can you run over and get us a parking ticket?”
They walked up to the old main street, now a pedestrian precinct full of families. Girls wearing very little despite the drizzle, and young men in full mountaineering gear. Old folk gazing at shop windows full of posters and plastic bagpipes and Celtic style jewellery, and wondered what the complex mountaineering goods actually were.
The three men frowned at their lunch in a Gruts café.
“We’d have to pay for every window in the town to be armour plated against the sonic boom,” said Jim.
“And there w, would be, m, m, medical, ah, ah claims,” said Jack dribbling gravy down his front.
“I’m starting to think this whole idea is bloody barking,” said George.
Hugh Boon went home to see the map photo’s he'd sent to his computer. It was a curiosity right enough. Something to show the lads. But might others be interested? Would someone actually pay money for it?
The road went south besides Loch Linnhe. Groups of neat bungalows and bed & breakfasts on the left, grey rocks and seaweed on the right.
“It’s too bloody narrow here,” said Jim.
Across the Loch was Corran village, more white houses and dark roofs with the car ferry crossing and re-crossing grey waters to this shore. Behind the village, the ever present heather and bracken slopes topped with mist and low cloud.
“It’s a wonder they never put a bridge there. Taint far.” Went on Jim.
“M, m, money,” said Jack
They drove on, over Ballachulish Bridge across the entrance to Loch Leven, too depressed to appreciate the scenery at the end of Glen Coe.
“Is this Lismore Island?” asked George.
“No. It’s sh, sh, Shuna Island,” said jack with his finger on the laptop screen.
George drove through Portnacroish with its castle on a tiny island in the bay, then turned right at Appin, down a narrow lane that hugged the coast.
“Th, th, That is L, Lismore Island,” said Jack as they passed a small lighthouse on the right.
Port Appin was tiny. A few old farm buildings had been turned into touristy, crafty shops and some of the old crofters cottages had been done up with a nautical theme, but mostly it was just tiny.
There was room for fifteen or twenty cars along the low sea wall, and spaces marked out for the Doctor and Ambulance to use in emergencies, with more parking behind the small white walled hotel. There were no people anywhere. Not even in the plastic cabin where passengers could wait for the ferry.
They parked and sauntered down the narrow stone quay. It looked like the passenger ferry “Lismore” was closed for the day. Over on the island were more cottages.
“We’d have to run the railway down here from Fort William,” said Jim
“And build a bridge over there,” said George.
“Don’t forget the island isn’t quite long enough so we'd be starting and ending on piers. And it’s solid rock over there on the island. It would take some levelling.
“And down there somewhere,” said George looking down the Lynn of Lorn to a few small islands, dancing like mirages on the horizon, “Is Oban. Another town we’d boom with take offs”
“At least tis wider here. Les chance of hitting a mountain on take off or landing,” said Jim “We going to Oban?”
“Not worth it,” said George “Is it? Just the same as here I suppose.”
“I suppose.”
They drove back to Fort William and refuelled the car.
“You know if anyone heard what we'm up to there’d be hell to pay.”
“Then don’t tell anyone,” said George
“B, b, better not leave map, things out, at, at the cabin.”
“No.” George stopped at the chip shop in Spean Bridge, parking behind the gift shop among the tourist cars and coaches.
The Georgian Terraces of Glasgow, between Sauchihall Street and Kelvin Grove Park are as perfect as any in Bath or Edinburgh. The taxi was turning towards them when Grice Paterson’s phone rang. “Aye?”
“Sir, are you alone?” It was Mary Sutherland, Grice's research assistant.
“I’m still in the taxi.”
“Well Sir. I’ve had a text from a man in Fort William.”
“Oh aye.” Nothing of importance ever happened in Fort William.
“I have paid him to e-mail me photographs of a military map.”
“Oh aye. This is nae breaking any official secrets is it?”
“I don’t know Sir. The thing is, it apparently shows they have plans to turn the great Glen into a rocket range.”
“He’s away in his head. They’ve got that place out in the Hebrides and that other place down on the borders. Why on earth would they want to let off whiz bangs in the middle of tourist country?”
“I don’t know Sir.” Mary sounded unsure now “The thing is, now I’ve seen them, they look quite real and official.”
“Och we need more than photo’s to go on before we raise a stink. Have a look in the Library of Parliament tomorrow. See if there was anything.”
“Yes Sir.” Mary wondered if she had wasted Grice's time.
“And maybe we could just put it in a newspaper. But not as news. Make it a diary item. See what happens, eh? And maybe a few websites and chat rooms, eh? Rattle a few cages.”
“Yes Sir.” Mary Sutherland sounded a little happier.
“Right I’m here and going to sing for my supper.”
When in Glasgow, Duncan Ross stayed at his perfectly restored Georgian House on Park Circus. It was the north side of course, with the huge back garden where he would have a marquee erected for the commonality to be plied with food and drink. The uncommon, the people Duncan Ross wished to flatter, cajole and influence would be invited inside, and up to the first floor lounge. There they would listen to some young beauty playing the piano or violin, and be surrounded by photo’s and holograms of all his hotels, clubs, pleasure boats and golf courses.
Grice walked in, trying not to be envious of Duncan’s sports cars, all painted dark green and lined up with their noses to the pavement.
Guests were all around, in their best gear, all smiling, all wondering if they were wearing the right thing.
The girls at the door were wearing the same dark green colour as the sports cars. They were Duncan's girls. Grice nodded and was going to growl if they dared ask who he was, but they knew better, and told him to go straight through to the garden.
But as Grice got to the marble staircase, Duncan himself said “Grice! Come away up here man. I’ve a bottle of something special.”
After World War Two the road north of Spean Bridge was narrow and winding, and seeing the Commandos, immortalised in bronze, looking determinedly from their plinth towards the massif of Ben Nevis, was quite moving. These statues looked like the mountain cliffs meant nothing to them. And once they’d dealt with this they’d take on all that Hitler had in store.
Now the old road was just a foot path below the statue. The big new road junction led to a car park full of coaches, someone selling burgers, and of course someone playing the bag pipes by a bucket full of coins.
The commando’s and there achievements seemed somehow diminished as George, Jim and Jack drove past on the road to Loch Lochy.
“Is this it?” Asked Jim when they reached the long narrow loch.
“Y, y, yes. L, l, loch, L, l, loch, L, l, l.”
“I’ll park here then,” said George waiting for a gap in the traffic so he could cross into the big lay bye between a couple of motor homes.
“Well. It’s a lot more narrow than I thought,” said Jim. “And those slopes over there be damn near vertical. I wouldn’t like to hit they at Mach seven or whatever.
“No.” George got out with the still camera and Jim began panning the view with his video.
“Oh shit. I’m getting back in the car.”
“What?” George looked down the Great Glen. Cars in the distance were putting their lights on and mountains just ended. Just stopped dead at the wall of grey dreach driving its way up the loch towards them. Grey sky, grey water and grey storm rain between. “Oh right.” George got in as the first rain drops battered on the windows.
“Blimey they have some weather here.” Shouted Jim above the rain drumming on the roof.
“Aye.” Grice answered his phone just as the train hummed out of Gandercleugh Station.
“Sir. Are you alone?” Mary Sutherland sounded excited.
“I’m on a train.”
“Right Sir. I’ve done a bit of a search. It looks like London has not told the Scottish Parliament anything about rockets at all, let alone in the Great Glen. But I have found an engineering paper by someone called Alex Holder. Now he had the idea of launching spaceships from an electric railway in the Great Glen.”
“He what? Are you dreaming this up?”
“No Sir.” Mary was determined.
“But surely that is nonsense.”
“I thought so Sir. But this man Alex Holder has been signed up to work for a new company in London that is headed by Joe Hebron. You know, Hebron Aero Diesel Engines?”
“I know who he is. Dear God. It still can’t be true though can it? Right. See what else you can find. And thanks.”
The three men turned left just short of the old monastery at Fort Augustus and slowly drove over the swing bridge across the Caledonian Canal. They turned right out of town, into the first lay bye, and there was Loch Ness disappearing over the horizon ahead of them.
A small yellow dot was just visible, but getting bigger.
“Wha. What's that?” asked Jack.
“Helicopter?” suggested Jim Browner. “It'll be a rescue chopper from RAF Lossiemouth. Must be flying this way to get to the West Coast.” The yellow machine clattered over head, over Fort Augustus, and disappeared down the Great Glen. “Some poor sod in trouble. But I tell you what. Seeing that flying here makes you realise how bloody narrow this Glen is.”
“Well. It’s long enough,” said George. “But you're right. Is it wide enough?”
“Well,” began Jim. “The glen may be OK. I mean the thing'll be on automatic. It’s not like some Biggles 'll be tonking through here with his toasters on. I’d just be happier if it were all happening on the open sea. That way if you was a couple of seconds out and a couple of miles out, it wouldn’t matter.”
“Aye,” said Grice answering his phone.
“Sir. OK now.” Mary Sutherland didn't stop to ask if he was alone. “Joe Hebron’s company has been writing letters of intent and contracts of understanding and lord knows what with every aerospace company in Europe. He must be planning something big.”
“Right. We’re past Livingston. I’ll see you soon. Thanks.”
Grice said “Jimmy Swan” to his voice activated phone. “Hi. It’s Grice Patterson here....Aye I'm fine, and yourself? That's good, that's good indeed. Look I may have something, the sort of thing that might go into the “Jimmy Swan” column. Aye. It may not be true, just a sort of rumour. Aye, it’s in the Highlands all right. Maybe we could meet?”
George drove past the long queues of traffic trying to get in to Urquhart castle and then down into Drumnadrochit village. The road was up at the T junction and he had to wait to turn right past the grey stone hotel, then left into the car park.
“Oh good,” said jack “I, I, I can get a, a, something, a monster hat.”
“Looks like there’s plenty of that here,” said Jim. “Loch Ness Monster T shirts, books and God knows what.”
“I suppose I should get something for Brenda,” said George Tregennis “A Loch Ness Monster bracelet or something. Then this trip won’t have been a total waste.”
-oOo-
Thig bo mhaol odhar a steach an t-Aitmor
agus leigeas I geum aist ‘chuireas na
se beannagan dheth an tiggh dhige.
A saying of Coinneach Odhar, The Brahan Seer
CHAPTER 43 EASTER ROSS.
“Maybe we should come back when the sun shines,” said Effie Hebron. “If it ever shines here.”
“No time,” said Joe. He could barely see the far side of Kessock Bridge,
Effie gave up straining through the rain spattered windows at the clouds and squalls and sat back in the cars soft seat to consult the screen. “Well this is the Black Isle. Except it isn’t an island. Just a peninsular between the Cromarty Firth and the Moray Firth. Why would they call it an island?”
“Don’t know.” He was sounding nervous and distant these days.
The bridge reached a red rock cliff face with bungalows and new houses on the left above Beauly Firth.
“Nice place to retire to?” asked Effie.
“Too cold. To many hills,” said Joe. “It’s not damned flat enough.”
“Maybe further on.”
Joe was silent.
“Munlochy should be up here on the right, the A832.”
“OK.” Joe silently left the four lane for a narrower twisty two lane. At one point the rain gave up and he was able to stop in the Black Isle and Mid Ross Wildfowlers Club car park. A cement rendered hide perched on what might have been an old railway embankment. From here Joe could look between the steep shores of Munlochy Bay to the Moray Firth beyond. He fancied that through the returning rain storms he could even see the far shore somewhere near Culloden.
“Come on you’ll get wet.” Called Effie as the rain started to spatter on the car. “What does that notice say?”
“It’s pictures of the birds your supposed to see out there in the nature reserve.”
“Could you see any?”
“No. Just a lot of mud.” Joe drove to Avoch. Stone buildings and empty rain lashed pavements. A shore where grey waves tore at boats sheltering in small harbours or drawn up by the road.
“No flat land anywhere.”
“There’s supposed to be an old Abbey here at Fortrose,” said Effie.
“Right.” He wasn’t stopping. “Is this Chanonry Point? Down here?”
It was a golf course, probably a good one if there wasn’t a hurricane. The road ended where the land petered out. A few small houses, a few parked cars. A few people in full wet weather gear determined to see dolphins through the rain and wind blown spray. A sign said the area was liable to flooding and check with the met office.
“Well, I’ve come this far.” Joe pushed the steering wheel up and struggled into a waterproof.
“Oh shut the door. The computers wet.”
“OK.” Joe hunched into the wind past picnic tables to the shingle beach.
He could just make out the low buildings of Fort George on the opposite spit of land to this one. Beyond that again the land rose into dim blue hills, and a cloud of white smoke from a factory, somewhere near Inverness airport. Then the coast ran invisibly away towards the east where Virgin Galactic launched space tourists from RAF Lossiemouth.51
On the right the big Kessock Bridge led down into Inverness. The city and a few anchored tankers were being hidden by squalls. Away to the left, beyond the rather short light house, was deep grey water, eye stinging salt spray and a sky almost solid with another storm.
“Careful you don’t get the seat wet,” said Effie. “How is it?”
“It’s not the place. But….Oh I’ll Know it when I see it.”
“Maybe we should be looking at somewhere nearer the equator?”
“Maybe. I heard the Brits were looking to find an African politician to negotiate with. But They're more likely to pay for something in UK.”
“France launches from South America.”
“From French territory in South America. If Guyana got independence they’d be out like a shot. They abandoned the Algerian atom sites quick enough. Went all the way to the Pacific just to stay on French owned soil.”
“Coral actually,” said Effie. “And isn't this just too far north?”
“Russia launches OK from Plesetsk and that's way north of here.”
“I guess. What does that little memorial stone say?”
“It was put up by students to commemorate some medieval wizard or other. The Brahan Seer. Student joke I guess.”
“I’ve seen that name before,” said Effie.
“Brahan Park in Huntsville,” said Joe.
“Oh yes. But it’s in my short cut's here somewhere. There we are. Brahan castle on the Black Isle. The Seer lived on the Brahan estate and was burned alive in a tar barrel right here.”
“Here? They got something dry enough to burn? Come on.” And Joe drove back over the golf course.
The road climbed inland from Rosemarkie and along a ridge towards the town of Cromarty. Through the rain and gaps in the trees they glimpsed Cromarty Firth while Effie tried to get a broad enough signal to keep the lap top in maps and local history.
“Is grass all they grow here?”
“Well according to….”
“No. I don’t want to know about agriculture. Is that an oil rig?”
“Yes I think so. Cromarty Firth is a safe deep water anchorage…..Um….Water side engineering works…..prominent in the North Sea oil industry. Um….Lack of investment. Work on new production platforms stopped. North sea oil running out. Deep water exploration more…..”
“That’s a big ship.”
“It’s a cruise ship. Uh….. The jetty at Invergordon can have 2 cruise liners that are up to 275 meters long with a draught of 22 meters.”
“Another oil rig. Maybe they keep em here between jobs.”
The road ran straight towards the Sutors and the gap between them where Cromarty Firth emptied into the North Sea. Just left of the North Sutor were the grey cranes and sheds of Nigg Yard where some of the giant North sea production platforms were built.
That was the north shore. Cromarty Town should be in front of them to the left of the South Sutor.
“Must be a pretty small town,” said Joe. “I don’t see anything.” He drove down hill past the Cromarty Flood Evacuation Centre, and there it was between the shingle beach and the hill. Narrow stone houses, one, two, even three or more floors high, huddled together against the weather. Small windows and doors opening directly onto narrow streets, with a few shops and cafés, unmodernised for a hundred years.
They followed signs to a car park on the water front, deserted save for small boats up-turned on the grass.
“My God. Is that a bathroom?” Effie meant what the British call a public lavatory.
“I’ll check.” Once again Joe braved the storm and ran to a prefab loo on the short green grass. It was padlocked shut.
Joe stared through half closed eyes at the gap between the steep sided Sutors, at white water driving in from the spray shrouded North Sea. The Nigg yard jetty was a grey blur. No sign of rigs or ships in there.
“So is it a bathroom?”
“It’s locked. Shut up like the rest of this town. But there’s a notice pointing back that way, says toilets.”
“If you don’t mind.”
Joe drove up into the small silent rain sodden town, down a narrow lane and stopped. “I guess that’s it. Here. Use my coat.”
“Thanks. Here goes.” Effie dashed out to the low cream painted building, through the maroon door just as another squall hit.
Joe leaned over to the lap top and started searching for local industry. The news stories were all pretty dismal. Engineering works on half time, closing down, being taken over. The Invergordon Chamber of Commerce was searching for new work building tidal power stations and off shore windmills. Cromarty Firth may have been suited for the oil industry, but people preferred to build their power stations further south.
“Move over.” Effie got back in.
“Better?”
“Yup. Now what?”
“Drive around a bit while we’re here, find somewhere to picnic.”
Starting between a High Street café and a furniture shop was a second street behind Shore Street. It was mostly more narrow stone houses, but there were front gardens on the right of the road outside the “Hugh Miller Institute. Gift of Andrew Carnegie esq”, with its railings, old style gas lamp, red door, and yellow plastic bin full of de-icing salt grit at the foot of the steps.
Then past the old customs house, and over the road from the Cromarty Arms (Fresh home cooking) was the Hugh Miller Museum.
“I know who Carnegie was,” said Joe “But who was Hugh Miller?”
“Slow down.” Effie tapped at her keyboard. “Hugh Miller, 19th century geologist. Started as a stone mason. Lots of books. Age of the Earth. Collection of fossils was basis for Royal Scottish Museum. Writer and journalist. Helped found the Free Church of Scotland. Then feared insanity and shot himself.”
“Oh well.”
At the Church Joe turned back to the shore, then up a windy single track road past a bowling green, past a mysterious tunnel entrance, and on up, ending at a small car park on the South Sutor, looking across the narrow gap to the North Sutor.
It was windswept, but the rain had actually stopped.
“There’s the liner,” said Effie getting sandwiches and drinks from the car’s fridge. “It’s huge”
The ship passed Nigg Yard and sailed beneath them, twenty decks high, but still dwarfed by the steep green edge of the North Sutor.
“It’s Chinese isn’t it? That says Shanghai on it’s stern,” said Effie as the great ship met white spray off the whale haunted grey seas beyond. “That could be the one that comes up past Alaska and across the north pole every summer.”
“Could be,” said Joe, but he was looking the other way beyond the roofs of Nigg Yard sheds. “Look. It’s good and flat through there. That could be the place. Can you get the map on screen. Yeah, This could be it. Come on, eat up.”
They left Cromarty and drove along the Firth. A grey line across the water solidified into a low level bridge carrying the A9 to the north shore. Carrying dozens of empty buses and coaches to the south shore
“I guess they were taking tourists from to cruise liner,” said Effie.
“Yeah.” Joe looked right, at the hills covered in windmill generators. The flat land along the coast was settled with villages and farms. The encouraging sign was the amount of engineering here. All along were jetties and stone groins reached by crossing the coastal railway, and tin sheds with names like “The Highland Deep Water Moorings Industrial Estate.” Yards had huge coils of plastic pipe, mountains of drilling rods, stacks of containers and well used cranes. The oil rigs, great battered towers of steel, with orange and yellow paint flaking away to grey undercoat and rust, were being tended to by small brightly coloured work boats. A larger vessel, bright red with all it’s accommodation for'ad and a long rear deck covered in cargo under a crane, was making towards the North Sea rigs.
The old stone town of Invergordon was wedged between the A9 and a foreshore of nautical engineering with the big jetty pointing towards Cromarty and the Sutors, ending at an orange crane and a few neat white tug boats, newly returned from manoeuvring the Chinese liner.
The A9 went on through more villages, past the top of Nigg Bay, and began to turn away to the left.
“There,” said Effie. “Turn right for Fearn Station.” There was an old stone bridge crossing the railway. “That is a tiny station, just one platform.” The building was made from reddish stone and wasn’t much bigger than a local farm house, except for a short canopy to keep passengers dry. “Does it matter that it’s just single track?”
“I hope not. Should be OK for freight trains and we would build the switching yard further east between here and Arabella. And I guess the heavy stuff would come in by sea anyway. Concrete and steel. Mind you, it could be useful to have a branch line running along beside the launch track. Have to ask young Holder about that.”
“Does Alex know you’re up here?”
“No one does. I told you I just want to check things out. Nothing definite yet.”
There were more isolated houses, then the village called Hill of Fearn.
“Not much of a place is it,” said Effie.
“Good. Not too many people.” They drove slowly past a few dozen older houses with newer extensions, past newer bungalows, past the war memorial and the road to the school, past the old hotel and the old shop that looked like a barn, and Joe stopped. Before them was a slight dip in the ground, rising to older buildings and trees.
“Lets see the map?” he leant over while Effie turned the screen towards him. “ I think this is the place. Between here and that farm or whatever over there.”
“It’s called Fearn and it has the ruins of Fearn Abbey.”
“I don’t see any abbey. It looks just like a farm. There’s supposed to be a river here as well, but I don’t see it. Just a ditch I guess. Anyway, the launch rails would start at Nigg Bay, through there on the right.” Joe pointed to the oil rigs and the dock yard cranes that hid Cromarty Town from view. “Then the ship would come past Arabella, down there, at about mach one and here it would be at about mach two.”
“The launch rails would be here? Between the Hill of Fearn and Fearn?”
“Yup. I think this is the place.”
“These houses….” Began Effie.
“Uninhabitable. We’d have to buy up the lot and throw everyone out. Probably build another village or two further west.”
“What about the places on the coast? These villages on the map, Balintore and Port Mahomack?” Effie was concerned.
“We may need to evacuate them as well. Depends how bad the noise is. But Port Mahomack would have a great view of the ship taking to the air, so if there were hotels there that could stand a Mach four blast, then maybe it would attract tourists. Who knows. The thing is this is a dying oil area, they need something new, and there was a World War Two airfield over there somewhere. You can see it on the aerial photo’s.”
“Of course. But it looks like farm land to me. I don’t see any airfield on the ground.”
“No. Overgrown I guess. So lets see the rest of it.” He drove slowly past Fearn and said “I don’t see any abbey there. To me that looks like a farm. Just a regular place. No one is going to object if we bulldoze it. I guess this abbey is just ruins or foundations or something.”
They drove north along the B9165, a narrow road with telephone or electric wires on each side, big flat fields and stands of scotch pines with here and there an isolated house or barn, a boarded up abandoned chapel stuck in the middle of nowhere, and a big tin shed that might have been a factory.
“Now if that is Meikle Rhynie up that road, the track would be just this side of it and the ship would be up to mach 3 or so.”
Jon turned left at a place called Toulvaddie on the map, past some new houses sheltering from the north wind in pine woodland. Then he stopped and got out.
“Wow look at that beach. It is enormous. And no one on it.” Regular waves came in almost military ranks from the Dornoch Firth and spent an age crossing the shallows to finally peter out on golden sands “If that was down south the Victorians would have built a holiday resort here.”
“It’s a bombing range,” said Effie. “It’s the largest bombing range in Europe and you can drop live thousand pound bombs there, it says.”
“Another point in our favour. Folks are used to things going bang.”
Joe took photo’s and drove on, pausing at the turn off to Mains of Arboll. “This is where the launch rails would cross the road. Right through that farm there.”
“If these people knew what you were planning…..”
“A space ship through their house at mach 4. But it won’t come from me. It’ll be the Government.”
They drove west past Inver and what was supposed to be Inver Bay, but with the tide out it was just more sand.
“I’ve no doubt the Government will do a lot of spinning and consulting and explaining it’s all in the national interest and all. Is there supposed to be another airfield out there?”
“It’s on the aerial photo’s. But I don’t see anything,” said Effie. “And it’s inside the bombing range.”
“Also overgrown.”
They turned left through tiny collections of houses called Newton and Acre Lea on the computer screen. At a sharp turn left in woodlands near Loch Eye, Joe stopped “Good place to take a leak.”
Effie agreed and got some sandwiches from the fridge.
“Look at the carving on this tree.”
“Oh yeah. I guess this is where the courting couples park up eh?”
“I guess. Is that “Ryan Murra”? “Ryan Mutta”? 2001?”
“Either. It looks like Ian and Andrea hit it off, eh?”
“Yeah.” Joe got back in and took a sandwich.
“You realise if your plan goes ahead then their lives will never be the same again.”
“Yup. Hey look! Fighters! Through the trees. They’ll be going to the bombing range. There’s another one there. And another.”
“Well….” But Effie fell into silence. She said nothing as they drove along the tree lined shore of Loch Eye, over the railway on another narrow stone bridge, past a few more houses and bungalows at Loandhu and back to the main road.
Then Joe decided to turn up into the hills among the giant windmills, looking for a good spot to look down on his new dream. “Where are we?”
“It’s called The Water of Saltire and the road turns right up ahead and looks as if, yeah, you should get a view I think.”
“Great.” Joe got out his camera and panned across from the Cromarty Firth to Tarbet Ness.
-oOo-
Our sad decay in church and state
Surpasses my descriving:
The Whigs cam' o'er us for a curse,
An' we hae done wi' thriving.
Robert Burns
CHAPTER 44
COLLOCATION CONSULTATION DOCUMENT
Dear Alger,
Please find attached the consultation document for Phase 1 of the Collocation project: it explains the Department's proposals for the collocation in an Acquisition Hub in the Salisbury Plane area. These proposals have been agreed in principle by the Minister (Armed Forces) as the basis for consultation with the Trades Unions - the issue of this document therefore marks the beginning of a period of formal consultation with the Trades Unions on Phase 1 of the collocation proposals.
The Amalgamated Space Agency Skills and People Department has a challenging savings target of 6200 civilians and 820 Service personnel: collocation is needed to drive current restructuring plans, in particular the creation of common enabling services and through life IPTs with the Amalgamated Space Agency which would maximise the scope for post savings. At this juncture, I am unable to give a breakdown of Industrial and Non-Industrial staff likely to be affected by the collocation proposals: this detail will be provided, and consulted separately, in future BLB restructuring and/or collocation consultation documents.
You will see that at paragraphs 15, 28 and 79 I have invited the Trades Unions to be involved with the pilots for flexible working, the development of site specific People Plans and the development of a Preference Exercise respectively - it would be helpful if you could let me know if you would like to take up these offers of joint working in order that the Trades Unions may be involved at the earliest opportunity. I also believe it might be helpful for us to meet in the near future to discuss your initial thoughts about the collocation proposals.
In addition, I would like to re-iterate the Acting Chief of the Space Agency’s invitation for the Trades Unions to be represented on the Amalgamated Space Agency Collocation Project Board and the Stakeholder Groups that work to it.
The consultation document and its various enclosures will be made available to all staff.
Exceptionally, in view of the complexity of the proposals, the response to the proposals should be submitted to me within 40 days.
Denis Falder
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| Charity, quoth I | Where may that be found? |
| I have lived in London | many long years, |
| I have lived in land, | my name is Long Will, |
| Yet never found I Charity | before or behind, |
| Never saw I a man, | so God help me, |
| But would ask for his own | and other times covet |
| Things he needed not | and take them if he could. |
| Clerks tell me that Christ | is in all places, |
| But never saw I Him truly | Save in a mirror |
|
|
|
William Langland PIERS PLOWMAN edited by Arthur Burrell
CHAPTER 45 CHARITY IN STAINES
Lord Robert Walsingham de Vere St Simon said, “Oh God! Is that bastard hooting again?”
“It’s 2 AM.” Mumbled Lady Clara St Simon “Can’t we write him a letter?”
“Duncan Ross said we shouldn’t.”
“Why?”
“He’s afraid if we upset the Sheik then he’ll move out and stop paying the exorbitant rent we charge him to live in our house.”
“Except it isn’t our house any more is it?” Lady Clara sounded like she was going to cry. “You’ve sold half of everything to Duncan Ross. And now we are living in the servant’s quarters.”
“The lodge house is still bigger than most people have these days. Big rooms, big gardens.”
“And that oily son of a sheik hooting his horn at all hours of the night. I don’t think I can stand it for much longer.”
“It’s just temporary. There’s interference with the radio controls or something. They’ll fix it soon.”
“So why can’t they leave the damn gate open? Why does their man have to run down from St Simon House to open it?”
“I don’t know dear. They’re frightened. That’s why they live in England. Probably think all manner of heathen gangs are after them. Now sleep.”
“How can I sleep not knowing when they’ll hoot the horn again? We should be up in Scotland, not here.”
“Well I can’t help it if I get a community service order here can I?”
“What? It's because you drove while you were drunk. Of course you could help it. It's entirely your fault.” Lady Clara rolled over and sulked.
Her husband stared at the ceiling. Whenever he dozed he would hear a turbo prop circling out of Heathrow. Just enough noise to wake him again.
An hour or so later, the phone rang.
“Oh dear Jesus Christ. What the hell is it now?”
“It’s the phone dear,” said Lady Clara patiently
“I know it’s the bloody phone. And it’s on your side of the bed.”
“Oh, so it is. Errr…. Hallo?”
“Oh Mummy.”
“Oh Amelia. We haven’t heard from you in ages.”
“Doesn’t she know what time it is in England? Dear God.”
“Oh Mummy. Tell Daddy it’s awful.”
“She says it’s awful.”
“Oh Jesus Christ, what is it now?”
“Oh Mummy. The show has been cancelled. They said the pilot was wonderful. We'd get at least one series, and we recorded five episodes. And then they cancelled it. Just because the viewing figures were down. It’s the advertisers fault. And the networks. They’re awful.”
“Her show's been cancelled.”
“Never liked her in Hollywood. Awful bloody place.”
“Well never mind Amelia. I’m sure something else will turn up.”
“No it won’t. Not ever. That’s why I’m coming home.”
“Oh wonderful. When will it be.”
“Today.”
“Oh she’s coming home today Dear. Isn’t that marvellous.”
“Oh God is there no peace?”
“What’s that noise?”
“Oh Arabs at the gate dear. It's too bad of them, hooting like that at 4 AM. And your Father needs his sleep. He has to be in the shop by eight.”
“Oh dear God in Heaven. I am surrounded by Bedlam.”
“What shop?”
“His community service order. For the drunk driving. He has to spend his Saturdays in a charity shop in Staines.”
“Staines?”
“Yes I know. Not the smartest of areas.”
“It sounds awful.”
“Well, he’s getting used to it. Now what time will your flight be in?”
Mrs Pringle walked up the pedestrianised Staines High Street, glaring into the sky at endless aircraft slowly murmuring up from Heathrow.
She frowned while she pushed a card into the Charity Shop lock. She did a lot of frowning. It was only quarter to eight, so Robert St Simon wasn’t actually late yet. But she had to be tough with these people. They were here as punishment, and Mrs Pringle thought it was her duty to keep them in line. And she was sure the probation service thought the same. Even if the local probation supervisor was just a scruffy boy who seemed to be going through the motions till he got a better job elsewhere.
When Mrs Pringle had been a Civil Servant things had been different. There had been standards. Women wore sober skirts and men wore suits, or at least jackets and ties if they couldn’t afford suits.
She undid the final locks and opened the door.
But then, roundabout when Tony Blair became Prime Minister, women began wearing slacks in the department. Men began taking their ties off. Then there were “Dress Down Fridays” and that was it.
Mrs Pringle did her best. She reminded them how they should dress. She wrote letters. But all to no avail. Now civil servants wore any old thing.
She turned on the lights and switched “up” the motorised blinds.
At least Robert St Simon dressed fairly well. Obviously if he was some low life junkie or child molester, then he hadn’t bought his clothes new. But then there was that enormous car he drove. She had followed him into the Two Rivers car park and was amazed at the size of it. Presumably it was the fruits of his life of crime, but the courts had not confiscated it.
She began to unlock the safe.
Robert St Simon was actually a bit of a mystery. He did seem quite well spoken for a rapist on chemical castration. Perhaps he wasn’t taking his medication? Perhaps he'd wait till Mrs Pringle was in the back room of, and his big strong arms would – But she'd never actually seen his arms. He always wore a jacket, or a long sleeved shirt.
She pulled out the small cash box containing today’s float.
Maybe his arms were covered in prison gang tattoos.
Lord Robert Walsingham de Vere St Simon drove through the traffic lights and down the hill past Royal Holloway University, past Runnymede, under the M25, along the Causeway, over the Thames and into the Two Rivers car park.
He parked by a South African restaurant, and walked between square concrete buildings to the old High Street.
Of course he was late and that old bag Pringle would be tutting and huffing all bloody day. Damned woman
“Ah, Robert. You’re here. I was just starting up the cash register.”
“Good Morning Mrs Pringle. You know if you were to re programme your computer to…“
“I’m sure the Charity is quite happy with the computer the way it is thank you. Now that you are here however I would like you to dust all the china on that side of the shop window. In fact I believe some of those figurines could do with a proper wash. So you had better take them through to the back.”
“Very good Mrs Pringle.”
“Now don’t pick them up like that. You’re going to drop them if you do that. Take them one at a time. Yes that’s right. And make sure you wash them properly.”
Lord Robert Walsingham de Vere St Simon looked at the ceiling, swallowed his pride and did as he was told.
After washing, and re-washing two “Dresden Look” figurine groups made in China three years ago, an almost complete service of Taiwanese melamine table ware and a complete set of genuine rosin Biblical heroes who looked a bit like the Taliban, he heard Mrs Pringle call him.
“Quickly, quickly. Those children!”
“What about them?”
“I know them, they’re part of that Staines Massive Gang and they are in the shop!”
“So they are.”
“Well please watch them. Make sure they don’t steal anything.”
“What on Earth is anyone going to steal from here?”
“I beg your pardon! That is not the attitude I expect from people on community service. You are here to learn the errors of your ways. You are here to learn that stealing is very bad. You are here to – Look. They are moving further inside! Now I insist you go and keep an eye on them.”
“OK, you’re the boss.” Lord Robert Walsingham de Vere St Simon stood near the three children, which made them nervously whisper to each other and leave.
“Good. I knew you could get rid of them,” said Mrs Pringle.
“I thought we were supposed to encourage them to buy things, not get rid of them.”
“Now you listen to me. I am the manager of this shop and you are here as punishment. You do as I say. I will not stand for any back chat or insolence from you. Is that clear?”
“Yes it’s clear.”
“Now carry on cleaning that china, and make sure you do it properly. I will be checking up on you.”
“Right.” Lord Robert Walsingham de Vere St Simon returned to the back room. His phone rang. “Yes? Hallo dear. What? What? Good God. That’s awful. Yes thanks. Yes. I’ll phone you back.”
“What was that?” said Mrs Pringle “You know that telephone is for charity business only.”
“It’s my own mobile Mrs Pringle. See?”
“Yes. I see.”
“Now this is very important. I must use the computer to check a news item on the web.”
“That computer is for charity business only.”
“Look Mrs Pringle. This really is most important. Look the computer is connected to the web all the time anyway. It won’t cost any money.”
“No. I will not let you waste time surfing the web when you are supposed to be working. Do you want me to call the probation officer?”
“No Mrs Pringle.” So Lord Robert Walsingham de Vere St Simon went back to the wash basin and began texting.
Eventually he said “It’s lunchtime Mrs Pringle, I’m off for half an hour.”
“Yes. Very well Mr St Simon. Be sure to return on time.”
“Yes Mrs Pringle.”
Once out of the shop he phoned Lady Clara and found where she was parked. Finally after squeezing through lines of cars in the Two Rivers, he sat next to her.
“OK then. Lets see it.”
“It’s been given as a written answer at a Number Ten press conference and it’s been tucked away at the end of a Department of the Environment web site. They really are hoping no one will notice.”
“But it was Phil Green who asked the original question?”
“Yes. He was told all about it by Grice Patterson. He’s going to come and see you this afternoon.”
“Grice Patterson?”
“No. He’s leading a protest in Edinburgh. It’s Phil Green.”
“I’ll be in the damned shop. He’ll know about….”
“I think this is more important than you trying to stop anyone finding out about your drink problem.”
“But – Yes. I suppose your right. You said there was a map?”
“Here.” She turned the laptop screen towards him.
“My God.”
“If you click on the places it says what might happen.”
“The Great Glen. Flight path? Area of sonic boom? My God. It’s huge. The noise. The wildlife. It’s going to frighten off everything.”
“And the tourists, and it won’t do my head any good.”
“Won’t do any ones head any good. Good lord there’s more. Look at this one, Spadeadam. Where on Earth is Spadeadam? Look at the flight path, right over Morpeth. The sonic boom covers all of Newcastle and Washington and Sunderland. It’ll be heard in Durham. My God.”
“There’s more.”
“The whole of east Anglia? One site on the Eastern Coast of England would cut down on British Exposure to the sonic boom but may cause protests from Denmark, Germany or Holland. Dear God. they worry about bloody foreigners but don’t give a damn about Scotland. And I notice they don’t have any sonic booms over the South of England do they.”
“Oh yes they do. Click on that one.”
“South Devon area between Bigbury Bay and Slapton Sands represents the southern most feasible launch site on the British mainland. Good God. Building the launch track on this site would mean the demolition of all these villages. Buckland, Kingsbridge, Charleton, Good God. Dozens of villages. Demolished.”
“And look at the sonic boom.”
“That’s practically the whole Channel coast from Dartmoor to Southampton.”
“All those tourists.”
“And the French coast as well. The French won’t stand for this. It’s barking madness. They will ruin England. They should be doing this sort of thing in bloody Africa or somewhere that doesn’t matter. I mean the French launch from some damned place in South America.”
“It has to be stopped Dear.”
“Of course. God this shop is a nuisance. Keep phoning people dear. Try the Baskervilles. This sonic boom looks like it could affect Dartmoor. Some sort of effect anyway. See you later.”
Mrs Pringle did not chase away all the customers. There was a steady dribble of “respectable” elderly ladies who stopped by, gossiped and admired the cheap, chipped tat on sale and even sometimes bought it.
Of course Mrs Pringle was far too conscientious to reveal any secrets about people on probation, she had let slip some heavy hints. “I shall be glad when he’s served his time. I really will. Not that I can say anything about him of course. I’ve got him in the back room washing china. And I can’t trust him even at that. Oh Lord.”
Three men in expensive suits walked silently into the shop.
“Uh….May I help you?” asked Mrs Pringle.
“My master has instructed me to negotiate with Lord Saint Simon.”
“Lord? There’s no Lord here, just….”
“It’s all right Mrs Pringle. I know these men. Salaam.”
“Good day Sir. I have to tell you that my master, the Sheik, had found other accommodation better suited to his needs.”
“The Sheik?” whispered Mrs Pringle to her friends.
“Oh?” said St Simon.
“But as agreed, my master has graciously permitted me to pay you all monies owing for the agreed contract. This is my master’s personal check on his London account.”
“Oh? Oh, thank you.” St Simon was delighted.
“Ir rajul illi byusruk bitjaza.” muttered another man in a less friendly voice.
“Shu bihim? I hope that all is in order?” The man in the smart suit smiled. The sort of smile that made you feel it had better be in order, or else.
“Oh yes. Wonderful, thank you,” said St Simon.
“On my Masters behalf I thank you for your hospitality.”
“Oh. Not at all. Uh, thank you.”
“May the peace of God forever be upon you.”
“Oh, thank you.” Peace at night would be great.
“Good bye. Yalla, imshi. Ajjil.” And the three men left.
“That man was an Arab,” said Mrs Pringle “Did he give you some money?”
“Yes Mrs Pringle. He owed me something.” And St Simon went into the back room before Mrs Pringle could ask any more.
“Well I’m sure I don’t know” Mrs Pringle spoke quietly to her friends. “It’s very strange. They were in expensive suits. I’m sure they’re up to no good.”
The women talked on in a similar vein.
“Hallo there?” A huge man in a brown tweed jacket burst into the shop. “St Simon? Are you there?”
“I beg your pardon?” began Mrs Pringle.
“Yes you. Tell St Simon I wish to see him. Where is he?”
“I’m here. It’s all right Mrs Pringle. He’s a friend of mine.”
“Well he is not a friend of mine.” Snapped Mrs Pringle. “Now who...?”
“I’m Balmoral.” The large man turned his back on Mrs Pringle. “Now then St Simon. Must act quickly. These rockets. Phil Green’s at Heathrow with your daughter. Must get on the Six O-clock news. Pretty face and an MP. Good Combination. Must stop the Government. Damned rockets. Stop the Government at all costs.” The large man looked back at the amazed Mrs Pringle and said. “Talk private. Back room.”
“Oh dear.” Wailed Mrs Pringle. Did you hear that? They're terrorists.”
“Are you sure?” asked a little old lady.
“Of course. He took money from the Arab. Now he is doing something with rockets at Heathrow.”
“Oh my Lord,” said one.
“You must tell the Police,” said Mrs Pringle
“The Police?”
“You go,” said Mrs Pringle “And dial 999. I will stay. I am the manager. I should stay, and keep an eye on them.”
“Oh dear. I've never phoned 999.”
The ladies left, all a twitter with apprehension, and the two apparent terrorists emerged from the back room.
“Have your friends left Mrs Pringle?” asked St Simon
“Uh, yes. They had to…they had shopping.”
“Shame. They’ll miss the show,” said the big man.
“Show?”
“What’s the matter Mrs Pringle? You seem rather…. Nervous.”
“Nothing!”
“Good,” said the big man.
“Now Mrs Pringle. This is the Duke of Balmoral.”
“The Duke? Of….”
“Balmoral. He’s an old friend of mine.”
“The Duke….”
“Yes. Now as you know I have tried to keep a low profile here. I didn’t want the hoi polloi to know of my little problem.”
“Problem?” Mrs Pringle could feel certainty draining away.
“Not a problem. Nothing wrong with the odd drink is there?”
“Ah. Here’s my wife and daughter.”
“Oh Daddy.”
Mrs Pringle stared in horror at the film actress Amelia St Simon. She knew who she was. She’d played that girl in that TV series. The one where the….Or was it the programme where the other…. “Is this your daughter?”
“That’s right Mrs Pringle. Now if you don’t mind we want to do an interview outside the shop here,”
“A TV interview?”
“That’s correct,” said The Duke of Balmoral “Got that slimy toad Langdale Pike. The one who did that programme about the Lake District. Said I didn’t manage my footpaths. Damned creep. Anyway, it’s him. Only one Phil Green could get at short notice. But it should go out on all the majors.”
“A TV interview.” Mrs Pringle really didn’t understand this. They must all be crooks of some sort. Except for Amelia St Simon. Why would she be involved.
She watched dumbfounded as a Black van drove slowly down the pedestrian precinct and stopped on the other side of the road. Lights were set up. People crowded around.
A man with a microphone said “I am here on Staines High Street talking to veteran campaigner for the little man, Philip Green MP. Now Mister Green, Could you tell us how this business started?”
“I’d be happy to Langdale. This all began with some crusading journalists in Scotland working on a tip off from inside the Scottish Parliament. They’d heard a rumour about rocket testing in the heart of the highlands at Loch Ness. Now they tried to dig deeper but ran into a wall of military secrecy, so they asked me to help them out.”
“And you asked a question in da house?”
“I put a written question to the Secretary of State for Defence and I demanded that a full and frank answer be given. But rather than face me personally across the floor of the Commons he has sneakily tried to hide the answer, by giving it in writing at a poorly attended Saturday press conference, and by hiding it away on a little known Government web site.”
“But nevertheless you have seen the answer.”
“I have and I am appalled. The Military plan to totally disrupt the lives of millions of people for absolutely no reason. They have plans to fire rockets from some of our most peaceful tourist attractions. One site will actually blast the whole of southern England with supersonic booms. It is intolerable and I am giving my full support to the campaign to stop this business right now.”
“Thank you Philip Green…….OK Cut. Now can we have Amelia over here? That’s it. Is that OK?”
“Can I just move the camera a bit, there’s some flare off the window….OK here. Can you move over there love. That’s it. You’ll have to raise the mike a bit. That’s it OK”
“Also here is famous film star Amelia St Simon. Now I believe you have flown here today all the way from Hollywood too…..Bloody hell.”
“ARMED POLICE. ARMED POLICE. DO NOT MOVE. DO NOT MOVE. I SAID DO NOT MOVE. KEEP QUITE STILL.”
“Oh no,” said Mrs Pringle “This is all wrong. No.”
“I SAID DO NOT MOVE. DO NOT MOVE. ALL OF YOU. WHEN I GIVE THE INSTRUCTION I WANT YOU ALL TO SLOWLY PLACE YOUR HANDS ON YOUR HEAD. NOW DO IT SLOWLY. SLOWLY. PLACE YOUR HANDS ON YOUR HEAD. NOW ALL OF YOU SLOWLY. I WANT YOU ALL TO GET ONTO YOUR KNEES. SLOWLY ONTO YOUR KNEES. ONTO YOUR KNEES.”
“Devoy to control. I think this might be a cock up. That looks like that bastard Philip Green. And that guy off the telly.”
“Well,” said The Duke of Balmoral “We’ll be on the news now eh St Simon?”
-oOo-
Altho' Im not wi' Scripture cram'd,
I'm sure the Bible says
That heedless sinners shall be damn'd,
Unless they mend their ways.
Robert burns
CHAPTER 46 OPPOSITION
Dear Charles.
Possible Opposition To Aurora
In response to your e-mail.
This is just a rough outline of who I believe will oppose Aurora. I'm not going to cite any authorities and I haven't done original research, so don't quote me. I'm sure the Home Office have plenty of proper research into the area.
One group are those directly affected by the scheme. Who's work may be affected. Those who fish the seas, farm the land or guard nature reserves directly affected.
Also those who's leisure is affected. Holiday home owners. Hoteliers. Sportsmen.
The media will be sympathetic to lost livelihoods if the victims are perceived of as honest but poor working men struggling to support a family.
The left wing liberal media types will be against greedy plutocrats, landlords, rich holiday home owners etc.
It is these richer people who will probably be the best organised and funded and they will attempt to mobilise the poorer affected groups.
We should try to influence the media against the rich landowning types and try to get them pointing out new job opportunities for the workers.
We must ensure plans include new housing, schools, hospitals. We must play up the construction jobs. Broadcasts must include the unemployed or school kids who want to work there. Maybe a few older folk with interesting faces who remember the decline of some former industry and how this will take its place. We must ensure that the launch site itself becomes a tourist attraction from the outset. If tourists come to see the track being built, then local hoteliers etc. will have less to moan about. Can we run open days? Competitions? Free tours etc? Maybe free on line video games of Aurora. Can we influence chat rooms without being found out?
Small 'c' conservatives will be uneasy and mistrustful about change. They could be mobilised by special interest groups seeking to preserve nature, views, peace and quiet or anything else that might impinge slightly on their perceived way of life.
I say perceived way of life because you'll find a lot of city types who've never watched a bird in their lives, will gladly support a nature reserve financially because they would like to be a thought of as nature lovers, not because they actually are.
We need to separate their idealistic notions from their reality. Again we should agree it's a shame about some nature reserve or whatever, but a lot of folk just like them will be getting new homes and jobs out of the scheme. Maybe we can say their own pension schemes will benefit from increased national wealth. their own children may be directly or indirectly employed by the scheme.
These people get a lot of their nature via TV. So we must have programmes on the brave, interesting work making new nature reserves in the security areas round the sites. Try and get some known personalities on side. Landscape gardeners. Fishing programmes. Maybe water colour competitions
Violent opposition will come from young men who feel themselves to be excluded from normal society.
As you know we evolved as a hunter gatherer society and have not yet learnt to deal with agriculture or industry properly. It was normal and proper for young men to bond with each other as a hunting gang, and to encourage each other to greater feet's of daring, trying to increase their self confidence and status in the gang by showing off their strength, daring and initiative. At the same time boys would be exhibiting their artistic side to girls to show off their quick brains and creativity. Thus they would demonstrate their ability to protect their wives, produce fit clever children and bring them up in the face of hardship.
Today this behaviour is naughtiness in young boys, and loutishness in teenagers.
But as the boys grow older they want to leave teenage society and enter adult society. They get broody. They want to marry and have children. They want to be respectable and impress their elders. They want to do the right thing and be important.
That is when they look for a society to belong to. That is when they get a decent job and take a steady girl home for parental approval.
But if they don’t feel part of the community. If they feel inadequate, stupid, unloved, neglected, whatever. They look for another community that will have them, that will welcome them. They may join a criminal organisation.
Or they join some nutty cult. They hear an older apparently respectable man, a preacher or a political leader. welcoming them to this new community. Telling them they are not worthless, their lives have meaning.
Some outcasts will join anyone who welcomes them. Animal rights extremists, suicide bombers, people who lay down in front of bulldozers to save trees or snails. These people do it to prove they are better than the society that rejected them.
At last they can believe themselves to be good and that their lives have a real purpose. They may not have families of their own, but they do have the cause. They may be unattractive to the opposite sex, but they are attractive to their new group.
These rebellious outcasts may convince themselves that space flight is a waste of money that could be used for a better purpose, or that the site is despoiling an irreplaceable environment, or that the sonic boom or the rocket exhaust or the magnetic fields are going to harm some revered area of nature. Any excuse to oppose society and prove their own importance and virtue.
I'm afraid there will be ample excuses that will attract the nutters what ever we do or say. But the Government must be in a position to refute any accusations. We must separate the nutters from the small 'c' conservatives. Dare we encourage the nutters into outrages that will drive away the small 'c' conservatives? Being thought of as a nutter will discourage the more timid from complaining too much.
We must be able to tell the small 'c' conservatives and the workers directly affected that everything has been done to minimise damage to the entire environment and that their descendants will live in a better country because of it.
-oOo-
No one would have believed, in the opening years of the twenty first century, that our affairs were being watched from the timeless worlds of Whitehall.
No one could have dreamed we were being scrutinized, as someone with a microscope studies creatures that swarm and multiply in a drop of water.
Few men even considered the possibility of intelligent life in Government Ministries, and yet, across the gulf of space, minds immeasurably superior to ours regarded us with envious eyes, and slowly and surely, they drew their plans against us.
(Apologies to HG Wells.)
CHAPTER 47 YOU HAVE MAIL
Ned Hunter walked past the registry area, met John Gilchrist and said “Does that daft cow ever do any work?”
“No. Never. Just as well though, she’d only mess it up.”
“So what’s the daft cow doing here?”
“Oh her husband is a private in some regiment or other, owes a lot of money. Big debts. So the CO said to get his wife, that’s Matildaaaaah, a job in the NAAFI. Which they did. But the NAAFI said they didn’t want her cos she was useless, so she went into the deployment pool and when the vacancy came up here she got it.”
“So why didn’t they fire her?”
“It’s the Civil Service. You’ve got to rob a bank or something to get fired from here. At least she’s only temporary. With a bit of luck they won’t keep her on permanently. But you never know in this place.”
“Bloody daft.”
“Wouldn’t be so bad if she wasn’t my boss,” said John
“She’s your boss?”
“Oh yeah. I’m an E2, but Matildaaaaah, is an E1. She gets more money that way to pay off her husbands debts.”
“Bloody daft.”
“She’s driving me bananas.”
“Bloody daft.” Ned shook his head and walked on towards the meeting.
“Ooooooh John,” said Matildaaaaah when he got to the registry “Don’t know what to do about that fax thing. I think it’s run out of paper.”
“I’ll have a look. Could you, uh….This is the post from their out trays, and this is for posting , and this is for filing.”
“Oooh, I don’t know about that, ever since I got those addresses wrong. It’s ever so complicated, all those initials and stuff. You must be a genius to know what it all means,” said Matildaaaaah
“I guess, I’ll see to it later. But this is all for filing, so maybe you could punch the holes in the corner? The top left? And put an enclosure stamp on? In the top right?”
“Oh right. Yes, I’ve done that before, haven’t I.”
“Yesterday, You were really good at it. I’ll go and see to the fax.”
John walked across the open plan area to an alcove holding the fax and photocopier. A mass of paper had been printed off from the fax. Tonnes of it. He sorted and stapled, working out what went where by the page numbers and originator addresses. Over twenty faxes in such a short time.
Weird. He reloaded with fresh paper and it started spewing sheets again.
John's stapler ran out, he took the heap of letters to his desk, got more staples and went back. They'd never had this many faxes.
Matildaaaaah was on the phone saying things like “Really…..Really?.......Not really……Really.”
“Hallo John? What’s all this?” asked George Tregennis.
“We are inundated with faxes. I haven’t had time to read them all, but they are all objecting to something or other.”
“What something or other?”
“This says the wildlife will be disturbed. This says the noise will be intolerable. This one says they don’t want their village demolished.”
“What village?” Jim Browner had come over.
“Kingsbridge in Devon,” said John.
“Oh ah,” said Jim “That’s down Plymouth way. I suppose it could be summat up with the Navy”
“The Navy aint going to demolish villages” said George Tregennis.
“Anyway,” said John “I must sort this lot out.”
The other two men looked at Matildaaaaah and she smiled innocently back. She was still on the phone but her conversation had varied to “Ooooooh ……Oh …….Oh? ......Ooooooooooo.”
“I wonder if the Brigadier knows anything about this?” said George.
“He’s out with the General, so good luck.” smiled Jim.
The Brigadier had two offices partitioned off from the open plan with glass walls. George waited till his PA, Kate Whitney, had finished phoning, then knocked, she beckoned him in.
“Yes George. Not more trouble.”
“Probably.”
“OK then” Kate waited.
“We are getting loads of faxes complaining about, all sorts.”
“Faxes. Well the Brigadier has e-mails by the score. From Main Building. They’ve been forwarded by the Permanent Secretary from assorted MPs, and lord knows who. I haven’t had time to read them, but they all seem to be asking about some sort of space launching site.”
“I think that’s what the faxes are about. Can you reach the Brigadier?”
“He’s on his mobile. He was supposed to be meeting the General today at Middleavon and spend the day with the General as he flies round in his helicopter. Probably the General wanted to see him because of this, I don’t know.”
“So the General knew something was up?”
“Maybe. But the thing is the Brigadier got it wrong. I told him to be at Middleavon at seven thirty. He said, was I sure it wasn’t Middle Wallop, and I said no Middleavon because the General lives near there. And just to make sure I told his wife it was Middleavon. But of course he knows best. He phones Middle Wallop to ask where the flight starts from and some fool tells him Middle Wallop. Because of course it must start from there, that’s where the helicopters are based. Anyway, he go’s to Middle Wallop and hangs around waiting for the General, when the General phones him from Middleavon and says he can’t wait any more and he’s off to Whale Island. So now the Brigadier is driving to Whale Island.”
“Oh dear.” George was going to enjoy passing this on. “He’s not driving himself is he?”
“No. He’s got a car and driver from the Transport Squadron.”
“Well at least he won’t kill himself.”
“No.” But Kate looked as though that wouldn’t be an entirely bad thing.
“It might be an idea if you try and read some of these e-mails and see if you can find out what’s going on.”
“I could e-mail Sir Charles Hardy and ask him,” said Kate
“Who?”
“The Permanent Secretary. Or at least e-mail his PA. She’s bound to know.”
“Good idea.”
Back at the registry Matildaaaaah said “I was at art college once.”
“Oh yeah? What did you do there?” asked John.
“Well, actually I never went. But I could've done. The Social thought I could. They thought I was clever. They wanted me on a special course.”
“You should have gone.”
“No, I didn’t fancy it. But I could have been a fashion designer.”
“Indeed you could.” John carried on putting the e-mails and faxes into piles. One pile for the south coast, one for East Anglia, one for Spadeadam and so on.
He found Marie Devine the singer had e mailed from MTV.
Mrs Oldmore (widow of Mayor of Gloucester) worried about the birds.
Laura Lyons the porn star was afraid her cats would be scared.
Carina, now performing at the Albert Hall, was worried about the sonic boom loosening the flying saucer things from the roof of the Albert Hall.
It was difficult to know what the Duke of Holderness was objecting to, but it may be something to do with fishing.
Tom Carter, the Scots MSP thought it would kill the tourist industry
Lady Francis Carfax said she was the last descendant of the Earl of Rufton, and he would be turning in his grave.
Langdale Pike wanted an interview with someone, anyone.
The members of the Nonpareil Club were affronted they hadn't been asked for their collective expert opinion on most things.
The Reverend Roundhay thought God would be upset.
Sir Charles Baskerville wrote from South Africa to condemn the south of England site being chosen.
Tito Castalotte Zamba wrote in foreign and got a heap of his own.
Leonardo the Strongman worried about the sonic boom killing his bees.
The Countess of Morcar didn't say where Morcar was, or if she still lived there, but she didn't want any noise there.
Mrs Cecil Forrester wondered if her husband’s ashes could go into space.
Cyanea Capillata joined Tito Castolotte Zamba in the foreign pile.
“How is it John?” asked Jim Browner “By God. There's a lot of em.”
“I’ve put em into stacks according to where they're about.”
“There’s some sort of pattern to it then?”
“Oh yes. South Devon. East Anglia, Northumberland, and Fort William.”
“Fort William? Oh blige. I reckon I knows what this is all about,” said Jim Browner.
“I know what it’s all about,” said Kate Whitney. “A Member of the Scottish Parliament, Grice Patterson, has read about launch sites on the Jimmy Swan web page and Patterson has dug out some old SOCAD launch stuff under the Freedom of Information. He’s told all the local politicians. They're all asking MOD and they are passing it on to us.”
“I thought it’d be that,” said Jim “Soon as you mentioned Fort William.”
“I’ll carry on sorting them then?” asked John
“May as well,” said Jim “Till the Brigadier tells us what to do.”
“Oh the Brigadier got to Whale island but he didn’t know the Generals helicopter was on the Upper Lawn” said Kate “So he missed it again and the General is on his way to Yeovilton.”
“George told me,” laughed Jim “Wonderful init.”
Back at his desk Jim googled for Jimmy Swan. The blog was supposed to be written by a travelling salesman. Just a plain auld common bagman, working for C&M of Glasgow, who had stars to push and joy and dreams to sell. But in reality it was composed by a retired school teacher in Ibrox. A diligent man who combed the web for stories and let it out that any old rumour was grist to his mill. He wrote the stories as though he was Jimmy himself, and he had just run into the reader in a hotel bar or a motorway services café.
“I’ve found it.” He told George “This Jimmy Swan blog. I’ve read a few, quite funny. Any road a month back he wrote about meeting a plumber in Fort William. 'An 'ee said he’d heard about us launching rockets from the Great Glen.”
“When we were there,” said George
“Tha's right. But we never spoke to no one. Not a soul.”
“We’re still going to be in the crap though.”
“Don’t I know it,” said Jim
“But if we did do something, I don't see how anyone could find out.”
Lochaber High School had computers in it's library, and Hugh Boon couldn't wait till he got home. So once all the students and teachers were safely in class, he replaced the valves in the boy’s urinal, went outside to turn the water back on, and put his tools in the van.
Then he went to the library.
“Hi there. Will it be all right if I go on line here?”
“On line?” repeated the librarian.
“Aye, on line. There's some parts I need to order from Glasgow, and if I do it now they'll get the overnight delivery and I'll have them in the forenoon tomorrow.”
“Oh that should be fine.”
“Thank you.”
“I'll just log you on at this one, there you go.”
“Thank you.” But Hugh Boon went straight to the news sites. It was the lead story. His story. But the mystery was all about who started it? Who leaked it? Well maybe there was still a little money to be made.
“Thank you,” and out he went to the van.
He dialled into one of the news sites. Should he do it? Would he get into trouble? Had he acted illegally taking the photo's of a map in someone's room?
What the hell.
“Hallo there. Yes it's about this spaceship story in Fort William.....”
-oOo-
Though this be madness, yet there is method in't
William Shakespeare
CHAPTER 48
A Written Statement from the Secretary of State for Defence
At a time when our armed forces are conducting operations around the world, it is important that the Ministry of Defence Department seeks every opportunity to ensure that every pound of the tax payer's money devoted to defence is used to best effect. I am therefore announcing a number of improvements to the way in which we use that money.
Subject to consultation with the trades unions, we propose to make a number of changes to the organisation and processes by which we manage defence. Together, these changes will lead to better delivery of support to our armed forces and the front line.
The Department has recently published the Defence Industrial Strategy Paper, “Defence in a Changing World.” The Defence Industrial Strategy set a challenge for both industry and the Department. We are asking British and European industry to work more effectively with us and our allies, and in a number of sectors, to restructure better to meet all our needs. We are working closely with them all to achieve this. Equally, the strategy calls on the Department to make a step change in the manner in which it conducts the acquisition and management of military capability. We believe that in order to get the maximum amount for the Tax Payer, both here and in Europe, we must work closer together. It is no longer acceptable for Europe to run duplicate defence programmes, wasting both time and money, when one programme could satisfy the defence needs of all Europe. In response, a senior official was appointed in to conduct a review of current structures, organisation and processes to determine whether these support, encourage, hinder or obstruct the Department's ability to deliver through life capability management. The report—"Change Enablement For A Better Future"—has now been presented to Ministers who, subject to consultation with the trades unions, have accepted its recommendations. A copy of the report has been placed in the Library of the House of Commons, and also can be viewed on the Department's website.
The report stresses both the primacy of through life considerations and that improving acquisition skills is critical to success. It recommends changes to the Department's planning processes, including to the part played by the front line commands, and the governance of acquisition. These changes are designed to facilitate through-life capability management and to make the Department more agile against a background of rapid changes in the security environment and technology. The review also concluded that the Department should build on the progress made by the increased cooperation with our allies in Europe, in some cases by merging acquisition programmes across frontiers under one European Defence Procurement Logistics Organisation. This international cross border cooperation will remove a fundamental barrier to through-life capability management across Europe and enable us to source capability from the best provider, wherever that provider may be.
The new organisations will take the best from each member and form a single entity responsible for the procurement, maintenance and sustainment of military capability, continuing to draw on the private sector across Europe where this will provide best value for money. Its fundamental ethos will be the delivery of equipment and logistics capability to the front line and for operations. Arrangements will be put in place to run the new organisations under a unified multinational management structure over the following 12 months while the new organisations establishes themselves. An open competition will be run to appoint the head of the new organisation. This head may not be a Briton, but we can be sure that whoever is chosen will have the best interests of this country and of all Europe as the organisations prime objective.
Implementation of the recommendations will represent a significant change programme for the Department. Ministers and senior management are committed fully to taking it forward as swiftly as possible. However, throughout this period of change, delivering new capability and maintaining support to the front line, of this and other European armed forces, will remain paramount.
I can also confirm that we intend to increase Britain’s presence in near space. To this end we will establish a new Headquarters Space Forces. There are now over a dozen countries with a space launch capability and several with a presence on the Moon. Although non of this directly influences our national security, the Department believes the time has come for Britain to consider it’s position dependant on the unmanned space launch capability of our allies. This new organisation will be tasked with providing a centralised management structure to fund and coordinate our various space initiatives and establish new capabilities. The preferred site for the new Headquarters Space Forces will be MOD Carbonec on Salisbury Plain. It will be formed from the integration of elements from The Royal Navy, The Fleet Air Arm, The Army and the Royal Air Force. Subject to further work and final decisions next year, we envisage that Headquarters Space Forces will be fully operational at Carbonec within two years. This will provide the new organisation with a contemporary, integrated and efficient headquarters of about 1,750 military and civilian staff. Compared to current staffing levels across the country this represents a reduction of about 240 civilian and 100 military posts and we expect this to be accompanied by a significant reduction in running costs.
I recognise that these decisions affect a large number of the Department's employees and their families. I would like to place on record the Government's appreciation of their hard work and dedication. The Department will work to minimise the impact by providing all the help it can for those affected, and avoiding compulsory redundancies where possible.
The Department is committed to modernising the way in which we deliver new equipment and support to the armed forces. In order to do this we must continually examine the way we do our business to improve the resources available to the front line. These changes are an essential part of that strategy.
Further information can also be found on Defence Internet and the Restructuring and Collocation Team website:
-oOo-
From scenes like these, old Scotia's grandeur springs,
That makes her lov'd at home, rever'd abroad:
Princes and lords are but the breath of kings,
"An honest man's the noblest work of God;"
And certes, in fair virtue's heavenly road,
The cottage leaves the palace far behind;
What is a lordling's pomp? a cumbrous load,
Disguising oft the wretch of human kind,
Studied in arts of hell, in wickedness refin'd!
Robert Burns
CHAPTER 49 THE SECOND SIGHT
“There’s a car there.”
“It’ll be some old netty having your Gran read her tea leaves,” said Dad
“Aye. I suppose,” said Gloria.
“Well, out you get then, I’ve no time to waste here.”
“Right you are Dad.” Gloria Scot opened the car door and smiled. Her Father was still a little scared of Grannie, even after all these years. Having a Mother in Law who could see into the future must have been really scary when he was courting Mum.
“Bye.” Gloria Scott waved after her fathers departing car and crossed the gravel to her grandparent’s caravan. It was really a mobile home and had electric and broadband and all, and it had been partly dug into the ground against a thick hedge atop an old stone wall, and Granddad had built a turf wall waist high around the rest of it, so it was sheltered from the worst winter winds. But could still be very cold, so he was thinking of next fitting a thatch roof to keep it cool in summer as well.
Granddads house went with his job on the estate, so he’d had to move out when the arthritis got too bad, and normally he’d have moved into one of the stone cottages that old Duke Robert kept for retired workers. But of course the new Lord St Simon had turned those all into holiday homes.
So the caravan it was.
“Grannie?”
“Is that you Dearie?” The caravan door opened
“Aye its me Gran.”
“Come away in child, I’ve just had the kettle on for Mrs MacGregor” Gran indicated an elderly woman sat at the folding table in the kitchenette.
“Thanks Gran. I’ve got your shopping and some Cabbages and carrots from Dad.”
“Oh thanks.” Gran took the bags and put them on the counter between the sink and the gas cooker. “So….How’s your mother keeping?”
“Oh she’s fine.” Gloria sat on the couch that could be turned into a bed
“Good.”
“Yes,” said Gloria
“It’ll soon be boiled again.”
“Yes.”
“So….So….Are you all right?” asked Gran.
“Yes.”
“Well I think I should be getting off now,” said Mrs MacGregor
“Right you are. I'll be seeing you in the week no doubt,” said Gran
“Aye, no doubt,” said Mrs MacGregor as she closed the door
“So Gloria,” said Gran “There’s nothing troubling you.”
“Not really.”
“Come on now. You know I have the sight and you’re my ain bairn’s child, so I know there’s something. Is it a boy?
“Well….”
“Aye. It would be a boy….And….Are you….Are you maybe thinking your expecting?”
“Oh Gran.”
“Oh my puir wee dear. My puir dear. I thought these days you girls had more sense than in my day. But I suppose these things are bound to happen. Less there’d be no more people in the world would there. All these babies all wanting to be created and born into the world. And them not caring how they do it.”
“Oh Gran.”
“What does your mother say?”
“I haven’t told her.”
“Well she’ll have to know.”
“Oh Gran.”
“Who’s the Father?”
“Robbie.”
“Jack Ferguson's boy?”
“Yes.”
“Oh aye. He is a good looking one.”
“Yes.”
“His smile could charm birds from the trees. So I don’t blame you for being entranced.”
“Oh Gran.”
“He gets that from his Mother of course.”
“Aye. He said his Mother, Dolores, was from Venezuela.”
“Aye. Jack was away over there with the oil. And he came back a few years later with her as his bride. She caused quite a stir in those days. They say even the old Duke was taken with her.”
“Oh?”
“Aye. But you’re awful young still. And isn’t Rob still at school?”
“Yes he is. Alness Academy.”
“Oh dear. Well it’s no use asking if he’ll stand by you. If he cannot stand by himself.”
“No.”
“Do you want to keep the baby?”
“I don’t know.”
“Aye. Well they say as a single mother ye’ll get a flat in Inverness or somewhere and live off the social.”
“Oh Gran.”
“Or you could do away with it.”
“I don’t know Gran.”
“The thing is….You see….Not even your Granddad knows this. I think it’s how I got the sight. You see. I used to know a boy. John Hector McFarlane he was. And he was my darling. He always made folk laugh with his jokes and he was always smiling. He was older than me of course, maybe too old, or maybe I was too young. Well I suppose I was too young. Anyway, I used to see him at school and try and catch his eye. All my friends knew I fancied him, but he did his exams and left school and I thought that was that. He was staying with his family before going on to university.
Anyway we saw each other again at Hogmonay, in the church hall, and we smiled at each other, and he said hallo, and I forget what he said, but it made me laugh, and we talked. And well, he asked me out. Well. I said yes. Of course I did.
He came round a few nights later and took me into Dingwall. And when we got there and he parked the car, he kissed me. And from then on I was totally smitten. I would have done anything. He was going to be my man forever. Which I suppose in a way he was.”
“Gran?”
“Oh it’s nothing. Anyway I hung onto him all the way to the town hall. And we danced and I could feel him, all of him. All firm and strong, with that wonderful smile.
Well there was barely a few dozen people there and I think the group that was playing got fed up when they heard there was more people at the Strathpeffer Pavilion. Any way it all ended and John Hector thought we should go over to Strathpeffer as well.
It was ages later, when they got famous, I realised that group that we were dancing to was The Beatles. Long before anyone had ever heard of them. And people used to ask me if they really played in Strathpeffer, and I have to say I don’t know, because of course we never got there.
You see the car was an estate car, an old Morris. I should have stopped him, but really I suppose I wanted to do it just as much as he did. He said he had a condom and all, so we parked by the side of the road and put the seat down.
Well I suppose you can guess the rest. We didn’t do it that night. It was the cold. Ice on the inside of the car and me in just a short skirt. But later. On the floor in front of the fire after his parents had gone to bed. Oh how I loved him.
Of course I got pregnant. You couldn’t just have an abortion in those days, it was still illegal. So I went into Inverness with my ain Grannie and she knew someone, a nurse with a doctor there, who did things, on the quiet, after hours, and, well, I killed my own baby.”
“Oh.”
“That’s when I started having the dreams. Started imagining things that hadn’t happened yet.
John Hector McFarlane went to university, as planned, and did well, but we never loved each other properly after that. There was always the abortion between us. We were always afraid of starting another baby. After a while there was more fear than love. I said we should stop meeting. I said it because I wanted to get in first.
Then he went out to the rigs. The oil was just starting in those days. And he was killed.
That’s when I really got the Sight.
And I knew then that if I had kept the baby and kept him it would all have been a struggle, but it would have been all right in the end. And even if John Hector McFarlane was dead, he would have a child living on after him. So his life and his love would not have been wasted in vain.
So do you want to kill your baby? Or will you hope that Robbie will come through for you. You know we will all look after you if he wants to go on with his studies.
You see. I’ve seen the future and you and he are in it. There are going to be jobs here. Robbie will be able to get a new house.
You see, the last prophecy of the Brahan Seer is about to come true.
The one about the cow in the sea.”
-oOo-
As I stood upon London Bridge and viewed the mighty throng
Of thousands of people in cabs and ,busses rapidly whirling along,
All furiously driving to and fro,
Up one street and down another as quick as they could go:
Then I was struck with the discordant sounds of human voices there,
Which seemed to me like wild geese cackling in the air:
And the river Thames is a most beautiful sight,
To see the steamers sailing upon it by day and by night.
William McGonagall
CHAPTER 50 THE CHOICE SITE
Sir Charles Hardy, the Permanent Secretary looked out onto the Thames one last time and said “Well, if we are all satisfied? We should continue.”
There was a hurried downing of cheap coffee, a last munching of the nicest biscuits and a scraping of chairs.
“Right. Where were we. Doctor Starr? We haven't heard from you yet.”
“Ah, ya. You want the full works eh?” Even after all these years in Britain, it still showed that Doctor Leander Starr was born in Jameson Transvaal.
“A brief summary will do for now,” said Sir Charles.
“Ya, well the ho...., the uh people I've been trying to get to grips with, they uh....Well you know, the beaker types think Cape Three Points near Takoradi is OK. Probably cos the surfing is great there, eh? Uh. But the Ghana government just aint too happy with it. You know, having the old colonial power back. I mean they'll play ball if it's the usual scheme where the local big shots get their pockets full, but they don't want us running the thing. They want to do that themselves. They don't want to get labelled as pro colonial stooges of the British Empire. Well, you know, I mean, the thing is, none of them want to do a thing with the OAU without MuRillo's say so. He is now His Excellency Ex President MuRillo, Ambassador Plenipotentiary for the Anglo-Francophone Interdependence Union. Not sure if anyone knows what that actually is, these bl...people got some great names, eh. Anyway, not even Nigeria is interested unless MuRillo can swing it with their neighbours.”
Starr looked round their faces to see how he was doing with this bunch of chungs.
“The thing is, non of em wants to welcome back the old colonial power with an actual land grant. Sure they all want the money and sure they all want the prestige.
I mean Kenya put up their own satellite from Formosa Bay, on that Italian thing, and they still talk about it. The Uhuru satellite.52 So the other heads of state are jealous. But non of these Presidents wants to actually sell a us a bit of Africa. They maybe think their mates are going to call em a turncoat and organise an assassination or whatever.”
“Can't we just bribe them?” asked Professor Edith Presbury, the chief Scientific Advisor.
“Well, thing is Ma'am, I don't reckon we got the actual necessary. Most of these guys have salted away a real fortune. I have tried saying they can live here no questions asked if they get the bums rush. But they all reckon our civil rights people will be after them for crimes against humanity or whatever.”
“But West Africa is the right place to launch from,” said Professor Presbury “It's on the equator. We get all that extra speed from the Earth's rotation. And its just a matter of days sailing time and we don't have to go through Suez or ask the French or....”
“Thank you Edith,” said Sir Charles before she declared war on all men.
“Ya. Well that's about it. I got no where's. Maybe in a year or two. Things change eh. But the thing is, it might never be secure. One President could offer us the Earth, and the next guy in power could launch an armed uprising or something. Thing is they got no concept of security of tenure. Paying for land and keeping it, you know, next thing you'll be asking them to pay for water or air or something. Land belongs to the ancestors see. It's not really possible for a living person to own it. Not for ever, certainly not after their dead. I mean it's up to the local chief to say who's got the land once the last owner is dead, eh? You know France was damned clever to keep Guyana. You know if you guys had hung on to Trinidad or some place civilised like they did then....”
“Thank you Colonel Stark.” interrupted Sir Charles. “It is a shame we did a lot of things. But Africa was always a long shot. We know we could never launch military flights from anywhere except Britain. Perhaps later we could build another launcher down there, if the political climate were to change. A civilian one.”
“Yes, yes, we could. Eventually,” said Professor Presbury
“Now Ralph. I believe your department has been sifting the sites in the British Isles.”
“Yes we have.....” Sir Ralph Musgrave droned on. Minds wandered as he bombarded them with county councils, The Coast Guard. bird watchers, railway lines, The Royal National Lifeboat Institution, motorway extensions, The Women's Institute, ancient monuments, the Mayor of London, the Forestry Commission, French Air Traffic Control, The National Trust, Danish farmers, people who'd been abducted by flying saucers, German Greens, pigeon racers, parish coun....”
“But Ralph.” broke in Professor Presbury “Are we right in assuming the only people who want the damned thing are the Chamber of Commerce at Invergordon?”
“Yes.”
“That is the site favoured by the contractors isn't it?” asked Sir Charles.
“Yes it is,” said Sir Ralph. “Easter Ross.”
“Perhaps you could tell us the disadvantages?”
“It is very low lying.”
“It has to be,” said Professor Presbury. “But we should get at least fifty years out of the site.”
“It was inundated by a tidal wave during the Bronze Age. Caused by a landslide off the coast of Norway. And ,um, that's about it,” said Sir Ralph, disappointed with nothing more to say.
“And the advantages?”
“Ah, well. Deep water port of course. Main line railway. Flat building site. Very few residents. Large city with all facilities near bye and probably out of ear shot. I mean Inverness. Enough different bodies of water to be fairly sure of calm water at least somewhere to land on. Loch Ness of course being virtually calm all the time.”
“Thank you. Now it is coming on for lunchtime. I think we could have a first show of hands on this. All those in favour of Easter Ross? I see. Then I shall tell the minister that Easter Ross is our preferred site”
“You can not,” said Lady Eva Brackwell. “There is the abundant bird life to consider.”
Everyone groaned politely and realised they would be here this afternoon as well.
-oOo-
Dear Sue your easy rider struck this burg today
On a southbound rattler side-door Pullman car.
I seen him and he was on the hog.
Easy rider, got to stay away
So he had to vamp it but the hike ain't far.
He's gone where the Southern cross the Yellow Dog.
William Christopher Handy
CHAPTER 51 YELLOW DOG BAYOU
Senator Lioncourt Lestrade saw the small diesel sea plane circle the bayou. It was just the sort of engine that Joe Hebron produced to make light aircraft affordable again, using vegetable oil for fuel.
Old Samson was already waiting with the boat at the end of the jetty. The plane made a perfect landing, just kissing the water with a hint of spray, then losing speed and sinking down with a final splash. The single propeller revved up and the aircraft planed across the smooth grey water towards them. Samson wouldn’t have to take the boat out after all.
“Hi there Senator,” Effie Hebron waved from the side door as Joe stepped out onto the plastic float.
“Hallo and welcome to Louisiana.” Lioncourt helped Old Samson tie the plane loosely to the jetty's concrete railings.
“It's good to be here,” said Joe. “Interesting jetty. Was it a bridge?”
“Yup,” said Lestrade “Used to be the main highway through here. Till the floods. Only a foot or so rise by the sea, but it's made a hell of a difference down here. Swept it all away. But I figured I could still use what's left. Yankee ingenuity. That's what will keep us going.”
Joe tried to imagine the jetty when it was still a bridge. Carrying traffic to the other side of the water. Big trucks and SUVs. “Are there still any towns out there nowadays?”
“Not one. Just swamps and then the Gulf. This is the end of the road. Old Samson stayed out there the longest, didn't you.”
“I did Sir. Till the Lord spoke, and told me to return to live with folks. To rejoice in the community of the Church.”
“Samson, don't tie the plane too tight there,” warned Joe Hebron “I don’t want to puncture anything.”
“The Lord shall protect your plane Sir. The Lord God shall protect this as he protects his whole creation.”
“That’s very good to know,” said Effie as she took Joe's hand and stepped from the plane onto the concrete.
“Yes Indeed Ma’am. You can look to the heavens right this instant and you can see the symbol of the Lord himself flying across the sky.”
Everyone looked to where Old Samson pointed, and there in the sky was a giant white cross, about twice the size of a full moon, slowly rising above the southern heat haze.
“Samson was the man who rescued Bruce Partington,” said Lioncourt “Weren’t you Samson.”
“Yes Sir I was. I followed the word of God and I was guided by the Good Lord. I found the poor boy like Moses in a basket, and I took him to Constable Lestrade. He also allowed the Lords guiding light to lead him to Washington. There the Good Lord caused Congress to listen to the secrets imparted to Bruce Partington. The revelation of the true cross. And there it is in the sky. The Bruce Partington cross awaiting it’s halo. The great cross and halo soon to deliver us from the Devils forces of wind and flood. Amen.”
“Amen indeed,” said Effie. “Amen.”
“Any idea as to when it will be finished?” asked Joe.
“Not yet,” said Lioncourt “It’s the usual problems with launches being delayed and budgets going up. The next sunshades should be quicker though.”
“That is why I’m here,” said Joe.
“I heard it might. Shall we walk to the house?”
Joe had expected some old antebellum mansion with slave quarters and an avenue of old oaks covered in Spanish moss. The trees were there, and the moss, but the low buildings were more like cabins and bungalows surrounded by verandas. It could have been a small motel.
“You see how the porch roofs all fold down?” asked Lioncourt “Over the doors and windows? Steel plate. The whole place locks down tight. Not a chink for the wind to get in. Hurricane proof. That’s how we’re gona survive down here by the Gulf. Build solid.”
“Very impressive,” said Joe.
“What lovely flowers,” said Effie.
“Oh yeah. My wife did a good job with them.”
They sat by the pool and met Lestrade’s family and friends and did a lot of small talk and smiling.
Of course the world was full of cameras, and web sites that showed anything, so there was no politician in the States dared do anything untowards. Certainly not out of doors, and Lestrade forbade any guests to go topless. Nevertheless, he was interested to see what Effie looked like in a swim suit. Eventually she emerged from the changing room in a modest one piece swim suit and an ankle length wrap. It was only her arms and shoulders that were bare, yet somehow she looked almost nude. How old was she? She couldn’t really be sixty? Older? She sat next to Lestrade’s wife. Lestrade’s much younger wife. Much thinner wife. But it was Effie Lestrade was watching. Effie he had been looking forwards to, and now he had seen her. It was time for business.
“Joe. Should we go inside for a moment?”
“Of course.” Joe Hebron picked up his drink and followed.
Lioncourt sat by a desk where he could still see the pool. Joe imagined he spent a lot of time here. Watching his daughters friends? Perhaps lusting after women like Effie? It was none of his business.
“Now Joe. You didn’t come all this way just for a drink.”
“No. I came for help.”
“You mean money?”
“Federal funding would be an advantage.”
“For your flying brick?” asked Lestrade
“Of course.”
“I’ve studied all the information you’ve sent me. I’ve talked it over with the party.”
“Don’t forget I’ve given you a great deal of funding over the years” said Joe. “But this concept is a good one. The Brits probably don’t have the cash to pull it off, they probably can’t get the EU to fund them either. But that’s no reason America shouldn’t fund it, or even take it over completely. This could be a cheap, simple, reliable way of getting up there. It could take off and land in Louisiana. Land on Lake Ponchartrain. It would employ thousands. Revitalise the local economy. Give folk a reason to live here again. Once the interplanetary ships were built we could start mining on the Moon. Mars. The asteroids. Landing metal in the desert. It would revitalise American industry. We would stay ahead of China and India. I just need Congress to see the inevitability of this. I want to keep America great.”
“It’s the money Joe. You know it’s the money. People are all tied up in local schemes now. They want jobs at home. They want flood protection. They want resettling inland away from the coast. They want barriers to keep the high tides from flooding Wall Street. They all understand factories and stuff, but not mining the asteroids. That’s going to make big bucks for big corporations, not the little people. They got nothing from Apollo. They got nothing from the Shuttle. And they’d sure know they aint getting nothing from this either.
And of course there is the Bruce Partington Plan. Sometimes I wish Samson hadn’t rescued that boy. Sometimes I wish I’d never helped him. The problems that sun shade is bringing. That’s where all the finance is going. I mean most folks reckon it’s a good thing. Cool the poles and get the planet back to normal, but there’s lots who don’t. Right now with the damn thing looking like a cross. Well, we should have known what that would do to the towel heads and such, having a giant American cross travelling across their sky. That’s just one more expense, fortifying our embassies.
The thing is Joe, I’ll have a word. I’ll do my best, but we don’t want to try something new any more. We don’t want another shuttle disaster. We just want to stick with normal rockets. I mean this isn’t the 60’s and I aint Kennedy.”
-oOo-
Solitude and Peace reign here undifturbed, except by the rattling Tourift, who excites envy and falfe ideas of happinefs among the peacefull inhabitants; for now it ceases to excite laughter or contempt, when the ruddy lafs forgets her dialect, and appears at church in a tall bonnet fluttering with ribbands. Turnpike roads have deftroyed provincial manners and provincial dialects; for, as GOLDSMITH fays, “Fafhions now not only travel to the exteriours of the Kingdom in ftage coaches, but in the very bafket.” Every place in this Ifland is now only London out of town.
A Walker. Observations Natural, Oeconomical and Literary Made in a Tour from London to the Lakes in the Summer of 1791
CHAPTER 52 THE SUMMER OF 1719
“I hope your no a crew of pirates, mad on Ferintosh and come to despoil Strath Saltire,” said the tall man.
“No Sir. We are all Kings Men, and I believe we prefer rum. I am myself Midshipman Kirk, come here The Enterprize.”
“Aye well, ye have the look all the same as buccaneers. I had thought twas Blackbeard himself, come from America to throw in wi the Jacobites. But I see two of you are in the colours of King Billy.”
“I am lately come from America Sir. But I am no pirate,” said Kirk “And the two men in orange coats are Marines. Soldiers who go to sea. The latest idea to defend our realm. Not only Redcoats Sir, but Orangecoats as well.
“Aye. Orange coats is it. There's something new every day now. The bairns a' say ye come from Enterprize. Since ye anchored before Cromarty, there’s talk o’ little else. I see you have brought your black slaves with you as well.”
“They are free men Sir. Freed by pirates, and now taken the Royal Pardon to serve in the Kings ships. Now Sir. Perhaps you would be good enough to direct me to the Saltire school house?”
“This is Saltire school,” said the tall man.
“I’m sorry Sir? This is the school?” It's walls were stone and peat. No windows, no chimney, smoke seeping through the turf and bracken roof and around boards that blocked the entrance. “This is the school?”
“Aye of course.” The man adjusted his rather threadbare wig.
“Sir. Are you the Tutor Campbell?”
“Aye. Sent here by The SSPCK. The Society in Scotland for Propagating Christian Knowledge. And I’ll thank ye not to burn me out.”
Tutor Campbell watched the sailors, white and black, settling on the bank where he gave his lessons. Their clothes patched and re sewn, cutlasses dulled from age and use, pistol barrels dark and long.
“Sir. We burn the houses of Jacobites as punishment for rising against the Government of the United Kingdom,” said Kirk watching a few raged children who had followed them up the lane.
“Aye. The United Kingdom is it. This Act of Union may enrich the Merchants o’ Glasgow, but its done aught for folks here. Folk that earned an honest living wi' tweed and tartans. Now all wear English cloth so cheap it puts them to starvation. Puts money to cotton merchants in India. Puts Scots to seek farms in Ireland. Puts Scots on the road to England. Working for potteries and mines.”
“Sir. I assure you that Highlanders in Glasgow and London wear boots on their feet and live under slate roofs with coals on their fires. The lowest servants there are better fed than any here.”
Kirk looked at the children. Half clothed, half starved, just staring dumbly back. Now an old woman, hunched up in soil coloured woollen petticoats and shawls hobbled up the lane after the children.
“Aye. But Kirk is a guid Scots name. Though ye’ve the speech of a sasenach. Perhaps your forefathers hailed from Scotland? Do you no feel some sympathy for poor folk hear aboots. Hounded from hame by the Redcoats. Turned oot destitute and starving into freezing nights and…”
“Sir. It is Summer. It is only dark for a few hours. And Sir. I have no desire to be here. Neither do my men. I have spent five years defending Virginia from Spain. I have earned prize monies and I was looking forwards to Bath. You may imagine Sir, my reaction when told the Spanish had landed in Scotland, and I was ordered to join the Enterprize. I assure you Sir, I have no sympathies with the fools who took me away from Bath society. I was to be introduced to Beau Nash himself. Though, I must admit, the poverty here, has educated me, that not all Britain is as pleasant as Bath.”
“Aye. Whoever Beau Nash is.” Campbell watched one of the sailors walk towards his chicken. “So you're lately from America. Ye and your crew have a piratical turn to ye. Is The Enterprize the same Ship that drove Donald Murchison to destroy Eilean Donan Castle? Blow up his ain stronghold so Redcoats could never take it as a base to rape and pillage honest people.”
“It is the same ship Sir. But Sir, it was The Navy that Blew up Eilean Donan Castle. It was I helped Lieutenant Wheatly lay the charges. Donald Murchison was vanished Sir. I fancy that he abandoned the castle when he saw the Navy had arrived.”
“Aye. Maybe that’s the truth o' it,” said Tutor Campbell. “Aye, maybe. Murchison can put a guid light to a story as well as any here aboots. But folk here will always believe Murchison, ower a stranger such as yourself. So now, shall you be blowing up Brahan Castle?”
The bent old woman leant on her stick and said softly “Brahan.”
The sailor was standing very close to the chicken now.
“Sir, There is no intention to destroy a fine country house like Brahan castle. It is I fear the only good modern house in these parts. Good enough to be in Bath. As for raping and stealing, Sir. The Red Coats like a good woman as much as any young man. And I fear there are plenty of lonely women here, now their men have taken to the hills. But there is precious little for them to steal. The Army now occupies Brahan castle, forfeit from the Earl of Seaforth, but I fear it is the lawyers who do the taking, not the Redcoats. I believe the common soldiers would rather prefer London to The Black Isle.”
The old woman began to cough.
“Aye. It is always canny lawyers and Earls who have the stramash and quarrels, and the poor folk who have the suffering. Things would have been better if The Earl of Mar had not fallen out wi German George and called Seaforths ghillies to the Pretenders cause.”
“I will thank you Sir, to say “King” George, not German George.”
“Aye. And I would be grateful if your man there, stops eyeing up my chicken to steal. That chook is a gift from parents who know how hungry for a caller egg I can get here.”
“Holder? Leave that bird alone,” said Kirk sternly.
“Aye aye Zir,” said the sailor called Holder.
“Sir I think you should be aware that we are all loyal to King George. Holder there sailed with Teach from Bristol. But now, as I said, he owes his life to King George’s Royal pardon offered to all pirates.”
“But I ken it was not taken by Teach himself.”
“No Sir. Blackbeard and others chose to fight the Navy and lose.”
“Aye. So I heard,” said Campbell.
“But make no mistake Sir. Even if my crew are ex pirates, they are loyal to the King. We non of us have patience with any foolishness by ignorant Highlanders who seek to destroy the peace of this island. So Sir, I will thank you,” went on Midshipman Kirk “to give me the names of any Jacobites in these parts.”
The sailor called Holder sauntered back past the old woman.
“Aye, so they are on the run are they? The leaders?” asked Campbell
“They are defeated at Glen Shiel and we are searching all The Earl of Seaforths lands for ring leaders and plotters.”
“Aye maybe, maybe. But ye’ll find no Jacobites here. There’s young men, after a bit of adventure, and lassies encouraging them to foolishness. There’s guid men, driven to religion because they have nought else but the old faith, even if they’re not sure what it is. But there’s no Jacobites. I think you find them more in London plotting for power. But you’ll no find their like in these parts.”
Kirk looked round at the half ruined crofts.
“It’s England has the wealth and power and people.” Went on Campbell “They say Scotland contains barely a million puir Christian souls, but there’s ower half a million i' London alone. They say now London’s the biggest city in all the world, greater even than Constantinople or Alexandria. And its ain London where you can find Jacobites thrang together wi’ Tories and Whigs and all their greedy money grubbing kind. Stock jobbers, knaves and deceivers. Dealers in sham credit and traders in deceit. Peddlers in false hoods and delusions. They buy pieces of paper for a shilling and sell that same paper for three. And they say it is all legal. Usury to bring decent folk to ruination. But does the King send his men against bankers and stock brokers? Indeed not. You are here, burning the houses of simple folk, who just did what their Lairds and Earls bid them.”
The old woman turned to stare at Holder the sailor, sitting at the side of the lane.
“Yes Sir. But do you know the whereabouts of Seaforth or any of his officers? The Red Head MacGregor for instance is supposed to be heading in this direction.”
“MacGregor? Rob Roy MacGregor? A Jacobite? He is a cattle dealer. Grown rich buying from puir folk, and selling the beasts on to merchants. They say he was but recently in the Wallace Inn at Gandercleugh. Doubtless on his way to London, for more dealing and trading. We all believe Rob Roy is in the pay, of the Duke of Argyll. And Argyll just wants the Duke of Montrose proved a Jacobite, so he can declare his lands forfeit, and run them as his own. Do ye ken MacGregor, is always escaping from the Red Coats? For sure fine it’s Argyll's henchmen, they release him. All these tales of his helping puir folk, he tells them himself. Aye, and now his hair will be grey as my own. But, he is a hard man to fall oot with. So if you meet him, you’ll no tell him I said so.”
“I will not Sir.”
The old lady began to mutter, all the time looking at the sailors.
“So ye ken all your burning houses, is just dispatching the puir to England. To work for the likes of Bath Society. Tell me,” said Campbell “Your prize money. What were your ambitions?”
“I hoped to settle in The Carolina’s. I thought of a plantation near New Bath.”
“Aye, America. Dreams of a better future. A guid home o'er the ocean. Ye ken there’s a man by Glengyle. Now he dug out a butt and bend, and that’s where he lives. Now he drove out his brother, after a fight ower a lassie. That lassie, she now lives i' the butt. Wi’ no oven for bread, that she boils porridge and brose on an open fire.
But the brother went to America. They now say he has an estate wi' a fine carriage and indentured servants. Even these new slaves they buy from Africa. And those servants and slaves, are in a brick built house, wi' a tile roof, and he feeds them on bread and fish. What do you think? Is there truth in it? Do the lowest in America live better than free men in Scotland? Is there truth in such assertions?”
“There could be Sir. There are many Scots in Virginia and Carolina. And now Joe Law of Lauriston wants Scots at the Duc d'Orleans colony in Louisiana. Though in truth more men go to the wilderness and kill Indians for their land.”
“Thig bo mhaol odhar a steach…..” began the old woman.
“Aye. So Scots men kill Indians even less fortunate than themselves.”
“Sir, I believe the Indians must either adopt our ways or be cleared away.”
“Aye, progress. Clear the puir away for slaves and servants.”
“Someone has to do the work,” said Kirk.
“Aye. But they say in England now they use steam engines53 to pump water from the mines. So is it not possible that one day….
The old woman started again. “Thig bo mhaol odhar a steach an t-Aitemor agus leigeas i geum aiste 'chuireas na se beannagan dheth an Tigh Dhige.” She pointed at Holder.
“Holder!” Shouted Kirk “Have you upset this woman?”
“No Zir. I dursent offend no old biddies.”
“He do only offend they young uns sir,” said another sailor.
“And not much of that since he ended sailing with Teach.” smiled Kirk
“I dursent never zale with Blackbeard,” said Holder.
“You'm black from Bristol aint ee?” said someone.
“Just cos I zailed to Americal, tis' no reason to be calling I a pirate.”
“Thig bo mhaol odhar a steach an t-Aitemor agus leigeas i geum aiste 'chuireas na se beannagan dheth an Tigh Dhige.” The old woman was shouting now, casting around, staring at them all in turn.
“Come on now. Howd your whist,” said Campbell.
“Rob Ruadh,” said the woman, “Rob Ruadh.” Before her words were smothered by Campbell placing an arm round her shoulder.
He gently said something to her in the Gaelic, patted her on the back and set her off down the lane. “The auld netty. She is a sad case. Harmless but a wee bit taken i' the head. These bairns believe she is a witch.”
“Was that a curse she was putting on us?” Kirk was more than a little worried about witchcraft himself.
On the cold deep blue green he knew dread. Waters by Bermuda, a stirring and bubbling witches cauldron, or glowing in his ships wake. A swans path over the whale haunted seal road to mountains of ice. Cliffs trembling to the weight of flint grey rollers, foaming like the wrath of God. Saint Elmo’s fire flickering ropes and masts to electric blue, like frozen lightening.
The vast sea plane mirror flat, so still the Moon and stars kissed the face of the deep, when Kirk heard songs and cries, from unfathomed horrors under the deep rolling vault of water. Screeches, screams and whistles. Mermaids and whales.
Oh yes. He had seen God, and demons. Bishops who learnt at Oxford and Cambridge said superstitious nonsense, but…
“Och no, not a curse. I dare say there’s more witchcraft in these English Steam Engines than in that poor soul. More indeed in yourself following stars across the eternal water. That was not a curse on your man Holder. It was a prediction of the Brahan Seer.”
“Who?” asked Kirk.
The Brahan Seer. He was a ghillie on the Brahan estates. In his old age he claimed to be a prophet, and gave predictions for drink. Lang before my time. He’s been dead these thirty years or more, but simple folk, like that old soul, still deliver his sayings.”
“So what was that saying?” asked Kirk
“Some nonsense, a prediction about a cow in the sea making a great noise. Just Nonsense”
“I’ll be the judge of that. What did it mean?”
“Well now, it is something like this. There will come a cow. A hornless brown cow, and it will go into the place of the sea.. And when it is in the sea, it will let out a great noise. A noise that will knock down six horn gables from a building. And the building is called the house of the ditch. You see. It is just nonsense.”
“I see,” said kirk. “A cow making a great noise in the sea. Very well. We have others to visit. Perhaps you could direct me to Saltire Castle.”
“Aye, that I could, but now tis little more than a ruin with the stonemasons dismantling it for cash. You see, that is now the great evil of this place. The Auld Laird. The last Lord Saltire. He took himself down to Bath. To polite society, and he took to gambling. And he lost. And it has come to this. The estate here, the whole of Strath Saltire is now sold to defray his gambling expenses. Sold to some London merchant. A man who has never been here. A man who calls it an investment. The homes and livelihoods, the very lives of all the people here. He calls it an investment. Something to be bought or sold for a profit. So is it any wonder there is no love here for London and all the scheming money makers who plot and deceive there.”
“Well Sir. You have strong views. You would I fear Sir, be wise to keep your own council on such matters. In this time and place Sir, it is not wise to be too critical.”
“Aye, I'll howd mah whist, I'll keep silent. And I bid you good day. The road to Saltire Castle is there before you.”
“I thank you Sir. On your feet men.”
The cut throat crew grumbled after Kirk towards the river.
Another man, soberly dressed in a grey wig, much shorter than The Tutor Campbell, walked urgently towards them.
“Sir. May I enquire your name and your business here?” asked Kirk
“I am looking for you Mister Midshipman Kirk. I thought we were to meet on the foreshore, and now I find you are come to my school.”
“Your school Sir?”
“Yes. My school. I am the Tutor of Saltire School.”
Kirk withdrew his sword. “I know not who you are Sir, but I have just left Tutor Campbell at the school”
“Did you say Campbell? A tall man with red hair?” said the Tutor.
“He wore a wig Sir,” said Kirk uneasily.
“ Zir,” said Holder “Eee 'ad red air under Zir. I zeen it.”
“That was MacGregor!” said the Tutor “Rob Roy MacGregor. That is what I was going to tell you!”
“Oh God.” Kirk looked back up the hill “Oh God.”
“The cow!” It was the mad old woman shouting down at them, in English this time “The cow in the sea!”
“Are they all mad?” asked Kirk
“Easier in Americal wan't it Zir,” said Holder.
-oOo-
You climbed the greasy pole.
You opened all the doors.
But corridors of power got slippy floors.”
Steve Dixie 1968 “Live in the trench” album.
CHAPTER 53 FILTON
The small three bedroom terraced house where Alex Holder once lived, crowded in with his Grandparents, his Sister and Mother and sometimes his Father had been divided into two even smaller apartments. The downstairs flat extended back into the small yard. The upstairs extended into the roof space and used the flat roof of the downstairs extension as a place to put flower pots and a clothes line.
It was in this up stairs flat that Bill Darbyshire said “By God you looks good with a tan.”
His wife smiled with delight. “You ain’t so bad yourself you know.”
“Huh!” Bill didn’t expect to look good. “Well. Back to bloody work then. That’s the thing about holidays. They gets over too quick.”
“Bye.”
“Bye.” They exchanged kisses and Bill went down stairs to the tiny hall where another door led to the lower flat.
Then he was trying to remember where he’d parked the car last. It wasn’t in this street of course, there was never room to park a car here. He found it two streets away, started up, and listened to the traffic warning.
“are experiencing difficulty with flood water in low lying areas. And this morning’s high tide is still affecting Bristol Centre with traffic still able to drive slowly along Saint Augustins Parade and into Baldwin Street to Bristol Bridge. Redcliffe Bridge and Princes street Bridge remain closed at the Queens Square end. The upper level flyovers at Cumberland basin are still passable between Hot Wells and Ashton Gate, but the Portway is completely blocked and all traffic for Avonmouth is advised to seek alternate routes via the M5. All motorists are advised to stay away from The Queens Square and Cannons Marsh and City Docks in general till the tide drops in another two hours. The shops of Broadmead are having to cope with.…”
That meant he could still drive along Coronation Road, round the park, and across the flyovers, rivers and lock gates at the end of Avon Gorge. The radio was right about the water. He’d never seen it this high in the Cut. Cumberland road along the opposite bank was completely under. You could probably go from there into the Great Britain dock by boat. But once the Severn Barrage was finished it would put an end to all high tides for ever. If it ever was finished. They’d talked about it for centuries, since Victorian times. And twitchers were still complaining that the Bristol Channel becoming a bio-fuel algae farm would stop birds breeding or something.
This was probably one of the most beautiful city-scapes in the world. It compared with the Corcovado at Ipanema, or Manhattan, or Edinburgh Rock, or the Acropolis. Bill was just used to it. He paid more attention to the orbital sunshade, a deeper blue beyond the clouds, than to the Georgian terraces crowning the hill, or Clifton Suspension Bridge crossing the deep limestone gorge to the sea. This was just the bloody commute to work and the bloody diversion he did to pick up Anna, the bloody…..
Lord but the water was high. It was still coming up the gorge from the sea and pouring over the lock gates into Cumberland basin. They really must do something about it.
Bill drove into Hotwells, up Clifton Vale to Cornwallis Crescent, past Royal York Crescent to Sion Hill and into Caledonia Place.
Parking here was even worse than Bedminster. These were all four or five floored Georgian Houses like the ones in Bath, with a flat on each floor, and at least one car per household, usually two or three in an expensive area like this. They used to have mews lanes full of stables, but they were all converted into housing, and there was the Grand Spa Hotel on the lip of the gorge, and they had dances that attracted more cars in the evenings.
He really ought to go to work by bus. But it took so long and if he had to go anywhere on business, well…..Maybe if he got more organised.
He could see Anna Mazzotti easily, waving across the roofs of parked cars. She was standing on a stone mounting block, thoughtfully provided by the 18th century developers so residents could get onto a horse easier. Shame they hadn’t put in multi story car parks as well.
“Good morning,” he smiled as she got in.
“Ugh,” she said in a sort of reply.
“Anything happened while I was away?”
“No.”
Bill concentrated on getting past parked cars, into the Mall and onto The Downs, near where the road led to the Suspension Bridge. He didn’t try talking again till he was on the main road past the Zoo.
“Something must have happened.”
“Oh. It’s Silver Blaze. My horse.”
“I see.” The Mazzotti family only stayed at their Caledonia Place flat during the week when Mum and Dad Mazzotti were working in some sort of finance house near The Horsefair. They spent weekends down in Devon where Anna kept her horses. Bill listened to her talking about fetlocks or some such equine nonsense, agreeing with her in what he hoped were the right places. “So how have things been at work?”
“Oh the usual.” She got out a mirror and began fiddling with her make up. “Except we had these security blokes round. Right nuisance. They went all through the offices. They asked where all the keys for the filing cabinets were and said we ought to lock them all up. And they said I was using the wrong envelopes for the post. And I ought to encrypt e-mails. All sorts. They’ve put extra locks on the doors and stuff. And they repaired the old fence. Put razor wire on it.”
“So what brought all that on?”
“Oh it’s the Prime Minister,” said Anna.
“What about him?”
“He’s visiting today.”
“He’s what?”
“Didn’t you know? Oh you’ve been on holiday.”
“Bloody hell.”
Half way along Kellaway Avenue she said “Oh. You’ll have to get a new pass as well.”
“I will?” Bill wondered what next.
“Mmmm. Like this one. They won’t let you in otherwise.”
They turned onto the Gloucester Road and he said “So where do I get one?”
“Oh. Dunno. At the gate I suppose.”
“Blimey.”
“His real name is Charles Augustus Milverton you know.”
“Who is?” asked Bill.
“The Prime Minister of course.”
“Charlie Milverton is the Deputy PM. They’ll never make him Prime Minister.”
“Well I knew he was something.”
When they got to Filton Airport Bill drove past the Aero engine factories and the hangers and turned into George White road, stopping at ornate gates between red brick pillars.
“No,” said the security guard. “Not yer. You casn’t get no where's without no pass. I reckon you’d best let the young lady go in on her ownsome.”
“You mean I have to walk? In these shoes?”
“Well,” said the guard looking back at the police Constable standing inside the gate. “If ‘twere just up to I, then it’d be allright. But with ee’ thur… Tis either that or you’d best wait up yer whilst ‘ee gets iself sorted wi’ a new pass.”
“I’ll wait,” said Anna
“I’ll go in there then?” asked Bill.
“That's it,” said the guard.
Bill was photo’d and documented and presented with a pass on red ribbon to hang round his neck and in he drove. At least his parking space was still there with his name on it.
“No, you can’t park there!”
“What? It’s my place. That’s my name there. Darbyshire. I'm Bill Darbyshire.”
“I don’t care. We have an important guest today and I don’t want any cars spoiling the look of the place.”
“Spoiling the look? Who the hell are you?” asked Bill
“I am in charge of public relations.”
“Public relations? Bloody hell.” Bill drove round the back of the big hanger, then walked back to the front where he was finally let in.
The Flying Brick mock up almost filled the hanger. It had begun as chalk marks on the cement floor, then painted lines with components led out in the correct position. Then scaffolding poles and ropes and rolls of chicken wire were used to build the shape in 3D. A shape that was constantly changing as the spec' altered, as components were redesigned, as it was all redesigned and slowly fitted together.
Then they built a six floored structure to carry various workshops and test facilities along side the mock up. Bridges crossed over into, and through the mock up, with a couple of lifts to get components to the different levels. Sheet steel sides were moved in and out on rollers. Ladders and cherry pickers reached into odd corners. Fork lifts waited along side with palettes of wire and plastic ready to be inserted, fitted, or removed.
Bill smiled and nodded to everyone as he walked, looking for any changes that happened while he was away.
The underside of the ship was now represented by curving bits of plywood that looked strong enough to walk on. Up in the centre, was the cockpit lay out, thousands of wires meeting at an instrument panel with a couple of plastic garden chairs to show where the pilot or maybe the crew would sit.
At the back were three huge Vulcain engines from Germany via Derby, still supported on wheeled assembly trolleys, but already connected to fuel lines and control and censor runs.
Above rose a single fin supported by wooden struts painted silver to represent aluminium castings, or maybe titanium castings or whatever. No one was happy about the control fins. No one knew how many there should be. No one knew where they should be or how big they should be. Bit of a shambles all round. Of course someone had already produced an e-joke with the thing flying and a bloke stood on top steering it with an oar.
There were little red flags tied on all over showing the site of other problems. Wires that might chafe or short circuit. Plugs that didn’t quite fit. Components that weren't quite the correct size. Components the suppliers didn’t make any more.
The trouble was people all over the world were making prototype gadgets for the ship without being told what they were working on.
Bills office was one of the prefab rooms at the end. He said more hallo's and got a coffee and started on his e-mails.
“You should be in a suit,” said Cyril Morton.
“I would be if any one bothered to tell me.”
“You were on holiday.”
“I got a mobile. You could have left summat on our answer phone. Could have sent an e-mail.”
“Well. Just stay out of the way.”
“Thanks.” Bill got more coffee, looked at more computer programmes, read more files and walked out to the long table.
It was a series of trestles and old canteen tables buried under a long role of paper to which hundreds more smaller bits had been added. On top of that were layers of clear plastic covered in more coloured lines and symbols. Of course there were hundreds of post it notes and photo copies from Lord knows where, just to give it an air of total and utter chaotic complexity.
This was the system boundary diagram. The place where the interfaces between the modules were worked out. The real interface between physical equipment, and the interfaces between safety cases, between different departments and sub contractors.
Originally it was printed by a computerised robot crawling across the floor with ball point pens, and it needed re printing again, urgently. It was all very well having this stuff on computer, but people like Bill needed to see it, all of it, to understand it, to comprehend the size of it. It was the same as with the main mock up. Models and programmes were OK to begin with, but you had to try it all out in the real world. That’s how errors showed up. That’s when someone would notice the Irish wiring loom did not quite fit the Italian pumps or the German valves or the Spanish pipes, even if the computer said they must.
“OK everyone,” said the Boss “He should be here soon. Can we all stop work and line up by the door please?”
Bill stood at the back, hoping his non existent suit wouldn’t be noticed too much. There was activity at the door.
“Bloody hell,” said the Deputy Prime Minister, “Is that it? It’s a size eh? I was thinking of something more like a plane, eh?. Bloody Hell. Oh God. Jesus.”
The deputy PM was well known for bad language when the media weren’t about, so no one was concerned.
“Oh God. Oh God. Aaaaaaahhhhh.”
“He’s sick!” shouted Bill “It’s his ‘eart!” he ran out past the confused high brass “get a doctor!”
“It’s all right. I’m here,” said someone with a plastic case “Here Sir. Take this. Can someone call the ambulance?”
Bill and the rest just watched, as very quickly the Deputy PM was whisked off with a police escort, all blues and two’s going like mad.
“Well there’s a turn up for the books,” said Bill.
Back at his desk he googled in to the BBC News. It took over an hour for the story to break, about how the DPM had been rushed into the BRI with a major heart attack while he was visiting some secret equipment at Filton.
By next week the media were full of Britain building a space ship in Bristol.
-oOo-
“But I have dreamd a dreary dream,
Beyond the Isle of Sky;
I saw a dead man win a fight,
And I think that man was I.”
He belted on his guid braid sword,
And to the field he ran,
But he forgot the helmet good,
That should have kept his brain.
The Battle of Otterburn
CHAPTER 54 TYNDALE
Sir Eustace Brackenstall's feet were getting numb, even through thick plastic wading boots. The cold waters of North Tyne raced down from Otterburn and Redesdale. Swirling past his legs, shifting the gravel underfoot, making him stumble.
So he gave up. He reeled in the fishing fly, caught the spinner and walked clumsily out of the water onto the gravel bed.
A Gamekeeper took his rod. “Thank you Sir. Will you be casting again after lunch Sir?”
“Um, no. No thank you. I shall be visiting this afternoon. But I may try a cast or two this evening.”
“Very good, Sir.” The gamekeeper clicked on the radio mike attached to his old tweed jacket “Sir Eustace is ready to return to the castle now. Yes, OK. Sir Eustace, I'll do the packing up here, if you walk up to the road, the shooting brake will take you back to the castle Sir.”
“Thank you. That Salmon, could the kitchens freeze it for me?”
“Of course, Sir.”
“I can serve it back in London and tell everyone about my wonderful holiday and your excellent advice on which fly to use.”
“Thank you Sir.”
Sir Eustace Brackenstall, the Cabinet Secretary, the most powerful Civil Servant in Britain, sat on the running board of the electric mini bus. It had been pimped to look like an early twentieth century shooting brake or estate car, complete with wooden sides, clips on the roof for fishing rods, gun racks in the back and hooks on the side to hang the pheasant and grouse. Dead deer were probably laid over the bonnet and curvaceous mud guards. With difficulty he pulled off the boots, God his feet smelt, and put on expensive leather brogues.
“Shall I take you up to the Castle now Sir? asked the driver, also wearing traditional tweeds and plusfours.
“Yes please. Thank you.” Sir Eustace felt that in his position he should always be polite.
Effie Hebron was walking across the lawns at Bellinger Castle carrying a double barrelled shot gun, broken in the crook of her arm. She looked amazing. A woman of her age had no right looking that sexy. She was supposed to have been married to Joe Hebron for forty years, so was she sixty or seventy years old? “Hallo there Sir Eustace. We haven't seen much of you this trip.”
“Um, no. Not this time.” Why couldn't his wife, Lady Mary, look like this, she was only forty.
“You and your wife must have dinner with us tonight.”
“Um, n.....well.....” How could Sir Eustace get out of this one. He knew all about Joe Hebron's involvement in the space project, and he really should not be talking to him, at all. The other parties might say it showed favouritism. Not that anyone would ever accuse someone like Sir Eustace of any form of impropriety. Everyone knew he would be scrupulously fair in all his dealings. “Um, yes, fine. Mary and I will look forwards to it.”
“Good. Apparently there's a hotel in Wark called the Battlesteads. So with a name like that Joe and I thought we just had to go there.”
“Uh.....yes....” Dear God. Those stretch corduroy pants. She must have had surgery.
“By the way, they are just opening up the Old Tower if you want to see it.”
“Well.....”
“I'm going.” smiled Effie.
“Well I suppose I may as well.” Sir Eustace walked beside her onto the terrace in front of the Jacobean wing “Wonderful old building.”
“Charming.” smiled Effie “And here it is.”
The ornately carved windows and bits Sir Eustace knew he should know the names of, ended. The wall became a dark rough hewn cliff of huge weathered old blocks, completely devoid of windows, doors or anything that showed people once lived inside.
“It must have been really secure.” said Effie “But I guess they needed it in the old days, all these wars and raids and stuff. I was reading about the Moss Raiders and the Border Reivers.”
“Are you for seeing the Old Pele Tower Sir Eustace?” asked a game keeper.
“Oh yes please.” he followed Effie along a narrow passage, probably used by gardeners to reach the inner courtyard. But amazingly there was a wooden portcullis in the wall of the Old Tower.
“Is this real?” asked Sir Eustace.
“Oh yes sir. Original timber. They couldn't afford iron in these parts.”
“It seems so small.” said Effie
“That was tae keep out the enemies. And I don't believe they had money for a carriage or anything, so it's just wide enough for the odd cow to help them withstand the sieges.”
There was a small narrow crooked passage through the thickness of the wall and the gamekeeper switched on the lights.
It was huge. The floors had rotted away long ago, but there were glimpses of doors and stairs far up the walls to show where they had been. And around the top, just under the restored slate roof, there were indeed tiny windows.
“Wow.” said Effie. “It’s so big and kinda old and creepy. What's this?” She walked towards a flat stone in the centre of the floor.
“It's where the main fire was built to warm the whole place in winter.” said the gamekeeper. “There was maybe a central hall with the rooms round about on the floors, like galleries, and the heat went up the centre. And this here is where they got the water.”
Sir Eustace looked down a pit beside the giant hearth stone. The sides were rough hewn rock, jagged and twisted, giving on to something like a crevasse, and there, deep down, by the light of a single electric bulb he could see water. Not stagnant but flowing.
“Ye see they built the Old Tower on top of an underground river so they never ran out. It's never been traced, where it comes from, or where it's headed.”
“Oh.” Sir Eustace stepped back.
“I think it gives me vertigo as well.” said Effie.
“I do not have vertigo. I'm absolutely fine.”
The Gamekeeper looked up surprised at Sir Eustace walking resolutely back to the entrance.
“I guess it's the stress of his job eh?” asked Effie.
“Aye. Could well be.” agreed the gamekeeper
Sir Eustace was outside leaning against the wall. “Are you OK?” asked Effie.
“Yes of course I am.”
“Oh well. See you later. We'll have a good time.”
“I'm sure.” He watched her walk off along the terrace deep in conversation with the gamekeeper, treating him like an equal, not the hired help.
Lady Mary was in their car, waiting, “Who was that?” The way she said it meant she had seen the way he was watching Effie's bottom.
“That was Joe Hebron's wife. They have invited us to dinner at the Battlesteads tonight.” He got into the car.
“Will we go?” Lady Mary started away down the long narrow road to the lodge gates.
“I couldn't really get out of it.”
“Hmm.” Lady Mary wondered how much that had to do with Effie's stretch pants. “You know it could be a compromising situation.”
“Yes. I was surprised Bellinger invited someone like that. I almost thought of leaving early.” They slowed by the Lodge house and turned onto the main road.
“I was talking to one of the caterers. They say Lord Bellinger has money troubles and is selling out to Duncan Ross.”
“The man who owns all the night clubs and things?”
“Yes. And country house hotels. I just wondered if Lord Bellinger had been persuaded to introduce you to Joe Hebron.”
“Oh I don't think so. Well, maybe we should think of an excuse not to go.”
Mary followed the narrow twisty roads over green grass fells, by rock strewn slopes and through dark enchanted woods till they were besides the steep banks of the North Tyne.
The old bridge to Wark was narrow, just one lane on a series of flat iron girders, supported on seven pillars of stone.
“Drop me here.”
His wife stopped the car and Sir Eustace walked over. The houses opposite had turned the steep river bank into lawns and flower beds.
Apart from that, Wark, the ancient stone built capital of Tyndale didn't change. It still seemed as old and solid and dour as ever.
On the notice board outside the Wark Mechanics Institute and Town Hall were ads for the Film Club, The North Tyne and Redesdale Action Area Public Meeting for Northumberland National Park Future Planning Policies Bring and Buy Sale, the Wark Book Group, the Local History Club trip to RAF Spadeadam (including a light buffet and a talk on the Bluestreak space rocket), a murder mystery weekend presented by the local amateur dramatic group, and lectures on the North Tyne Railway and the vernacular architecture of Tyndale.
It was good to know local communities still thrived. The Green was still green. The newsagent opposite the Black Bull was still selling The Courant, and posh cars were parked outside the Battlesteads, down the road on the left.
Sir Eustace strolled right towards the church, then crossed the road into Westacres. Old men sat on the bench against a wall on the right, and watched as he made his way between parked cars, and knocked on the door of one of the old people’s bungalows.
“Bugger off ye glaky wee scunner.”
“Daddy. It's me Eustace.”
“Yer useless Eustace. I said bugger off.”
“I'm not going away Daddy, until you open the door.”
“Yer useless. Like the rabbits. Useless the lot of ye.” the door rattled and shook and finally opened “Oh Jesus it's you. What d' you want?”
“I've come to see you Daddy. To see how you are. Why do you have a baseball bat in your hand?”
“I thought ye were Mrs Bernstone and I'm getting coggly on my feet. Come away in before someone sees what a useless Jessie I have for a bairn.”
“Thank you.”
“Take a seat boy.”
“Thanks. Who is Mrs Bernstone?”
“Who?”
“You said you were holding the baseball bat because you thought I was Mrs Bernstone.”
“Rubbish. Do ye want a drink o tea?”
“Yes please Daddy.”
“I suppose you think were all grateful you stopped them building that rocket at Spadeadam.”
“No Daddy. I don't think the MOD had any intention of doing that, ever. It was all a mistake.”
“ There's plenty here thought they'd get the work there. Twas only the rich as worried about the game and the peace and quiet. Tea it is. Black for I've nae milk or sugar.”
“That will be....OK. I'll bring you some shopping from Hexham if you like”
“You'll no see me in the Shire. I only go tae Bellingham these days.”
“They have much bigger shops in Hexham.”
“I said ye'll nae see me in the Shire.”
“Then I suppose I could take you to Bellingham.”
“How? You've nae a car. You've lost yer licence.”
“No Daddy. Mary has the car. She's gone to visit Sally at the farm.”
“At the farm eh? She'll be in for a shock. A real shock.”
“What do you mean Daddy?”
“Ye'll find out. Ha. So ye'll want a bed for the night I suppose.”
“No thank you. We are staying with Lord Bellinger.”
“Dear Jesus. Why the hell do ye mix with the like o that half cocked blather skite?”
“Daddy. I am the Cabinet Secretary. I am one of the most important people in the country. Don't you realise that? I have a knighthood. Sir Eustace. Does that mean nothing to you?”
“Of course it does. All posh. Going down south wi yer mother and her fancy man. All posh. But ye've still no need to mix with the likes of him. He's badly liked. It was his Grandfather that threw my old Granddad out o his house just for being donsie ill.”
“That was a long time ago.”
“Twice sick with the flue, and he was out. He was lucky to be a Freemason. If it was nae for the Masons we'd have a' starved tae death. They have nae changed. The Bellingers are all just plain bad. Here Boy. There's the kettle. Just plain bad. Come on, here's yer tea. Oh there is sugar. An powdered Milk. Here boy, don't waste it.”
“Thank you.”
“And a spoon for ye. Look at those damned rabbits. That field is full o them. I've told the council. But they dae nothing. Rabbits. They don't care about rabbits. But those rabbits. In the evening. They're Moslem rabbits. In the evening they all face the setting sun wi' their ears up. Less one of these damned shades is in the way. Praying like a Moslem.”
“Daddy. That is a racist remark and Moslem's don't prey to the setting sun. They face Mecca in the east.”
“If the council do nothing, I should tell your security. MI6, MI5. Moslem rabbits. In the pay of Old Salmon Bin Liner. Secret Service. They'd soon get rid of them.”
“Daddy. There's nothing wrong with rabbits. I think they look charming. Imagine if you were in a council flat somewhere in a big city with no trees or....”
“The rabbits eat my flowers. That's if the damned orbiting shades don't stop them blooming at all. Now finish yer tea. Come on.”
“Come on?”
“Off out. It's no the same since they closed The Yet54 , so it's the pensioners special lunch at the Black Bull. It's that or the fish and chips from the Grey Bull next door.”
“They closed the Station Gate years ago. I could buy you something decent at.....”
“The Yet was the best. Good days. Good men. All gone. Decent men. Friends. All gone now. But it’s decent enough at the Bull. Come on. Look at those bloody rabbits.”
Sir Eustace followed down the road towards the Black Bull.
“What cheer.” said one of the old men on the bench.
“Whey aye man.”His father nodded at the three men, and at other random folk. Everyone smiled and seemed pleased to see him. It was good that a small community still had the old values. So different from London.
“What cheer hinny.” said Father to the three ladies in the pub dining room.
“Ah' we're all right here Pet.” replied one.
“What will it be?” asked the man behind the Black Bull bar.
“Pint o Brown for me and the Pensioners Lunch. He's paying.”
“Uh yes. I'll have the same please.”
“So you'll be Sir Eustace eh?”
“Uh yes.”
“Staying with Lord Bellinger?” asked the Barman.
“Yes actually.”
“You'll have the police up there now.”
“No I don't have a police body guard or anything.”
“I didn't think you did. Its all for Bellinger. His Lordships been arrested.” said the Barman
“He was always a shifty mazer.” said Father. “Needs a good hammerin.”
“Arrested? But what for? Speeding?”
“Drugs. Crack cocaine.” said the barman “He's well known for being a crack head.”
“Up to the oxters in debt as well.” said Father.
“What?” Sir Eustace should have known about this.
“It's a miracle he still has two brass farthings to rub together.” said the first old women in the dining room. “Always a bit glaky that one.”
“He's always in a stumor with the young lassies.” said the second old woman
“Under age some of them.” said the first.
“He's no great shakes as a man, they say.” said the second.
“There,s nowt so queer as folk” said the Barman.
“Aye. Was it boys as well then?” asked the second.
“I heard he has nae paid his staff for two weeks. they're all worried.” said the third.
“Well they can all go greetin for their money now. What's left will be gone to the lawyers.”
“The yammering lawyers will see we're all dead as paupers.” said Father
“Eustace!” It was Lady Mary at the door.
“It's all right my dear. I've just heard the news.”
“So how can it be all right?” Lady Mary came in.
“We can sort through this. I'm just a guest at the castle. We can go straight back to London.”
“You may be able to but Tom Dennis is in jail, so he can't go anywhere.”
“Sorry? What did you say?”
“Tom Dennis. Is in jail.”
“But he's your sister Sally's husband.”
“Yes he is. And what are you going to do about it.”
“My sister in law is married to a convict?”
“For god’s sake Eustace. He's hardly a convict.”
“But if he....”
“It's some daft health and safety nonsense. His truck ran out of time on the tachy GPS computer thing, and he was still twenty miles from the farm. Then he was stopped and he's been put in jail. By a woman judge. A woman. You'd think to God a woman would have more sense than to lock up someone for driving home to his family. Sally is in a dreadful state. She and the girls have to run the farm on their own for the next three months.”
“Oh God. It will be in the local news.”
“Oh yes Pet. We all heard about it.” said the first woman.
“It's real scabby what they can do to you these days.” said the third.
“It's all that health and safety nonsense.” said Father. “They say you can't work in case you get tired.”
“Well....I'm sure it is cutting the accident rate.”
“Hadaway boy. It just gives work to the swanky lawyers, faffing about in court and charging honest folk for the privilege. You won't see the Chinese putting a man in jail just for working.”
“Well....”
“Do you go to jail if you work late in the office boy?”
“Of course he doesn't.” said Lady Mary. “I hardly see him. He actually has a bed at Number Ten now.”
“Aye. The Prime Minister works twenty four hours a day.” said Father “I've heard him say it. But does he get put in jail?”
“Well, no Daddy, but truck driving is a responsible job calling for full concentration and um...”
“Oh aye. And um is it? Yer saying a truckie has a more responsible job than the Prime Minister?”
“But Daddy.”
“But nothing. It's one law for the rich and another for some poor soul trying to earn a crust for his family. But only if he's British. You never see them calling any of them Uzbecks or Iranian truckers to trial. They drive all the hours God sent. And on fuel they got on the cheap in France.”
“They are not supposed to. There are stringent rules about....”
“Ah for gods sake Boy. Rules. Any rule that jails a canny honest man for working needs to be scrapped. It's just folk like you are so far stuck up in London you don't know what hard cards the poor working folk have to deal with. You'd never be saying that if you'd stayed here with decent folk. Going away down south wi yer Mother, and her damned fancy man, was the destroying of your common sense.”
“I'm sorry. Mary, can you take me back to the Castle.”
“I don't see why I should. It's your precious Government has put my sisters man in jail.”
“Look, maybe there are grounds for appeal. Can we just go.”
“She said it was three months inside to make an example of him.” said Father “Damned Woman judge. There is no justice for poor folk. None here at any rate.”
“Are ye for leaving?” asked the bar man “Yer food is just....”
“Yes I'm going. Please Dear.” Sir Eustace was getting nervous.
“Oh, Come on then.” said Lady Mary.
“You see if Lord Bellinger doesn't just get a slap on his wrist for the crack.” said Father, shouting as Eustace left. “He'll no get three months. And can I cadge your lunch in a doggy bag?”
“Oh God.” Sir Eustace sat back in the seat and hardly noticed the scenery till they reached the castle gate. “Cameras? Oh my God. The reporters have seen me. Drive through the gate Mary. Hurry. Oh my God. This could be on the news.”
“You worry about yourself Eustace, but you've said nothing about poor Tom and Sally and the girls.”
“Oh Mary, please.....Please......” The sentence remained unpleaded. Eustace slowly walked up the steps towards the front door. People inside were arguing. Demanding money. He couldn't make it out.
He needed to take control of things. Find out exactly what was happening. There were a few computers in the library for the house guests, but they were all occupied. By the staff! One young man was sat on the embroidered chair in his overalls. He looked like a mechanic or something.
“Excuse me.” said Sir Eustace “But I urgently need to find out what's happening here.”
“There's nowt happening.” said the young man “Sod all. No work and no brass. I'm afeard that crack head scunner is penniless, and now we're all on our honkers 'an all. There's none of us'll get paid this month. And there's no other work in these parts. Cancelling that space thing was a bastard, eh. But, there's no point yammering, so I'm shifting back home. It's all yours. Ye can scribe away all ye want”
“Thank you.” Sir Eustace sat down and saw the man had been looking for employment. But on the news channel's it was all the usual, nothing to worry about, he googled a few more sites, and there he was.
It was him driving through the gates, just a few moments ago. They were so quick these days. It was on another site as well.
“Dear God.”
And there was a headline streaming across the screen.
“Cabinet Secretary at secret meeting with US Space King in crack heads castle.”
“Cabinet Secretary at secret meeting with US Space King in crack heads castle.”
Over and over again.
Secret space deal Cabinet Secretary, brother in law jailed.
Secret space deal Cabinet Secretary, brother in law jailed.
“Oh God.” The sooner he was back in London the better. Out in the hall he asked a maid or someone “Excuse me, could you tell me where Joe Hebron is?”
“Oh him and his wife were away off when all this started. Canny aad bugger. Got a message from his people and he was off. Over the hills and far away by now.”
“I see. Were there any messages for me?”
“Not a one Sir. Unless it's on your mobile.”
“I see. Thank you.” Sir Eustace walked upstairs and along to the end of the corridor. It ended here because this was where the Old Tower began.
“Are you packing Dear?” he asked.
“You can see I am. Is that your phone?”
“Oh yes.” Sir Eustace looked at his phone “My God. I've been fired.”
“What?”
“It......It's from, from Dennis Falder. Dennis Falder.”
“Who is Dennis Falder?” asked lady Mary
“I don't know. I've never heard of him. But he says they still have utmost confidence in my honesty and respect for the law, but they will understand if I may wish to review my position and perhaps accept a less tiring post.”
“Let me see? It doesn't say you have to go.” said Lady Mary.
“May wish to review my position. Oh God.”
“It doesn't say that they are sacking you.”
“A less tiring post. They are suggesting I look for another job.”
“Another post Dear. You'd still be in the Civil Service. You'd still get the pension.”
“For Gods sakes. I'm Cabinet Secretary. Any other post is demotion. And who would want me in their Ministry after this?”
“Well you still have your pension.”
“It's not the money. It's the.....The......”
Sir Eustace remembered the Tyne gravel shifting under his feet. He became aware of the Old Tower just on the other side of the bedroom wall. That immense ancient space. Floor-less. No where to stand. The huge dark emptiness. And then, the pit, dark and deep. Hollow hills. No firm ground. No solidity, anywhere. No reality. Nothing to have faith in. Underground rivers. Shadowy waters bound for God knows where. Abysses unproven. Caverns measureless to man. Gulfs beyond thought. He stepped back towards the bed. He didn't want to fall through that wall. He didn't want to enter that timeless void.
“Eustace? Are you all right? Eustace? Say something.”
-oOo-
Small things make base men proud.
William Shakespeare
| GEORGE FFOLLIOT CB
MINISTRY OF DEFENCE
FLOOR 5, MAIN BUILDING, WHITEHALL
LONDON SW1A 2HB
e-mail: george.ffolliot 78362@mod.uk |
PERMANENT UNDER-SECRETARY OF STATE
D/PUS/5/10/15 A/Sprep A7)
Dear Harry,
DSPACE STRATEGIC GOAL
I am writing to congratulate you and the D Space as a whole on achieving the D Space Strategic Goal. I know I do not need to tell you that the target of a 20% reduction in output costs was a seriously challenging one, or that meeting it involved a phenomenal effort from all D Space staff over a long period. This achievement is all the more laudable in the face of the current tempo of construction. I am grateful to all who contributed for their hard work.
The target was the principal element of MOD’s Spending Review Public Service Agreement (Value for Money Target), and its achievement has in the time since helped ensure that we can delivered battle-winning military capability more efficiently and effectively to the front line – it is central to what we are about.
We will not, of course, allow you to rest on your laurels, and a continuing drive for excellence and value in Space Based Support to the front line is a key element of enabling acquisition change and the formation of Defence Space Based Equipment and Support. New Spending Review Targets are a challenge, and again it is vital that they are achieved to ensure continued investment in the front line capability.
As the work to plan and implement these space initiatives continues apace, I hope that you and your colleagues will take a moment to reflect with pride on what has already been achieved – very well done.
Yours ever,
George
General Sir Harry Dovercourt KCB CBE
Chief of Space Based Logistic Delivery
-oOo-
Word is to the office gone
And word is round the town
And word is to the stock exchange
That our great scheme is down
Steve Dixie 1968 “Live in the trench” album
CHAPTER 56 INDIA
The air conditioned limo slowed for yet another sacred cow. Joe Hebron glanced up from his laptop at the row of big aluminium roofs shimmering in the heat. They drove on past rows of pedestrians, women in saris, men on fuel cell motorbikes. Children dangling their legs over the side of old diesel trucks. Then the row of factories ended and they drove through park gates towards the Champs HQ.
The road circled around the building, obviously so visitors could get a good impressive look at it. Hebron was pleased to see the park admitted the public, so there was a van selling sweets and lemonade. The building was almost a cube, seven floors high with towers at each corner topped by domes. Then rising from the buildings centre was another enormous dome adding half dozen floors to the height. All the domes were black. The balcony running round the top floor was black. The balconies round each floor of the four towers were black. It was a masculine version of the Taj Mahal. It was massive dark and brooding, where the Taj was like frozen sunlight.
The limo stopped at the end of a gravel path. It looked like people had to walk to the office across parched yellow grass poking from the hard earth.
“Welcome Mr Hebron. The Champ is looking forwards to meeting you.”
“I’m pleased to be here. It’s a very impressive building.”
“It is a copy of the tomb of Muhammad Adil Shah of Bijapur.”
“I see.” Building an office to copy a tomb seemed odd, but then there was the Taj Mahal, and it would look a bit obvious if he’d copied that. But why not a palace? Perhaps because Indian Palaces were confections of spun sugar and pink icing, even ones carved from solid rock. This office was awe inspiring, not pretty. It was meant to be taken seriously.
Glass doors opened into a blessedly cool reception area with girls in saris manning desks, taking packages from messengers. A model of an early Chandrayaan capsule was in the centre, with a notice saying it was actually a real Chandrayaan, brought back from the moon as an exhibit. Would NASA ever do that with the Apollo?
“This way Sir.”
Hebron followed into a lift to the top floor and along into an outer office where more secretaries smiled and waved him through.
Mr Champakalakshmi, the Champ, smiled and said “Welcome to my office.” In a very cultured English Accent.
“Thank you.” They shook hands.
“Though I admit I am a little surprised to see you here.”
“Surprised?”
“Please sit down. Would you care for a real cigar?” He offered a tooled leather box of Trichies, Joe declined “Yes, surprised. I thought my people had made it clear. Your proposal is a good one, but we would want it here in India, near to the equator. It does not seem a good idea to build it in Britain. We would be happy to construct components to your designs, but we do not have funds for inwestment. Not our own funds. You see the cranes, there in the distance.” Mr Champakalakshmi pointed out of a picture window over the balcony. “That is my hospital. It is swallowing all my priwate resources at the moment. And when that is complete, I have another project. Some friends and I we wish to build an institute of Lunar Studies. Right here. We even have backing from Singapore, and the Centre for Exobiology55 at the University of London. But as for the rest? I have nothing left over. In space I depend on Gowernment for ewerything.”
“I was hoping you could persuade the Indian Government to….”
“That is as yet impossible. It is very expensive to launch these ball swarms. We have to do that for surwiwal. There is much to do before we can cool down the equator with them. We need to drop temperature by a further degree to get better Monsoons. We have now embarked on our own moon rockets. A huge programme. Our Antarikshyatri and Gaganaut must ensure China does not have the Moon to itself. If there are riches there then we want them, and the Indian Army will guard them. It is either India or China who will own the Moon. So I do not believe Britain can enter the race this late. You know I have much sympathy for the English. They made India what it is today. Of course they made America as well. They made the whole world what it is today, but now they are a spent force. They have never been interested in space. They cannot catch up. Their day is over. The future of the English speaking world is now in Indian hands. It is India that will take democracy and the rule of law into space. And America of course.”
“I see. And America. As India’s junior partner?”
“As a partner. But you know the British. They will plan something out, they will have wonderful ideas. Then others will start to object. They always object so they can newer again build anything great. They will obscure everything with health and safety nonsense. They will refuse to grant themselves planning permission to build the launch site. Would you like a cup of tea? Then we can talk about the new diesel engine factory. I am wery interested in that.”
The Limo took Joe back to his hotel. He smiled at everyone in the foyer and at reception and got in the lift.
But Effie immediately said “What's wrong?”
“It’s a no go. India has bought too far into existing technology to fund anything new. I think this has been a bit of a wild goose chase.”
“I’m sorry. Have a drink.”
“Well, we can’t win em all. Thanks. Any ice? Thanks. No we can’t win em all. But at least he wants to start a new aero diesel factory here. Anyway, how was your day?”
“I have some wonderful sari’s. Care to see?
Joe watched Effie undress and try on one shimmering, figure hugging creation after another.
“Effie. Just before I left he asked me if I knew Singapore was going to sign a defence treaty with China. I’ve just realised that he wanted me to know that. Why do you suppose that was?”
“Singapore used to send up those tourist flights. The one where the first stage was that old Russian spy plane. Perhaps they want to replace it with something more modern.”
“And Singapore is almost on the equator. If China were to launch from there, it’s closer than the site they use in Brazil.”
“Then we need to find out. How about this one, purple with gold stars. Does my bum look big?
“Your bottom looks gorgeous.”
-oOo-
| lerks it becometh | for to serve Christ, |
| And for folk unordained | to cart and work, |
| And no clerk should be tonsured | save he be the son |
| Of frankleyns and free men | and of wedded folk |
| Bondmen and bastards | and beggars children |
| These are the sons of labour, | these are to serve lords, |
| To serve God and the good | as their station asketh. |
| But since then bondsmens sons | are made into bishops, |
| And bastard bairns | are made archdeacons, |
| And soap-makers and their sons | are knights for silvers sake, |
| And lords sons be their labourers | and have mortgaged their rents |
| And to support this realm | have ridden against our foes |
| To comfort the Commons | and honour the king, |
| And monks and nuns | that should support the poor |
| Have made their own kin knights | and paid fees for it, |
| Popes and patrons | refuse poor gentle blood, |
| And take the sons of Mammon | to keep the Sanctuary |
William Langland PIERS PLOWMAN edited by Arthur Burrell 1912
CHAPTER 57 BOYS TOYS.
“I don't think you have anything to prove,” said Beatrice Falder. “You're just as good as any of them.”
“I need to make sure Bea.” Dennis closed the driver’s door and walked round the car to help his wife out “The thing is now I've got this far I don't want to blow it. I need to look the part.”
“You are the part.”
“Bea. Army officers get trained for this sort of thing when they go to Welbeck or Sandhurst. What to do at the opera. Which bloody spoon to eat your caviar with, all that nonsense. They get told what clothes to wear. What suits to get, what shirts to buy, what casuals to wear. Cerise is not an officer’s colour. That's how some jumped up street kid gets to be a General and have tea with the Queen. But us civvies don't get that, we either get born right or we have to learn by trial and error.” He swiped his card at the parking meter.
“There is nothing wrong with your parents. They are perfectly respectable.”
“But they aren't Lord and Lady Muck. And that's who we have to impress next. We both have to mix with the top end of society. Weekends on country estates, all that.”
Hand in hand they walked down the medieval street with its China shops and smart café's, galleries and antique shops.
“There it is. OK Bea?”
“Yes,” said Beatrice “Come on.”
The shop window had framed prints of people with shot guns standing round Landrovers, or leading horses over cobbled courtyards. Display dummies, male and female wore tweed jackets and held fishing rods. An old brass bell jangled on a spring as they walked in.
Wooden shelves and drawers covered most wall's. Shot guns were chained to racks and different types of shell were in boxes over the central counter.
A young woman in skin tight black trousers and stretch blouse was helping a man look through trousers on a rack.
“I’ve got the moleskins of course,” said the man. “But now I really need the plus fours.”
“I think this heather pattern Harris Tweed might suit you Sir.” The girl in the stretch black clothes held the plus fours around his waist while he looked in the mirror.
Behind the counter were two older women. Perhaps fifty years old? Both with shortish blond hair and beautiful smiles. Both wore tight slacks and jumpers. Flesh coloured slacks and jumpers. A short sighted elderly man could on first sight think they were naked.
Dennis realised this was an elaborate set up. A shop designed to give men their fantasies. Guns and upper class clothes, and compliant smiling women to serve their every whim.
Now who would serve him? The younger slimmer woman in black? Or one of the curvaceous mature women in flesh? And would she be flirtatious or motherly?
“May I help you Sir?” It was a spotty young man in white shirt and nerdy looking glasses. Did he cater for gay customers?
“Er. Just looking.”
The man smiled and disappeared behind the counter to resume banging away at bits of gun.
“Dennis, this is nonsense. You can't go around wearing fancy dress.”
“It is normal on shooting estates Bea. They wear all this Edwardian stuff. Plus fours and knickerbockers. Moleskin waistcoats and...”
“May I help you Sir?” It was the girl in stretch black.
Bea made a groaning sound.
“Yes please,” said Dennis “I've been invited for a shooting weekend and I thought I should get something new to wear.”
“Of course Sir. We do have a good selection of tweed suits in most sizes, with all accessories. Brogues, weskits, walking sticks, shooting sticks, hats. If Sir sees anything?”
“Um...”
“It’s all so old fashioned,” said Bea. “No one can wear this sort of stuff any more.”
“I'm sure Madam is right, in most instances, but on the Grand Estates they still believe in doing things properly.”
“I think a man your age would be better in Gortex than tweed,” said Beatrice looking daggers at the women.
“Let’s look at this lot.” Dennis began inspecting a rack of green canvas waxed jackets. “This has got loads of pockets. And you can unzip the lining. And the pockets come out, look. I suppose that's if you get blood in them having slaughtered your pigeon or whatever.”
“Lets see it on then.” Beatrice frowned “Turn round. Yes, you do look good.”
“So I'll have it?” asked Dennis.
“Yes”, said Beatrice. “It doesn't look so daft.”
The two blonds of a certain age continued beaming at him with their fixed smiles.
“My husband would like one like this,” said Beatrice putting herself in charge. If you have one in his size.”
“Of course Madam.”
“But Dennis, there is no way I am getting dressed up likes some old battleaxe with a shot gun.”
“No Dear.”
-oOo-
My heart's in the Highlands, my heart is not here,
My heart's in the Highlands, a-chasing the deer;
Chasing the wild-deer, and following the roe,
My heart's in the Highlands, wherever I go.
Robert Burns
CHAPTER 58 SITE ASSESSMENT
“Thanks guys,” said Sir Robert Norberton. “I think we can start. Everyone all right with that?
Right, the agenda. It seems it will be Easter Ross, they seem fairly set on that, mostly because no one else wants it. But saying they all want it up there is a bit of an exaggeration. Most working guys want it, but there are the usual nimbys and spoilers as well, just less of them up there. Then there will be all the difficulties of compulsory purchase. That is going to take a politically savy department all of it's own. I hear the Scottish Parliament will make things difficult without huge pay outs and incentives. New roads, schools, you name it. And of course the Treasury will be squeezing all the costs it can.
So whatever happens we are going to have to present a really tight case to the enquiry. And there will be an enquiry. They want to go through all the correct procedures, everything above board, so there can be no complaints after wards. the last thing we want is some arse stopping construction half way through because the human rights of some pigeon are being violated. Now we have a decent budget, but we must not waste it. We must eventually have the public on side. Now Alex, can you give us a broad outline of the proposed site?”
“Yeah.” Alex Holder took control of the screen “As you see, we now have a semi permanent suggestion as to what goes where. The launcher starts at Nigg Bay and goes north east towards the Dornoch Firth. At the Nigg end we have the jetty's and gantry's to lift the ship from the water onto the rail. We have the oxygen and hydrogen plant here making fuel from seawater.
There will have to be radar sites around here and here. And we will need to have the radar trailers all the way up the coast from Dornoch to Joe O Groats and into the islands. The idea is to mount all the equipment on trailers that can be brought to a central site for maintenance and repair. We hope that keeping it all portable means we wont need a planning enquiry for each radar site.
Over here is a main road leaving the A9 here, crossing the railway at the new station and goods yard, going past the office and control complex at Fearn. Going under the launch track towards Tullich to another junction here. The B9165 goes north to Port Mahomack, and this new road going south to join the B9175 towards the Nigg Yard. All other roads going east to west would be closed at the launch track. I thought you could spin that as making the areas traffic free and more tranquil for the wild life. Of course this is just the outline. We must also consider the magnetic pulse of the rail gun. It will play havoc with unshielded electronics. Computers, cameras, everything. The exclusion zone you see here should be adequate enough. But the final details of where service roads and power lines go will be worked out once we're sure of the launch rail and fuel plant.”
“OK guys,” said Sir Robert “So we now know roughly where everything will be. The next thing is archaeology, Doctor Hill Barton.”
“Yes,” said Hill Barton. “The Archaeology. There is a lot of it, so we must allow plenty of time for a survey and dig, and I think we are going to have to dig all of it, the whole line early on. Then if there are any significant remains we could make sure the launch rail supports go either side of whatever it is, not through it. I'm told the supports can be varied if need be?”
“Oh yes,” said Alex “It had to be that way in the original design because we had no idea where the site would be, or if we'd be crossing roads or streams or whatever.”
“So you could cross over the remains of a Pictish monastery if need be,” said Hill Barton.
“Yeah.”
“Splendid. Now rather than run through the whole of history, if you look at the map, I've put on finds from the different periods. Neolithic, Bronze age, Iron age. Actually the Bronze age is interesting because there was a huge tsunami then. It was started by a landslide off the Norwegian coast and the wave pushed sand over the whole area. Lets hope it doesn't happen again. Here's the late iron age. the Picts, early Christian, Viking, early medieval, and the more modern. As you see, a bit of everything and the chances are that there's more on the line of the track.
Right. Now one good thing. There is a tradition, if you could call it that, of removing all significant finds, Pictish crosses, Viking burials and stuff, to museums in Glasgow and Edinburgh. So if we just do that instead of preserving stuff locally or building museums or whatever, it would solve a few problems.
Now I have divided the area into sections as per the map there.” He indicated the screen “I am asking the various archaeological trusts for tenders to do the dig, and hope to have replies by our next meeting.”
“That's wonderful” said Sir Robert. The next thing is conserving the natural environment. So over to you.” He smiled at Doctor Leon Sterndale.
“OK. I have been meeting with interested parties,” said Sterndale “The RSPB and local ornithologists and the folk in the Highlands Conservation Lobby, and so on, and non of them are happy. Not at all. I have tried to suggest that the noise would be no worse than the present bombing range or naval gun fire. But they are all very suspicious. We are going to have to offer some sort of proof that the sonic boom won't kill everything for miles.
And we must do something to persuade them that we are actually making better for wildlife. By that I mean nature reserves. Planting trees, all that sort of stuff. We may be driving away a lot of tourists and twitchers, so for the sake of the local tourist economy, we must have a big effort to convince them we are actually making things better. My people have come up with a few ideas we could spin. We could stress meadows and wild flowers instead of lawns round the car parks and offices. There are several groups trying to preserve meadow plants locally. We could stress that Nigg Bay and the Inver Sands will be prohibited areas. The public will not be allowed in so that makes it totally safe for wildfowl. But we can build hides and special access points near the site. Car parks with information and someone selling burgers. We could draw parallels with Salisbury Plane and all the birds on Larkhill artillery range or whatever. Maybe someone can do a load of programmes on the BBC or Discovery?”
“It could be arranged,” said Sir Robert. “But we must be very careful. We don't want anyone thinking we are trying to actually influence public opinion.” there were a few chuckles.
“No.” agreed Doctor Sterndale. “Now one thing the RSPB in particular is worried about is the shore line. Some time back they flooded some reclaimed farm land to turn it back into salt marsh. That's on the map here. It's to encourage geese and things. So I was thinking if we offered to do the same? And can we actually keep everything a few hundred feet back from the shore? Not the launcher and the jetties and so on, but the ancillary building. The fuelling plant, offices, houses and so on. And put lots of trees on the plans and the mock ups. Can that be done?”
“Well,” said Alex “The gantry at each end of the track must be on the shore, to pick up the ships from the sea and put them on the track. And we envisage a jetty here for the tugs and so on, and the patrol boats. But I suppose we could have one long jetty instead of several smaller ones. It would add to the costs though, extending out into deeper water.”
“But it could be worth it,” said Sir Robert “So if you could do some sort of costing on that?”
“I'll see that it's done,” said Alex.
“Fine. Now sea Life, Doctor Carthew.”
“Yes. It's going to be rather expensive to research sea life, but HMS Enterprise will be continuing a detailed sea bed survey anyway as part of the security precautions, so perhaps they could include fish shoals and whales and things in the recordings?”
“Security? I don't understand,” said Alex.
“They will be making a detailed map of the sea bed in the Cromarty firth and the Dornoch Firth” said Colonel Emsworth. “And anywhere else they think could be a landing site. Loch Ness as well probably. That way if there is a new object dropped on the sea bed, like a mine or a surveillance device, they should be able to spot it. The Navy will cooperate on filming whales, porpoises, seals and anything else cuddly and televisual.”
“And Aberdeen University Institute for Coastal Science and Management are up for a lot of fisheries research if we give them the grants,” said Doctor Carthew “I'm hoping they can show that fish stocks will increase because we stop fishing in the landing zones. That way we can play down fish being killed by the sonic boom.”
“Is that a possibility?” asked Sir Robert
“Maybe, but no worse than depth charging or geological surveys or whatever, and no one complains about them.”
“Well, that brings us to the problem of noise,” said Sir Robert. “Your turn then Doctor Trevelyan?”
“Well, yes thank you.” Doctor Percy Trevelyan looked round. “Now all of you have mentioned the sonic boom as the biggest effect. But although my department is collecting data on explosions, quarries, gunfire, trains, low flying aircraft, factories and so on I'm afraid we have very little data on the actual boom itself. The last time anyone did this was back in the 1960's when they were getting ready for Concorde. They used to fly a Lighting down the Bristol Channel at mach 2 and boom places like Bristol and Cardiff. This is how the sound spread out.” A map of the Bristol Channel appeared on screen. “At first there was some interest. Letters to local papers, all sorts of theories about what it was, mining, quarries, factories and so on, but eventually people just accepted them and lost interest.”
“Really?” said Sir Robert. “I thought it was supposed to be dreadful. That's why no one bought Concorde.”
“No, that was the American argument, a bit of jealousy because they didn't have their own supersonic transport. It was really the economics that scuppered it. But airlines didn't want to admit they couldn't afford to buy or run the thing, so they used the boom as an excuse.
However, the Concorde boom did some unexpected things. There was the nine o-clock thump in Bristol. At around nine o-clock every night, if it was quiet, no wind or rain, all the windows in Bristol would give a single rattle. There wasn't a noise as such that anyone could really hear, it was just this window rattle. Of course it was blamed on poltergeists, nuclear tests, flying saucers, you name it. But it seems it was caused by the French Concorde breaking the sound barrier over the Bay of Biscay, five hundred miles south of Bristol. Somehow the sound wave was possibly reflected off the sea, then going into the upper atmosphere and getting reflected back onto Bristol. Now it may have happened in other places and only been picked up and investigated in Bristol because they helped make Concorde. It's difficult to say.
We must have more actual data to go on before we try making computer models. And I'm afraid we need to do it in British weather conditions. Perhaps out over the Atlantic? I am trying to arrange for a loan of RAF fighters in conjunction with Farnborough and at least one university aerodynamics department. And of course we will need ships to carry the instruments out to sea. It won't be cheap.”
“We should be able to get some military funding,” said Sir Robert “Perhaps run in concert with Naval Exercises. Which brings us to security, Colonel Emsworth.”
“Thank you. Right, besides the perceived air strike threat to such a large target area, security is going to be a nightmare. Just having a single public road across will be a help, so will making the sea out of bounds. But, keeping out the determined frogman will be impossible. Identifying, disgruntled residents will be hard. Guarding, the airspace will be expensive, even with air cover based nearby at Lossiemouth. I am going to recommend we investigate the use of lighter than air surveillance platforms. But, I hear the weather there in winter can be atrocious. And, I wonder how they would stand up to the sonic boom. Underwater, we will need listening devices and remote vehicles to track down undersea disturbances. The hills, here and here, can afford surveillance with good sites, but they in turn have to be guarded. The proposal, to make the place into a tourist attraction is fraught with problems. How can anyone check on large numbers? The Public will have to be kept well back beyond portable missile range, and I would want explosives detectors all along the roads, and especially near the hydrogen plant, and the launch rails. My team is now starting on a proper threat assessment and I hope to report back with that in a few months.”
Alex should be excited. He should be pleased. It was all happening. He was going to build his launch rails. His dream was coming true. But actually he was getting really, really bored.
-oOo-
Th' Empire of Negus to his utmost Port
Ercoco and the less Maritim Kings
Mombaza, and Quiloa, and Melind,
And Sofala thought Ophir, to the Realme
Of Congo, and Angola fardest South;
Or thence from Niger Flood to Atlas Mount
John Milton
CHAPTER 59
CONFIDENTIAL FCO EYES ONLY
|
| Foreign & Commonwealth Office Director Africa African Directorate King Charles Street Whitehall London SWIA 2AH E-mail dennisfalder@---------- |
Dear Sir Charles.
As you know I was with Huret at the Central Trades Co-operation Conference in Kinshasa last week where Veitch and Trepoff introduced me to His Excellency Ex President MuRillo in his role as Ambassador Plenipotentiary for the Anglo-Francophone Interdependence Union. I briefed you after the meeting on the possible way forward towards greater coherence and interoperability among the group of ten and the OAU. I promised to do a written record of matters that may interest you on return – hence this letter.
MuRillo was fully aware of the equatorial launch site advantages his continent could offer. He believed several governments could be persuaded to grant us sovereign base area terms over limited territory with guarantees of mutual non interference for a term to be agreed. I believe suitable recompense was never far from his mind and he encouraged me to think several heads of government would think along similar lines.
I explained to MuRillo the possible non involvement of France until we had some sort of treaty ratified. I believe he understood me fully.
The whereabouts of the missing fuel rod from Mobutu's Freedom Black Star Nuclear Reactor was also alluded to. MuRillo believed he could contact the interested parties who are still alive, and in return for certain as yet unspecified favours the rod could be retrieved.
THE FOLLOWING PARAGRAPHS ARE EDITED FROM THIS COPY.
-oOo-
You put it on screen
Your wonderful dream
I am in the machine
I will make you scream
I am the blue screen
Of death
CHAPTER 60 FARNBOROUGH
“Have you seen that new bird at the gate?” asked Miles “Her tits are absolutely gorgeous. They are really big, but they don’t sag. They are really firm looking. They are….”
“She probably bought em,” said John Mason.
“No ways. She’s one of the protesters. She’ll be a feminist. She’ll be real all right. She won’t believe in implants an that. She’ll be back to nature. Organic food and clothes from fair trade. She probably wears knickers hand woven from….From something organic. And she’ll sleep out of doors in summer surrounded by bluebells and….”
“You get bluebells in spring, not summer,” said John Mason
“How do you know?” asked Miles McLaren.
“How do I know? Everyone knows.”
“Any way, that bird at The Red Horn Gate, now I reckon hers were false, they just felt a bit, you know”
“No I don't,” said John Mason. “I only ever feel real ones.”
“Well you know, kind of, a bit too bouncy. Any way I reckon this bird at our gate must have the genuine article. The real thing. But how come these protesters don’t go in for streaking any more?” Miles looked from the window towards Farnborough Runway
“Streaking?”
“Running about naked. Running across the runway with nothing on.”
“Who wants to see some hairy old dosser with nothing on?”
“Not the blokes. The birds,” said Miles
“Like that old grey haired tart who spat at me? Called me a warmongering fascist? Right old les. She looked old enough to have been at Greenham Common.”
“Where?” asked Miles.
“It was a ban the bomb protest. My Aunty was there. Back in, dunno. Nineteen eighties I think.
“I wonder if the one with big tits would spit at me?”
“Go and ask her.”
“No.” Miles was definite.
“You’re scared mate,” said John Mason.
“Course I’m not scared.”
“You are. You’ll ask her out and she’ll tell you to piss off you evil warmongering killer. Then you’ll tell her their fire is adding to the CO2, and she’ll slap you, and shout rapist, and you’ll spend the next week sulking.”
“I never sulk,” said Miles “I am a sex machine, and if she doesn’t want me, it’s her loss. There’s plenty more where she came from.”
“Sure there are.”
“Well, there are,” said Miles.
“In our dreams. We are geek city.”
“You may be, but I am the future of this planet.” Miles looked from the window again.
“Go on. You fancy her so much. You go out the Farnborough Main gate, without the gate guards, and you cross the road, and you say, I work for the Royal Aircraft Establishment, I’m designing the steering fins on the Flying Brick, and I think you’ve got really great tits.”
“I suppose I could.”
“Of course you could. Ask her out. What have you got to lose?”
“Pride, honour, dignity.”
“That’s only if you have to beg her for it,” said John Mason.
“I always beg.”
“Well, don’t. Ride out there on your bike. In the black leathers. Just ask her out and take it like a man if she says no. Now what about these fin calculations. These are the new possible torque figures. The angles of momentum are like this.” John Mason pointed at his screen.
Miles sat back at his desk, clicked up the same schematic and said. “No not leather. She'll probably be a vegan or something. Yeah, vegetarian at least. I don't know. These fins. It’s got to be big enough to bite into the air. It’s got to be strong enough not to get blown off, and then it gets too heavy. I mean we could just make it stronger. Weld in a load more metal.”
“But they know that. They want us to calculate some whiz kid answer that isn’t heavy or aerodynamically unstable. We’ve been through all this.”
“But it is so beautiful without fins. Look.” Miles clicked away and the fins disappeared. The rows of figures altered. “See? The speed goes up, the weight goes down, everything. Look.”
“Great. And how do we steer it,” said John Mason.
“I dunno. Maybe we started from the wrong place. Using data from the Typhoon canards might be really throwing us off. Maybe gyros? Like in space. Use them in the atmosphere?”
“Weight. But we could calculate it.”
“Oh I dunno. I just keep thinking of that birds tits. I reckon if she gets her kit off they’d look like these.”
“Oh Miles? What have you got? You can’t have nudes on the computer. If they find you’ve got stuff like that on your computer, they’ll bloody have you. You know what they say about sexist behaviour. What drive is it on? It’s not on the shared is it?”
“Never you mind where I keep em,” said Miles “I could say I’m studying the aerodynamics of rounded surfaces. Soft but firm. What would they be like in the wind tunnel?”
“What would what be like?”
“Tits. In the wind tunnel. We could put em on the front of the Flying Brick. Like this.”
“Tits? How did you do that? You can’t just put tits on the front like that”
“I’m an artist. With one click of my mouse I bring to you the…You know, what would the aerodynamics be like? If it had tits instead of fins.?”
“What?” John Mason was getting worried.
“I’m going to feed it in.”
“Oh for Gods sake Miles. You know what they think of wasting computer time.”
“Well. Look.”
“What?”
“There. Look what the outline assumptions are like.” Miles was laughing.
“Blimey.” John Mason was stunned “Those figures are real?”.
“Yeah.” Miles started laughing “is this the way to do it?”
“But how would you steer it?”
“What if the tits wobbled up and down. Independently.”
“They’d have to be made of jelly.”
“Firm jelly,” said Miles
“Then they would have to be stiff.”
“But if they rotated,” said Miles. “If they were off centre then as they rotated the silhouette would change. This curve here would push air away like this. But if it rotated then the air jet would move with it. Normal tits to go down, and upside down tits to go up. And sideways tits to go sideways. The aerodynamics are….” Miles waited while the figures re entered.
“Bloody great,” said John Mason“You’d still have to do full calculations though.”
“Piece of cake. They’ll have to call it the flying breasts now. The flying boobs. The mach five mammary. The magnificent mammiferous machine. The flying implants. The super sonic C cup. The take off tits,” said Miles.
“And you’ve still got to get project approval. It’s a big change. And they won’t like it being rounded like that. Expense and stealth. They want it to be nice cheap flat sheet they can weld together and have it look stealthy. What if they were pyramids instead of tits?”
“Pyramids? So how would they go? Like this?” Miles drew a few lines on the screen.
“Maybe like this?” said John Mason. “Or this?”
“Yeah. Better. I’ll feed it in. Oooh, assumptions are about the same. D’you reckon they’d approve of it?”
“Maybe if we called em horns instead of tits?”
“The flying cow” said Miles “The flying cow. The cow jumped over the Moon. Just as good. I have invented the flying cow. I am the world’s greatest flying cow designer. I have created. I am God. I am going out of the gate at lunchtime, and if she’s still there, I’m going to ask her out for lunch. Take her on the bike.”
“Where will you take her?”
“Dunno. Can’t have her in here. That burger joint? Maybe the motorway services.”
“You're just too romantic.”
-oOo-
Let not Ambition mock their useful toil,
Their homely joys, and destiny obscure;
Nor Grandeur hear with a disdainful smile
The short and simple annals of the poor.
Thomas Gray
CHAPTER 61 STOKE PARK
Colonel Valentine Walter drove between the red brick lodge gates, past Greys memorial, and across the golf course, winding his way beside the lake, opposite the old church, beneath tall trees, leafless but for mistletoe.
Parking outside the palatial club house was full of flash motors. Show biz and new money, the lot of them. Well, probably, some of them anyway.
The side parking had a few spaces so in he drove. His car was rather small and sensible compared to most of them. It would not attract the notice of any well maintained woman walking over from the huge gymnasium. He tried not to stare at all that Lycra or whatever it was they used these days. They may as well be naked. Be damned cold if they were though.
He got out, pulled his over coat after him, blipped the locks and called his brother. “I'm in the car park James.”
“Val. Jolly good, come on in.”
“Don't I have to sign in or something?”
“I'll meet you at the steps.”
“Right.”
And there he was. “James. You’re looking well.”
“And you Val, come on in.” they walked through a porch big as a suburban house, into an even bigger lobby. “This is my brother Colonel Valentine Walter, my guest for lunch.”
“Yes Sir James,” said the receptionist, a striking woman, obviously under orders to tone it down in a severe black suit. Probably a uniform since another girl wore something similar.
“Come through to the orangery.”
Colonel Valentine followed his brother under the marble stairs, between the marble pillars of the great hall, past paintings of the Pyramids and Petra.
“Here we are, by the windows I think, take a seat,” said Sir James
“Thanks.” Colonel Valentine Walter sat in a huge gold dralon upholstered easy chair and looked between brocade curtains over the lake towards the old church.
Men were in the bar on the right. This orangery lounge was mostly elderly couples with pots of tea, and the teenage children of members. Girls who tried not to look at themselves in all the gilt mirrors, and boys who'd catch sight of themselves and try to stand taller.
A shapely mum was showing off her latest baby to a coven of cooing and aaahing women.
“You haven't asked about Mother,” said Colonel Valentine Walter.
“I haven't had much time,” said Sir James “It's good of you to look after her. I wish I had the time.”
“Maybe you'd have more time if you hadn't been divorced.”
“Oh Val, for Gods sakes. That was all years ago. I was stupid. I lost the love of......Well, it was a long time ago. We have to move on. I am very busy these days, as you know.”
“I know.”
Teenage girls, together on settees, were looking over each others shoulders, whispering and giggling at their phone and PDA screens.
The baby was laid back in a pram with big chrome wire wheels.
“So how is Mother?” asked Sir James Walter.
“We are worried about leaving her alone. She goes into the kitchen and turns things on. At least she doesn't try to cook everything any more.”
“Such a shame Father died when he did.”
A girl shrieked loudly and looked round to see who was looking at her. Teenage boys sauntered deliberately past, trying to look cool.
“If Father were still alive, said the Colonel, “he'd be running the company into the ground. You'd just be his office boy and I'd be inside for trying to kill him.”
“Yes, well, I suppose you're right. I must come and see Mother sometime. But it's the time you know. I should actually be in Australia today. I put it off specially to see you.”
Colonel Walter noticed a whispered twitter of anticipation passing through the girls. Boys looked up, sulkily alert against this interruption to their flirting.
They were all watching a wrinkled man and a young woman, well, girl really, who were walking in. You could see the man was really skinny because of his tight clothes. Probably no muscles, because he'd never done a stroke of work in his life. The girl was slim in an anorexic way, apart from the artificial breasts, and didn't look old enough to have left school. She had the self satisfied, yet vacant look of someone who knows they are just there as arm candy.
“Who the hell are they?”
“You don't watch much TV do you,” said Sir James.
“No. I didn't know you did either.”
“I don't, well not their sort. He is Jules Vibart, not sure if he's an actor or a musician, maybe both. Very famous anyway, and the girl is I think the child star Rose Spender.”
“Oh yes. I think I've heard of her. On the TV. Did you say Australia?”
“Yes. I'm a little worried about the Governments commitment to Aurora. But the Australians are getting quite keen. You know we had a lot of work done in the University of Queensland wind tunnel. And word has spread.”
“Did you help it spread?” Colonel Valentine was watching Vibart and Spender become the centre of attraction.
“A little. The thing is there's quite a bit of interested investment cash down under, and the boffins think Darwin would be a good place to launch from.”
Men were glancing out from the bar and teenagers were sending photo's to their mates who thought themselves accursed they were not here.
“I see,” said the Colonel
“The thing is I need to know how serious you lot are over this. Do I keep sweet with the British Government, or do I call it a day and try and get started in Australia.”
“Good Lord. That damned great bracelet the girl is wearing. Those are Moon Stones. It must be worth a fortune.”
“A fortune for the Chinese,” said Sir James. “Wish we had a mine on the Moon.”
“Yes. Why do you think Britain won't build it?”
“They are not taking it seriously. They can't even keep the civil servants in one place. They keep shifting the office around all over, and every time they move they lose good people. I have to start again with a completely fresh load of bloody clerks who haven't a clue what they are talking about. It is just so inefficient.”
“That is normal. For every department.”
“Normal? So why does no one stop it?”
“It's called the adjutant effect.”
“The what?”
A posse of teenage girls gathered round, goggle eyed at the bracelet while Jules Vibart basked in their adulation.
“The adjutant effect. Whenever a new major takes over as adjutant he wants to impress the colonel. So he reorganises the office. Moves the clerks desks around. Gets new computer programmes. Puts them on new training courses. And it probably works. He gets promoted and goes on to better things. Then they get a new Major in as adjutant, and he does the same again.”
Outside, by the lake, a few golfers strolled by pulling golf carts.
“Good Lord. Do you mean Generals do it?”
“Yes. I suppose we all do it. It's human nature. Imagine you become head of some department. You could say that your predecessor did a great job, everything is working fine, so you'll spend a few years going on inspection tours before you retire.”
“Nothing wrong with that. Is there?”
More teenage girls gathered round the bracelet.
“It looks bad in the memoirs. It doesn't get you promoted. When you leave the army you want to go onwards and upwards. City directorships, seats on quangos, chairman of a committee of enquiry, all that sort of stuff. And for that you have to be noticed. You have to go around the cocktail parties saying that your predecessor was a good man, sound in many ways, kept things ticking over, but now you have to shake things up. You have a challenge to make things more efficient, save money, do whatever idiot theories are coming out of the business schools. You must have met these people? Senior civil servants talking like bankers? Admirals talking like factory managers? All pretending they understand market forces and international politics or whatever.”
“Yes I suppose so.”
An electric truck drove by the windows with a cargo of grass clippings
“Well then. The Generals reorganise. They move departments from one town to another, over and over again and after ten or fifteen years the department is back where it was.”
“But for Gods sake. They keep changing personnel. There is no continuity. No experience. They can't even find letters I sent them a few years ago. Say it got lost in a move.”
“That also is deliberate. Or I think it is.”
“You're joking. What possible motive could there be?” asked Sir James
“Simple. The people in London don't want a bunch or smart arses out there in Bristol or Salisbury Plain. They want a bunch of yes men who do as they are told. Follow the rules. So if your staff are all brand new and bewildered, they have no choice but to obey orders. They don't know how to answer back or question anything.”
“You are getting very cynical now. But even so....It's all so slow. I just can't get a decision out of anyone.”
“That's normal.”
“No it is not normal. It's been years just trying to get a product safety test protocol approved.”
“It's normal for government.”
“But no one will even try to guess.”
“It's because they don't know. The minister has to give the final answer. Or in this case probably the Prime Minister. It will probably be an announcement in The House for something this big.”
“But surely someone would know. I have investors and they are nervous.”
Then the doors burst open and another woman stormed in.
“James. This is a big project. You won't get the Minister announcing it while he visits a factory or something. They will pick their moment. Whenever the Government are under attack for not investing in industry or failing to defend the nation or whatever, then they will announce this to confound their critics.”
“You bastard.” shouted the woman “I knew you would be here!”
“Politicians.” Sir James deliberately ignored the woman “For Gods sakes. I cannot hold this together for ever. Joe Hebron is eyeing up all sorts of places instead. He's visiting China now to see if they will fund it.”
“Then he's mad,” said Colonel Valentine Walter. “You should all just wait to see what happens.”
“But if China will finance us to build it in Darwin?”
“You bastard.” shouted the woman.
Colonel Valentine Walter looked across
“Now hold it babes,” said Jules Vibart “I'm just having a quiet drink with a few fans.”
“A few fans?”
“I've got to keep the public happy, Babes,” said Vibart.
The two Walter brothers gave up talking politics.
“What the hell is that?” shouted the woman.
“What is what Babes?”
“That bloody bracelet! On that sluts wrist!”
“Well.....” began Jules Vibart.
“There's no money for me or the baby is there. You haven't seen your son in weeks!”
“Well....” Jules Vibart could see some of the girls were looking worried. It would look bad if he'd abandoned a baby or whatever. “I've told you, the lawyers are just slow in setting things up.”
“I should kill you!” and the woman produced a little pistol from her tiny jewelled handbag. “I should bloody kill you!”
“Christ Babes!”
Suddenly people managed to slip out of the room. Heads disappeared behind settees. One of the foreign maids gave a scream and ran. Most just took deep breathes and stared.
“You need bloody shooting you do!” shouted the woman
“Oh please babes. We can sort this.”
Colonel Valentine Walter stared hard at the pistol. Watched the way she handled it with her long manicured fingers. She was holding it with one hand and waving it around in jerky movements. Her index finger was white.
“Bloody nonsense.” Colonel Valentine Walter stood.
Sir James, looked up startled. “Val?”
“Bloody stupid.” The Colonel marched across the room. Girls stared and gasped. The Colonel quickly took the gun from the Woman's hand “Thank you.” and walked into the bar next door. Men quietly and quickly made way for him. He left the pistol on the bar “Lock this up will you?”
“Uh....Yes Sir,” said the barman.
“Bloody stupid.” The Colonel marched back into the lounge
The woman was on the floor. Jules Vibart had obviously hit her. She was crying. He was shouting things like “Cow!” and “Bitch!” It looked like he was going to kick her.
“None of that if you please.” The Colonel was retired and grey, but he was still tall and fit. He pushed Vibart once in the chest and launched him back onto the settee. “Are you all right my dear?”
The Woman sobbed, and looked at the Colonel, and let him help her up.
“Perhaps you should sit over here with us.”
“Yes.” she wept.
“She's fucking mad!” began Vibart till the Colonel looked at him.
Sir James made a fuss of arranging cushions for the Woman to sit on.
Slowly the room began to talk again. The teenagers were phoning, texting, and taking photo's. Unsure if the Colonel was a new hero or someone who would send them to bed for being naughty.
Vibart got up and walked out as dignified as he could.
“How did you know it was just a toy?” wept the Woman.
“You had your finger on the trigger. It was white with the effort. You had pulled the trigger and nothing happened. And you are very slim. Bare arms with no muscle. You would need both hands to hold a real gun out like that. You couldn't do it with one hand for long. It had to be plastic or something.”
“You never cease to amaze me” said Sir James.
“It's just the Army. Just training. Just years of it.”
The woman from the front desk came in and nervously walked across to say “Sir James. The Police have been informed.”
“I suppose that means we'll be answering questions all afternoon,” said the Colonel “Lets try and get some lunch in first? Can we go to the dining room?”
“Oh, yes,” said Sir James.
“So what will you do if the ship is cancelled?”
“What? The Ship? Oh...Then as I said, we try Australia with Chinese financing. But Joe Hebron still has hopes of the US or India.”
Police sirens could be heard approaching.
-oOo-
The ladies too, I very soon knew,
Wor smitten, wan and all;
For beneath me spell, they quickly fell,
And I held them in me thrall.
Wid me handsome face, wid me charm and grace,
They thought and they dreamt of me;
And whin I'd pass by I could hear them sigh:
"Oh, I love MO-RI-AR-I-TY!"
I'm a well known bobby of the stalwart squad,
I belong to the D.M.P.
And the girls all cry as I pass by:
Are you there, MORIARITY?
Lesley Nelson-Burns
CHAPTER 62 THE BAY OF BENGAL
The taxi left the 4 lane, and drove through an orange grove towards the Bay of Bengal. It stopped at a brackish creek. Fishermen looked out from their huts, or up from mending nets. A helicopter clattered overhead towards the distant cranes, building another rocket launching site. How many sites did India have now?
“Thank you.” Colonel Roger Moriarty took his bag from the driver. He could smell the sea and all the perfumes of the orient, and fish drying on wooden racks, and hear the waves. “Hallo Prof? I'm here at the beach.” he said into his mobile, but still no reply.
He looked up. Nowadays the blue sky was a shade darker in these parts. Like looking through sunglasses. Like there was a cloud across the Sun even when there wasn't. The Sun itself had been dimmed by the swarms of huge inflatable balls that India was orbiting. So now there was a diffuse inter-tropical convergent zone covering both hemispheres. Showers all year round, not just in the rainy season.
His brother, the Prof had helped in that. Working out orbits that would cool and moisten the Sahara and bring snow to Himalayan glaciers. But at the same time the balls wouldn't stay too long crossing the equator, allowing the sun to evaporate more sea water for rain.
Prof was a genius.
One who wasn't answering his phone. Roger frowned. But there was probably nothing wrong.
The creek was separated from the sea by low dunes. The roofs of smart looking cottages showed between the palm trees, with here and there a windmill, or tower of solar panels.
It looked like you got there on a rickety bridge made from.....old truck chassis? Could be. Roger crossed the surprisingly solid structure, and walked through coconut palms to the top of the dunes. The beach was an exotic Indian mixture of poor fishermen with home made nets, and the families of wealthy tourists from the smart bungalows.
Some of the coconut trees leaning out over the sand had almost naked children laughing and climbing. Other trees were a perch for men with grey moustaches to sit and say how it was better in their day. The poor left their clothes to dry after washing in the sea, the rich left their clothes in the dry after they'd gone water skiing. Lumps of masonry, from older building swept away by rising seas, were used to anchor speed boats and fishing boats, each in their discreet groups.
Roger kept to harder sand by the waters edge, smiling politely at rich and poor, but the fishermen kept their eyes down and the tourists were too important to notice him. Only girls in bikinis gave him a fleeting curious glance, before looking back at young men posing by their jet skis.
The Profs bungalow was of course the biggest there, because it really belonged to the Champ, Mr Champakalakshmi himself. Apparently the Indian Government were so grateful for the Prof working out orbits for their ball swarms, they said he could sort of have anything he wanted. So the Prof said anyway.
Roger left the firm sea washed sand and trudged up through dirtier sand, full of twigs and dead leaves. Bright green creepers stretched out from the grassy soil, trying to colonise the beach. A path led between coconut trees to chipped concrete steps going up to the front patio. He half expected to see the prof by the swimming pool with some half naked girls. But nothing, just a sun lounger and an empty bottle of cheap whisky known the world over as spare oil.
The place needed sweeping and there were a few small dead things floating in the blue pool.
“Prof? I'm here. Where are you?”
He walked through sliding windows into a lounge with no ceiling, just a big empty space going up into the conical roof, where hot air could escape through louvers.
“Hallo? Anyone here?” There were a few empty bottles of Amrut whisky by a big desk covered in Profs usual computers and drives and things. “Hallo?” He began looking into the other rooms, a dining room, with presumably a kitchen in a smaller building outside down some steps. the rest were bedrooms and bathrooms “Hallo?”
There was a faint sound.
Roger went towards an unkempt bed. “Oh my God. Prof? Is that you?” Through the mosquito net he saw his brother. Thin arms and legs, and a distended belly. Pale unshaven face and eyes closed. “Prof? Can you hear me? It's Roger.”
“Rog...”
“What's the matter with you?”
“Roger....Roger.” But the Prof kept his eyes closed.
The colonel felt his head. It was cold and dry, not sweaty with fever. There was some sort of black stuff on his lips. There was a bucket of stinking black liquid on the floor. The single sheet was stained with it, and urine and diarrhoea.
“Blimey mate. I think you need a doctor.”
“Rog...I need.......Uh....”
“Hallo?” He used his cell phone again “I'd like to be put through to the British Consul in Chenai......Roger have you eaten anything? Roger?.....Hallo? Ah, hallo. I am Colonel Roger Moriarty. I am visiting my brother Professor Moriarty and I'm afraid he is not very well. I think he needs.....No I'm not sure. But he needs to be in hospital.....yes I'll pay.....Colonel Roger Moriarty.....That's right....I'll hold on.....Prof? I'll find you some water....”
“Rog” His eyes were still shut.
The lounge fridge had a few bottles of water, he sniffed carefully to make sure it wasn't gin. “Yes hallo? Yes I am Colonel Roger Moriarty. I am visiting my brother, professor Moriarty, and I find him.....No. I am Colonel Moriarty. My brother is Professor Moriarty. Yes. Yes I need to get him to hospital.....Don't you have a helicopter?.....Well how long?....I am in a beach bungalow.....No there is no road here....It belongs to Mr Champakalakshmi.....Yes....No I came here by taxi....No. I told you. there is no road. The taxi left me to cross a river by a foot bridge.....Yes I think so. I...Yes. Yes please. Yes I can pay. Look me up on the army list....No the British Army List....The military attaché in Delhi. Yes the High Commission. Yes....Thank you....Yes that's me. Yes....Please be quick.”
He went back to the bed. “Right Prof if I hold you up, you can drink some water. OK? Can you open your eyes? No? Yes? OK? Yes that's it. Yes, and some more...”
“Urghhh, Rog, get me......Get me.....something.....Get....” and the Prof spewed up. Just about all the water he had drunk, made dirty with more of this black stuff.
“Roger....”
“OK, OK. You lie down. OK.....How long have you had this?”
“Roger? Roger? You?”
“Yes it's me.” He re-dialled the British Consul. “Hallo? Yes I phoned about professor Moriarty.....Yes....I think he is in a sort of a coma....How long....You mean you are still looking for an ambulance?....Well please hurry. Yes, thank you.”
Colonel Roger could hear some powerful engines beyond the windows, out to sea. He looked through a gap between the bougainvillea and swaying palm fronds. A fancy looking cathedral hull speed boat was nosing onto the beach in front of the bungalow.
A woman jumped ashore.
A beautiful woman. With a see through sort of sari floating in the breeze over honey coloured skin and a black bikini. She walked across the beach, along the path and up the steps. Was this the Profs latest? Her angelic face was revealed in all perfection by long black hair flowing in the wind.
Roger became rather jealous of his brother knowing anyone like this.
Her breasts swayed in time with her walk. It was a powerful self confidant walk. A woman who knew she was the best looking person for miles. Who probably knew she was the most beautiful woman in the world. A woman with power and grace who took adulation and obedience for granted.
“What are you doing here?” She was not happy.
“I'm Colonel Roger Moriarty, I'm here to see my brother.” He was trying not to stare. He thought she would have been taller.
“He is not here. Now you must go.” She stood just inside the door, posing. Challenging him to make a pass at her.
“I'm afraid he is here and he is not very well.”
“Then he must go. I have told him yesterday morning. He must quit this place at once.”
“But he is ill,” said Roger. Maybe she wasn't such a great woman after all.
“He is not ill. He is drunk. He is a drunken fool. Now you must get him out of here. At once.” Both hands were raised, fingers curled as if to scratch at someone.
“Look I don't know who you are, but....”
“I am Ramani Sadanand. I am Chief Housekeeper for Mr Champakalakshmi. There are important guests coming here tomorrow, and this place is a mess.” she pointed vaguely at the lounge. “I have serwants coming to clean. Now you must get out and take him with you.” She pointed to the door.
“I have ordered an ambulance. As soon as it arrives we will leave. But mean time could you help me to....”
“No,no,no. I will not help him for anything. He is just a drunken fool.” She stood hands on hips, legs apart. At another time she would have been provocative, sexy.
“I'm sorry. You don't like him?” How could someone this wonderful not like his brother?
“Of course I don't like him. I am a woman. How could any woman like what he does? It is wrong.”
“But.....Did he do something to you?”
“To me? Of course not. I am a woman. He is disgusting, just with children. Daughters of fishermen.” she waved an arm at the beach and her breasts swayed. “They want to inwolve the police. But first Mr Champakalakshmi does not want to cause any scandal to the space programme. He tells me to fix it. I tell him to go. For a week now. I tell him to go. But he is still here. I withdraw the serwants and he still remains.”
“What? Children? But he cant leave if he is this ill.”
“When I am here last he is walking round. He is trying to touch me. He is womiting. He is just drunk. If he is ill, he is pretending. Now you are here. You must get him out. It is a last chance, or I will call the police.”
“Well I don't know how long.....I mean....He has done a great deal for India. You must help him.”
“Just lately he has done nothing for India but bad things. Now I must go. I have other business. I am back in one hour.” her fist was clenched. “If you are here I will call the police.”
“Really I must....”
“One hour.” She turned her back and strode across the patio.
Colonel Moriarty tried not to look at her bottom. It was too big anyway. She wasn't really good looking at all. Bitch. She really hated Roger though. A woman scorned? She can't have had much rejection in her life looking like that. And what was all that about children and fishermen's daughters? The Prof had been friendly with his students in the old days, but...
“All right old chap. I think I'd better pack up your things. You can make it along the beach can't you. Eh old chap? I'll phone the taxi and then I'll get you into a hospital. You'll soon be OK.”
He tried the phone again. “Hallo? Yes, it's me again. Look, if you cant get an ambulance then....Oh good....Half an hour? Yes....That's wonderful. Good, thank you.”
He pulled back the sheets and realised the Prof would need clothes. “Come on old chap. Get some jeans on you eh?”
“What?” the Prof really wasn't with it.
“ That's it. And the other leg.”
“Trous....uh”
“That’s it. Trousers.”
“Oh.” The Prof still wasn't opening his eyes much.
“And a shirt. You'll have to sit up for.....”
“Shuuuu.” The Prof's mouth opened and more black goo dripped down his front.
“Yes, never mind the buttons.”
Roger looked round the floor, just empty bottles of McDowell's. “I've found some shoes. Cant see any socks. We'll forget socks for now.”
“Rog...I....think....uh.....”
“All right then old chap. You can stand up eh?”
“Rog.”
“It's all right. You don't have to open your eyes. Just hang onto me. I'll guide you.”
“Rog.”
“That's all right. You can walk OK. Just keep coming.”
“Balls.”
“That's OK. You're doing fine. Keep walking. This is the steps. Put your hand on the railing. That’s it. Down we go.”
“Uh. Balls....”
“And again. Another step.”
“Uh. No....Balls....To now.”
“And again. And some more. That's right.”
“See....” or was it sea?
“OK this is the last step. It's all flat now.”
“Now.”
“Come on. Down to the waves eh? It's easier on the wet sand. You're doing OK now.”
“Uh....Urrrgh,uh”
“No not in the water. Come on over here.”
“Uh....What.”
“Come on.” Roger realised there were people. They could have helped him, taken the Profs other shoulder or something, but they just watched him, trying to hold up his brother, trying to get him to walk. Did they all hate him? What had he done?
“The thing....Stop.....thing”
“Do you want a rest?”
“Yehhhhh.”
“OK, we can sit here. OK. You have a lie down.”
“Uh...urrrgh.”
“I'll just sit here with you.”
Then there was an explosion of noise. A deep rumble, drowning out the waves, and the bird song and the children's laughter.
Roger saw a pillar of fire and smoke tearing apart the blue sky. Another rocket, the proud product of a proud and ancient nation. Was it bound for orbit? Or the Moon?
“Can you see that old chap?” shouted Roger. “Wonderful sight.”
But the profs eyes were tight shut.
“Beautiful. Rocket going up.”
The squint relaxed. The profs face went sort of blank.
“Prof?”
Roger stared. he felt for a pulse.
He looked around for help, but suddenly the beach was rather deserted.
Then the speed boat was back. The woman stepped over the windscreen onto the foredeck and jumped to the sand. Her breasts and thighs quivering, then that wonderful walk again. Her bottom wasn't too big. It was magnificent. “So he is drunk again?” she shouted. “But at least he is out of the house.”
The sky grew quieter and Roger could hear waves again. He looked at the woman, her legs. Her groin was level with his eyes. He could look up her flat golden brown tummy and the underside of her breasts. She was totally desirable, and totally full of hatred and disgust.
Till she saw the tears.
Her expression softened.
Tears were running from the Colonels eyes.
“No. My brother isn't drunk any more,” said Roger “He's dead.”
She put a hand onto his shoulder.
-oOo-
Big man standing in his tower
Big man thinking he got power
Big man look down to the street
He think we is just like sheep
Big man sitting at his desk
Him think me is just a pest
Big man stuck inside his car
Big man know is come the hour
Big man get out on the street
Big man find his death he meet
Steve Dixie and Ras Yeggman 1976 “Ja Make Her?” album.
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CHAPTER 63 THE PENTHOUSE
Like most places near Waterloo Station, the original Shipleys Yard was long since replaced by factories, blitzed into rubble by the Luftwaffe, rebuilt as a tin shed, demolished again, re built as offices and finally rebuilt as a tower of luxury apartments.
Joe Hebron had the top. He had the roof terrace and the views up and down the Thames. It was cheaper to buy a place in London than keep paying for hotels, and Effie had wanted a permanent base for her arts funding and charity work. So it made sense.
Of course there was a mirror glass screen round the edge of the roof, as well as the railings and carefully trained plants. London was full of cameras and it wouldn't do to have Effie sunbathing on some wierdo's web site. They both avoided publicity whenever possible, controlled it and made it work for them and their share prices.
“Nice morning” said Effie. She was wearing a full length silk nightgown. “Sure is honey. Shouldn't you get dressed in something?”
“No one can see,” said Joe.
“So what if Eliza was to come out? And Barrymore. He'll be bringing out the breakfast soon.” Joe went back in.
“OK.” Effie opened her laptop. Joe returned in jeans and T shirt.
There was a shriek.
“Did you hear that?” asked Effie.
There was crying, sobbing.
“I did. Is that Eliza? Come on.”
Effie followed Joe past the pool into the dining room and kitchen. “Eliza? What is it?”
Eliza clung to Her husband Barrymore, a phone clenched in one hand.
“I'm sorry Sir,” said Barrymore. “My wife has had some bad news.”
“Uh huh,” said Joe “Anything we can do?”
“I'll get her a coffee,” said Effie.
“I'm afraid she has had some bad news from her home,” said Barrymore
“So....What kind of news?” asked Joe.
“It's very bad news Sir.”
“And...?”
“Sir. Have you heard of the Notting Hill murders?”
“Yeah,” said Joe slowly
“Well Sir. The news is from Eliza's family.”
“So...Is one of them ....dead?”
“No Sir. I'm afraid Sir. My wife's brother, Selden. He has been arrested and charged with the murders.”
“Jesus.” Joe Hebron sat down at the table.
“Get up dear,” said Effie “Now come along here Eliza. Sit here. Drink this. Come on.”
“Well Barrymore, I guess you should.....” began Joe.
“Sir I quite understand if you wish to release us from service.”
“Uh, well no,” said Joe. That wouldn't look good at all. “No. I was going to say maybe you should take some time off and maybe get him a lawyer.”
“Barrymore. You just take Eliza home for now. Comfort her parents. They must be in a bit of a state right now, much more than we are. Isn't that right Joe?”
“Yes, of course,” said Joe “You'd better take one of the cars. Take the estate.”
“Are you sure Sir?”
“Yes of course” said Effie “Now take Eliza to pack something. We can get our own breakfast.”
“Thank you Ma'am. Thank you Sir. Eliza, come along, there's a dear, it'll all be all right soon. Come along.”
They watched Barrymore lead his shaking sobbing wife down the corridor to their flat.
“Oh boy,” said Joe “I can do without these headlines.”
“There aren't any headlines yet. Now you get dressed properly. Put on a suit. I'll do you something to eat. What time do you have to get to Lancaster House?”
“Ten thirty. We have a bit of a meeting, then we troop into the great hall or something. We sign the Aurora Product Acceptance at eleven fifteen, have our photo's taken, exchange pens, and then have a state luncheon.”
“OK. It's going to come out soon that this murderer's sister works for us. We can't hide it. So, I am going to drive Barrymore and Eliza over to her mothers. I will not try to hide. I mean maybe the guy gets released with no case soon. OK? But I will play the caring considerate employer. OK? The spotlight will be on me, not on you. It can be part of my charity work or whatever. Meantime you do Lancaster house and if anyone ever asks, say you know nothing and your wife is handling it. OK?”
“Yeah.”
Joe looked out through the limo's mirror glass. He spent all his time looking through mirror glass these days. He could have got the tram or the monorail or the tube to Lancaster House. Millions of people travelled on London's public transport every day. Very few ever got mugged or murdered. He could have gone that way.
But he was important. Rich. There were people who'd kidnap him. And Effie. He should phone Effie and tell her not to take Barrymore and Eliza. Get them a taxi instead. But why? What was likely to happen to her?
Nothing. This wasn't the Third World. This was London. Maybe the richest city on the planet, depending on how you measured such things.
So why did Joe feel he had to be in a limo? It was the power. He had the money. He could afford a driver.
The more you have, the more you have to lose. The more you were afraid of losing. Was that it? Was he afraid to go by public transport? Fear?
Why? Fear of ordinary people? Is that what happens to the rich and powerful?
The illusion of power. Power corrupts. Was he turning into some cheap African dictator?
The limo slowed. Joe could see the crowds on the pavement. Well dressed. Probably well paid office workers. In any other city they'd drive to work. But London had no where to park unless you were rich. No not even rich. You had to be incredibly wealthy.
They were looking at him. Frowning at him. They hated him. It was envy, jealousy and hatred. They frightened him.
Damn it no. He was frightened of nothing. And it wasn't him they hated, they couldn't see him. It was the car. They resented this show of wealth.
That did it.
Joe would come back from Lancaster House on the tube.
-oOo-
“The bougainvilleas we sowed
Where only weeds now grow
Hyenas howling in the rooms of education.
Now the old school roof is gone
No one there to sing our song
Leaves blowing in the ruins of a nation.
Though you retired to Europe
All your dreams have died
Bougainvilleas remain to show you tried”
Steve Dixie 1984 “Savannah Song” album.
CHAPTER 64 THE TRAIN
Maria Pinto sat up in bed, reached under her pillow for a torch and pulled back the mosquito net. Carefully she shone the torch around her flip-flops looking for scorpions or ants, and slipped her toes into the straps. She walked round the bed to the window and watched the dawn sky turning from black to dark blue
It was wonderful. She was naked and she was almost cold. It would stay wonderful till perhaps nine AM. And, thanks to these giant inflatable balls the Indians and Brazilians were putting into orbit, it wouldn't get as hot as in the drought years, but it was still almost unbearable. She would start sweating and sighing, and brushing flies away as she wrote on the blackboard, and got chalk dust soaked into her pores.
Yes they still used black board and chalk here.
“Come on you. Wake up.”
“Oh….Do I have to?”
“Yes Colonel Moran, you do. Come on. It’ll be light soon.”
“So what do you think the good missionaries would say if they knew you had a man here overnight?”
“I reckon they think I’m beyond the pale already. That’s why I have this bungalow all on its own. That way if they don’t see my wicked ways, they don’t have to do anything about it.”
“Your silhouette against the window is….”
“Is why I’m pulling the drapes shut. Come on now you, Up you get.”
“Oh, OK.” Sebastian Moran squinted as she turned on the bare electric light bulb and put on a dressing gown. “It’s a sin to cover up a body like yours you know.”
“That’s not what the Reverend Mother would say. There’s some avocado’s in the fridge if you….” She watched him sit, pull up his pants and socks and step into his boots, all in one practised movement.
“No thanks. I’d better go. Drive my truck away before they get to early church or whatever they do.”
“OK.” She watched him tuck in his green shirt and zip up his pants. “So when will you be back?”
“About a week I think. The engineers reckon they can get the loco started and pull a few wagons up to the mine. Check out the track and bridges as they go. Then once the big bridge is repaired the Chinese can re-open the mine full time and start shipping stuff out.”
“So no trouble with the rebels?”
“Not if the cease fire holds. God knows what the Government promised the bastards, but they have stopped raiding. And I used to know MuRillo when he was still President MuRillo. He’s an honest sort of guy. If he says his boys will stop fighting, then I guess he means it.”
“I hope so.” She let her dressing gown fall open.
“So do I. There’s a rumour they’re only going to keep us here a few more months, then let the Police guard the railway.”
“I’ll be going home sometime soon as well.” She had both hands on his chest.
“Right. Well maybe I could come and visit you in Albuquerque. Take you to Las Vegas and get rid of my indecent earnings.” He sounded almost as though he meant it. Perhaps he did.
“It’s not quite Albuquerque, its Bernalillo, Sandoval County, and the Pueblo’s run their own casino right on the edge of town. It’s not Vegas, but they’ll be really pleased to take your cash.” She stepped back.
“Well….Like I said. I could come and visit.”
“If you ever turn up in New Mexico….Don’t say things you don’t mean. You know you never will.”
“But, I….”
“Come on, you must leave. See me when you come back.” Of course he would. He was a man and he liked having sex. Of course he would be back. For a while at least.
“Yes. I’ll drop in, soon as I can.”
They quickly kissed and cuddled and looked into each others eyes and wondered. Did people like them ever settle down? Ever have children?
“I don’t suppose these Pueblo’s could use a security guard could they?”
“You? A man like you? A security guard? You’d be bored out of your head in two weeks.”
“I’m not getting any younger you know.”
“I know.” Neither was she.
“I mean. I want to settle down. That sort of thing. Before it’s too late. I mean I suppose I’ll wind up an old alcoholic dyeing in a hut somewhere. But if there was a chance.”
“I don’t want to be an old maid school ma’am either.”
“Then we need to think things out. I've got a lot of money you know. I could buy a house.”
“Don’t say things you don’t mean. You’d better go.”
He was looking into her eyes again, not at her body. “Maybe I’ll be back in a few days. OK? Right.” He walked into the small lounge, furnished with a few cheap metal frame beds instead of chairs and unlocked the French windows. “Bye.” And he was gone.
Maria watched him walk down the veranda steps under the bougainvillea arch, already looking red in the growing light. What sort of father would he make? He wasn’t young of course, but Jesus he was fit. She’d had a feeling about him ever since the first kiss on the jetty. Then when he turned up here and said he was working nearby….. Would he take his sons hunting and teach them how to play baseball? He wouldn’t try to teach them cricket would he? She smiled. Or would they have daughters? No it would be sons. And what would he be like as he got older? Still tall and handsome and rugged and….
She was crazy. He’d be like the rest. Sex for a while and good bye.
Maria dressed in a long skirt and short sleeved blouse. The sort of thing the reverend mother approved of. Nothing to give the school girls ideas, even though some of them were already mothers and the rest soon would be.
“Madam.”
“Yes Williamson?” It was her cook and Maria called him Williamson even though he called himself Wirriamzon.
“Madam. Iz beta today you go to town.”
“Go to town?”
“Yez. Beta you go. You live there to town.”
“Why would I go to town? I don’t understand.”
“I donti noh. But itsi beta.”
“I can’t go to town. I have lessons to teach in the school. You know I can’t go. I can't live in town. Now what is it?” Something must be wrong.
“Is no anything.”
“I think you had better make breakfast and tell me later.”
“Yez. I maki blekfast. But then you is to go to town. Live to town.”
“No. I cant go. I have no where to stay there. I must stay here and teach.”
“Yez Madam.”
Moran entered town with the dawn mist and the first smoke from cooking fires. Women wrapped in bright blankets walking on the road, bearing huge head loads. Skinny men in overcoats and jackets, donated by fat westerners to the charities, were bent almost double under bundles, or pushing bicycles piled high with produce.
Moran hated sounding the truck horn to get them off the road, but if he didn’t they turned round startled that a truck should be there at all, and shouted obscenities. Or what were probably obscenities, Moran wasn’t yet sure of the language.
He drove down the main street and turned off between a closed bank and the newly re-opened post office, into the station car park. For some reason the old colonial rail station had been blown up. No one knew who did it or why, but the Company had taken over a warehouse on a siding and Moran should have been there overnight on a camp bed.
Straubenzee was standing on the loading bay, a cup of coffee in one hand and a chicken leg in the other “So…Your back eh? Cookie’s still got the stove hot if you’re wanting eggs or anything….Or have you been eating something else then, eh?”
“You have a dirty mind,” said Moran, but actually he realised he was offended. Why would he be offended? It was the normal sort of remark men made if they thought a mate had been on the job. Getting his end away. Having it off. He hadn’t sworn or used filthy language or anything. It was just innuendo and a leering smile. It wasn’t as though he was married to Maria or anything.
Maria.
Moran entered the shed, nodded to a few others and sat at the long table. Planks resting on chocked up oil drums. The loading bay opposite had been turned into a kitchen with a wood burning dover stove and a bottle gas cooker. Cookie waved at something in a pan and Moran said “Yes please cookie.” Whatever it was. Probably chicken and stewed something or other, splashed onto a plastic plate.
Maria could make a simple meal beautiful.
She did it with love he supposed.
“Ya man,” said van Seddar “The big day eh? See if the blady loco goes eh?”
“Yeah.”
“So, you reckon there’s gona be trouble?”
“God knows. There’s been nothing. The mine is OK. Pumped out and got electric. The workers are supposed to be coming back if they get a free pair of boots and a bag of maize.”
“You heard they were all wanting a kettle too eh? But there aint that many kettles in the country.”
“Yeah I heard.”
“Well, I’m glad it’s you that’s baasing this up.” Van Seddar frowned. “The boys, the Anyamata, they worship you, you know, eh?”
“So they say.” Moran frowned.
“Ahg man. But you don’t trust anyone, do you, eh?”
“I suppose not. Christ I wish we had some bread here. I could really murder a Marmite sandwich.” But he trusted Maria. Didn’t he? Trust?
Wearily the bosun cast off the woven palm frond hawser from the pipe hammered into the sandy shore by the canoes. The pontoon drifted into the river, past women standing in the shallows with their laundry, past men sharing a bar of soap as they bathed, past splashing children.
The pontoon should have been winched across river by a steel cable. But the winch had broken, so a tractor would drive up the dirt road away from the bank, pulling the cable behind it.
The pontoon drifted slightly further, then the cable grew taught, rose dripping from the sluggish green water, and started tugging at the pontoon. The tractor changed gear to cope with the extra effort and carried on, pulling the pontoon across the river.
Sebastian Moran looked upstream to where the Indian engineers were repairing the railway bridge. “God those guys are slow. They can put up these sun shade ball things. They can mine on the Moon, but they can't fix a hundred year old British railway.”
“I reckon it could be deliberate you know,” said van Seddar “I reckon there’s some Jo’burg stock pusher wanting the mine shares down so he can do one of these takeovers. He reckons if the track is repaired slow the shareholders get cold feet and flog off on the cheap.”
“Who knows.” The Company was just paid to guard the railway. Nothing else. It was none of their business, unless someone paid them of course.
“Unless it’s to drive up the price of copper, eh? If the Japs and Chinks reckon there’s copper on the Moon, then maybe they want the price up to make a Moon mine worthwhile.”
Maria. Marriage.
“Who knows,” said Moran. The Chinese were on the Moon, but Africa hadn’t changed.
“Mind you, those are Indian engineers eh? So maybe it’s the Banyans want the price up and they mine copper on the Moon.”
Maria. Marriage.
“Hey, you reckon the likes of you an’ me going to be on the Moon one day? Eh? Guarding some mine up there? Eh?
“No chance,” said Moran “I’m getting too old.”
The pontoon grounded on the sandy shore. Men put planks in place and Moran carefully drove his truck off and up the bank. Past women loaded with children and water pots and washing.
There was a wing pump sticking up from the hole in the 45 gallon diesel drum. Two labourers pushed the handle to and from between them, suck push, suck push. Sending diesel along the hose into the loco’s tanks.
At the wagon behind, more men were carefully letting the ropes out as another drum slowly rolled down planks to the ground.
Moran had stopped his truck at a high spot on the dirt track. From here he could see the train at its fuel stop, see the engineers inspecting the bridge for explosives and cracked girders, and see the boss boy and his men hacking back branches from the overgrown track. They assumed there were no land mines to blast their feet off. Moran hoped there weren’t any either.
Once the track was clear and the train was fuelled, they would go on to the next bridge, and the next culvert, and the bridge after that, all the way to the copper mine. It had been three days so far to cover just over thirty miles. Moran could easily have spent the night back at the mission and “commuted” to work every morning.
Slept with Maria. Held her. Heard her breath. Felt the soft warmth of her body besides his.
But he wasn’t that kind of leader. He was here with his men, sleeping in the back of the truck under the machine gun, just in case. He would probably die in a place like this. His body eaten by termites and God knows what. Becoming a stain in the ground. He hoped they'd bury him beneath a decent tree. Then he could be taken up by it's roots, into its branches. Shavi or Nyau might remember someone was buried there. They would pour beer on the ground and watch it evaporate. Be drunk by the dead and taken through the branches into the great void above. The starlit empty road home to heaven.
Or he could ask Maria to marry him? Cold turkey on adrenalin. Retire to the desert. Bernalillo. Have children. Be a white haired old man with grandchildren who didn't quite believe his stories of bravery. The old world was going. The Sun was obscured by clouds of inflatable suns shades. The sky was a darker shade of blue.
“Sah. I am see smoko. There that side.” The “Sergeant Major” pointed down the track. A column of grey smoke was standing like the mast of a ship in the still hot air.
A fire. A big one.
Back towards town. If it was that far away could it be seen from here? It was probably a bush fire. Everything was dry. The scrubby little trees still held green leaves, but the grass had almost turned to dust and blown away, or been eaten by ants.
It was a curious fire though. All in one place. Bush fires were usually spread out more.
“Colonel.” It was van Seddar running back along the track, he always called Moran “Colonel” when they were on duty. “Colonel.” He was probably going to say the men needed a break, more food, more money, free boots, God knows what. There would be more negotiations over some trifle and they would go back to work till the next time they felt bored. “Colonel. The men are saying that smoke is the blady mission.”
“What?” Moran looked back again. It could be the Mission that way, not the town
“Colonel, they say MuRillo’s men are there. That is their payment for stopping the blady fighting.”
“How would they know that?”
“This is blady Africa man. Could be they heard a rumour yonks ago.”
“OK I’m going.” Maria was there.
“Me to mate.”
“No. This could be a trap. You stay and guard the loco. You keep the gun trucks, I’ll take the supply truck.”
“You could need fire power.”
“I’ll get help from Straubenzee.”
It took too long to drive back. Too long.
Hammering from one dirt rise to the next, skidding on loose dust and gravel, revving the guts out of the engine, blasting the buggers out of the road with his horn. He hit a goat. He damn near hit children.
The smoke column dissolved away in the heat haze. Was it the Mission?
Oh God yes it was.
The turn off was almost blocked with people. Shouting and wailing and waving arms.
He drove through them, horn on, permanently. People sat by the road. Bleeding. Bloody clothes. Dear God.
He was there.
The old Mission Church was built at the end of the 19th century from sun dried bricks. It was long and cool inside with palm trunk beams disappearing into the dark of a thatched roof.
But the roof had gone. So had the pews. Even the mud walls had partly collapsed in onto the ash heap within. That’s what the smoke had been. The roof going up.
A fire. Smoke going up into the hazy blue sky. Smoke taking the spirits of the ancestors up to heaven, to beg God to send rain and grow the crops and make the country prosperous.
Why was Moran thinking that? Was all this just some sort of insane ritual sacrifice? When rain came would some bastard politician take credit for burning the church and getting the spirits to send rain? Would these people believe in that instead of the sun shades? Of course they would.
There were bodies. Their hands had been cut off. By Nzimba
Straubenzee’s truck was by the mission hospital. Moran parked and jumped out. “Straubenzee?”
“Here man. I brought the Doc out from town.”
Moran ran to the Hospital veranda. More bodies. “How is it?”
“All dead,” said Straubenzee “Or good as. Loss of blood.”
“They’re all men. Where are the women?”
“I think they took em,” said Straubenzee. “Some of the school girls ran off and came back here. Said they were headed for the shateen. Up towards the back road. They had trucks parked there.”
“Have you seen Maria?”
“The American teacher?”
“Yeah.”
“Is that who you…..”
”Yes. Where is she?”
“Oh shit man.”
“Where is she?”
“The school man. Oh no man. You don’t want to go there. Jesus man. For fucks sake come back. Ah Jesus.” Straubenzee ran after Moran, jumping over more bodies in the path beneath the jacarandas and blue gums and frangipanis and besides the trampled cana lilies. Flowers and bodies.
Maria was outside the school block.
Moran was sitting on the steps to Maria’s veranda. Behind him were the torn remains of her life. They’d taken the clothes of course. The bedding and food. Left behind the books. Thrown the books away. Thrown away the summits of Western thought and philosophy and run off with her dirty laundry instead.
Apart from that the bungalow was OK. Not even a broken window.
Overhead the bougainvillea's were still trained over the veranda steps. A floral arch over the path.
Then Straubenzee came up from the pump house “Look man. You can’t stay here. Maybe you’d better come back to town. Let the locals clear the mess. There’s a couple of priests come up here from town. Doing the burying. And the Nuns from the boarding school are taking care of the survivors. Come on man. Have a drink eh?”
“No. I’m going after them.”
“You can’t man. There could be hundreds of them.” Moran was silent “With guns man.”
“There’s only a few dozen. I’m going.”
“Look man we ought to stay here. Guard the railway. Guard the town man.”
“I’m going alone. I can carry grenades. If I take an AK I can use their own ammo against them”
“Shit man. You know you won’t come back.”
“I will.”
-oOo-
I thought the people loved me.”
Last words of Wilhelm Gottsreich Sigismund von Ormstein, Grand Duke of Cassel-Falstein and King of Bohemia.
CHAPTER 65 THE TRAILER
Marlow Bates drove along another row of cars till Victor Trevor said “There, over there. next row, there's one pulling out. Look there.”
“Yeah I see, but how?” Marlow Bates looked through the rain at an unbroken wall of parked cars.
“You'll have to drive round again the whole way and hope that space is still free when you get there.”
“Yeah, this is all we bloody need.” He was revving the engine too fast and breaking sharply, round the last bend and it was still empty “Thank Christ.” He pulled in. “Late enough already without having to spend bloody ages looking for parking. Jesus. They used to have reserved places for visitors.”
“I remember,” said Victor Trevor, getting out and putting on a rain coat.
They displayed their parking permit, got their bags and set off through the puddles.
“I'm not looking forwards to this,” said Victor. “Not a bit.”
“Well it's hardly our bloody fault is it. It's us who have to put it right.”
“Is that one of our guys?”
“Could be. Looks like he's running to the NAAFI,” said Marlow Bates “Maybe getting biscuits for our meeting.”
“Yeah.” the two men walked up the steps and into the huge entrance hall. There used to be an MOD policeman at a desk here who would tell you where to go, but he had been cut back. Then there was a telephone you could use to phone the department you were visiting and they could send someone down to show you the way. But it was broken.
“There's a notice pinned up here,” said Victor “Says our meeting is on the second floor of the left hand wing.”
“Come on then.” They plodded up the stairs asked a few passers by who said they'd only just joined and didn't know their way round yet, and along a balcony round the entrance hall, then up some more stairs. “Could be down here. I think I was here before,” said Marlow Bates.
“Yes. This is it.” Victor opened the door. “Hallo there, sorry we.....”
“No not yet. Could you both wait outside. We're just finishing off our Phase Three TLB.”
“Oh, all right.” Victor closed the door.
“What was that?” asked Marlow.
“They want us to wait outside while they finish off something else.”
“Oh God. They are not going to make this easy. Jesus.” Marlow Bates slowly walked along the corridor, and then back “God almighty. It is not our fault.”
“Of course not.” agreed Victor.
The conference room door opened. A few people came out with their papers and laptops, chatting till they saw Victor and Marlow Bates. Then they smiled politely and walked off.
“They know,” said Marlow. “They all bloody know.”
“But they aren't blaming us,” said Victor “They looked more sympathetic to me.”
“All right then you two.” It was George Lewis the Assistant Under Secretary, AUS-Space “You'd better come on in.”
Marlow Bates walked stiffly up to the long table and was going to sit next to a well built blond, but his confidence deserted and he sat one seat away.
Victor, knowing his priorities walked slowly past the coffee table and noted all the best biscuits had gone. He grabbed a few broken digestives and sat besides the blond.
She smiled, and Victor smiled back.
“All right then,” said George Lewis. “Well most of the big shots are too busy to be here, so I'm the Chairman.” He paused while everyone smiled at his saying he wasn't a big shot himself. Or was it a subtle put down, meaning I'm not a big shot so you must be nothing at all. “And I'd like to thank those of you who could make it. I believe we all know each other, and it's good to see old faces Like Marlow Bates and Victor back here again.”
The two men smiled nervously.
“Now so far as I know” went on George, “the Flying Cow Project is pretty much all on schedule, which is a mite unusual for the MOD, but we can't be wrong all the time.” there were actually a few chuckles at that. “So let’s get to the agenda.”
George summed up the minutes of the last meeting and asked people what had been done, who had liaised with who, what replies had been given to what queries. What departments had answered the questionnaires and what had they said.
Joe Hebron couldn't be here, but was apparently holding all the sub contractors in line and to budget.
Alex Holder was also absent, but his team were on schedule, laying foundations of the launch track despite problems with pearl bordered fritillaries, cornflower seeds and bat roosts.
The Filton mock up was still being used to test new component build standards for compatibility. More FAT testing was planned.
The people in Barrow in Furness had built several prototype hulls, despite a shortage of skilled welders. They believed an automated production line could be built in a Glasgow ship yard with robots doing the welding. One hull would be sent to Bristol docks for easier comparison with the Filton mock up.
HMS Enterprise was surveying the ocean bed, and coming up with enough whale data to show that the chances of actually deafening a minke whale with the sonic boom were small enough to be acceptable, even if Aberdeen University couldn't actually say what the chances really were. They were even less confident about the chances of wounding porpoises, but calculated that any dead bodies would be too far out to sea to disturb the Northern Biodiversity Research Partnership, Save The Whales, and The friends of Peter The Porpoise.
It was decided to move the Filton mock up to Barrow or Glasgow when the money could be found.
The engine tests in Germany and Derby were of course satisfactory.
The MOD Internal Audit people were confident the National Audit Office would approve all spendings so far.
The French company who was main contractor for the on-board guidance system was having problems with its sub contractors in Italy and India.
So it went round the table, moderate success and schedules on time.
Till George Lewis turned to Marlow Bates and said “Right then. We've been hearing rumours about the tracking system, so maybe you can put us right on it.”
“Of course. As you know the ERMIN proposals have been abandoned because they depended too much on a completed HAWK network, and that has been cut back by five years. The latest is that it may be abandoned all together. This meant we concentrated on the FOSS system and looked at ways of cutting FOSS costs down to ERMIN levels.
As you know it was decided not to build permanent tracking stations across Scotland. Many of the sites were comparatively inaccessible and the equipment would be complex. And it would be difficult to get planning permission for so many sites. Therefore the tracking system was designed to be portable. Maintenance would be carried out in the MOD workshops at Stirling or in new workshops to be built at Inverness. The contractors said they could mount all the computers, radar scanners, aerials and transmitters on trailers. That way it would be easy to tow the equipment to the workshop for servicing and replace each module with one that had just been refurbished.” Marlow moved quickly on.
“So far the contractors and their sub contractors have kept everything in budget and on schedule. The tests in Scotland, South Africa and Australia have all been satisfactory.” Marlow Bates had got past the difficult bit and no one had said anything
“We cannot of course test on a real ship yet. But the tests on STORM SHADOW and RAVEN are continuing and we have automatically navigated a Typhoon at Mach 2 from take off to landing in all expected climatic scenarios. After a few early teething problems the equipment has settled down and been faultless. The operator training programmes and the spares demand systems are being written and.....”
“Excuse me.” interrupted George Lewis “but I had heard a rumour about the trailer.”
“Ah. Well it is a comparatively low tech problem, easy to resolve and I hadn't wanted to burden the meeting with it.”
“But since we are here....” smiled George.
“Right.” Marlow Bates could get through this. Of course he could. “Well, um, when the decision was made to mount the tracking equipment on trailers, it was more or less left to the contractor to decide what form the trailer should take. Contracts were drawn up and they have provided the trailer we asked for.”
“So what is the problem?”
“We stipulated the trailer should conform to current construction and use regulations.”
“So what is wrong with that?”
“Nothing is really wrong, we are just having a few problems towing it behind Army vehicles,” said Marlow.
“What sort of problems?”
“Ah...The tow bar height was built to the same height as commercial vehicles. This is suitable for the smaller TUL TUM56 vehicles but they cannot actually tow something as heavy as the FOSS trailers.” Marlow Bates was starting to massage his knee. “So we had alterations made to the towing arm, raising it, so the trailers could be towed by the heavier SV57 ”
“Was this expensive?”
“We don't have a satisfactory accounting of it yet.” Marlow was getting edgy.
“But things will be calculated soon?”
“Yes.”
“And has that solved all the problems?”
“Well.....Not quite.....Um......You see the trailers have conformed to the usual construction and use regulations and have been fitted with standard commercial style wheels.”
“Meaning?” asked George.
“Um, well, meaning that, um they are rather smaller and therefore lower than normal Army vehicles, um......so....um, their cross country capability is somewhat impaired.”
“Impaired?”
“Well, actually, they cannot operate off road.”
“And how does that affect their operational capability?” George Lewis was being patient.
“Um....Many of the sites where the tracking equipment is to be sited are.....um.....sort of inaccessible...Um, on mountain tops and so on. And uh, the possibility of um, automatic landings, um, being made in, um an, um operational scenario, um means, um, that we thought....um, and we thought that we could save rather a lot of money by using existing dirt roads to these places. Um instead of putting in proper tar roads and bridges and things.”
“Yes,” said George Lewis “I can imagine that being expensive. And I imagine it would upset the local nature lovers. Especially if you bulldozed a fritillary.”
“Um, well, uh, we have a consultant looking at the problem and he believes we could raise the trailers up quite considerably and um, keep the existing wheels by modifying the suspension. So that we could obtain um, cross country capability at a minimum cost.”
“But it is an extra cost isn't it.”
“Uh, yes,” said Marlow Bates.
“I have been looking through the original protocols drawn up by DEC SISTER58 with the Aurora Partnership before the contracts were written.”
“Oh?” Oh God what was this about? What protocols? Marlow Bates was eating his lip and Victor was looking the other way.
“Yes. The protocols state quite clearly that all the tracking equipment was to be as light as possible. It was all to be mounted on pallets that could be air portable by freighter or under slung beneath a helicopter, or mounted on whatever military truck or trailer was deemed suitable for the terrain.”
“Oh?” Oh God. Marlow Bates should have known this.
“This was so that the tracking units could be parachuted into operational theatres to facilitate the cow landing supplies automatically on land. In a potentially hostile situation.
“Oh.”
“I take it you didn't read the protocols?”
“I have been in this post for less than a year and most of my staff are fairly new.” Marlow Bates knew this was a pathetic excuse. “The department was moved from Carbonec to Abbey Wood when it changed from Di Comms or something to, uh SOCAD I think they were called. Then it was amalgamated with DSD and moved to Middleavon. And each move means a loss of personnel and corporate memory.”
“But surely you have kept the files?”
“Well....I mean, they tell me that each move is to smaller premises with fewer staff so they are entitled to fewer cupboards and I suppose all the older paper is thrown away. The electronic files are of course backed up. Um, unfortunately we have as yet, um, no, um method of searching all the files, um, together. The um, system works by, um a word search according to, um file, um title, and um...” Marlow Bates was losing it.
“Are you saying the electronic files are too big to search easily?”
“Well, in a way. The, um turnover of staff means, um, that we umm...”
“Very unsatisfactory.” interrupted George Lewis.
“Yes, well as I said I have been in post less than a year and I am still getting to grips with things.”
“But you are progressing with the trailer?”
“Actually, I will have to get this all looked at again. If you say we don't need a trailer, then...”
“I think the trailers were only brought into the equation because the contractor owned a trailer factory, and the equipment would be easier to move round their plant if it was on wheels.”
“Oh? Really?” “Marlow Bates knew this was getting worse.
“Possibly.” George Lewis was not going to commit himself and be sued for defamation by a contractor.
“The thing is there are further troubles with the trailer that we are only just beginning to properly understand.”
“Do tell.” George was starting to sound almost fed up.
“The brakes. They are also built to standard commercial construction and use regulations and apparently they start to work before the Army truck brakes. So if you go down hill the trailer brakes come on automatically and try to slow down the army truck as well as the trailer and they overheat. There could be legal reasons that we can’t alter the brakes to Army standards. Our lawyers are.....”
“No lawyers Marlow . No lawyers.” George was frowning. “The law industry costs us a fortune. None of it productive. Worse than consultants. Ditch the trailer and go for palettes, and ISO containers.”
“Yes Sir.”
-oOo-
Thy wee bit housie, too, in ruin!
It's silly wa's the win's are strewin!
An' naething, now, to big a new ane,
O' foggage green!
An' bleak December's winds ensuin,
Baith snell an' keen!
Robert Burns
CHAPTER 66 NOTHING.
Sunshine. Families and children packed onto Bournemouth Beach. Balls, and inflatables. Sunbathing. Surfers paddling out to the artificial reef. Mums drying children. Dads buying ice creams and burgers and fizzy drinks.Girls walking slowly by, heads in the air, pretending not to notice boys, and their half suggestive remarks.
“They reckons the beach is going to stay this size,” said Hosmer Angel. They reckons the ice caps aint getting no smaller now.”
“Who gives a shit,” said Adelaide Savage.
“Well, I mean, these shades. Look out there. That could be one on the horizon now.”
“It's just a waste of money. All that spent just to stop the sea rising. Just so rich people can save their sea side houses and stuff. It don't stop rich people for carboning the place up do it. Don't do nothing for normal people.”
“I suppose, but, I bet you'd look good in a bikini,” said Hosmer.
“No. Why would you think that?” said The Savage.
“Cos….Well. You’ve got….You look nice.”
“You’re bloody stupid. I look like shit.”
“I bet you don’t.” Hosmer tried a smile.
“I’ll just have to bloody show you then won’t I?”
“What?”
“You dope. You’re useless. You don’t know anything.” The Savage looked disgustedly at the beach. “Look at those idiots there. Those boys.”
Hosmer looked.
They were tanned, muscular, self confident. Lounging, laughing and joking. Nudging each other to look at more girls. They were everything Hosmer wasn't. He looked down, ashamed of himself and his wretched, skinny body. His torn shirt and dirty second hand trousers.
“Look at them. Showing off. Bloody idiots. They’re going to get married, get into debt, work themselves into the ground, get fat and die. They are nothing. It’s people like us who know the truth.”
“The truth?”
“The truth! There really is no point in any of it. Non of it. It is all a stupid waste of time. All this trying. All this boasting. All them girls. Buying make up. Trying on bikinis. Posing. Thinking they look great.”
Hosmer thought they looked great, but he wouldn't say so.
“All this thinking how great you are. All this stuff at work. All meetings and going on useless courses, and all this stuff with reports. Its all just your boss can show you how important he is. How good he is and how stupid you are. Then you get to be the boss and you treat people like shit an, all. It’s all rubbish. It’s people like us. We know we are scum. We accept it.”
“I….” Began Hosmer.
“I mean what are we? Just two total losers.”
“Uh….”
“But we don’t have to take it. We don’t have to take it.” Then the Savage looked at the ground. “We don’t have to take it. None of it.”
Hosmer wasn’t sure, he couldn’t see her face when she looked down like that, but was she actually crying?
“No. Don’t you bloody touch me. I don’t need nothing. Not off anyone.”
“OK.” And Hosmer looked down as well. Then he looked back at the sunny beach and all those happy people.
A gaggle, (giggle?) of teenage girls, pretty in pink, and plastic jewellery, took up the whole pavement between parked cars and garden walls. They would have noticed another posse of schoolgirls, studying their styles with envy or disdain. They would notice boys and tease them. They would pretend not to notice men in their twenties or thirties, then whisper with more giggles.
But an old man, arm in arm with an old woman, was not in their perceived universe. Not in their world view. They saw Arthur and Sarah Holder the way they half noticed the orbital shade leaving the horizon. The way they half noticed other obstructions on the pavement. Dust bins or lamp posts, just something momentarily in the way.
“The manners of children these days,” said Sarah. “They could at least have moved over.”
“They did eventually,” said Arthur Holder. And don’t forget, you were just like that once.”
“But I was never cheeky. I never bumped into people,” said Sarah.
“Oh no? What about that old dear in the road behind the cottage at school?”
“That was different. I was running away from you.”
“You sent her flying.”
“You’d never have caught me if I hadn’t.” Sarah smiled and leant her head on his shoulder.
“You’d have been in trouble if I hadn’t said sorry and picked all her stuff up. “Maybe.”
“And I caught up with you plenty of other times.”
“Only if I wanted you too.”
“Rubbish.”
“I was very fast.”
“Yes, you were.” Arthur hugged her.
“When we first made love,” said Sarah “did you know I deliberately lead you to Ashton Court?”
“I wondered. I was never sure. Why are you saying this now?”
“I suppose it was those girls and you saying I was like them. You know I asked Susan where she used to go with boys. She told me about that room with the couch still in it. And she gave me a condom in case you didn't have one.”
“Did she,” said Arthur “God we was young. So bloody young.”
“Yes we were. In those days. You should start restoring old cars.”
“Who wants old cars these days. Petrol engines are museum pieces.”
“Like us,” said Sarah.
“Yeah. Like us.” agreed Arthur “We had good times though. When they restored Ashton Court and turned it into a hotel, you know I was going to those development conferences there.”
“I know.”
“Well I tried looking for our old room and the whole place was changed. Used to know it so well and now its all changed.”
“Yes, you told me,” said Sarah.
“Did I?
“Often.”
“Oh well. Now look. We’re here. You see this area was all big houses. Victorian villas with big gardens. Rich folk. Then they got turned into Bed and Breakfasts, small hotels for people who came here by train. Then people started going abroad for holidays and only coming here by car for day trips.”
“I was never fond of turning holiday hotels into hostels for the homeless,” said Sarah.
“I know, but what else could we do?”
“Where's Bournemouth University?”
“Through on the left somewhere. I know, students. But they didn’t have a university then.”
“Is that our building?”
“That’s it. Probably as ruined inside as Ashton Court mansion used to be.”
Sarah was looking at a three storey house set back from the road. Behind trees and an over grown hedge, with grass and nettles trying to get through cracks in the tarmac drive. The windows were covered with rotting sheets of plywood. Above the pillared portico was a broken sign, its plastic front smashed out by childish stone throwers and its broken electrics joined by last springs pigeon nest. It had once flashed out a cheery electric welcome. “Lafter Hall Hotel.”
“Yes,” said Sarah. “I suppose they are right. Pull it down. There’s a lot of wasted ground with this garden so big. And if it was a student hostel it should be easier to get planning permission. Yes, now I’ve got a sense of the place I think the sums add up. Except those two are going up the drive.”
“Could be squatters,” said Arthur. “Might need to send in the heavies. That sort of thing can add to the costs. Do you remember us being chased out of Ashton Court Mansion by the Rentokill man?”
“Yes,” said Sarah “What did I tell my mother about my missing knickers?”
“Can’t you remember?”
“No.”
“Nor me.”
“Those two make me sick,” said The Savage.
“Why?” Hosmer had barely noticed them.
“They’re almost dead. They are nothing. They couldn’t do anything to anyone. They had crap lives and they were crap to their kids and I bet their kids are all pointless tossers as well. Their lives have been a total waste and now they are going to die. But he was still being nice to her.”
“Well….” Hosmer pulled back the plywood sheet so The Savage could climb through the broken window.
“I mean what for? Why don’t they just admit it’s all been bloody futile and go and kill themselves?”
“Perhaps they love each other?”
“Love? Love? You don’t know what love is.”
“What are you doing? You don’t have to take your clothes off.”
“Well this is the truth. You wanted me to take my clothes off?”
“Well….”
“You wanted to see me naked? You want to have sex? Cos that’s what love is. It’s sex. And here it is. Look at me!”
“You’re beautiful,” said Hosmer.
“Beautiful?”
“Yes.”
“Look at my spots! Look at the dirt! Look at the blood vessels! Look at the blackheads! Beautiful? These two bags of fat hanging down? Beautiful?”
“Yes. You are.”
“This here beautiful? This is where I piss. It’s where I bleed. It stinks. It sweats. You think any decent man wants anything to do with me? You think anyone wants their baby coming out of that? All covered in blood and crap and crying?”
“Why are you doing this?”
“And this? My fat arse? Where I shit? You think that’s beautiful?”
“Yes. You are beautiful. I wish you would smile.”
“You want to see me having a crap? On the floor over there?”
“No,” said Hosmer
“Ah you make me sick.”
“But….
“I know what you want. You want to marry me. You want to knock me up and knock me about and then you want me to have kids, and then you want to take my kids and….I’m getting dressed again. You’re useless.”
“But….”
“You’ve got to realise that you are nothing. You are nothing. And it’s them that made you nothing.”
“Who?”
“All of them. You’re nothing. There’s lots of people like us. But they want to be important. They want to do some good. They want people to look at them and think how wonderful they are. So they start doing something. Something that shows how good they are and how rotten everyone else is.”
“I don’t understand you.”
“They want to be better than everyone else. People want to drive cars on new roads? They start protesting against roads and saying how bad it is to chop trees down. And how bad it is the little birds got no where to live. And how bad it is to drive cars and how everyone should be like them and not go anywhere. Or they say how bad it is to test on animals, or eat animals or all sorts of crap.”
“Well, maybe they’re right.”
“But they don’t realise the trees are going to die anyway. The animals are going to die anyway. So what’s the point of trying to protect em? No point. No point in any of it. The whole point was to make you look important compared to other people. But that doesn’t matter either cos all the other people are going to die and it don’t matter what they think either.”
“But didn’t we ought to….”
“So if you hate people, then just admit it. You hate them. You want to hurt people then do it. Hurt em. Don’t mess about with saving the whale or nothing. Just hate people. You don’t need an excuse to prove something. You don’t need to protest about animal rights or saving water meadows. You don’t need to ban the bomb or save the starving millions. Let em die. They were going to die one day anyway. You don’t need to protest actually about anything. You just need to protest against people. You just need to hate humanity.”
“But….”
“You are pathetic. You still think there’s good in the world don’t you?”
“I suppose.”
“What about your Mum and Dad?”
“Well….”
“They dumped you cos they knew you were crap. You are crap.”
“But….”
“They dumped you cos they knew you were crap. You know what? You were better off without em. Do you know what my dad and his brothers did to me?”
“No.”
“Then I’ll tell you.”
Hosmer listened to the horror and knew why The Savage turned away from anything like love, and Hosmer despaired of ever helping her.
-oOo-
This is the short and the long of it
William Shakespeare
CHAPTER 67
MAINTAINING PROVISIONING THROUGH SPACE DEPARTMENT TRANSITION : TERMS OF REFERENCE
1. Background. The relocation of and the formation of D Space and movement up the transformational staircase enables new ways of working and efficiencies to be made. There are, however, areas where support to operations may suffer in the short term if mitigation is not taken. One such area is provisioning. There will be a requirement to continue to provision for legacy equipments during and well beyond the formation of D Space and the move to the Space Hub .
2. Context. Mindful of the specific issues that collocation and merger bring to the staff and the importance of the work conducted, PDSp has initiated an external study focussing on these matters to ensure that an appropriate and robust risk mitigation strategy is established to safeguard support to operations.
3. Aim. The aim of the study is to ensure that support to operations is maintained during the period of transition and beyond.
4. Timings. The aim is for the study to take approximately 2 months.
5. Scope. The Study is to examine all aspects of maintaining the provisioning function during transition and for the duration of legacy equipment run on, but, specifically, should:
a. Identify stakeholders and their requirements.
b. Identify the optimum organisational and support solution during and post relocation.
c. Examine the organisation, skills and processes involved.
The scope of the activity for the study is to include:
a. Diagnostic Phase. Identifying the strategic intent through examining:
i. Customer environment and deliverables.
ii. Organisational structure.
iii. Locations.
iv. Systems.
v. Reporting requirements – internal and external.
vi. Supply chain.
vii. Emerging Support Strategies.
viii. Competencies and training.
The output of this phase will be gap analysis between existing and future requirements and options and recommendations for bridging the gap.
b.Analysis Phase. This phase will:
i. Identify and record risks to delivering current outputs during and post relocation.
ii. Identify any criticality through probability and impact assessments.
iii. Derive risk mitigation options.
iv. Deliver relocation risk management strategy, plans, register and early reports.
v. Provide a report detailing the recommended risk mitigation strategy.
6. Contributors. The following will consulted during the study.
a. Cluster Leaders.
b. Affected Integrated Project Team leaders.
c. TUs.
d. Supply Chain.
e. Facilities Management.
f. OC Carbonec.
Other key interested parties identified during the stakeholder analysis will also be consulted.
7.Sponsor. The sponsor for the study, to whom the final report will be presented, is PDSp.
8. Points of Contact. The following will provide any support required for the study:
See Annex D for contact list.
-oOo-
How the faithful city has become a harlot, she that was full of justice!
Righteousness lodged in her, but now murderers.
Your silver has become dross, your wine mixed with water.
Your princes are rebels and companions of thieves.
Everyone loves a bribe and runs after gifts.
They do not defend the fatherless, and the widow's cause does not come to them.
Isaih 1
CHAPTER 68 DARK CITY
Moran tried the taps on the dusty bath one more time. They hadn't worked since he'd been in the hotel. So every evening a couple of men brought up buckets of fairly clean water for him to wash. He picked up the paraffin lamp, went into the corridor.
The power cut had lasted for three days, so the hotel management had given all the guests a paraffin lamp and a box of matches. Moran carried his case past the useless lifts and down the main staircase.
Insects crunched under foot as he walked across the terrazzo floor to drop his case at the reception desk. “Hallo? How now. Hallo?” Insects droned round the flickering lamp.
“How now sah.” A smiling young man in a suit that seemed far too big was walking over from the hotel shop. “Yes sah. We have goti new Time Magazine there to this shop.”
“Ah yes. I’d like to settle my bill please.”
“Oho. Yesi. Also there are some book andi newspepa.”
“Just the bill please.”
“Oho.” The clerk was wondering how he could make money from this. What could he overcharge without the hotel manager wanting his cut, or even all of it. “Let me see now Sah. There was the eighty days.”
“Seven days. There’s where I signed in the book.”
A moth, big as some birds, began flapping round the lamp.
“Oho, the book.” He’d forgotten the register. “Is it correct date there?”
“Yes it is.”
“Oho. But then there is the meals you are take as extra.”
“Yes?”
“Oh yes.” The clerk smiled, he was onto something here. There could be long and fruitful negotiations for dash
But Moran was in a hurry “Look just tell me the amount and I’ll pay.”
“Sah?”
“Yes.”
“Oho.” The clerk looked at Moran, the expensive luggage and the suit that actually fitted. He had no idea what the bill should be, but he was quite good at working out what people would pay without asking for the manager. “Ten thousand.”
“OK I’ll need a receipt.”
“Lesipi?”
“A kalata, note for my boss.”
“Oho yes. That one yes. It’s here to this book. I can just write it here for twelve thousand?”
“You said ten.”
“But kalata is extra.”
“OK.”
“There we are sah. You can pay by credit card or by travelah check or.”
“Cash. There we are twelve thousand.” Moran counted out the notes and placed them on the counter. A giant cockroach crawled over them.
“Oho.” It was in the useless local currency. The clerk had been hoping for euros or dollars or yen or something, or anything.
“And her is fifty dollars US. Dash for you.”
“Ah yes sah. Ah yes sah. Thank you Sah. Thank you. Can I get you taxi Sir? I have very honest driver. He cannot kidnap you.”
“No thanks. I have a friend taking me to the airport.”
“Oh thank you Sah Thank you.” The clerk waited till Moran had walked out before he tucked the money into his shoe.
Van Sedar was waiting with a beat up old pick up. “All OK eh?”
“Yeah.” Moran brushed some sort of insects off the seat and sat beside him.
“AK is under the seat, your pistol and the nailer are on the front shelf. And your radio.”
“Good. I think once round the block, eh?”
Van Sedar drove the box body slowly through the pot holes, turned his lights off and coasted to a stop. “Over to you then. Good luck man, eh?”
“Thanks.” Moran got out and tucked the electric nail gun into his waist band next to the pistol. He took the short aluminium ladder from the back. The rags were securely tied round the ends. Then he walked over the bare earth “lawn” to the back of the hotel. There was always a danger that beggars had settled down here somewhere for the night. But he'd have to chance it.
He could hear a radio playing Rumba. There were cigarette ends glowing in the dark behind the kitchens. Probably sun dried madzerazera rolled in newsprint. So he was careful approaching the fire escape.
He leant the ladder against the lowest verandah, climbed up, then pulled the ladder after him. Quietly he carried it up the concrete stairs, across each verandah and then further up.
“I’m at the fourth floor.” He radioed.
“All quiet,” said van Sedar
Moran laid the ladder over the balustrade and pushed it out to the next balcony, one that opened out from a hotel room. The rags tied round the ends would stop any scraping or clanging noises. Now he had a “bridge” to the first balcony. He crawled over, waited to see if he had been heard and stepped onto the balcony. The French doors were closed. There were no lights. All was dark in the city. Just isolated fires where night watchmen curled up on office steps or shop entrances. Distant dogs barked.
Ah E E Africa
He E Africa
O Is Lipanda
From the radio behind the hotel, came the gentle mixture of violins and drums. Franklin Boukaka's haunting Le Bucheron. Proof that out there in the hot perfumed African dark, there was a radio DJ, flicking flies off his beer, who still hoped for a better future.
Kokata koni pasi
Soki na kati koteka pasi
Na pasi oyo ya boye
Ngai na bana mawa
Nakoka te
Moran pulled the ladder across and did the same to the next balcony.
Van Sedar could watch from below as Moran made his way from balcony to balcony across the face of the hotel, four floors up.
Ah E E Africa
He E Africa
Liberte
Le Bucheron faded to a sad saxophone.
Then a lamp was lit.
Moran silently cursed and heard van Sedar say “D'you see that man?”
“Yes.”
“It’s MuRillo’s room.”
“Yeah. And I can see people walking along the road. They’ve got a lamp. You’d better drive round the block again till they’ve left.”
“OK”
Moran was now alone on a ladder between two balconies on a hotel four floors up being bitten by mosquitoes and buzzed by beetles and moths. At least there were no ants this far up.
He inched forwards onto the balcony, the next one was MuRillo’s. Its French widow was open and it sounded like he had a woman in there. Maybe two women.
“He’s got some mahuli with him.”
“Old skommie. Bound to be spading some stukkie, eh?.”
“I’ll wait till it’s quiet. Those people have walked past so you can park back here again.”
“I’ll tell Jonny.”
“Right.” Moran waited.
In the room the woman said something like “Wapita Bwana.” And MuRillo may have said “Chabwino.” And the woman said more including “Zigomo Bwana.”
Moran thought he could hear the door to the corridor open and close, and then silence.
He waited some more. He could hear snoring. Big snores from an overweight man.
“I’m going in.”
Van Sedar watched Moran lay the ladder across to the last balcony, crawl over and enter the room.
Moran could shoot him easily now. Lying there in the light of an insect flickered hurricane lamp. He quietly walked across the shadowy room and bolted the door. The electric nail gun would drive the wire panel pin into his heart, leaving just a small round mark, like an insect bight. His heart would stop, and hopefully the local authorities wouldn’t bother with a proper autopsy. Wouldn’t be able to perform an autopsy even if they knew what it was.
But he couldn’t do it.
MuRillo was a heartless murdering thug. He had sent the Nzimba to kill Maria. He deserved to die. The world would be better without him.
And yet. He was once the hope of the future. The man to bring freedom and democracy to Africa. The shining example. A government building hospitals, schools and roads instead of palaces. Giving foreign companies a safe place to build their factories instead of concentration camps. Giving hope to loggers like Le Bucheron trying to feed their children.
Gently Moran lifted the mosquito net and put his hand over the man's mouth.
“Unghrrrgh.”
“Wake up President MuRillo.”
“Ugh?”
“Wake up. Its me, Colonel Moran.”
“Mmmm”
Moran moved his hand “Yes it’s me.”
“Uh, I thought you would come.”
“You took quite some finding. You were supposed to have died when your hotel was bombed.”
“Was that you? Did you bomb me?”
“No. I think it might have been the Americans. It is their way to bomb the crap out of people they don't trust. They were very upset when their oil rigs were damaged.”
“But that was not me. It was that Afghans and Arabs.”
“But you led the Americans to believe it would be those launches I delivered to you. To your man. Did you know the British put tracking devices in those launches. They thought the rigs were safe so far out to sea.”
“That was not my fault. They just said to me, they want it those boats. They said it was to carry drugs. And it was. Those boats did not go near to that oil rigs. It was not my fault. So why for you are come?”
“To see you. To see what’s become of you. To see how low you’ve fallen. I heard you were alive in Brazil.”
“I am not fallen. I just put my family to Brazil, to be safe, But now I will reorganise. My people are still there. I have plenty support. Many peoples.”
“You’ve got nothing. You destroyed every chance you had. You’re just a greedy lying old pig.”
“For why you say that? For why? I am trying great things. I am to make Africa great. Even the British government are back me now. They want a special place to make space ships. I shall bring great prosperity, and freedom, to all this equator. We shall launch up space ships. I will make Africa great”
“Make yourself great you mean. Look at Africa now. Worse than it was seventy years ago. People like you still blaming colonialism. But you don’t compare yourselves to India or Malaysia do you? You certainly don’t compare yourself to the old colonies of Australia or America.”
“That is different. They have a long time.
“You’ve had the same as Malaya. At independence Malaya just had two industries, rubber and tin. But Zambia had all the worlds copper. Tanzania had the jute. Ghana had all the chocolate. South Africa had all the gold. Malawi had all the big chalambana ground nuts. Zimbabwe had everything. And what happened? Malaya is rich. Malaya has a space programme bigger than Britain’s. India is on the Moon.”
“It is not my fault. It is not fault to African leaders. It is the people. They are stupid. They do not do as they are told.”
“So how come the most highly educated minority in Britain are Black Africans? Are they stupid?”
“They should stay here to make Africa great.”
“They’d be in jail or dead if they did.”
“And what of you? Do you join the Kenya army? I know of Archers Post. Do you join to me? You also run. You do not stay. You join the British army, but you could be here. You could help me. Together we can make things better. No one stays. But me. I stay. I try hard.”
“Except you have your family in Brazil. Not here. You and all your kind are corrupt and greedy. Who is going to build factories here? Any profits will be stolen. Any trained workers will be imprisoned. Replaced by friends of politicians, and then they do no work and the factory closes. You destroy everything the common people try to do for themselves. Anything they make or grow is taken from them. Any wealth they create is stolen. No wonder they give up,” said Moran.
“That is it. They give up. But me I try to help them, and they give up.”
“You just want to be a big man. You just want everyone to worship you. Say how great you are. Say thank you for letting them live in your country. Make offerings to you when you are dead. Pray to you for better times. Is that right?”
“There are some people who still worship their ancestors. Backwards people who do not know,” said MuRillo. “They see ghosts everywhere. In the side of their eyes. They see things. But I am educated. Is it my fault some are stupid? They think it's me. I am a big man. I can talk to God. I talk with big men who are there to heaven. These stupid people they have to do what is told to them. They don't know for themselves. But how can it be me to blame? I can be blame because they are stupid?”
“People who are easily swayed. People you can frighten with stories of heaven and hell. People you promise you can help after they are dead. People who believe your lies.”
“How can they be lies? How can you know that? It is the first religion. All these missionaries they say it is not true. But I know it is the first. It is there to Egypt. It is there to China before time. It is first.”
“It is lies. You are lies.”
“Are you to shoot me?”
“You know I am,” said Moran
“For why? Is it someone has bought you? For money? Is it you who is greedy? Do you take life? Do you kill for money? So who is bad man now? You can not kill me. You are want to be a good man. That is why. You are here just to joke with me. Or you are here for money. But I can give you money. You work for me. You stop work for this other.”
“I’m not a good man. But I’m here on my own. I hunted you and I found you. No one is paying me,” said Moran
“For why then you do this thing?”
“For Maria Pinto.”
“For what? What is that?”
“Maria Pinto of Bernalillo in Sandoval County.”
“What is that?”
“She was a woman. Your men, your drug crazed boys, killed here.”
“What?”
“I was hoping to marry her,” said Moran
“Is, it.” MuRillo was losing his bluster.
“Yes.”
“She was there to the mission?”
“Yes.”
“She was your woman?”
“Yes.”
“That is why you went after my soldiers?”
“Yes.”
“That is why you wait till they all are sleeping. Then you shoot them all.” MuRillo was trying to find the moral high ground again.
“Yes.”
“And their women and small childrens and babies.”
“Yes.”
“And you say you are a good man?”
“Good bye,” said Moran.
“Ha. My men will hear the shot. They will come.”
“No. Its an electric rail gun. It’s silent.”
“Bu…. uuuuuu....iiiiihhhhhhrrrr.”
“See?” Moran almost smiled.
It actually worked. Silent instant death, just a twitch and a startled look. Just a small round red spot with a few flecks of blood, pumped out while the heart was still beating. Whoever invented this thing had done assassination a great service.
Van Sedar watched as Moran began retreating back the way he'd come. They'd thought of just walking out, but the chances of being seen were too high.
“There's an armoured car coming,” said Moran “Get out of there.”
“Agh sis.” Van Sedar started up and drove slowly away.
Moran waited. Just one more balcony to get back to the fire escape. Damn.
The armoured car rattled and banged up the road. And stopped.
Stopped by the hotel. What had gone wrong?
Soldiers got out, noisily swaggering into the hotel.
Moran waited. More lamps were lit. A diesel generator rattled into life. Music started. Dance music. Then a big truck arrived full of girls in school uniform. More soldiers herded the girls inside. Then a couple of long dark limo’s drew up.
A party.
Moran hurried to the fire escape. No need to worry about noise now with all the somanje manje coming from the disco. It could be Mister Rubber Bones and the Midima Sisters, or someone a bit more modern copying their old Jo'burg sound. Maybe the Dark City Sisters of Harare. Except they were pretty old as well now.
Then he was on the fire escape, carrying his ladder down.
“I’m at the foot of the fire escape.”
“Good.”
“Can you park outside the shop in the road at the side. The one with the big bicycle advert over the door.”
“Ya.”
Moran waited. There was activity behind the hotel now. A girl cried. A man shouted. Someone lit a fire.
“I’m here.”
“Coming.” Moran ran across the lawn, threw his ladder in the back and said “Drive.”
Van Sedar drove. No one could hear with all the music, but had anyone seen them? “We seem to be OK.” Moran began to relax, letting van Sedar worry about the route down to the beach. Through the trucks open windows Moran could smell wood smoke and cooking and dust and all the smells of an African home. All the smells that made him want to just lay down and forget about it all.
In the headlamps they could see buildings getting smaller, becoming mud huts. Finally all signs of habitation ended in a total darkness beyond the edge of the black tarmac road.
“No people here at all?” asked Moran.
“Its oil palm plantations here. Miles of em. Bio diesel, you know. Big bucks. The soldiers shoot anyone who tries to live here.”
But then “Get that AK man.” van Sedar could see a light ahead.
“Oh no. There's someone. A road block? Better slow down, we may get past.”
“OK.” Van Sedar drove slowly towards the bonfire at the road side. Flickering flames lit up the dark green leaves on rows of palm trees. Dead straight regiments of them running for miles back into the dark. A ghetto blaster played Sam Mangwana's Maria Tebbo. Women were dancing and roasting mealie cobs on sticks. It wasn’t a real police road block. It was just some whores touting for trade.
“Eh. Wazungu,” said a soldier sucking on a mango. “To where you go?”
“We go to Ngala beach.”
“You can giving to this men a lift.” The soldier spat out a mango stone. “They go to there.”
“Yes.” Smiled Moran “On the back.”
Half a dozen men in assorted uniforms climbed on, some sat on the ladder.
“OK?” asked Moran “Drive off. We have a military escort.”
“Jesus you have the luck. You have the luck,” said van Sedar.
At the next road block someone stood up in the back and shouted. More men, just young boys really, waved and shouted and a couple more got on before someone banged on the cab roof and van Sedar took that as a signal to start.
Electric lights appeared in the distance, strangely sophisticated and exciting in all the darkness.
“That's the oil mill,” said van Seddar. “Jonny is off the beach on the right.”
“Fine. I wonder where our passengers are headed.”
There was a door on the left. Just one door open in the dark. A single oil lamp perched on a table inside a hut. Then Moran saw a couple of bar girls walking along the road and someone banged on the roof.
Van Sedar stopped, there was more shouting from the back, one of the girls walked towards them and did a little curtsey with her hands together as if in prayer. She said something and pointed to the door.
After a few more shouts the soldiers all jumped off “Thank you very much,” said one slowly and deliberately.
Moran smiled and said “Drive off slowly before they wonder who the hell we are.”
The road got closer to the oil mill. A small lake of orangey scum was lit by tall security lights behind a barbed wire fence. Moran hadn't a clue what it was, but wild dogs loved wallowing in it.
Then there was a street of mud hut shops and bars, lines of small concrete houses with tin roofs. Then hedges, trees and bungalows, probably management houses, fronting the beach.
“We're behind the bungalows” said Moran into the radio
“I'm drifting about a kilometre off the oil mill,” said the radio “Tell me when you're on the beach and I'll start the engines.”
“We dump the bakkie here.” van Sedar pulled off down a footpath with branches and creepers thwacking into the open windows. They finally hit a rock or stump and he killed the lights and engine. The hot metal began cooling with odd clicks and hisses. Creatures of the night buzzed and cried and howled. Surf ran up a sandy beach. “Not far,” said van Sedar
Moran took the AK and radio, making sure the pistol and nail gun were in his belt. It wouldn't do for anyone to find them.
In the dark they stumbled down hill over roots or rocks or something, all the while nearing the waves.
“Shhhhh.” Moran stopped. “Chamba.”
Van Sedar concentrated and thought he could smell someone smoking daga. Either that or someone was burning blue gum leaves. “Shit. How many?” They were both whispering.
“Wait.” and Moran sank to the ground and disappeared. How the hell did he do that? He wasn't getting any younger but Moran had the ability to just crawl off silently and disappear. It was something to do with the way he parted the bundu as he went. Supporting himself on his elbows and feeling with his fingers for things that would crack or rustle and gently moving them aside before he crawled on. So far he hadn't come upon anything like a snake, unless of course he had and.....
“There's three of them.” Moran returned, invisibly as he'd gone. “To our left. They could be guarding the bungalows.”
“Ag. Sorry man. I should've sussed 'em.”
“That,s OK. Thing is they could be armed.”
“I'm getting old. Should we kill em?”
“If we need to. I reckon we get the boat in, then kill em if they try to stop us.”
“Ag.” van Sedar could think of nothing better.
“Jonny. There's company on the beach.”
“I hear you. I can see the oil mill and the surf. I've got the headlands on radar. Where do you want me?”
“I'll shine a light.” Moran gave a quick flash with a torch.
“Have you shone it?”
“Yes. I'll try again.” Moran stood up and flashed for longer “You see that?”
“Yeah. I've got your position on the navs.”
“I think if van and me wade straight out till we see you and then swim for it.”
“OK. There's no sharks or cudas on the scope. Yet.”
“Good. Lets get to it. Out,” said Moran.
“I hate bloody sharks man. A mate of mine got well grazed at Durbs once. Well and truly chia'd.”
“We'll be OK. You can blast the crap out of em with the AK.”
“I should have brought a rubber dingy or....The truck wheels.” thought van Sedar
“OK. Just the spare. Hurry.”
Van Sedar rather noisily disappeared back up the path. The spare was sitting loos, so he wasn't long. But he was noisy. “Lets hope those guys are too zonked to pay attention eh?”
The two men walked to the edge of the sand. The Oil mill and the bungalows were on the left. Waves were occasional ghostly forms in front. Eternal darkness was on the right.
They stripped down to shorts and underwear. Ran quickly across and into the water. Waded out into the surf, holding the guns on the spare wheel between them. Guiding the spare wheel as it leapt and twisted in the waves. Getting deeper. Their feet leaving the bottom. Swimming. Salt water splashing into their noses and down their throats. Swimming and gasping and pushing the spare.
“Wait.” van Sedar gulped and spat water “Wait. Just a mo. Long time since I went surfing.”
Moran waited, thankful for an excuse to rest. It was quieter out here beyond the surf.
“I heard something. Like wood on wood.”
“The boat?” asked van Sedar.
“That way. Come on.” Moran started swimming again, glad he had the spare to support him.
Then there was an engine, just a burst and it stopped. They swam towards the sound. And there it was. Coming towards them.
“I spotted you on the radar.” called Jonny Hones “What is that? A spare wheel? It really stands out man. Come on here's the ladder.”
Moran waited while van climbed onto the yachts deck, then he went up and collapsed on the deck.
High above the stars were all shining. Beautiful. The eyes of heaven, watching all he'd done. He had killed the man who killed Maria Pinto. He had done the right thing. The world was slightly better off now. Moran was on the side of truth justice and the angels. Wasn't he? The roots of heaven are in men's souls. Where had he read that? Was there a God?
“Hey you need a drink man. Take this. Cane Spirit. Better than rum. Time for the engines and we shift out of here.”
-oOo-
Then was welthe and welfare in mery England,
Solaces, game, and glee,
And every man loved other well,
And the King loved good yeomanrye.
But God that made the grasse to growe,
And leaves on greenwoode tree,
Now save and keepe our noble king,
And maintaine good yeomanry!
Durham Field
CHAPTER 69 NORTHWOOD
“Ah, now yours was the, ah lager, and you had the whisky, and you were the gin and tonic. That was yours and that was mine. Right?
Good. Now, I well going to tell you about Denis wasn’t I? Yes Denis, you know. Denis Falder.
Well you know if I have a late meeting at PJHQ59 I like to stay the night there? Its about as far into London as I want to go these days. Any further than Northwood and you can’t park a car or anything. All these one way streets and tidal flows and tickets and zones and stuff. Far too complex. And going to Whitehall by train is very tiresome. So nowadays if anyone from Main Building wants my words of wisdom they can come to me.
The other thing is, I am not that well known at Northwood. Just another RO60 consultant, so I get a bit of privacy. I have an early meal and a rum by the upstairs fireplace and I get an early night.
Well I was there, actually reading some magazine, when I looked up and there was Denis outside on the balcony. You know he's taken to wearing a Barbour jacket like he's about to go off shooting or fishing or something. Never has been of course. Dresses up like a damned actor. I think he had been at the plus ten HLB61 forecast. Hardly the place for a Barbour jacket. Probably decided to stay over like I had. It just did not occur to me that he had stayed over specifically to see me.
Now I have never really approved of civilians being allowed into an officers mess, especially civilians like Denis. He just does not quite fit in. I think he would be better off with the Wosr’s62 . He makes no attempt to actually belong, if you know what I mean. He tried to look the part but just never manages it.
You know he was supposed to have been a lavatory cleaner? At Carbonec or somewhere. I forget who told me that. Anyway.....Years ago, whenever he was at Northwood, he would go down to Ronnie’s Bar and chat up the civie clerks. I suppose he’s a bit past that now.
But I suppose you heard that story about him chatting up a girl? Then discovering she was still at school and her Dad was a Petty Officer living in the married quarters? Except on that occasion he had to deal with the girls mother. She gave him a right talking to, and serves him right. Serves him right.
Once he was actually found trying to smuggle some clerk into his room in the mess. So I heard.
Anyway, he was there on the balcony in his green jacket and he was waiting for me to spot him. Of course he gave me a nod, I nodded back, and he came and sat beside me.
Well, we made the usual small talk and I started reading my magazine again.
But it was obvious he wanted to say something more. So he finally cleared his throat and said “Admiral, how do the Navy feel about space ships.”
Well I supposed he was talking about Polaris or Trident or something, and I said something about submarines. Then he looked at me a bit strangely and said no. Flying Cow.
Well of course I've heard of the thing. This project for launching satellites off an electric train. I'd never thought much about it, truth be told. Nothing to do with me, probably going to be cancelled after they think they've wasted enough on it.
So I said what has that to do with The Navy?
Then he started on this amazing business of the space ship. It seems that if this launch vehicle is ever built, then after they have put the satellite in orbit, the rockets are designed to be joined together in orbit to build something like a space station. But once there were enough of them up there and they had built space stations round Earth and the Moon, then they would start building a giant space ship.
Well I thought this was all pie in the sky nonsense. I mean literally. But I realised he was serious when he said they actually had a name for it. They have actually had the Warship Naming Committee sit and consider this thing. Of course they have called it HMS Discovery.
I said something about it being HMS Enterprise and beam me up Scottie and he said no. there was already an HMS Enterprise, the survey ship and he was surprised I didn’t know that.
Well, that put me in my place. Damned civie like Denis lecturing me on Navy ships. Of course I am just an RO these days and technically he is my superior. So I thought I had better listen to him.
They want to build this thing and go on voyages of discovery to all the planets. Apparently it will be huge, like a battleship or an ocean liner. And it will be powered by slowly exploding atom bombs behind it to blast the thing along.
I said but surely it will be blasted to pieces. He said no. The idea was worked out by a bunch of Americans back in the 1950’s, or whenever, but President Kennedy cancelled it because he thought it might upset the Russians. And they have actually had Harwell looking at it and they think it will work. Instead of Atom bombs they just sort of cook stuff with lasers and it has the same effect. And it seems they have got some sort of funding for this idea and they are spending it.
Well I just did not know what to make of this. It sounded like absolute nonsense, and yet Denis seemed to take it all quite seriously. He was acting as though we would really build the thing. Well I told him it all sounded quite incredible, and I was sure that if it was ever built it would belong to the RAF, not the Navy.
Well Denis said no. The RAF did not have the command structure. The RAF consists mostly of office workers and ground crew who never go anywhere. There are a few pilots of course, but it’s only the Navy who can provide a full ocean going crew. Therefore it’s only the Navy who can provide a space going crew.
Well to me it sounded like utter madness. I said that this space ship would be nothing like a real ship. Nothing like it. You could transfer a crew from one destroyer to another without too much bother, but you couldn’t ask them to crew a submarine or an aircraft carrier, without a lot of training, and certainly not some kind of space ship.
Of course he said there would be years of development and lots of training and test cruises and so on. The same as any new kind of ship.
So I said that I supposed the Navy would go along with it. There’s plenty would volunteer to go on such a ship. Plenty of them.
Yes please. I’ll have a rum and coke.
Well. I had a few more rums that night with Denis, and thought a bit more. The thing is there isn’t much of a Navy left these days. The closest I got to real action was when I commanded the Renown. And though it was exciting at the time, I was just nursemaiding the charity workers while they tried to look after the refugees. We just had to sit there and guard them. Absolute carnage breaking out ashore and we were ordered to leave. What kind of Navy is that?
It’s the same with the RAF. They just cart soldiers around and provide air intelligence. Can't drop a bomb in case they hit a civvie.
And the soldiers. They’re in continual action all round the world, but its peace keeping, not soldiering. Not actual fighting. They are just glorified police men. Riot control, stop and search, area pacification, convoy protection, force protection, mine clearing, house to house searches, standing round on street corners waiting for some goon to blow you up. Peace keeping with the odd raid to arrest some bad guy. It’s tough work, but they are armed police men trying to clean up the rough areas of the world. Not soldiers. Not much glory and precious little thanks. No possibility of winning a battle, just more bad guys to sort out in the next neighbourhood.
There’s only one Scottish regiment left. Precious few English ones. It’s all gone. All that carefully nurtured tradition and courage, gone. One thousand years without ever being defeated. Well never invaded anyway. I mean, the household cavalry have uniforms funded by English Heritage, and they take orders from Scotland Yard. They’re supposed to be part of the Army, we maintain the fiction. But they're just a glorified pony club in fancy dress. Same with the Guards. All amalgamated and standing sentry wherever the police put them. Security guards in fancy dress. Disneyland soldiers.
Ah. Is that my drink? Thanks. Cheers. Well, I just wonder what Churchill or the Duke of Wellington would make of it all. Actually I suppose Churchill would wonder what an admiral was doing drinking rum and coca cola. like some Andrews Sister. Anyway, the thing is, I could see the day when the Navy was just some glorified theme park. A couple of ships moored by the Victory and people paying to come and gawp at em. Maybe a few real ships guarding against smugglers. But they’d probably be run by Customs and Excise.
Well Denis’s idea started to appeal to me. It meant the Navy could continue. Have a future. Sailing to the planets. It meant the Navy would have a purpose. A reason to continue. A reason to exist. Maybe a reason for Britain to exist.
So what do you think? HMS Discovery sailing to Saturn. Is it all crazy?”
-oOo-
O happy love! where love like this is found:
O heart-felt raptures! bliss beyond compare!
I've paced much this weary, mortal round,
And sage experience bids me this declare, -
"If Heaven a draught of heavenly pleasure spare-
One cordial in this melancholy vale,
'Tis when a youthful, loving, modest pair
In other'sarms, breathe out the tender tale,
Beneath the milk-white thorn that scents the evening gale."
Robert Burns.
CHAPTER 70 FEARN ABBEY
“Now children, say “Thank you Mister Holder,” come along.”
They fidgeted, vaguely looked at Alex and said “Thank you murrrohler.”
“That’s all right” said Alex. “I'm glad you came and I hope you all had a nice time at the Fearn Space Control Visitor Centre.”
“I’m sure they all did,” smiled the teacher. “Right come along now. Everyone outside and into the bus. Come along. Never mind the old lady.”
Alex smiled again, then frowned. The old lady was of course Amelia St Simon. And she wasn't really old. But she was thin, and her hair was a mess. She was almost as filthy as the dogs that always attended her, unbrushed, unwashed and vaguely tethered with bits of string. They would snarl at strangers and bark, or yap and cower. Just like their mistress, though she hadn’t yet taken to biting folk on the ankle. Her chanting was decayed into vaguely anti social mumbles. She had never given up her campaign to halt the space programme.
Alex tried not to remember how she once looked. How she'd made love. How he'd loved her. How she had gone to Hollywood. How fame eluded her. How she was desperate to get on screen. Any screen doing anything. Or maybe she had been tricked into doing those things.
Of course when the down loads became common knowledge, whether she consented or not, her reputation was finished. She could still be a “media” person, a blue movie goddess, but she could not be a political leader. The anti launcher movement seemed to collapse with her.
Thank God for Irene. She was all that kept him sane these days.
Alex walked along the corridor connecting the pre-fabs to his own office. Of course it was all open plan, no privacy, but at least he could hear what everyone was up to.
His computer was flashing an incoming call from Doctor Horsom, one of the archaeologists working up the line. Alex OK’d it and waited for the reply to be noticed. “Hi, Alex here, you called me?”
“Oh yes. Look this is incredible. Can you see these graves here?”
“Um…..”
“Where the soil is a bit darker.” The Archaeologist held his camera lower “You see? It looks like an eighth or ninth century helmet. Do you remember I told you about Macbeth when he was Thane of Cromarty and his battle with Earl Thorfinn Skull Splitter? The Earl of the Orkney's?”
“Yes I think so.” Alex hadn't a clue.
“Well I wonder if this is the mass grave made after the battle.”
“Mass grave?”
“Well only a couple at the moment. But we must also consider Thorfin's father, Earl Sigurd the Mighty and Thorstein the Red. And of course King Duncan and Malcolm Canmore.”
“Yes, well…..”
“The thing is I must have longer to properly excavate this area.
“OK. I can hold the levelling for…..” Alex clicked onto the main calendar. “Four weeks. But that is all. I’ve got Number Ten worrying daily about the schedule.”
“Number Ten? I thought the PM hadn’t made up his mind yet.”
“Not officially, so I suppose the whole thing could still be cancelled. But as of now the Cabinet Office are managing the programme themselves. They don’t trust the MOD to keep it on schedule or on cost. So far they are keeping all the Generals and Admirals in line and it’s working. But as site manager I have very little leeway. The Archaeology must go to a timetable like everything else.”
“But we can’t know in advance what we’ll find?” said Doctor Horsom.
“Sorry. You’ll just have to talk to professor Morphy when she gets back, and get some more people to help you. OK? And in case you wonder, Professor Morphy reports direct to the Cabinet Office, just the same as me. OK?”
“Alice Morphy reports to The PM? Yes, well thank you.”
“Mister Holder?” it was the front reception. “The Reverend Roundhay would like to see you at Saint Michaels after lunch.” Saint Michaels Church in the old Fearn Abbey was fast becoming the projects spiritual HQ, with the vicar quite happy to welcome Hindu’s, Jews, Buddhists and even the odd Moslem. Politicians liked to make sound bites to camera in the church yard with the launch rails behind them.
“Did he say why?”
“I’m here now Alex,” said the reverend Roundhay “I’ve had the Bishop on. He really likes the way the history of the Church is portrayed in the visitor centre. But he says there are a few inaccuracies about Old Fearn Abbey being founded by Ninian at Ardgay. And he is very keen that you have something in the Visitor centre about Saint Michael the Archangel fighting the dragon and that perhaps being a comet or a meteor storm or something, and how this present project could guard Earth from something like it in the future.”
“That’s all a but far fetched isn’t it?”
“He is a very progressive Bishop. One of the new wave you know.”
“Right, OK, I’ll see you in St Michaels at about um….”
“Any time. I shall be there all afternoon. The thing is, he wonders if the project would like to fund a stained glass window or perhaps an alter cloth or something depicting the ship among the stars. Some sort of symbol that shows the church moving into the future. That sort of thing. I’ve got some ideas, but he thought maybe we could hold a competition.”
“OK. I’ll be over later. See you then.”
“You see this is quite important. Some of us are already wondering how we should react to communities living in space.”
“Well, maybe one step at a time.”
“Of course. See you later.”
Alex sighed. The last thing he ever thought he would be doing was discussing churches in space. It had all been so simple. Once. Long ago. That first night with Irene in Bath. Writing the paper and…..
Someone was standing by his desk, “Mister Holder. William Kirwan says there may be a problem with the next cement train being stuck in a siding at…...”
Then there was someone else, “Mister Holder, I’m worried about the levelling accuracy at post 37. I think there could have been some subsidence so…”
“Mister Holder, the crack tests on the concrete beams at……”
“Mister Holder, I’m slightly concerned about the prices of…..”
“Mister Holder, the forecasts of out turn in the next financial year are….”
Alex stood up. “Right I’m away to my lunch. See you all later.”
He drove his electric buggy up over windmill covered hills to the converted croft where Irene was writing her book.
“Hallo there. What is it Love? Is something wrong?”
“No.” And she held him tight and kissed him like she used to when they were first lovers. “Not really, better sit down. I’ve got the kettle on, Look, I went for a walk this morning, Well you know the old dear in the Caravan?”
“Mrs Scott?”
“Yes. Well you know she is supposed to have “the sight”, and be able to see the future?”
“Yeah.”
“Well she congratulated me on expecting a son.”
“She what?”
“She said I was expecting a boy.”
“Are you?”
“Yes. I went in to the chemist in Tain and got a test. It’s positive.”
“Wow. Oh my God.” And suddenly the job was not the most important thing in the world.
-oOo-
The first thing we do, lets kill all the lawyers
William Shakespeare
CHAPTER 71 PHONE HYGIENE
Alex.
See the attached. I have the lawyers on the case. They should tell us our liabilities in a few weeks and what we need to redesign at the launch site. Facilities for a visiting phone hygiene contractor at the very least.
But be aware this must impinge on space suit design and stuff like desk mikes in the control room. Also accommodation for cleaners and procuring easy clean phones.
I hear the MOD is starting an Electronic Hygiene Directorate at Chilwell in Nottingham to select cleaning contractors nationwide and manage the contracts. So that’s one more Colonel sitting in at our meetings.
They may come up with a standard acceptable design for phones, mikes and headsets eventually.
The space ships may come under the same legislation exemption as Navy ships otherwise we have to have phone cleaners in orbit.
Joe Hebron
1. This policy memorandum is published under the authority of DG Fixed Resources who is also the 4 star Discipline Lead for Safety, Health, Environment and Fire (SHEF) matters within the Space Organisation, and is authorised to act on behalf of CSO.
Background
2. Section 7 of reference E explains the general duty of the employer to ensure so far as is reasonably practicable, the health, safety and welfare of their employees at work. The Health Bill currently making its way through Parliament interprets this duty as encompassing the need to protect workers from the effects of non hygienic telephones. When passed, this bill will make it illegal to have unhygienic telephones in the workplace in England and Wales. It is expected that the Scottish Parliament will enact similar legislation in the near future.
The decision has been made at Government level that all Government Departments will have hygienic telephones, including those in Scotland pending the introduction of expected legislation in Scotland. The Secretary of State for Defence has agreed to this in principle thus making it MOD policy for all areas including Wales, Northern Ireland and overseas locations.
The MOD is aware of problems connected to personal radios and those fitted inside infantry, combat, tank crew and flying helmets. It is expected the Act will recognise this and that the above phones and microphones will be considered as personal mobile phones. They will therefore not be subject to the act unless they are a shared facility. Aircrew and tank crews will need additional training to comply with these regulations.
3. Consultations with Trade Union are currently in progress to consider the implications of the Bill and it’s early enactment on the MOD estate.
4. This memorandum will be followed by a policy instruction later this year, which will provide further details on the application of the Act to the Ministry of Defence.
Aim:
5. The aim of this memorandum is to summarise the current position and provide interim guidance to assist with the implementation of the act across the organisation. A policy instruction will be issued by the Centre.
Legislation
6. The Health Act will completely ban unhygienic telephones in the vast majority of public workplaces.
7. The Act will create two offences that may impact on the SO and people working within the SO Estate.
Offence of having an unhygienic telephone in the workplace
Offence of failing to prevent employees operating proper hygiene standards in the workplace.
A third offence is connected with the failure to display “Keep Phones Clean” signs where appropriate
Current policy:
8. Current MOD policy can be found in JTPD 2591, volume 7 leaflet 34 (reference F), this will be subject to review to reflect the requirements of the Health Act when it is passed. Some revision has already occurred to reflect the impending impact of the legislation on the Royal Navy (reference G).
9. The Health Act will call for cleaning of phones and ancillary devices in the workplace. For an explanation of the calculation of cleanliness see Reference D. Local policies must be reviewed to reflect the changes in legislation.
10. In order to comply with the requirements of paragraph 3 all offices that are not compliant with will be closed .
Signed on original
Aurora – The Global Defence and Security Experts.
The information contained in this E-Mail and any subsequent correspondence is private and is intended solely for the intended recipients(s). The information in this communication may be confidential and/or legally privileged. Nothing in this E-Mail is intended to conclude a contract on behalf of Aurora or make Aurora subject to any other legally binding commitments, unless the E-Mail contains an express statement to the contrary or incorporates a formal Purchase Order. For those other than the recipient any disclosure, copying distribution, or any action taken or omitted to be taken in reliance on such information is prohibited and may be unlawful. E-Mails and other electronic communications with Aurora may be monitored and recorded for business purposes including security, audit and archival purposes. Any response to this E-Mail indicates consent. This may be monitored or recorded for quality control, security and other business purposes.
-oOo-
Where is the horse gone? Where the rider?
Where the giver of treasure?
Where are the seats at the feast?
Where are the revels in the hall?
Alas for the bright cup!
Alas for the mailed warrior!
Alas for the splendour of the prince!
How that time has passed away,
The Wanderer, translated by Sean Miller from The Book Of Exeter
CHAPTER 72 SALISBURY CATHEDRAL
Saturday was market day in Salisbury. Mothers watched their children in the “Alcatraz” play ground on its island between the rivers. Fathers watched their pennies and sighed at the weight of shopping. Boys watched girls. Girls pretended not to watch boys. Old people remembered the time when people watched them. Stall holders smiled at customers and watched nothing was nicked.
Sebastian Moran was one of the crowd. Walking on the red brick path besides the River Avon, watching ducks and swans and pretty girls.
He crossed the rivers and went down the arcade besides the public library, into the main market square. His watch said there was time to spare, time to wander through the stalls of jewellery and clothes, fruit and veg, stationary and books, meat and cheese, telephones and watches, tools and spares.
Men shouted out their prices, women called on him to look at bargains, shoppers mumbled apologies as they squeezed past, gypsies tried to sell lucky heather.
God this was so wonderful. Britain, Europe. All this wealth. All this trust, all this honesty. There were no police to be seen, no robbers, no government enforcers, no swaggering leaders of the youth group or bandits demanding protection money. Amazing. The British just did not realise how lucky they were. This was a free people in a free nation. They had built paradise, right here, so unlike Africa. So unlike…..
Was he right to kill MuRillo?
MuRillo, with his smile, his speeches, his ability to make you believe that this time it would all turn out right. This time there would be no secret police or concentration camps. This time he wouldn’t waste the nation’s wealth on palaces or armies. This time he would just let the Chinese build their factories and employ his people and bring peace and prosperity to the land.
Except with people like MuRillo it was never quite the right time. It was always soon. Just as soon as the rebels were sorted out. Just as soon as his followers had been allowed to steal as much as they wanted. Just as soon as the people worshipped him as a God. Then he would distribute largess to those who believed in him. But he would never let them be free. Never let them forget that they owed everything to his generosity. Never let them own anything complete and outright. Not their land or their money or their houses or their children or even their lives. You could only keep that sort of thing as long as it pleased MuRillo to let you.
Moran wandered through to Butcher Row, past pavement café’s and restored medieval shop fronts, to the Poultry Cross where more stalls sold carpets and flowers and toys. The traffic, what there was, crawled past at a civilised twenty miles an hour, enough time for people to cross roads and step aside for electric trucks and horse drawn tourist buses.
Why couldn’t Africa be like this? They used to blame years of colonial exploitation, till they realised Africa was actually going backwards. So why was that? Were the people just too decent and gentle to stand up to the likes of MuRillo?
Had he done right to kill him?
It was common justice for the murder of Maria Pinto, and all the others who’s blood was on his hands. If MuRillo had maintained decent government, with an honest police force and courts and laws, and allowed factories and farms to give jobs without stealing from them and forcing them to close, then the Nzimba would never have got started. They’d have been dealt with by the child welfare people and juvenile courts and…..
What was the use? He had done it. He had done it. He had altered history. Now he had to live with it. Had to dream with it. Wake with it. Had to check whatever was half seen in the corner of his eye, really wasn't there. He was an educated scientific man. He knew ghosts weren't real. Not real at all.
He turned left into the high street.
There was the cathedral spire. He almost stopped walking. It was so big, so high, so old, so elegant. Proof this was an ancient land where people could build for eternity. Proof that no one in all the centuries had pulled it down to sell off the stone. Proof that for eight centuries, for more, for over a thousand years, there had been the rule of law. Buildings and institutions had been safe from despoilment.
What could you say about the British? A people who'd only ever been defeated by themselves, unless they'd just given up.
Sebastian strolled along the High Street, past more shops, supermarkets and malls, all crowded, past a blues band playing in the centre of the pedestrianised road, past more cafés, past a Christian book shop, the SPCK, and through a medieval stone arch into the Cathedral Close.
There were no more bustling consumers or shops, just peace and calm. Houses, colleges, museums and rooms for retired clergy, all evolved slowly and sedately through centuries of architectural styles, all at peace round the green lawns of the Cathedral.
Sebastian crossed the grass to the side of the carved and decorated West Front, then into the cloisters. This was even more sedate and peaceful than the close outside. A place for contemplation and the realisation that God had not died on the Somme, but was still here, still an Englishman. Still smiling on his chosen people, as he did not smile on Africa.
Sebastian nodded to the elderly lady, gave a donation, bought a guide book and walked into the main body of the enormous building.
It was a bit like the Tardis, bigger inside than out.
The columns were off white stone, carved to be light and airy, flutes aiming upwards, into the vaulted ceiling, like some magic forest where branches were one with the clouds. What ancient mind had dreamed of this? A Bishop, or God himself? What years of dedication had carved it and assembled it and launched it towards the heavens?
It was too much to take in at once.
On the far side was a cube, about two meters per side. An iron frame supporting black gear wheels and a whirling butterfly winged shaft.
“Good morning Colonel.”
“Mrs de Merville, good morning.” Sebastian saw her shadow, Lance Corporal Emsworth studying the old regimental colours further along the isle.
“Fascinating isn’t it,” said Violet de Merville. “The oldest clock in the world. You see it’s held together with mortise and tenon joints and pins. As though it was made of wood instead of iron. They hadn’t invented screws or bolts in those days, but they went ahead and built it anyway. It has been ticking away since 1386. It was over a hundred years old when Columbus sailed to America.”
“It has no hands or numbers, so how do you tell the time?”
“It used to ring a bell.”
“I see. Is this why we are meeting here Mrs de Merville? No bugs?”
“Perhaps, but I don’t think they need to plant bugs these days do they. I just like it here. It puts me in a philosophical mood.”
“I see.”
“And call me Vi, all my friends do.” She smiled “Now over there is the tomb of William Longespee, the son of Henry the Second and the husband of Ella, The Countess of Salisbury. He actually supported King John when the Barons forced him to sign the Magna Carta. You can see the original Magna Carta in the Chapter House through there. Anyway, when he died, Ella had him buried here. Now Ella was quite a remarkable woman, she laid the foundation stone for this cathedral in 1220 and she was Sheriff of Wiltshire and Sheriff of Hampshire at the same time. You don’t think of women sheriffs when you see Robin Hood, do you?”
“No.”
“You see women have always been powerful in Britain. I think we are inclined to forget that sometimes. The Abbess of Wilton, a few miles away, owned castles that she rented to the nobility, and of course there are all the queens and saints.”
“I see. Are you telling me that you are carrying on your husbands work?”
“No.”
“No?”
“No. I have something more complex to tell. Would you like a cup of tea? They have a café through there.”
They walked together back through the cloisters into the café. Emsworth stayed in the Cathedral Shop and tried to look interested in reproduction 18th century etchings.
Mrs de Merville went to the self service counter while Sebastian sat at a table under the glass roof looking up at the spire. From here it looked like some ancient space rocket, about to blast up into heaven.
“I've brought you a sausage role. You men always go for meat don’t you, Now Sebastian. There is a rumour that you killed President MuRillo. No wait, I don’t want to know if you did or not. If you’re wise you will never mention it to anyone ever. As I said, they don’t need to plant bugs any more, and even if they did, they already know what I am about to tell you. As to the Murillo business, I believe you had reasons. Good reasons.”
“I had thought of marrying someone.”
“Yes, I had heard that. But you’d better not give away any possible motives, not even to me. The thing is the British Government was hoping to bring MuRillo back into power.”
“What?”
“Please keep your voice down. It seems Britain wanted to build a space launching site near the equator in Africa. Perhaps they still want to. The MOD want it kept fairly secret at the moment, but I believe the tree hugers are in favour. They hope it will provide an island of stability to encourage modern industry and so on. Some theorists believe the equator will be the richest part of the planet once we start trading with space.”
“Trading with who?”
“One day we will have colonies on the other planets and moons. We will mine on the asteroids. And we will launch all our ships from the equator. That will be the centre of our space industry. Where we build our ships. Where we take off and land with our metals and so on.”
“Well....”
“I know. You are a soldier. You only believe in reality, not dreams. Not a load of airy fairy theories. But if it does ever happen, then Britain wants a foot hold on the equator. I expect they regret giving independence to so many places. Should have hung on to a few, like France kept Guyana.”
“Did France always plan to launch from there?”
“Who knows. The French play a longer game than we do. If we don't get results in a few years we give up, but the French? Anyway. With MuRillo gone it is rather more difficult for us to buy a launch site. They thought he could find them somewhere safe.
“MuRillo would not have been safe.”
“Who knows? Perhaps in return for the British guarding him and keeping him in power, he would have helped to sweet talk the OAU. Perhaps they would have let us colonise a small part. I don’t know. Anyway, MuRillo’s death put an end to those plans, though I’m sure they have others.”
“So?”
“So I have been asked to tell you, to keep out of Africa. Or I should say it has been suggested, that I suggest to you, that maybe you should retire, and stay here in Britain.”
“I see. Do you know who…..?”
“No I don’t. I guess they feel you are part of the past and they want some brave new beginning. I suppose you are some sort of symbol to some sort of people, and they want you out of the way. You know how these things work. Did you have anything planned?”
“No, nothing at the moment.”
“And can you retire? Do you have enough?”
“Oh yes. More than enough.”
“Good. Men like you often find it difficult to settle down. And I know your spiritual home is Africa, even if you were born and bred here. So it won’t be easy.”
“Well….”
“But please do not turn to crime for excitement.”
“I would never…..”
“Yes you would. You’d be good at it. But even so. You will be watched, your affairs will be audited.”
“I see.”
“You still look very fit. You could always indulge in dangerous sports. Parachuting or something, but I suggest you try some sort of academic pursuit. Archaeology? You could be a volunteer on digs. I don’t suggest you write your memoirs, but perhaps you could do a line in military histories? Perhaps charity work. Fund raising for Africa. You could volunteer to be a guide in the Cathedral here. You could do lots. Perhaps become a magistrate or a councillor. I’m sure you could get your own way with council committees. I know It’s not what you were thinking of but….Actually what were you thinking of?”
“I don’t know any more. Like I said, I thought once of getting married, but since then, nothing really. Get a hut on the beach at Malindi or somewhere. Maybe Salima. Patrick Cairns asked me to join his boat hire place. Cruising in the Van Diemen Gulf. Johnny Hones and a few others are there.”
“I suppose Australia would be all right. But not for a year or two. It will have to be a flat at Brighton I’m afraid, or Bournemouth.”
“That’s a shame.”
“It would be a different life, not so adventurous, or dangerous. But there are other things. As I said, you look very fit. I imagine ladies would be chasing you.”
“Yes, I suppose they are.”
“So have fun. We all have lonely moments, unless our husbands are still with us. I know I do. Maybe one day we could get together?”
“Yes, maybe.”
“So….Think about what I’ve said.”
“Will they take away my passport?”
“I don’t suppose they can. You’ve never broken the law in Europe have you? They wouldn’t have a legal reason to. But you know how these things work. You have to stay here.”
“What about France or Italy.”
“Not wise. They would find it harder to keep an eye on you there. It might make them do something rash. And other police jurisdictions may look upon your past differently. They may respond to extradition requests from some very nasty places. You should stay here. You have money, so it’s not so bad. Think of all the millions of people round the world who would love to retire here. To be safe at night for ever. It’s not a thing to give up lightly.”
“I suppose not.”
“More tea?”
-oOo-
You cannot escape.
Everyday a part of you turns to shit.
Don Sabbath and Mandel Hall “End Product, The First Taboo” quoted in “How to Shit In The Woods” by Kathleen Meyer. Ten Speed Press Berkeley California 94707
CHAPTER 73
IF YOU WERE MORE CONSCIENTIOUS
YOU COULD CRY
“I'll just look at the e-mails,” said Maggie Gilchrist. “Ah, good. They're paying you the Australian royalties. That'll pay for Jennie's digs. That is good.”
John Gilchrist munched on a piece of toast, then just stopped.
“John? What's the matter?”
“Um....Well.....”
“Are you ill?”
“No, no. Nothing wrong. I just don't want to go to bloody work. And I've got this pins and needles in my arm again.”
“Oh love. Maybe you should see a doctor about that. Could be circulation.”
“Yeah, if it gets worse.” He finished his toast.
Driving the MG to work was the same as ever. Same trees, same grass. He didn't bother putting the roof down. Only have to put it up again. The Carbonec car park was a lot more empty than years ago. People leaving, and not being replaced because of the staff cuts. Or leaving because they didn't want to move to Abbey Wood.
Daft. Departments moving round the country, shedding people and expertise with each move.
John parked. The pins and needles were worse. Maybe something to do with holding the MG's wheel. It was a struggle to get out. He sighed. He was to old for an MG.
His legs were a bit funny as well. Not pins and needles, but sort of numb. Difficult to describe. Like walking through water. Like walking up hill. He sighed.
He actually stopped at the foot of the steps and wondered if he really was ill. But he was just old. Old and tired. He sighed.
As he clocked on at the flexi machine he could hear a siren. It got louder as he crossed the foyer to his section. He opened the door. This is where the noise was. Damn.
He walked in past empty desks and nodded to a few others.
“It's from the server room. They have been told,” said Ian Murdoch. “Don't know when they're going to fix it. I thought if it keeps up we could go home.”
John sighed and took his coat off. Howling Mad Murdoch was his boss. John thought of that because he used to watch The A Team years ago when he was young and, oh it didn't matter. It wasn't funny. “Right.” God but that siren was really, just one more thing to put up with. Not John’s problem.
“You can put, try to, try putting your computer on, but mine isn't working.” Howling Mad hadn't shaved or combed his hair for a few days. He was like that, except sometimes he'd wear a suit, or dress really old fashioned like he was a retired officer.
“They haven't emptied my bin,” said John as his computer warmed up. “There's a note here. What? This is crazy. It's the new cleaners. They say we have to put paper in the secure sack for recycling and cardboard has to go with the boxes by the photo copier.”
“Don't know why we need, we bother with cleaners. They never wipe my desk.” Murdoch sniffed “Don't know why we pay them. They don't take any, remove any jars from the kitchen, in case they smash, brake em and get cut. They don't take full bin bags full up in case they hurt, do their backs in. It's stupid.”
“Right.” John tried to ignore the siren and went through the computer log ons and security passwords.
“Is your computer working?” asked a man with a plastic toolbox.
“Um, hang on” John went through the final part of the log on “Yes it is.”
“That's strange. The switch servers are overheating. That's what the siren means. So none of these should work”
“Well can't you turn it off?” whined Ian Murdoch.
“Oh yeah, I could.”
“Then why don't you, aren't you doing it? It's really annoying,” he sniffed.
“I can't unlock the door to the server room. I don't have security clearance.”
“So who does?” Howling Mad Murdoch was getting twitchy.
“It'll have to be someone from here. I'm just a stand in you see. I do Middleavon and Bulford OK, but I don't have it for here. Don't know why.”
“No.” agreed John trying to be sympathetic.
The man sauntered off to see if anyone was coming to open the door.
John sighed. He ought to go through the announcements on his desk top.
A training scheme for 600 had only 27 applicants. The early redundancy scheme was over subscribed. Someone had scratched someone else's car roof with their bag. Fire training dates and visits by the MOD Chaplain were announced. The police had recently assumed someone’s GPS system in a clear plastic box was actually a bomb and had called EOD to do a controlled explosion. New gate codes were on the inside of a cupboard door in the registry.
He didn't open a funny e-mail from Rubber Boobs. He wasn't in the mood. Didn't see much of her at all now.
John went for a coffee. The siren was getting painful.
He passed the server room on the way back, just as someone was unlocking it.
He thought of saying something, but why bother.
Back at his desk the phone was ringing and Ian Murdoch was ignoring it.. “Yeah. OK, yeah, I'll let them know,” said John.
“Who was that?” asked Ian Murdoch with a sniff.
“Victor Lynch. Says he's not feeling well.”
“Skiver. He's always off. Don't know how he does, how he gets away with it. I've told people but no one, but they don't care.”
“Yeah.” John should have stayed off as well, especially with that siren. “Perhaps he really is ill.”
“Oh no. It's too bad of him. The meeting. If he isn't there we'll have to cancel. Oh no. You'll have to phone everyone and tell them.” Ian Murdoch hawked up some phlegm from the back of his throat and swallowed it.
“Yeah. OK.” John sighed. Couldn't someone turn the siren off? Pull a fuse or chuck a bucket of water at it or something? His arm was really, sort of tingling. But it wasn't a heart attack cos that was in your left arm and this weird feeling was in his right arm. “Oh. My computers working.” John heard the printers start to power up.
“Oh no. We can't go home then.” whined Ian Murdoch. “I suppose I'd better turn mine on. It always happens, happens to me. Worse luck.”
“Yeah.”
Then a man in black jeans with “Facilities Management” written on his black shirt appeared. A genuine Man In Black. “Can you turn your computer off please? They all got to go off so they can re boot. OK?”
“OK.” John started to log out. “Are they going to get that siren off?”
“Don't know mate,” said the MIB “Tanoy aint working so they just said go round and make sure they're all off. Heating and hot water are still working but no Tanoy.”
“But my computer just came, started working,” said Howling Mad Murdoch.
“Don't know mate.” and the MIB carried on.
At last there was silence. The siren stopped.
Peace.
Blessed peace.
John was almost content.
“Can you all turn everything off please,” said someone else with more authority than an MIB.
“Why?” asked Howling Mad.
“It's to prevent a power surge. If everything comes on at once it uses a lot of electric.”
“But everything did come on,” said Howling Mad. “My computer was working.”
“So was mine,” said John.
“That's impossible. It was all off at the mains.”
“Pratt,” said Howling Mad when the man had left. “HALLO?” He answered in his loud phone voice. “YES, HOW DO YOU MEAN? OH, YES. THAT SOMETIMES HAPPENS WHEN YOU E-MAIL TABLES. I CAN SEND IT AS AN ATTACHMENT. WELL NO. NOT NOW. OUR COMPUTERS ARE NOT, DOWN. YES. NO. NO I MEAN THEY AREN'T, THEY DON'T WORK. SORRY.” He always shouted on the phone, even as he stuttered. “REL RELEASED. RELEASED INTO THE AUGMENTATION PROGRAMME, UP AUGMENTATION. ALFA NOVEMBER FOXTROT SEVEN. NOT OUT. OH DEAR. I’M MUDDLED. I'M SORRY. THAT. THATS, THAT'LL BE MY ASSISTANTS FAULT.”
Yes, blame me, thought John. Like always. It's what I'm here for.
“IT’S GOING IN ON, ON THE TENTH, NOT THE, NOT THE EIGHTH. NO. HE IS A VERY DISGRUNTLED MAJOR. YES. NO NOT THAT ONE. THAT’S GOING OUT. SORRY. I SEE HIS POINT. HE WANTED A FULL REBUILD.”
John wasn't sure if he should pay attention to this or not. Was it drivel? Would Howling Mad ask him to do something about it?
Another MIB came, crawling across the floor, pulling out electric leads from sockets under the desks.
“MAYBE I’M FURTHER AHEAD THAN YOU ARE.” went on Howling Mad Murdoch. “THAT’S GOING OUT. YES. SHOULD BE ALL RIGHT THAT WEEK. NO THEY’RE COCK, COCK, COCKING IT UP. ALL UP. WELL FOR A FEW WEEKS. THE SUPPORT INITIATIVE PARTNERING PLAN INTEGRATED SUPPORT SOLUTION. WELL WHAT CAN I DO? IF THEY CAN’T. LETS VERIFY THAT. ALFA ALFA NOVEMBER EIGHT. READY TO GO OUT NEXT WEEK. NO, THE TWENTY THIRD. YES THAT WEEK.”
“Scuse me,” said an MIB. “We got to plug em all back in now.” The MIB started crawling under the desks, putting back the sockets the first MIB had taken out.
“THERE’S THREE TO DFLQ,” went on Howling Mad Murdoch, “AND FIVE RELEASED TO DKPO. OH NO. THAT’S FOUR TO DGYR AND SEVEN TO DHUJ. BUT YOU SAID THEY WERE READY. BUT IT’S BEEN AGREED BY BOTH OF THEM. AT THE LAST POLICY CONTROL MEETING. YOU MEAN IT’S THE OTHERS? THEY WERE SUPPOSED TO. WHICH ONES? NO. I’M NOT TALKING ABOUT, I DON'T MEAN THEM. I MEAN THE G4TRD. GOLF FOUR TANGO, YES. I CAN GET MY ASSISTANT TO DO THAT. JOHN. IT'LL BE EX EX EXPERIENCE FOR HIM. YES.”
John hated that. As though he needed experience. He'd been here much longer than Howling Mad. He just wasn't any good at promotion boards.
NO. THEY'VE STOPPED MAKING, MANUFACTURING THEM? WELL, WE NEED TO FIND, LOCATE, ANOTHER MAKER, SUPPLIER. I DON’T WANT TO DO, TO GO FORWARD WITH THAT BECAUSE… WELL NO. DONE WHAT? OH THAT WILL BE MY ASSISTANT. JOHN. I'M STILL SHOWING HIM THE, TRAINING, TELLING HIM THE JOB.”
John wondered what he was being blamed for now. Howling Mad Murdoch would never take the blame for anything. But why should John take the blame? And why was he so bad at promotion boards? He could get a pub audience eating out of his hand. He just had to pick up his guitar. But here? Here he was useless. According to Howling Mad anyway. Damn him. John wanted to...But what could he do. Nothing. Just accept it. Just take it in the face and like it.
YES. YES. W, WE, WELL I, I, I CAN DO THE, MAKE THE ISSUES FOR THE WEE, WEEK AFTER. NO NOT THEN BECAUSE DTRL CANT GIVE ME THEIR FIGURES TILL THEY GET, TILL THEY OBTAIN, THE RESULTS FROM THE TESTS AT COV.”
Then the Tanoy came to life. “This is a technical announcement. Can all staff please disconnect all computer terminals from the mains supply. This has to be done before the computers can be re booted.”
“Whas' that all about?” asked an MIB. “You just said we got to plug em in again.”
“Yeah,” said the chief MIB “Plug em all in again. They got it wrong.”
“I hopes 'ee know what 'ee doin.” muttered the MIB.
“WELL I WILL HAVE TO, TO DO SOME, TO KICK SOME ARSE,” said Howling Mad Murdoch. “IT’S VERY NAUGHTY OF THEM. OF THEM. I THINK A LETTER IS CALLED FOR. THEY CAN'T JUST CLOSE THE FACTORY LIKE THAT. IN WHICH COUNTRY? OH. I SUPPOSE THEY CAN THEN. NO. I DON’T THINK I’VE DONE ISSUES FOR DMCD. HAVE I? HAVE I? OH YES. THAT’S RIGHT. YOU SEE I HAVE SEVERAL COMING OUT OF THE, RELEASED FROM THE UP ENHANCEMENT PROGRAMME. YES’ I’LL PUT MY HAND UP FOR THAT. YES, AFTER THE GF. AT CLOSE OF PLAY ON THE FOURTH. WELL I THINK YOU SHOULD REALLY SEE, HAVE A LOOK AT, SEE MY RECORDS. IF I WERE YOU I’D COMPARE THEM. I’M EXPECTING A C CA CALL FROM JAMES CA CALHOUN. NO. HE'S A CA CA CAPTAIN I THINK, AND THEN I CAN, YES. WELL IF YOU LOOK AT THE RESULTS FROM DRVW. YES, I’LL SEND THAT AS AN ATTACHMENT. YES. AS SOON AS THE CO COMPUTERS ARE WORKING AGAIN. OK. BYE.”
“They seem to be working,” said John “Oh.” he clicked and mouse’d a bit more. “I've lost the C12 folder.”
“What d'you mean. You've lost it.”
“It's not there.” John would take the blame for this as well?
“You deleted it? We'll have to pay for a back up copy.” Howling Mad could be vindictive if someone made a mistake. “The contractors charge a fortune for backups now.”
“No.” John was slow and deliberate. “I didn't delete it, and I made my own backup last week. It's on the drive in the cupboard.”
“I've lost all my work as well,” said someone down the office.
“And me.”
“Bloody 'ell. That's three weeks down the craper,” said another.
Slowly the department realised things were very wrong. John got his backup from the cupboard.
“So what are you going to do?” asked Murdoch.
“I'll just copy it back in, and re do the recent stuff. I did your folders as well, so I'll put them inside the team shared area, and you can copy over what you need.”
“How do I do that?”
“I'll do it for you.” John kept his voice normal. “Don't worry.”
“Here, your next,” said a tall guy from the end of the office.
“What?” John took the big envelope “Oh thanks”. It was a farewell for someone else leaving. Lucky bastard. Some bean counter from round the bend. More money to buy a farewell present and a card to sign. He wrote good luck, signed it and, that bloody siren. He didn't put any money in. He just passed it on to the next desk. How many years till John could retire? God his arm was feeling really painful. And he was sort of dizzy. He really wanted to go home and go to sleep.
But duty called.
“Oh no. Oh what now.” Howling Mad Murdoch was getting upset. “Oh no.”
“What is it?” asked John as he ran his hand up and down his right arm.
“This e-mail. Its Canada. Oh no. It's a fire. Not again.”
“Can you send it to me?” asked John.
“Oh, I suppose. Here. Oh no.”
John waited a second and opened the e-mail.
It seemed a containerised ground station was on its way from Montreal to BATUS63 by train. The conductor noticed smoke and the train stopped at a crossing near Bowker Ontario, where the Dorion Fire Department put the flames out. The rail car was left at Thunder Bay for inspection by LAIT64 . Loads of attachments held statements from fire officials, railway employees, the RCMP, fire men and the local cop. It was assumed a hobo got into the container, and set fire to the camouflage nets to cook or keep warm. When the flames spread he ran for it.
“Ian, it's all right, this fire.” explained John
“How can it be? It's twice, it's the second one. There must be something be a fault, with the electrics, the equipment. All that cheap stuff the contractors, the inexpensive equipment, got in Taiwan. They'll blame me, say it was me, for not getting them to word the, make the wording, the contract better.”
“No Ian. It's the same fire. The one from last year. This is the official report about it.”
“Oh....Oh....Well, that's all right then.”
“Yeah.” John was starting to tremble. This was silly.
“SANDWICHES!” The Sandwich Lady from the NAAFI stopped her trolley a couple of bays down the open plan floor. “It's my last trip this is.” Civil servants gathered round for submarines, crisps, pies and chocolate. “Yeah” said the Sandwich Lady, “Now I've bought my new boobs I've got to pay for em. Can't do that on a trolley dolly pay. I starts on the building site next week. Roofing. You gets more if you’re up higher.”
“Your going to be a builder?” laughed Howling Mad Ian Murdoch “But you're a girl.”
“You what?” snarled the Sandwich Lady, thrusting out her new breasts.
“You're just a girl! You can't.....” He began to realise he was saying the wrong thing “I mean, you know, you can't, uh..”
“I can't what?”
John thought he should interrupt and rescue his boss “Excuse me, can I have a packet of cheese and onion? Thanks.” He handed over the money and had trouble opening his fingers. Then when he took the crisps he dropped them “Sorry.”
“Like the view from down there do you?” said the Sandwich Lady.
“Um, sorry, I don't know, uh, sorry.”
John sat back at his desk. He didn't really want the crisps. It was a waste of money. He wasn't worth spending money on. It was waste. He could get cheap crisps from the supermarket, or maybe he should do without altogether. He could do with being a bit thinner. He really wasn't worth it and.....now what. A pop up said he had to log off the computer for a security download.
“All right then?” said a familiar voice.
“Jim Browner? Haven't seen you in ages,” said John
“I knows. I don't get about much now. So how's it going with the space ships then?”
“It's the same old. Cut backs” John knew he should make the effort to talk to Jim. Not just nod politely and not care. “The geologists keep altering the weight of rocks they think they'll find up there. The medical people keep buying new equipment and not telling anyone. We order stuff to the wrong spec. Suppliers change specs without telling us. Military specs are too expensive, so we make do with civvie spec and it works till they alter the spec without telling us and say the old specs not around any more and, you know.” John tailed off. It wasn't really worth saying any more.
“Nothing changes then,” said Jim.
“No nothing.”
“If you was a bit more conscientious you could cry. I guess I'm better off out of it then.”
“You must be retiring soon,” said John
“Indeed I am. End of the month. I'm off. Just having a last look round the old places.”
“Have you got any plans?”
“Bought a place in Spain. Can't afford nothing 'ere. Daft in'it. Got a swimming pool an' all over there, an' I cant get a two up two down in Shepton Mallet. What about you? I always figured you'd get back on the music scene one day.”
“Oh I don't know. It's not very secure. Better to have a steady wage with a daughter.”
“She must be getting on now, your daughter.”
“Yeah. University this year. Geology at Cardiff,” said John
“Geology eh. She be off to the Moon soon, digging the place up.”
“Yeah. Could be.” John tried to smile.
“Tis good to know tis all coming right at last. They reckons they shades are thickening the ice caps, and the ball swarms are getting rain to the Sahara. So it weren't all a waste of time were it.”
“Ummmm. No” said John.
“Are you all right?” asked Jim “You looks a bit under the weather.”
“Yeah I'm fine. Just got a sort of pins and needles in my arm,” said John.
“Right. Well, see you. Maybe you should get that arm seen to.”
“I will. Anyway, nice seeing you. Good luck in Spain.”
“Oh don't you worry. It's going to be non stop barbies by the pool for me.”
“Bye,” said John
“Who was that?” asked Howling Mad Murdoch.
“Jim Browner. He just about started the project.”
“Old timer then. They can't keep up can they.”
“Maybe.” John should have said something to defend Jim. But why bother. Jim was off out of it. Back into the world. Back into sanity. But it wasn't right. It wasn't....What wasn't right? Did it matter?
John carried on with his data bases. The futility was, was. Whatever it was. Calculating all these figures on all this stuff, all this money. But would anyone ever ask to see it? Ever ask a question?
What was the point.
Couldn't he be out of it? Like Jim Browner?
“I'm going for a, um, a, um a, thing. A coffee.” John stood up, but he felt sort of dizzy. Sort of sick. He took a deep breath. His legs were sort of numb. Must be circulation. This wouldn't do. He set off for the kitchen with his cup. But it was difficult to walk. Lifting his feet up. Like he was wearing really heavy boots. He stopped. He wondered what to do. Maybe go back to his desk.
“Um. I, um. I don't feel well.”
“What?” said Howling Mad.
“I'm not. I don't know.” John didn't want to be a skiver like Victor Lynch.
“Better go home then.”
“No, I'm not that bad. Just a bit dizzy.”
“Let me take your pulse.” It was that woman from the registry. Why was she here? “Its very slow. Its just over sixty.”
“What?” said John.
“Your pulse. I think you should go home,” said the woman.
John knew he should disagree and get back to work, but that was too difficult. “OK”
People were talking.
About him. He wasn't good enough to work here any more?
“Give me your car keys John. I'll drive you home,” said Howling Mad.
“What?”
“Your car keys. I'm going to drive you home.”
“Oh.” Why was that then? “Here.”
“Come on. I'll take your bag. Get your coat on. OK?” Howling mad was being almost human.
“OK.”
Major Sholto was coming as well. Someone said he would drive Howling Mad back to work after he'd left Johns car at his house.
“What?” said John.
“Where did you park?
“Oh, um, um. By the um, in the middle. Over there. Um.”
“This yours? the MG?”
“Yes. I'll drive.”
“No you will not. You get in on the passenger side. OK. Put your seat belt on. That's it. Bloody hell. How do you get into this thing?”
“I'll drive.”
“No. I'll manage. You put the key in here? Yes. There we are. Bloody hell. How do you drive this?”
“It's, um, um, no power steering.”
John watched the fields and trees go by. Occasionally remembering which way to turn and telling Howling Mad where to go. “This is it. here?”
“You live here?” Howling Mad was expecting a council house at most. Not this place, with a gravel drive, trees, lawns.
“Yes,” said John He knew Howling Mad would be thinking how could John live in a place that needed painting. With a drive that hadn't been weeded properly.
“Blimey. Where shall I park? You've got two garages.”
“Oh just leave it here. I'll sort it later.”
“OK.”
“Do you um, want a coffee?” John should try to be polite.
“Um no. I'll be getting back with Major Sholto.”
“OK.” John unlocked the door, went in and sat down. He was still sitting there, looking at the wall, when Maggie came home and took him to the Doctor.
-oOo-
“Help me write a song of freedom
Stand up for all that’s fair.
Help me build a righteous kingdom
Fit home for all that’s there.”
Steve Dixie 1967 “The Bruiser” album.
CHAPTER 74 THE BOW OF BURNING GOLD
Mary Browner looked out of the big glass doors and said “Come on Jim, it's getting too hot out there. You'd best come along inside for now.”
“Right you are love.” Jim Browner's knees were beginning to hurt anyway. and his fingers were getting sore from ramming mortar in between the cracked patio paving. “What time's the launching on?”
“It's another hour or two yet. Here, have yourself a squash.” she passed him a large glass with ice and a slice.
“You know I always thought I'd be retiring to Somerset, not Spain. Seems daft really. I can afford this place here, but I can't afford even a small cottage back home.”
“So you keep saying love.”
“Well, I wonder what they're doing back in England.”
“Looking out on the rain I shouldn't wonder.”
John Gilchrist put a red ink enclosure stamp on the top right hand corner, (his hand felt funny again) and punched a hole in the top left hand corner of the letter. he pulled up the purple treasury tag from the preceding enclosure, number 19 and fed it through the new hole. The he wrote 20 in the new enclosure stamp. On the computer booking in data base he types the file number, the letters date and title and reference and author and 20 for the enclosure number. His hand was tingling. definitely tingling.
It was just possible that this file would not be binned for the next tidy up, or reorganisation or move, and maybe someone would want to look it up on the computer, and find it, and actually read it.
Maybe.
But on the other hand it could be a complete waste. Total waste. There was no way of knowing how good or useful his work was. There was no end product. He hadn't painted a picture. He hadn't grown flowers. He hadn't made a car go again. He couldn't point to the car and say it was OK, and even if the garage foreman hated him, there was no denying that the car was OK. In an office he had no proof he had done something. He only knew if his work was OK if his boss said so. And how did his boss know? Why had he come back? What was he doing here? Surely he was .......what had the councillor said? He was worth more than, more than, he had to believe he was worthy of self respect.
They always said next time it would be a paperless office, but it never was.
He reached across his desk to the pile of paper and took the next letter.
Could he go back to music? Did he really need the pension? If he stayed here he'd be off with stress again. He knew he would. The drugs were helping. Of course they were. But if you could only come to work because you were drugged up to the eyeballs. Then was it worth it?
Colonel (Retired) Roger Moriarty stood under the metal lattice tower. There were rags wrapped round the piece of metal to make it easier to hold. He pushed at it and the lever up to the windmill creaked and clunked. The brake came off. The warm wind from the Bay of Bengal began to rotate the sails, Pumping sea water from the beach into a header tank for the solar powered desalination still. With this many guests their hotel was using more water than ever.
“Roger. It's been on the news.” called Ramani through the window. “That ship you used to work on. They say they are going to test the track or something this ewening.”
“This evening here or in England?”
“This ewening here and they are say it is in Scotland.”
Roger walked up the steps into the office. “They're really doing it then.”
“I shall mind the bar if you are want to watch it.”
“You are too beautiful. I couldn't possibly let my wife be ogled by the hotel customers while I lazed away by the TV. They might want to run away with you.”
“Not while I am fat and pregnant, they would not.”
He laughed and held her, and they kissed.
“I'm not actually allowed into the officers mess,” said John Gilchrist.
“Oh? Why?” asked Major Prendergast
“I'm not senior enough. I'm just a, just a...”He hated admitting what he was. Just a no body. Unworthy of being in the Officers Mess. “They don't really like clerical grades in there.”
“But you've been here longer than anyone. You must see it. I insist.”
“Well, if you're sure.”
“Of course. They've brought in this giant TV thing specially.”
Jim Browner changed stations again until he heard....
“over to the Tarbet Ness site where we join Langdale Pike. Langdale, the weather there looks pretty wet.”
“It is very wet. I was standing under our tent here with the cameras, but now I'm in front of the lens, I can tell you it is really a howling gale.”
“Will this effect the test flight do you thing?”
“The test centre say not. They say the ship travels at well over Mach four and a little gust like this will make no difference. However it has put everyone here under cover, spectators and protesters alike.”
John Gilchrist probably didn't need his rain coat in the soft southern drizzle, but he felt better, more secure, wearing it, hiding in it. He had been into the officers mess several times to collect tea for meetings, when the mess was too short staffed to bring it to the offices. He knew he had been invited there this time. He knew they were unlikely to throw him out. He just didn't like risking the humiliation and confrontation if he ever was thrown out. His right arm was tingling. His whole arm. He was used to it by now, but it meant the drugs were,'t strong enough.
He nervously crossed one of the car parks and took a path through the easy tend evergreen shrubberies. He rubbed his right arm. The front door was big and glass and opened into a hall with more glass and a courtyard beyond. One with tasteful Japanese style pebbles and a fish pond.
There were paintings on the corridor wall. Real paintings by Shepherd and Cuneo, not prints. Paintings of tanks and helicopters and bailey bridges in romantic parts of the world. And a huge painting of a parade somewhere with lots of flags and a band and Queen Elizabeth taking the salute or something. John didn't understand why anyone would bother painting such a scene, till he realised a lot of the faces in the parade were real portraits. The people in the parade would have paid for it. Did they want the painting as proof that they were there? Proof that they existed even? Were they insecure?
“But look. I got a complete range of ear defenders in the van, as well as the ice cream and the burgers. I mean I could really make a killing over there. I come up all the way from Brighton, That's in England.”
“I know fine where Brighton is,” said Constable McPherson “But you still cant go over the Dornoch Bridge. The launching is almost upon us, and the bridge is closed. In case of damage from the sonic boom. If I were to let you over, the rest would go as well. Then if some poor pregnant woman were to get a deaf baby, or someone's budgerigar dies in their caravan, then where would I be? I would be in trouble. So you will have to go the long way round through Bonar Bridge.”
“But look.”
“Or I could escort you and your van into the Tain Police Station.”
“OK. I'll go round.”
They had put rows of seats across the Mess Ball Room. Leather easy chairs at the front for senior officers, then easy chairs from the lounges, then dining chairs, then plastic stackables at the back, brought in from the patio. John Gilchrist knew his place. At the back, bundled up in his rain coat. He didn't belong here. He never would. He belonged out there, at the front, with a guitar.
So he would leave.
He smiled. Sod the money. He would leave. He would be free.
The engines rumbled. They roared. A flame lit the mountain of steam.
The craft shuddered.
Steam gushed over Nigg Bay.
Lights dimmed momentarily. Cameras flickered. Radios crackled.
Some said St Elmo's fire glowed blue along the track.
The ship moved.
Cameras panned. Cameras twitched as they fought to catch up.
The boom. A double boom. The roar. The dazzling white cloud.
The flash into the sky. Lost in the rain and clouds.
Then just a distant fading rumble.
“And that was the sonic boom. Not as loud as I'd expected. Langdale, what's the reaction where you are?”
“Thank you. Around me there are people cheering and some still protesting. Tell me what did you think?”
“Was that it? I mean all this fuss? I've had louder bangs in the back seat of a car.”
“Thank you Sir. Now you seem to be one of the protesters.”
“Yes of course I am. This has been an awful day, not just for Scottish wildlife but for every species in the world. All the birds were frightened, every one of them. And in the hills the deer will have been stampeding. Even in the sea, fish will have been stunned. It is still not too late to stop this madness. This awful waste of money. Money that could build new schools and hospitals that we so desperately need.”
“Thank you. Now I believe we can watch the launching again. Can we?
Jim Browner watched, and watched.
The craft charging down the track in slow-mo. Reaching the end. The permanent wake of condensation travelling behind it in the air. Its blue flame soaring up.
The footage from aircraft over the sea, as the space ship roared past with Brora in the distance.
The ship descending as it past Helmsdale. The ship actually digging a trench in the ocean as its shock wave thrust the water aside. The final spray cloud at the end of its flight.
Helicopters hovering round. Then ribs and patrol boats, and finally old HMS Albion, a grey ship on a grey sea, flooding her dock and winching the space ship in through her enlarged stern doors.
“How many times are you going to watch that again?” asked Mary Browner.
“Oh all right. Just this last time.”
“I know you're proud of it love, but it's time you were in bed.”
“I'm not going to like retirement Mary. I need summat to do. summat.....Just summat.”
“I know love.”
“All this is happening. I were part of it for years. Now it’s finally ending. It were never cancelled. It was really built. They're all going to be celebrating, all these young lads there now, and they're going to be real proud of what they done, and they ain't never going to remember me.”
“We do. Your friends do.”
“It ain't the same. I'm not part of it. I don't know what's going on no more. It's like I don't matter no more.”
“I know love. But you matter to me. You matter lots. Now come to bed. You can see it again tomorrow.”
-oOo-
The story of the Oxford scholar poor,
Of pregnant parts and quick inventive brain,
Who, tired of knocking at preferment's door,
One summer-morn forsook
His friends, and went to learn the gipsy-lore,
And roam'd the world with that wild brotherhood,
And came, as most men deem'd, to little good,
But came to Oxford and his friends no more.
Matthew Arnold,
CHAPTER 75 THE WILD BROTHERHOOD
A thin bearded man sat on the step of his van. Quite a new van, the sort he may have bought with the last money from a former life. Before he sought freedom, anonymity and the endless road. Parked down here under the flyovers, it was almost peaceful, till a bigger truck added to the background whoosh of traffic overhead.
They were still building the Cumberland Basin Flyovers when Arthur Holder and Sue and Sarah Cushing went by on their school bus.
Of course the concrete structure had mellowed with age. It became a vantage point where tourists slowed and photographed Clifton Suspension Bridge spanning the Avon Gorge. While down here underneath concrete ramps the old dock roads became first, a truck park with transport café, and then a winter resting place for travellers, Bristol Hippies, the Wessex Wallies, and would be Gypsies who returned again and again, despite endless attempts to evict them.
The man just sat and looked, his brain in neutral as though he were sitting rod in hand by a river, or listening to a nagging woman, or forgetting a woman who didn't nag.
A woman who wouldn't care enough to nag. A woman who would betray him.
A woman who would......He stood up and slammed the door behind him. If he'd gone towards the old red brick tobacco warehouse, he might have seen Hosmer Angel taking money from a white bearded man on a motorbike.
But the view called. Sometimes he just stood there looking down Clifton Gorge, through between the steep grey cliffs towards the invisible sea, wondering if boats would come. Now the Bristol Channel was dammed by the Severn Barrage there were practically no tides here. Floods had ended and lock gates were permanently open. The water in Bristol docks, fed by the Avon from Bath, was almost fresh. The muddy tidal banks had grass starting to grow as the salt was washed out, even a few bushes.
He remembered Abigail and her beautiful slim body, walking up from the sea and drying herself and saying “I'll come with you.” Saying it to Thorney, and Thorney's wife saying “Yes, keep an eye on him.”
And Grim taking no notice, just working away at the laptop while Abi walked up the hill with Thorney, and returned pregnant.
Yes. Right there and then. She returned a different woman, she left as Grim's wife and returned as the mother of Thorney's bastard. That beautiful baby, that clever boy, the one he had loved as his own. The one they all knew was not his.
Even Thorney's wife Catherine seemed to know. At least she accepted the news quietly as if she had always known. And she and Thorney were still together. Still at Oxford. Still part of society. Still useful. Still important. Still real people. Still holding meetings. Still getting support for his Geology Department in Space. Not hiding under a bridge with dossers and losers and junkies and runaways and battered wives, and abused children, and all the inadequate human wrecks that society didn't want.
A big cathedral-hull ferry, its hull stained green from the algae farm, probably from Cardiff or Swansea, rumbled up the gorge towards him. Looking quite like one of the Flying Cows.
“Hallo,” said Professor Edith Presbury.
“What? You again? How do you keep finding me?”
“Come on now Doctor Roylot. You know we can find anyone if we try hard enough.”
“Oh, God.”
“I'm afraid you have become a project of mine. A sort of hobby. I refuse to let a brain like yours go to waste. So how have things been with the wild brotherhood? I never took you for a Gypsy.”
“Travellers, not Gypsies. They're all right. They don't trust me, but they don't ask anything. So what do you want?”
“You left your wife and son.”
“Not my son.”
“So I believe. But you loved him as your own. For a while. I have a picture here.” She pulled a PDA from somewhere “Taken just last week. There he is with his Mum. Would you like to see?”
“No.” but he looked anyway.
“I suppose you think she betrayed you.”
“She did. With someone I thought was a friend. Right in front of me. The two of them. Going for a walk. While I was on the beach working. I was....” He faltered. What was he then?
“But before the days of DNA testing you would never have known. You both wanted a child and she got you one. It's what women do. It’s natural.”
“Bloody hell. What do you want?”
“You wanted a beautiful clever baby boy and she used her body to give you one. You know it was mostly her. Men just send in a few molecules. Any man will do.”
“What the hell do you want.”
“You wanted to be a father and she made you one.”
“I'm not listening to this.” Grim made to walk away.
“I mean do you really know who your father is?”
“What?”
“Without DNA testing. Can you really be sure who your father is?”
“You are disgusting.”
“I'm just telling the truth. The facts. The sort of thing you deal in.”
The ferry was gently squeezing through the old lock gates.
“One last time. What do you want?”
“I'm here to find out what you want. Not this I'm sure. You must have had enough by now. Skulking in the hedgerows with Tinkers and Romany's. You should be back in Whitehall. Your policies have worked you know.”
“Of course they worked. Maths doesn't lie.”
“Of course. The thing is I have a job for you. A job you would be perfect for.”
“I don't need the money. Not any more.”
“But you must need something. Women perhaps?”
“Women? Are you pimping now?”
“Not personally. But I know people who could.”
“Why am I not surprised.”
“You would be working on a secure site of course. But you could live outside. Live with a woman and get the bus to work. It would be night shift mostly I'm afraid.”
“Night shift? When the computers are free?”
“Exactly. You could have connections to the mainframes. You'd be writing a programme to predict orbits and things.”
“No. There's better people than me can do that. Get someone else.”
“Moriarty is dead. Died in India. So who else is there? No one I can trust. You are the perfect man to do the job. A secret job. You have actually disappeared already. It would be a new start. Once you'd done it you could have a new identity anywhere you liked. Florida or Thailand perhaps.”
“What if I say no?”
“Then you say no and I look for someone else. But I would prefer you. You're used to the corridors of power. You know how things work.”
“I don't know.”
The ferry was through the locks and rumbling in towards the city centre.
“You could have all night to play with some of the biggest computers in the world. A network of them. We'd say it was running maintenance and security checks. And you could have all day to sleep or do whatever. It wouldn't be every night of course. they do have real maintenance and security programmes to run.”
“I don't know.”
“And you could have a good woman waiting for you at home. Perhaps a selection of them.”
“Oh for Gods sake.”
“You could even have your wife and son back.”
“Never.”
“Never is a long time.” She watched the clear blue water swirling down the Cut from Coronation Road and curving into the Avon itself as it came through the old lock gates. Reeds were growing on the Long Ashton shore. Deep down, new water weed was waving in the currents. Just like a normal river. “You would be a very important person again. You would be head of a small team. ”
He was silent.
“The Prime Minister would be very grateful.”
He looked up.
“We could be talking a knighthood.”
He looked down.
“Or something more.”
“Just how grateful would the PM be? And why?”
“Perhaps a life peerage? He would be very grateful. Perhaps a hereditary office.”
“Hereditary?”
“Yes. Of course that means your son would be the start of a dynasty.”
“Thorney's bastard would.....”
“He would carry your name down the ages. I expect your wife would love to be a Lady. Her family wouldn't let her refuse.”
“But why would the PM do all this? Just for a programme?”
“The PM wants to be the architect of world peace. He wants to unilaterally give up our nuclear deterrent and the aircraft carriers, all of it.”
“What?”
“In the cause of world peace. He hopes other nations will follow. Then the whole planet will have permanent peace and prosperity. All thanks to him.”
“The country would be defenceless.”
“But it was your idea. Do you remember your economic calculations about the cost of replacing it all with the Rods of God?”
“You mean slamming artificial meteorites into cities? Using the Flying Cow to dig huge craters? I never expected it to be taken seriously.”
“That's the trouble with new ideas. You never know where they lead.”
“Oh God.”
“So you see. You would be the perfect man for the job. We need a programme to plot out what ship in what orbit can be launched into what city at what weight and speed. And how big would the crater be.”
“Oh God.”
“So you'll do it?”
He waited. It was the biggest job possible. He'd be back on the inside again. One of the few who really knew what was going on. “I suppose. Maybe.”
If Professor Presbury was the smiling type, then, she would have smiled.
Till a' the seas gang dry, my dear,
And the rocks melt wi' the sun;
And I will luve thee still, my dear,
While the sands o' life shall run.
Robert Burns
CHAPTER 76 THE ARROW OF DESIRE.
A the RIB creamed over Cromarty Firth, Corporal Tuson RM, the coxswain, switched on his microphone. “Attention yacht Grimpen. Attention yacht Grimpen. This is a prohibited area. Please alter course away from the Nigg facility.”
A woman had been sunbathing on the yachts foredeck, catching the last warmth of the evening Sun. She got up and stood looking at the marines. She wasn't particularly young or good looking, but they all glanced her way, and for a moment she was the only thing on their minds. She smiled.
Her husband noticed and frowned at them, and their youth, and their guns, and shouted out, “I'm making for Jacobson's yard.”
“Away you go then Sir.” Tuson throttled back the two big outboards and saw the yacht bear away towards Invergordon. The town was just putting it's lights on in the dusk and the sky behind the windmill covered hills was turning to purple and grey
“I could slip one on her eh?” said a marine.
“You like grave robbing do ya? Old enough to be your Mum.”
“I'd slip one on your Mum.”
“You....”
“Keep it off my boat lads,” said Tuson “Kill each other off duty.”
“OK Boss.”
“Nice boat that Boss.”
“Yeah. One day eh? We'll all win the lottery.” Tuson brought the outboards to full revs, the props cavitated, the RIB rose on the plane and set course around the prohibited area again. It was just plain idiotic how many glaikit eejits tried there luck at getting closer in. So they could see the big loading gantry's at the start of the launch track. There were automatic messages to all mobile phones that approached, there was a warning on all GPS maps and there were bright yellow buoys moored all round with a prohibited notice on them in big red letters. But still you got bampots like that cummin the cunt. Probably thought because he was rich enough for a big yacht he'd be allowed. Hamshankin muntit.
The thing was you could see it all from just about every angle on the web. The huge gantry that lifted ships out of the sea onto the launch track had web cams everywhere. It was all lit up there now with floodlights and search lights and swarms of men doing whatever needs doing to a ship the first time it's launched.
“Want to go up in her Boss?” said one of the men behind.
“Better than getting wet wi' you sheepshaggers.”
“Never mind Boss. We'll be back in the Clyde next month. Evenings in Glasgow.”
“Aye.” That was the sum of Tuson's life now. A bit of training at Arbroath, maybe patrol an oil rig, then casing sentry on the nuclear subs at Faslane, then sentry duty up here. Then back to Arbroath. But it would be something if they ever had Marines on space ships. It would be something.
The Motor bike stopped just round the corner from the woods. Hosmer Angel got off, strapped his helmet to the pillion and put on his back pack “Testing the comms.”
“I hear you OK,” said Sergeant Devoy.
“You're OK,” said the man in the van “Lets see the picture.”
Hosmer pulled his jacket away from the shirt button.
“That's fine. Great.....just a bit more contrast....yeah OK. That's OK.”
“I'll get in there then,” said Hosmer
“Good Luck.” Devoy revved up the bike and drove off past the wood, one of many spots where youngsters seemed to have congregated.
Constable MacPherson drove out of Embo towards the A9 and turned on his radio.“Inverness. This is Tain Seven. I've just taken a turn round Embo, all quiet. But the place is full of trippers. Grannies Heilan Hame was never so full. You can't be seeing the sand dunes or the beach for tents.”
“They say it's the same in Inver and Port Mahomack and Golspie and all.”
“It is Grace, it is. Will you be up here yourself tomorrow?”
“No, I'm here on duty, but my wee one will be up there with his friends, along with most of Inverness.”
“I'll keep an eye out, But he cant be so wee any more.”
“University next year. If he gets his exams.”
“I'm sure he will. I'm sure. Anyway that's me for now Grace, I'm spending the night in Tain Police Station. Then back on the road first thing on the morrow.”
“Oh aye, good night then.”
“Is it OK if I kip down here?” asked Hosmer. No one took any notice except a few girls who smiled. They were the sort of girls who smiled at everyone, even him. “Fancy a smoke?” He asked.
“Maybe,” said one girl.
“What is it?” asked another
“It's good stuff. Here, try it.”
On the shores of Loch Eye, not to far from the chip and burger van Indian Pete had driven up from Glasgow, was an expensive new motor bike and a two person bivey bag. Inside the bag Miles McLaren buried his face between the only perfect breasts in Britain, the world, the entire universe.
“You know,” said Mary Jane “When you drove out of the Farnborough gate and offered me a ride, I thought you were nuts.”
“I was. I am. You know without your boobs that thing wouldn't be flying tomorrow.”
“So you say. Specially if you're trying to get round me. Thing is, what will you do if it don't fly?”
“I don't know. Build motor bikes. Did I tell you Ross and Mangel had offered me a place on the racing team?”
“No. When was this?”
“Last week.”
“You never tell me nothing. I s'pose you might be happier there though.”
“Yeah.” he thought of bikes for a while, then “Its nice here.”
“Noisy though.”
“Yeah.” Miles snuggled up, but there were the ducks or whatever, and the motor in the chip van, and the music from the hippies, and the loud hailer from the objectors, and the helicopter on patrol. “Oh well.”
“Are you there?”
“Here,” said Devoy.
“We've just had confirmation. Adelaide Savage was identified in a squat in Glasgow somewhere. They've found traces of twenty twenty zero between the floorboards.”
“Is that fertiliser?”
“Yeah. Mixed with diesel it's quite potent. They reckon if they still have the fulminate of mercury caps, then they have the makings of a decent bomb.”
“Oh Dear Jesus. Why the fuck do people do it. I need to retire you know. My Daughter and her husband have shares in a Marina near Benghazi. They say I could stay and, but what the hell.”
Allan Holder shouted “Mummy!”
Alex said “Urngh.”
Irene looked at Alex who obviously wasn't intending to wake up, and said “OK Allan. Here I am.”
“Mummy.”
“Come into bed with us, come on.”
Allan Holder climbed over his father, jamming an elbow into his ear, but Alex just said “Urghthnmm.” and slept on.
“Oh yeah. I mean Klopman was just so right. I mean what he said. You know. Just do it. I mean you don't need a reason. You are the reason. I mean if society treats you bad, then you just get even. Its nature,” said the naked guy.
“But I just don't want a bloody shag,” said the girl “I actually want to cut your balls off with this knife.”
“Look,” said Hosmer “You said you knew the Savage? Adelaide Savage?”
“Who?” said the naked guy, thankful for a change of subject.
“The Savage. And the man with her.”
“Ummmm......Yeah.....But she aint here. She was....uh.....some other place. Couple of days back.....By a lake.....Or the sea. Before we got moved out by the bloody Army.”
“Right.” Hosmer waited a bit and walked into the dark. “Did you get all that?”
“All of it. We're going to get a list of Army evictions yesterday. See where that might have been.”
“Make it the last couple of days,” said Hosmer. “He didn't know what year it was let alone what day.”
“I'm coming to pick you up,” said Devoy “Where are you?”
“Out of the woods, the opposite side from Dingwall.”
“No Daddy,” said Allan Holder. “You put it there.”
“OK.” Alex put the Lego where he was told “But can I put another piece there?”
“Yes.”
“There. Now if I put wheels on that bit, and join it to there. I have made a truck. Like the electric buggies at the site.”
“Yes. Can I push it?”
It seemed to Irene that Alex was playing with the Lego and Mecano more than Allan. They spent ages on the carpet, building houses and cars and space ships and war ships and fighters and bombers and other amazing engines of mega death.
Because of their genetics, girls could play with Lego and have houses and shops and kitchens and put their dolls into beauty parlours and their ponies into barns. But boys were doomed to build toys bigger and faster and more dangerous, and finally laugh as their creations were destroyed.
It upset Alex when his DIY nail gun became a weapon, a gun that could kill. But worse was to come.
It was the secret side of Orion that sometimes woke Alex in the night. These rumours of The Rods of God concept. The original reason Eugene Sanger had designed his ship, to drop artificial meteorites on New York. One entire Flying Cow with a heavyish cargo accelerating into the ground would have the same effect as a nuclear earthquake bomb. Playing at dropping Lego blocks onto houses made young Allan laugh and made it into a game and perhaps made it bearable.
Irene could predict what Britain would do with such a weapon. They could orbit as many ships as they liked with the world applauding. The world standing innocently by as Britain built up the ultimate weapon. If it existed.
Ultimate till someone thought of something worse.
Irene wanted a daughter next. Then Alex could build dolls houses instead of aircraft carriers.
The phone rang
“Alex.” called Irene “They say you can't get there by car so is it OK if they send a boat for us?”
“Yeah of course,” said Alex “Come on Allan. Better get some breakfast.”
“Alex says that will be fine,” said Irene
“Irene. Allan wants to know where the cornflakes are.”
“In forty five minutes, yes that will be fine,” said Irene “Just out here on the beach. Yes thanks.” Irene put the phone down and went to find the corn flakes.
Hosmer heard the bike coming and stood on the verge waiting for Devoy to stop. “She's not here. No one's seen her since day before yesterday.”
“Ah Jesus,” said Devoy. “This is getting us no where. She has gone to ground. Deliberately. If Osie can't find her then she's not meeting anyone. She's up here and she's hiding. We should have put a bug on her shoes or something.”
“You know she would have found it, and she'd have given the job to someone else.”
“If we knew what the job was.”
“You and Osie have done your best. Better get some sleep now. She can't get through the security cordon, so nothing to worry about.”
“Aye, maybe your right. We'll get back to the camp. Come on Osie. I'll give ye a lift.”
The Savage almost wept. All night she had crawled and stumbled through the woods towards the bright lights. Every time there was a ditch, a fence, a line of sensors, dogs, helicopters, everything.
There was nothing for it. She would give up and find an easier target.
The work boat rumbled across Nigg Bay. Ripples flashing in sunlight. On the west shore the skipper could see a row of small cottages, the normal sort they used to build as crofts, or for poor folk to live in. Just the two rooms on either side of a passage between the front and back doors. Of course over the years folk had converted the loft and put in two dormer windows, and the back door would lead to an extension with a kitchen and bathroom and maybe further to a triple glazed conservatory built on the sight of the old chicken coop or pig sty. It was in one of these that Alex holder lived when he was up here. So he could look across the bay at the end of the launching track.
She would not give up. She would show them. The Savage crawled from one tree to the next. Then open ground. She made like a snake, pushing the back pack on the ground in front of her. Right up to the first fence. It was thick wire mesh, welded at each joint, then galvanised. three meters high, topped with silver razor wire. Her bolt cutters should easily make a hole to crawl through. She would be famous. They would all know what she thought of them. The whole government. The whole nation. The utter contempt she felt for society.
But the way the wire panels were fixed to the steel posts made her stop. Six mill bolts with a 13 mill head. Standard enough. And yet, the bolt shaft was inside a black plastic sleeve. Which meant, which meant, that, each panel was insulated from the other panels and from the poles. Why would they bother to do that, unless, unless each panel was electrified? Not high voltage, that would kill deer and anything else that happened by, they would earth the panel. That was it. If she touched a panel, it would earth and somehow signal the Police. It was a detection system.
Damn. And even if she got through, there was a road beyond. Police scramble bikes. Dogs Another fence. Then what?
It was pointless to try and get through here. She would only blow up a Police car at best. Hardly worth the effort. She wanted important people. VIPs
She crawled back to the trees.
Irene looked from the window, across the road with its traffic jam, and the people on the grass where it sloped down to the shingle beach. She could see the channel between the Sutors with hills on the far shore of the Moray Firth dim and blue beyond.
“Alex, Allan. Come along, the boats here.”
“Where's my......” began Alex.
“On the table,” said Irene “Now Allan. Don't forget. You must stay with Daddy and I. There will be lots of people there, so don't get lost.”
“Lost? No. Are the people friends?”
“Oh yes. Come on then, hold my hand,” said Alex leading the way out onto the road and waiting while Irene locked the door.
Alex hardly noticed the orbital sunshade, standing almost upright behind white clouds over the Black Isle. The world was used to it now. It put Britain's space effort into the shade. Literally. Reduced it to the “too little too late”, that it really was. Alex got the blues. His job was ending. He would be thanked and given a pay off, and he would have to find another reason to exist.
The patriotic British crowd watched the work boat's bow crunch into the shingle. Some took photo's, some wondered if the armed marine amidships was going to run ashore and do something exciting.
“Excuse me,” said Alex.
“Eh? We was ere first,” said an old woman.
“I need to get onto the boat,” said Alex.
That caused a little murmur of envy as they saw Irene jump aboard and take Alan from Alex.
“Well oo the ell did they think they was?” asked the old woman.
Alex climbed aboard and wanted to tell them who the hell he was. He was the guy who invented the damned thing. The guy who started it all. He should be famous.
But no.
They would recognise the politicians. They would know the name of the glamorous space men going up in the ship. They would know all the loves of the girl interviewing everyone. But not him. Alex's day was done. He had invented and the world had moved on. One day he would be interviewed by historians or documentary makers, or feature in a “where are they now” slot. But he wouldn't be....young.
Alex inflated Allan's life jacket and said “I feel very old.” as the work boat reversed away from the beach.
Irene held on to him as the boat lurched in the wake of a passing tug. “What brought that on?”
“I don't know,” said Alex.
“You have the world. You have a son. Your idea is actually happening. Your invention. You have changed everything,” said Irene
“I know. But, all this is my idea. And those people back there hadn't a clue who I was.”
“Then be thankful. You know what would happen if you were famous. What would happen to Allan? The media love to put famous people in a position to be judged by the public. Every little indiscretion of yours would be publicised. We'd have to live in hiding, and that costs money. If people can see famous people making fools of themselves, it makes them feel good. It increases their self esteem. They think they would never do that. They would never get drunk in public, or betray their love, or whatever. So they must be better than this famous person. But you are famous enough. You are a boring engineer. A clever one who never does anything silly. Now cheer up. You have achieved more than almost anyone alive. And I love you.”
“Love you too. And thanks.” They smiled.
For a few seconds Alex was content. Watching the sea and boats. The spray coming over the bows. The beautiful woman by his side.
Then Alex looked up at the sunshade sailing overhead, and wondered what must it be like, to have that sort of budget.
Devoy left Hosmer queuing in the kitchen tent. Of course the uniformed squadies looked at him, but he had a pass hung round his neck saying he was some sort of civil servant, so no one said anything. Devoy should have eaten as well, should have had a shower, should have taken his boots off, but he was old, he was tired. He just opened the plastic door to the tent, walked in, and collapsed on a mattress.
As the buggy drove along the service road, Alex held Allan up so he could see the launch track.
People like Joe Hebron and Sir James Walter were hosting Government VIPs at Launch Control, and Alex could have joined them. Indeed he would join their reception after. But for the actual launch he would be with his team on the top floor of the admin offices. It was the last time they'd be together, now the project was completed, they were to be laid off, and some hadn't found new jobs yet.
The Savage was getting desperate. She'd almost been found twice by dogs barking in her direction, but their handlers had called them, away from the woods and back to patrolling fences. It showed how stupid the handlers were. Even thicker than their dogs. It still didn't get her near the VIPs though.
Allan held hands with Irene on one side and Alex on the other. It was the office where Daddy worked. They walked up the front steps. Daddy said hallo to people and so did Mummy. Then they went through the glass doors. There were more people. They all talked to Mummy and Daddy. They went up the stairs. It was Daddy's office. All the desks were moved. There was a big space by the windows. They had put the chairs by the windows. People were holding glasses and bottles. Mummy gave Allan some fizzy in a plastic bottle.
“Sergeant Devoy? I thought you were getting some sleep.”
“I didn't want to miss the flight did I. No sign of target one then?”
“Nothing. Could be she's given up.”
“Maybe.”
“So where are you?”
“On my bike passing Fearn Station.”
“It's been searched twice. It wasn't much of a target anyway.”
“Who knows what she thinks is a target.”
The Savage crouched. This was....This was....She hated them. All of them. They had thought of everything. There had to be a way through the fences and concrete drains. Past the cameras on towers, The infra red detectors. The helicopters.
It wasn't fair. They had so much. Them. The bastards who ran things. The top of the heap. The people who despised her. The people who looked down at her. the people who said she was stupid. The people who failed her exams at school. The people who demanded rent. The people who wouldn't give her a job. All of them.
All of them.
Now what. Some old man on a motor bike. Where was he going. White beard and all. He looked like Father Christmas. Some other stupid idea they had. Be good and Father Christmas will give you a present. Be good. Stay in line. Stay in your box. Know your place. Damn them.
Well soon they would know what place she was in. She was in their place.
If only she could get past all this stuff.
It was like the first launching
The engines rumbled and roared. The mountain of bright lit steam covered Nigg Bay. Cameras twitched and panned.
The double echoing boom. The dazzling flash into the sky and dimming. Leaving a trail of dazzling white steam, drawn like chalk across the blue.
It roared past Brora. The sound began to fade with altitude. At Helmsdale it was leaving the air below. At Wick you could only see it with binoculars.
Its only trace past the Orkneys and Shetlands was a radar blip.
In Norway folk left their TVs and strained into the sky, but saw and heard nothing.
“What about the old site offices?” asked Devoy.
“They are covered. No sign of her there.”
“You know where they didn't clear the shrubs away because of that damned flower?
“Oh yeah. I thought it was a butterfly.”
“Who cares. Is anyone watching for her crawling through there?”
“It was patrolled, twenty minutes ago.”
“I'm going there now.”
“If you think so.”
“It's been great guys,” said Alex “Great. Thanks once again to all of you.”
The assembled engineers, shutter builders, bulldozer drivers, scaffolders, archaeologists, concrete pourers, accountants, riggers, surveyors and clerks, gave a boozy cheer.
“Now you know I'd rather stay here, but they want me at the VIP marquee to meet and greet the bunch from London and Edinburgh. But don't drink it all, I may be back later.”
There was less of a cheer for that. With the Boss gone there could be some serious fun.
Allan was sleeping on a couple of seats Irene had pushed together. Allan picked him up, nodded to Irene and they smiled and nodded their way to the door.
“I think Id like to go home with you,” said Alex.
“You must put in an appearance. Don't forget you'll be wanting another job soon.”
“Yeah, It's weird it's all over. Well almost over. There's still a lot of testing to do. Make sure the track can take it. Organise the final maintenance schedules.”
“Next week,” said Irene. You get down with the Great and Good and have some fun. You deserve it.”
“I suppose.”
“You should get at least a knighthood.”
“I'd prefer a bigger pension.”
“Fat chance of that.”
They reached the foot of the stairs, nodded and said goodbye to more people in the foyer. and walked out towards the buggy.
Someone was riding along the boundary road on a motorbike.
Alex carried Allan as he followed Irene towards the buggy.
A girl was trotting across the car park. Her clothes were torn. She was covered in dirt and scratches. Like she's been dragged through a hedge.
“Has she had an accident?” asked Irene. “Hallo? Are you all right?”
“Hang on,” said Alex. “Let security do it. Come on.” A helicopter was getting noisy in the sky. Alex shouted again. “Irene! Come on!”
“What's the mater with you?” asked Irene “Are you hurt?”
Irene was quite close to the ragged girl.
The girl became smoke and dust.
Alex didn't hear the noise.
He just sort of woke up, without being asleep. And Irene was on the ground. “Irene!” His own voice sounded quiet and muffled. “Irene!” It was like he was hearing someone else shout. “Irene!” Like his ears were blocked up. “Irene!” He put Allan down. “Irene!”
High above the world the rusty brown craft settled into orbit. Over Siberia and China, then down towards the Pacific.
The Constable at the door of Number 10 could hear the cheers and laughs from within. The press and camera men on the opposite side of Downing Street weren't sure whether to rejoice or keep focused on the Door.
Inside Jerry Hayling heard the PM go over the speech one last time. “Then pause and smile, and pretend you can't think what to say, and then go into paragraph three.”
“OK. I'll emphasize the words “British Achievement” just there,” said the PM.
“Good idea,” said Jerry.
“Are you sure I leave out the bit about building big space ships?” asked the PM
“Oh yes. We save that for later. I think It's much better to let people find out slowly. Every time we need a bit of good news.”
“OK. Open the door?”
“Yes. Open the door,” said Jerry
The door to Number 10 opened. The constable saluted. The PM strode, confidently smiling, towards flashing and whirring cameras.
Someone handed Jerry a message scrawled on a phone pad. Something about a minor explosion at the building site office. Details would follow, but so far nothing too serious.
The ship orbited the world, crossed the Southern Ocean, passed over Polynesia and flew north across Panama, Jamaica, Cuba, The Bahamas, and along the east coast of the USA.
Compared to the giant sunshades it was tiny. Invisible in daylight. Big News in Britain, quite big in the rest of Europe, virtually neglected in the rest of the world. Just a curiosity. Just one more nation with a launch capability.
Nothing for anyone to worry about.
-oOo-
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sure that if necessary all ancillary staff such as cleaners can only be admitted with a police escort.
Doctor Grimsby Roylot is admitted to the outer office where he is searched by one of the two MOD Police Constables on duty.
Dr Roylot is instructed to leave his coat, jacket and bags here while he is in the secure section.
Dr Roylot has the use of a spare desk in the outer office. He uses this for outside phone calls, surfing the internet, and eating. He is in the habit of bringing with him a plastic box containing food, such as sandwiches, pies etc and a bottle of soft drink. He makes use of the coffee, tea, milk and electric kettle in the outer office.
The PC on Dr Roylot's desk is connected to the Internet via the usual MOD firewall.
The constables had with them a television connected to an aerial on the roof. They were in the habit of watching late night programmes. I have instructed the Camp Commandant to remove this television and the aerial wire. I have no objection to the constables using a transistor radio or reading books, so long as the radio is tested once a week and all reading matter is searched before entry to the secure section.
The duty constables have a wall safe to which only they have access. The safe combination is reset by the Base Security Officer on a monthly basis using a twelve letter code randomly generated by a computer controlled by the Camp Commandant.
The Wall safe contains one of two keys to High Security Room A, one of two keys to High Security Room B and one of two keys to High Security Room C. The spare keys are held in a secure place by the Camp Commandant. I was not allowed knowledge of this secure place.
When Dr Roylot is running a research programme, he is the only one admitted to High Security Room A. Once within High Security Room A, he is locked in by the duty constables.
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Doctor Roylot is permitted to enter High Security Room B after he has collected the key from the duty Constables.
I was permitted by to enter the secure rooms escorted by an MOD Constable and the Base Security Officer. The second MOD Constable locked the door behind us.
The walls, floor and ceiling of High Security Room A appear to be constructed from solid concrete. There are two doors. One returns to the outer office, one leads into High Security Room B. Both doors are of the standard strong room vault type. Ventilation was from a grill where air from the outer office is sent through by an electric fan. The fan and its motor are in the outer office. A second fan sends air from High Security Room A to High Security Room B. The fan and its motor are within High Security Room A.
There is a standard swivel chair that is free to move on castors. The desk is bolted to the floor and wall. It has on it three computer monitors and key boards with three PC units on the floor beneath the desk. There was a space of one meter between each computer screen.
I understand that each PC connects to a different MOD computer network. I understand that Dr Roylot uses these networks to connect to different MOD controlled mainframe computers elsewhere in Britain, where he carries out his research.
Dr Roylot is permitted to bring a note book and pen with him into High Security Room A. I saw several notebooks on the desk but did not open them.
I also saw a rack containing several USB drives and discs. I was told Dr Roylot used these to transfer data from the three PC's in High Security Room A to the terminal in High Security Room B. He was not permitted to take them into the outer office. He was only allowed to make notes on paper in the outer office and take these notes into High Security Room A.
I was disturbed at the presence of the USB drives and discs, and their highly portable nature and the amount of secure data they could carry. Data that could easily be transported from this room. I wish to record here my reservations.
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I inspected the wiring in High Security Room A and am satisfied that all the wires can be accounted for as feeds for the three PCs, the lights and the air fan.
I was then permitted to enter High Security Room B with the same escort. This room contains the air feed from High Security Room A, a light bulb, a second swivel chair and a desk fixed to the floor and wall. The desk contains one computer screen, one key board and one mouse. There is a stand alone USB drive and a stand alone disc drive. An angle poise lamp can be set to illuminate the desk top or keyboard.
I inspected all the wiring in the room and was satisfied that one electricity mains feed entered the room leading to the computer, lights and fan. I inspected the computer connections and can confirm that the computer screen, keyboard, mouse, screen, USB and Disc drives all go through the wall into High Security Room C.
I was permitted to enter High Security Room C with the same Escort. Dr Roylot is not permitted to enter this room. I understand the door is locked at all times and is only opened for security inspections and to repair the computers.
I was told that in the event of a computer malfunction, the numbered disc drive bricks will be removed by security personnel and placed in the safe in the outer office. After this has happened the technicians are allowed to enter.
I said that in future I would like a new safe to be installed in High Security Room A. I ask that the USB drives and discs all be placed in this safe by a security officer before technicians are allowed into the Secure Rooms. A written log should be kept of all movements in and out of the safe. The log should be kept by the constables in the outer office. It should be inspected by the base security officer on a weekly basis. I further ask that Dr Roylot is not allowed access to this safe. His drives and discs will be removed from the safe and placed on the desk by a security officer whenever Dr Roylot is expected.
High Security Room C contains ten towers of 8 PCs each with a removable hard drive, totalling 80 removable hard drive bricks in total. These bricks are apparently where Doctor Roylot stores the results of his research. I inspected the floor walls and ceiling and am able to confirm that the only wires entering the room are the power feed to the computers and the connections to the terminal in High Security Room B.
|
| SECRET SPACE A UK EYES ONLY Report on Security of room 17 at location NL5 level 3. Page 7 of numbered report, number..3 This document should never be removed from the secure registry and should be destroyed on site after one year.
Continued from page 6
I understand the power supply comes from a clean permanent source independent of the mains.
The room is cooled by a battery of air inlet and extractor pipes in the ceiling. All the fans, inlet and extractor are mounted near the roof of the building. there is no electrical connection between the air conditioning and High Security Room C.
I am concerned at the lack of grills on these pipes and the possibility that some device could be lowered down into High Security Room C. I have instructed that grills be placed on the end of the pipes and that motion sensors be placed in the pipes themselves and connected to the base security office.
There are motion sensors in all the secure rooms that are switched off if anyone is booked to enter the rooms. There is also a system of CCTV cameras monitoring all activity in the rooms.
I do not know what Dr Roylot is researching here, but I was disturbed to find that some of the CCTV cameras could view the screens and key boards of the computers. I expressed my concern to Colonel J, but was informed that only highly trusted people would view the CCTV footage and they would not understand what Dr Roylot was doing.
I have recorded my concern at the presence of portable drives and discs, the absence of grills and motion sensors in the air pipes, the presence of CCTV cameras pointed at the screens. Apart from that I believe everything currently possible has been done to preserve the security and integrity of Dr Roylot's work within the Secure Rooms.
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O ! Do not die, for I shall hate
All women so, when thou art gone,
That thee I shall not celebrate,
When I remember thou wast one.
John Donne
CHAPTER 78 THE NUFFIELD
“It's bloody awful. I paid taxes all my life. All my life. They puts up ships don't they. Puts they up. Messes about up there no problem. Space ships. But I wants a bit of home help. Nothing. Are you listening to me?”
The Nurse was from Malawi. She sent most of her pay home to support an extended family. This stupid white woman complained about her uncomfortable bed, her “uneatable” food, and now it seemed, the lack of a servant to help her at home. The nurse wanted to take her to the village west of Tiwi and north of the Dzalanyama, where her children and parents slept on the ground and ate Nsima cooked in an old engine sump. But no. She couldn't afford trouble. She pretended with a shrug of her shoulders that she couldn't understand.
“Bloody darkies. They can't get me a proper nurse can they. I said bloody darkies. Are you listening?”
The nurse slowly walked away.
Stuck in the opposite bed, Irene couldn't really help but hear. However, she had learnt to keep her headphones on, and her laptop screen up, so she also could pretend not to hear.
“It's bloody awful. I paid taxes all my life. All my life”
“Aaaaaahhhaaaarrrraaaghuuuh. Oh. Aaaaargh. Uhhhh” said the young girl further down the ward. She really did have something wrong with here, Like Irene, but she was maybe overdoing the bid for sympathy.
“Excuse me? Are you Irene Adler?”
“Uh.” Irene took off the earphones “Yes.”
“Oh, I'm Catherine Cusack, Thorney's significant other.”
“Yes of course. He often told me about you. You're at the OUP65 .”
“Yes that's right. I've just popped out for lunch and come up here on the tram. It's like the Starship Enterprise in here. All these curved corridors.”
“Yes.” Irene wondered what this was about.
“It's bloody awful. I paid taxes all my life. All my life”
“Aaaaaahhhaaaarrrraaaghuuuh. Oh. Aaaaargh. Uhhhh”
“Oh dear.” said Catherine “Should I do something to help?”
“Oh God no. The old one is a real bitch. There's nothing wrong with her now. She's had two new knees and a new ankle and she's got six daughters. But none of them want to look after her. They tried her with a home help visiting, but she was so rude they kept quitting. So she's back in here and still moaning.”
“Oh dear.”
“The younger one is quite ill though. That's why she's closest to the nurses. But I think she might be playing on it a bit.”
“Oh. So how are you?”
“Well, I should be OK soon. The Nuffield are very good at this sort of thing .They say once this lot is off.” Irene nodded at the mound underneath her sheets “I should be able to walk again OK. I've still got both legs held by these screw things. I can't move at all. And of course I'm in a sterile bag from the waist down. Which makes going to the loo a nightmare. If I want a poo I have to ask the nurse to bring in a sort of fork lift truck. Most embarrassing. But another week or so and I'll be OK. I'll need to call in to the Tebbit66 every once in a while for a check up of course, but otherwise it should all be OK.”
“That's good. Thorney said Alex was having to push you in a wheelchair.”
“Yes, he was very good. But I think he may have enjoyed it. He said it made him feel useful. Like pushing a pram.”
“Oh. Of course you're a psychologist aren't you.”
“Yes. I try to keep up with it.”
“They say that's why your speeches are so in demand.”
“It's a living. So....How are things at the OUP?”
“Oh fine. Nothing ever changes. You know. Actually I'm here because Thorney asked me to give you this drive. It's some sort of speech for someone. They think you can work some magic.”
“It's bloody awful. I paid taxes all my life. All my life”
“Aaaaaahhhaaaarrrraaaghuuuh. Oh. Aaaaargh. Uhhhh”
“Ah yes.” said Irene taking the drive. “That means it's a real bummer, on something no one cares about, and I have to pep it up. Get a sound bite or two.”
“Oh.”
“I'll look later.” she smiled “So how is Thorney?”
“Oh he's fine. Not getting any younger.”
“Who is.”
“Actually he was hoping to come in and see you soon. He's worried that enthusiasm for the ship is waning a bit. He's frightened of losing funding.”
“Oh, that is the story of my life. Trying to keep interest in the ship going.”
“I know. Thorney is getting quite worried about how Earth can survive without it, but no one else seems to care much.”
“It's bloody awful. I paid taxes all my life. All my life”
“Aaaaaahhuhaaauarrrraaaughuuuh. Oh. Aiiiaaaarugh. Uhhhh”
“Thorney says nitrate fertilisers are getting like gold dust these days, with good old manure in great demand. The sewage companies are kicking themselves for dumping so much into the sea over the years. The thing is no one knows if there are nitrates on the frozen moons or not, so he isn't getting the agricultural lobby interested at all yet.”
“Out of site, out of mind.” said Irene “Unless you follow commodity prices. Actually I've noticed something that might help. You might be interested as well.”
“Oh?”
“Yes. It seems boys are getting better exam results and male university applications are up.”
“How can that be due to the Aurora?”
“Ah.” Irene said that when she was launching into a lecture. “The male psyche. You see we evolved to have male hunters and female gatherers. It's why women like shopping and men don't. This evolved into agricultural society. The farmer’s wife was at home looking after the younger children, milking the cow, feeding chickens, cooking, sewing and so on.”
“Nothing changes then.”
“It's bloody awful. I paid taxes all my life. All my life”
“Aaaaaahhuhaaauarrrraaaughuuuh. Oh. Aiiiaaaarugh. Uhhhh”
“Nothing changes for women” said Irene. “But the man, the farmer, he would leave the house and go chopping trees down, ploughing, herding animals, killing wolves, all that. When he came home he would perhaps fix the roof or put up a fence, but inside the house, he would switch off. That was his wife's territory and he would not interfere.
This further evolved into the industrial society where the wife still stayed at home and the husband went out to the factory. The man could still pretend he was doing brave, strong, manly things, killing wolves, although a lot of it was really playing football.”
“Oh.”
“But then we get to the consumer society. We don't have the Wild West or Africa where you can go and seek your fortune. We don't have jobs digging holes with a shovel or lifting sacks or anything. The sort of job where a man could be uneducated, but he could still boast about how big and strong he was. It's all automated so no one cares how fit you are. And women go out to work to buy home gadgets to do the housework for them. Women arrive in the office and the factory and they make it into their space. Like the home. Offices became soft girlie sort of places where men have to act like sissies. When men get into a woman's space they switch off, they can't take it. They feel they have to go outside to do manly things. This is why men resisted letting women into their clubs and professions. Because it was emasculating them.”
“It's bloody awful. I paid taxes all my life. All my life”
“Aaaaaahhuhaaauarrrraaaughuuuh. Oh. Aiiiaaaarugh. Uhhhh”
“Oh. I think I've heard that before somewhere” said Catherine. “But how do the space ships...?”
“It's like this. While school and university were male environments, where boys could do exciting things like football or science, they wanted to go there. But then we started equal opportunities and health and safety and we cut back on competitive sports and made them watch a video of something in the lab instead of doing whiz bang smelly experiments themselves. So boys are not excited any more. They look upon school as being a female girlie sort of place. Same with University.
Except now we have space. And you cant get up there to do exciting dangerous things without science qualifications. So men want to go to uni again so they can get up there and be men again. You see?”
“It's an interesting idea.”
“It's more than that. It's the seeds of a speech or an article. We can spin it more. Get a few more heads on TV saying space will save British education. And it could make funding a bit easier to keep.”
“Oh, well if it makes Thorney's job any easier.”
“It could. How are things with you and Thorney now?”
“Fine. Of course they are.”
“I just wondered, with Grim leaving Abigail....There have been rumours. I'm sure they're not true though.”
“Well, It's more than rumours. But it wasn't really Thorney's fault. She was just about naked. We were sharing the cottage. And Abi was much younger than me of course, and she would prance about in just a bikini. Just a bikini bottom sometimes. And I don't know what she did when I wasn't there. Maybe she flirted with him. Maybe spoke to him. And I noticed Thorney watching her. I mean he's a man isn't he, so he couldn't help it.”
“No he couldn't. It's genetic. Men watch women. I think it evolved so that the breeding stock would be guarded from predators.”
“The what? Breeding? You.....You mean with cave men or something don't you.”
“Yes. With hunter gatherers, yes. Anyway men can't help it. It's like women can't help looking at babies. It's to protect the breeding stock of the group.”
“It's bloody awful. I paid taxes all my life. All my life”
“Aaaaaahhuhaaauarrrraaaughuuuh. Oh. Aiiiaaaarugh. Uhhhh”
“Smiling at babies is hardly the same thing as lust.”
“The effect is the same. More babies being looked after,” said Irene.
“Well, perhaps, anyway, I don't know what I was thinking. I sort of pushed them together. Or, I mean I didn't make a fuss if they were together. I suppose I wanted to see how much Thorney loved me, and if he would make a pass at her. I was silly. I sort of knew she fancied Thorney. She said she wanted a baby. And she had been sort of hinting that Grim wasn't making her pregnant.”
“I see.”
“And I don't think Thorney really wanted her with him. He said he was going to inspect some geological sites along the cliffs. But actually it was before then. In Saint Davids. I went to the shops, Grim stayed in the car and Abi and Thorney went to an art gallery. And when I saw them. I suppose they looked like, I don't know. They were sort of close. You know?”
“Yes. They had shared an experience.”
“That sounds like psychology again,” said Catherine.
“Sorry. But go on. If you want to.”
“Oh, well, anyway, when he said he was going, I think I said Abi should go with him. To keep an eye on him. God knows why I said it. If I had just kept my wits about me, I'd have noticed what Abi was trying to do.”
“You mustn't blame yourself.”
“But...”
“It's just nature. I forget who said it, but it was something about all these babies wanting to get conceived and they didn't care how they did it.”
“It makes us sound like animals.”
“We are,” said Irene.
“Well, they must have been. I just didn't realise. Not till Grim had that DNA test done. I still don't know for sure if it is Thorney's child. It could be someone else's. But I suppose it was obvious before the DNA test. Grim could never have fathered a son like that. He's a really good looking boy now. Too handsome to be Grim's.”
“So something good came of it?”
“Yes. If you put it like that.”
“Has Thorney been faithful otherwise?”
“Yes,” said Catherine. “And I suppose he always will be now. He's getting a bit past it, you know.”
“Since when has that stopped a man from trying?” asked Irene.
“Oh. He's a good man. I mean I don't know for sure if they ever actually had sex. He loves me. That's why I stuck with him. I was angry when I thought of it, but I never really considered leaving him. ”
“Good. You must believe it wasn't your fault, but it wasn't really his either.”
“I know.”
“Mummy.” called a little boy from the corridor.
“Allan, come and give me a kiss.” said Irene.
“Hallo love.” said Alex
“Alex, my husband. This is Catherine Cusack.”
“Oh yes.”
“I'm Thorney's significant other.”
“Of course.” Alex bent over the bed and kissed Irene, and lifted Allan up to sit on the bed besides her. “There you go.”
“Can I see your legs Mummy?”
“Not at the moment. They're all covered up.” said Irene
“I should be going.” said Catherine.
“Not on my account.” said Alex.
“Yes I must. I've stayed far too long. I should be back at work now.”
“But come again won't you.” said Irene.
“Yes of course. Bye.”
“So how are you?” asked Alex “I had a hell of a job parking here. I've given another box of chocolates to the nurses. Any news of how long it will be?”
“Well Doctor Richards thinks I could be out of this lot early next week. You know the nurses all live miles away and they have to be here at seven in the morning to get a parking space. The nearest some of them can afford a room is in Coventry or Birmingham, which is silly. And they eat chocolates very quickly, so next time, get them two boxes.”
“Yes dear.”
“Now, this lap top.”
“Yes?”
He clenched his pamphlet in his fist,
He quoted and he hinted,
Till, in a declamation-mist,
His argument he tint it:
Robert Burns
CHAPTER 79
FROM HANSARD
PRIME MINISTER
The Prime Minister was asked—
Engagements
Q1. [A46F78N] Henry Ward Beacher (Avebury North): If he will list his official engagements for Wednesday 9 August.
The Prime Minister (John Clayton): This morning I had meetings with ministerial colleagues and others. In addition to my duties in the House, I shall have further such meetings later today with those involved with the successful launching of the Aurora.
The engineers and scientists were lead by Britain, but it has taken the brains, expertise and resources of companies and research establishments in every continent to make it possible.
Mister Speaker. I believe this new space ship gives us a chance to change the fortunes, not just of this country, but of all Europe, and perhaps the whole world. This planet is now a much smaller place. It is unthinkable that we should ever go to war on Earth again. So, in the spirit of peace I propose that we should gradually, and unilaterally, phase out our stocks of nuclear weapons. I say unilaterally because we are not doing this in agreement with anyone, not even with our space partners in Europe. But I hope that by our example, this nation can persuade all the worlds nuclear powers to disarm, in their own time, as well.
Furthermore, we can see no strategic reason to keep the aircraft carriers, or the large strategic air lifters in service beyond their present planned life. From now on Britain will only be involved in limited Special Forces Police actions against criminals identified by the United Nations or the World Court.
It will take time to bring about these changes in our policy, but this does not mean Britain will not have a substantial role in the new world.
I propose that we use our new found strengths and our unique position to explore the Solar System.
We are uniquely placed to do this because we have virtually unlimited electricity to launch as many Auroras as we wish, perhaps even hundreds a year. These vessels can then be joined together in rings that revolve to provide artificial gravity. In their turn , these rings can be used to provide living accommodation on large space ships with which we can open up regular time tabled voyages, not just to the moon, but also to Mars and beyond.
Of course when we dismantle our nuclear weapons, then our atomic weapons scientists would be out of work. But for many years, they have been working at AWE Aldermarston on the Orion family of lasers. I can now tell you that these lasers will provide the motive power source for engines to drive these very large space ships. Engines so powerful that we could travel to Jupiter and Saturn in a matter of months, not the years it would have taken previously.
Mister Speaker, we are living in momentous times, but I am sure, this whole house is sure, that Britain can rise to this new task, with pride and enthusiasm.
Thank you.
Yes men have no sagacity,
Don’t hire them for their brains.
Frightened of audacity
Don’t go against the grain.
They hide away reality
And let you take the strain.
When truth takes your ability
Your life goes down the drain
Steve Dixie 1968 “Live in the trench” album.
CHAPTER 80 JUGGLING
Tom Bellamy got to work as usual, said hi to Hall Pycroft and Pete Steiler, turned on his computer, checked his e-mails, and said. “Do you suppose these sunshades are really making the Earth too cold?”
“The Norwegians think so,” said Hall.
“That's right.” agreed Pete “There's some Scandawegian shipping company wants to sue the Yanks cos one of their ships hit an ice berg.”
“No” said Hall. “That's not it. They reckon their harbours got too much ice in it and it’s costing too much to break it up. Or was that the Russians?”
“Dunno,” said Tom. “By the way, I'm on a course for the next two days.”
“Oh yeah?”
“What course?” asked Pete.
“Cant remember. Uh,” He found the calling notice in his trays. “Conceptual Decision Making And Leadership In The Field Of Acquisition Management.”
“You what?” laughed Hall.
“It's the bloody juggling one,” said Pete. “You've got to juggle balls to get the left side of your brain joined up to your elbow or your arse or something.”
“I knew it would be bollocks,” said Tom. “These things always are.”
“But you get to keep the juggling balls,” said Pete. “And it's two days away from here.”
“Oh fuck it. See you at lunch time.” Tom put on his coat and walked off down the open plan office. He smiled at the new bird in the Registry and got the gate code from a list inside one of the cupboards. He ought to find out her name. Except she looked a bit like Maudie, the bitch he was divorcing.
At the end of the foyer the doors registered the presence of his pass and opened. Above the windy trees were white clouds and patches of blue. Cold but nice, the sort of day to go for a long walk over Salisbury Plain. Bloody courses.
He tapped the gate code into one of the pedestrian gates and nipped across the public road to the other site. Then through another electronic door into another foyer, past a café and into the training wing corridor. He looked for the receptionist to tell him where to go. But she had been downsized, or rationalised or maybe quit for more money, and been replaced by a piece of paper saying
“Conceptual Decision Making Leadership And Improved Knowledge Management Techniques In The field Of Acquisition Management, Room DA34.”
Was that what the course was called? Probably.
Investors in people policies meant the MOD had to budget for courses, and people had to be found to go on them. But it was two days away from routine. Meet some new faces. Strangers from other departments at Carbonec, even people from other MOD sites.
Tom Bellamy saw a few half familiar faces and noted with relief that some of the women were very easy on the eyes. That would help with the boredom. Someone to look at and fantasise over, if it was really boring.
The instructor or lecturer or deliverer or whatever term was fashionable at the moment was easy on the eye as well. She was short, with short very tidy black hair and very tight black slacks and long sleeved top. She obviously worked hard at her slim body. Put a lot of effort into looking good. Perhaps she had low self esteem because of her large nose.
“Good morning everyone. Now I expect you all know each other?” she beamed.
“No,” said a Major
“None from my department,” said a Scots woman.
“Afraid not,” said Tom
“Oh.” This must have upset her lesson plan “I thought you must all know each other working in the same building.”
“I’m from the other side of the camp,” said Tom
“I’m from Middleavon” said another Major
“Ur. Bulford actually,” said someone else.
“Larkhill,” said a girl.
“OK.” She accepted it “Well never mind.” She had a plan B. “I expect I had better introduce myself. I am Lucrezia Venucci and I am a Nurse, as well as being a qualified Pilates and Raki instructor.” She seemed proud of this and expected to be admired.
Some of the women had maybe heard of Raki or whatever, but the three majors in their DPM67 uniforms looked a bit confused. “Now starting at this corner could you all introduce yourselves ? You first? “she looked at Tom Bellamy name tag “Tom Bellamy?”
“Well. I’m Tom Bellamy. I'm in the Closed Environment Waste Recycling Integrated Project Team.”
“All right.” She beamed. “and you?”
The lady next to Tom Bellamy had a Scottish accent and dark blond hair. She was tall and slim and wore a prominent wedding, engagement and eternity rings and a grey trouser suit. She was slumped in her chair, self confident enough not to hold her tummy in. A Mother and civil servant. Nothing to prove, this was just another course. Nothing like the tutor. “I’m Jane Stewart, doing returns for the Light Mil in ALDC Central Business Planning.”
Her job meant nothing to Tom Bellamy. Neither did a lot of others though he recognised odd words like security, development, land, tri-service, central, policy, planning etc.
“Now I’m going to pass these round”. The Tutor bent over a bag with her bottom pointing to Tom Bellamy. Was that because she fancied him or because he was the only one she didn’t mind being rude to? “Juggling Balls.”
And so it went. “Now lets have a bit of juggling to get our mind working, relaxed, balanced between left and right hemispheres.”
Balls flew and fell, and thumped on tables and floor and off the walls. One of the Majors became quite good. A few others were almost there.
Tom Bellamy wasn’t. Tom Bellamy didn’t want to be. But Lucrezia Venucci insisted on encouraging him and giving little personal demonstrations. The only good thing about it was the Scots lady took off her jacket and bounced her boobs and bent over to pick up her balls and crawled around under the tables. She had a nice laugh. The Woman from Security smiled and chuckled as well. She looked OK. Perhaps this juggling was almost OK.
The course turned out to be the old business of putting your ideas on a big bit of paper and drawing lines between them and jotting down notes here and there. Tom Bellamy had used it for his Open University Courses. The difference now was that you mustn't draw frames round the words because that constricted your free thinking and the lines between should be bendy not straight. Tom forgot why that was.
Old timers tell tall tales of a legendary course, back in the early days of computerisation. It was given in a converted barn with lots of coffee and cream cakes. Then a three course pub lunch. All free.
This course was nothing like it.
At the mid morning brake Tom assumed there would be instant coffee in a DIY kitchen down the corridor. But it was a casualty of the latest cuts. He made his way to the café in the foyer and queued for ages.
“Yes love?” said the girl at the counter.
“Coffee with sugar and milk please.”
The girl stared at him “You what?”
“Coffee, milk and sugar.”
“We don't do that.”
“Well, a cup of tea?”
“Tea? This is a coffee bar.”
“You said you don't do coffee.”
“We don't do milk and sugar, we do that.” she pointed to the wall behind her covered in words like mocha, latte, Columbian and Arabica.
“Oh never mind.” Tom went to the gent’s loo and slurped from the tap. Bloody women. If Maudie was here she'd be telling him off now for being such a.....Such a what? A man?
There was more nonsense and juggling and a lot of diagrams of how someone said the brain worked and of course it worked better if you bought the book.
At lunch time Tom rushed back over the road to his own desk and one of the pies he'd bought last Sunday in the supermarket. “It is the juggling course.” he told Pete. His pie still had ice in the middle, he'd have to remember to put his lunch box by the radiator under the window.
“Said it was,” said Pete.
“Lecturers got a nice arse though.”
“Something to watch then.”
“Yeah. Anything happened?”
“Same old.”
Tom gulped down a coffee, put a chocolate bar in his pocket, and rushed back.
He was late.
“Ah Tom,” said Lucrezia Venucci “I was just telling some of the others how good this music is for mind moulding to really get your thoughts lined up for action.”
“Oh yeah?” Tom sat down.
“We do actually have a special offer on at the moment and you can't download this from our web site yet.”
“Oh yeah.”
“So what do you think?”
“Well, it sounds like the sort of stuff they used to play in lifts before the noise abatement people objected.”
The security lady gave a muffled yelp and tried not to laugh.
“Well, it’s all a matter of taste,” said Lucrezia.
Tom smiled at the security lady, and she smiled back.
Obviously Lucrezia had no children or she would be boasting about them, not her nephew. She mentioned doing a masters degree, but she didn't say where or what in. She said several times that she was a nurse, but didn't say where, or why she'd given it up to do this rubbish. Then she said she had been an executive for a health insurance company and knew what it was like to come back to your desk and find you had nine unread e-mails.
But Lucrezia wasn't a complete idiot. As soon as she said that she realised everyone was exchanging smiles. And she realised why. These people were already successful executives who daily dumped dozens of junk e-mails at a time.
That was when Tom realised that the MOD had been conned into doing this course. The whole thing was aimed at the gullible unemployed who could be persuaded to buy this mood music, mental mapping books with mind moulding programmes, and god knew what rubbish. The thing was, no one here was going to buy a damn thing. The Ministry could buy it from the training budget, but no individual civil servant would ever pay for any of this, unless they could claim it back.
God it was boring.
The security lady had pulled her blouse back and was stroking her tummy. Tom watched, and the security lady was eyeing him. He smiled. She smiled.
“Now Tom.” Lucrezia was breaking in. “I'm sure you'll like this next piece. Now I'm going to read out a piece and I want you all to do a mental organisation of the main points. Allright?”
She slowly and carefully with lots of smiles and pauses in the right place, described the life of a woman in Paris with two children in a flat, who's husband, a lawyer in Shanghai, came home every third week. She had a nanny and a maid and spent a lot of time in Jazz or kareoke clubs drinking Martinis.
It was probably supposed to be aspirational and encourage the students to buy more of her junk, but to Tom she sounded like an abandoned alcoholic.
There was another piece about a boy who became very successful in sales and drove racing cars for a hobby, but there were no details. What was his degree? Where? When? Who did he work for? What did he sell? Nothing. The whole thing was aspirational rubbish.
The three majors were sitting very still now, determined not to interact. They were here on orders, doing their duty, it would soon be over.
Tom realised he was leaning towards the Scots lady and her boobs. He returned his elbows to the centre of his desk.
Lucrezia Venucci took that moment to bend over again with her bottom aimed straight at Tom. He stared, felt embarrassed, looked away.
But the security Lady was smiling at him. She saw the joke? He smiled and the security lady just looked friendly.
The Scots lady was now leaning towards one of the majors and swapping ideas on what to write.
“Now shall we just do a bit more juggling?” said Lucrezia Venucci. Tom groaned and stood and dropped the damn balls all over. He was losing interest. This wasn't fun any more.
Then there were more exercises, and more and more.
Lucrezia Venucci was still insisting that Tom Bellamy juggle. Was she frustrated with her failure to teach, or did she like him?
God it was a long afternoon.
“Well that is it for today.” smiled Lucrezia Venucci “Now I hope you all try this at home tonight. Don't forget I have these wonderful programmes on special offer that can really give you an insight into the latest success techniques.”
They all stood and sighed and shuffled to the door.
“Tell me” said the security lady “What department did you say you worked for?”
“Oh, The Closed Environment Waste Recycling Integrated Project Team.”
“What on Earth do they do?”
“Its not on Earth. It’s for when they build the long range exploration ships.”
“Yes?”
“Yes. We're managing the contractors who design the lavatories.”
“Recycling?”
“Yeah. It’s big stuff. Cleaning the pee up to drink again and turning the shit into food.”
“You're joking. Aren't you?”
“No. The people at Porton Down reckon they can get tanks full of shit, then grow germs on it. Special genetically modified bacteria. Then they take em and dry them and make em into burgers.”
“Well. It sounds, um, fascinating.”
“With added flavouring. Like me to tell you more? Maybe this evening? We could go and hear John Gilchrist. He's playing at a pub in Warminster tonight.”
There was a pause. “OK. I'd like that. Did you know John Gilchrist used to work here?”
“Why did he work here?” asked Tom
“I dunno. On hard times I suppose. Laps in his career or whatever. But I think he came down with stress or something and left on medical grounds.”
“I wonder if he ever did juggling,” said Tom
“I suppose I might help you to juggle your balls,” said the security lady.
“I'd like that.”
“I know.”
In the name and the wurship of the holy, blyssydfull Trynite of our Lord jesu Crist, MCCCCLIX, and in the xxxviii, yeer of souerayn Kyng od Englonde and of France, Herry the Sexte, the iii day of moneth Novembre.
I John Fastolf of Castre, be Gret Jermuth, of the counte of N, Knyght, beynge in good remembraunce, albeit I am sykly and thorwh age infeb, bryngyng to mende and often revolvynge in my soul how this world is tra, and how, amongs all ethely thynges that is present for to come, there is noe thynge on this onstable world so serteyn to creature of man kende as is departynge out of this world in dethe, the soule from the wrechyd body, and noo thynge erthely so onsertyn as the oure and tyme of deth.
Preamble to the will of Sir John Fastolf, (known as Falstaff)
CHAPTER 81 JORDAN HILL
“Did I say I'd seen Abi yesterday?” asked Catherine at breakfast.
“No,” said Thorney between bites of toast. “No. How is she?”
“Fine.” Catherine carried on eating her muesli.
“Any news of Grim?”
“Not really. But he still sends her money.”
“Oh. I suppose he's working then.”
“Must be.”
“Oh. Strange I've never heard where.”
“She thinks it must be something very secret.”
“Hmm.” Thorney didn't think much of that. His work on Project Discovery was as secret as anything got these days. At least he supposed it was. “I'll have a look at the e-mails. See if there's anything from the boys.”
“I've already looked. There's nothing,” said Catherine, disappointed. Like most parents, the Huxtables would never get used to not being parents, not having children to worry about, not having any human purpose to their lives.
“No sign of them getting married yet,” said Catherine. She really meant there was no sign of grandchildren yet, a chance to be grandparents, and have a bit of life back into their empty.....Well it wasn't empty. Of course not. Catherine was still at the Oxford University Press and Thorney was doing more than ever. It was just nice having more to life than work. Having more than just each other. It wasn't really enough.
Doctor James Mortimer didn't have anyone. No wife any more. Not much of a family in Jamaica. None here in England. He just had the job. Helping Thorney out with HMS Discovery. Lucky to still have the job actually. Thorney had given him a month off to see to his Mothers affairs in Jamaica, and it stretched into two months while he wondered what to do with the remains of his life.
“Ah well.” Now he was talking to himself. “Bugeration.” He thought of washing up, but heard the time on the radio (he still listened to Radio 4) and said “The train.”
He had all ready oiled and greased his bicycle and pumped the tyres and everything last night. So he just had to put on his back pack, wheel the bike out, lock the door, then peddle to the station.
Thorney drove along Walton street, looking for a space outside the Bath Stone classical porticoes of the OUP building. Nothing. He pulled in on the other side by what looked like a Greek temple, but was really a bar inside a disused church. He paid no notice to a poster saying John Gilchrist would play there next Saturday.
“Usual time,” said Catherine “Unless I phone.”
“OK. Can you manage all that?” Thorney meant two shoulder bags and sports bag full of manuscripts and files.
“Yes.” Catherine grimly pulled them from the back seat “See you later then.”
“Right.” Thorney leant forwards for a kiss. “Bye.”
“Bye.” Catherine closed the door.
Thorney looked over his shoulder for a gap in the traffic, and watched her walk to the old main entrance in the central portico, not the new one in Clarendon Street.
He still loved her. He really did. He just didn't have time to carry her bags in.
The train was of course standing room only. But Doctor Mortimer had a new Arm Top Computer on his left fore arm. He could then curl his left arm round one of the hand holds by the door while he taped away at the qwerty keyboard with his right hand.
Of course there were two months of e-mails to go through. It was easy to find the junk from the office manager saying what new initiatives or bollocks other departments were doing. He could delete the stuff from the computer people saying they were sorry the network was down whenever, but they would soon be improving it all, again. He could ditch all the stuff about who's birthday it was, who was doing something for charity, who was collecting for a leaving present for someone he'd never heard of.
But then there was the other stuff. It could be rubbish. But there just might be an Earth shattering paragraph buried in there somewhere. He started to say bugeration, but remembered he was in public on a train and changed it to a sort of strangled cough.
The train was slowing down, entering Oxford, so he started signing off from the internet. He wasn't sure about this arm top. The screen was good, the keys nice and big and easy to use. But it was all so awkward, clipped on over his sleeve. Better than trying to hold a laptop, or squinting at a phone screen, but even so. There had to be a better way.
There wasn't much room to park at Jordan Hill, and if you did, then someone would double park, blocking you in, and you had to wait ages while security found the driver and got them to move it.
But of course Catherine worked for the OUP and they had a sports field, (tennis and cricket), just behind Thorney's office, and of course he was a member as well, so that's where he parked.
Doctor Mortimer peddled out of Oxford Station, past the Said Business College, into Hythe Bridge Street and over the river.
He was puffing. He was actually, getting out of breath. No good at all. “Bugeration.” Students on bikes. Were passing him. Like he was, an old man. He wasn't an old man. Not as old as his mother, anyway. And she was dead. He'd spent too long. Sitting around Jamaica. Doing nothing. No exercise. But he'd soon be OK. Just a bit of determination.
Into Worcester Street. He'd soon be OK. Just persevere.
Thorney kicked his bag under the desk, turned on the computer and went for a coffee.
He thought of Abi.
“You are there,” said Doctor Moor Agar.
“Good morning.” Thorney wondered what on earth would be wrong now. “How are things?”
“Things are dreadful. These engineers are useless. I ask for more equipment and they say how heavy. I say how should I know. You are the engineer. You must design it. They say we are the engineer, so we design it to something easy. I say you must design to do the job, not just to make easy to build it. They say I am stupid and they can't build how I want. I say they are stupid because they build nothing. They say......”
“Just wait. Look can you put it in writing to me and then I will try to sort things out. But as you know the engineers have the lead on this. They are designing a space ship for the Navy. We are just going to be passengers. We are allowed lab space and we are allowed cargo within reason. But the Engineers and the Navy will always have the last say. They have to be able to fly the thing.”
“Of course, of course, they fly. But they do not see. The purpose of flying is to find geology. There is no sense in going to Jupiter if we don't know what we see when we get there. Is there?”
“Um, well no. But we also have to consider the chemists and astronomers and.....”
“I know this. I know this. You should be on our side more. Not on that side.”
“There are no sides in this. We are all cooperating and...”
“I know I know. I go now.” Doctor Moor Agar spilt some more of his coffee down his front and shuffled off.
Thorney looked out of the window towards the Wolvercote Cemetery. It was about time bloody Agar was in there. But no. He mustn't think that. He was in charge of them all. He had to make peace with the other departments and everyone else involved in designing HMS Discovery. Though he sometimes wondered if the design would ever be finished. It hadn't helped that people like Cyril Overton and Les Oakshot left to survey the Sahara instead. Thorney knew the ball swarms were bringing rain to the desert, and ancient rivers and lakes were filling up, and they wanted to know where new farms and ports could be built, but did they have to take his people to do it?
At least James Mortimer was due back today. Someone sane to talk to. You could trust Morti to put it all in perspective. Make a joke of it all. Get them smiling again.
Abi.
Dr James Mortimer turned right at Worcester College into Beaumont Street. This is where Grim and his wife lived. Did Abi still live here? Had anyone heard from Grim himself? Weird him just walking out on his wife like that. There were rumours of course. Involving Thorney, but no one believed them. Thorney would never make love to a colleague’s wife.
He was getting slower. Maybe he should take a break. At the Ashmolean he pulled across and rested his left foot on the pavement. He hadn't been into the museum in ages. He wasn't sure about the new extensions. Not that they were bad of course, just.....He couldn't think. His head was pounding. Have to take an aspirin as soon as he got to work. And he was sweating. Maybe he should pop into the Randolph Hotel. Have a cup of tea. And sit down.
But he was getting better now. His breathing was easier. He could go on. He cycled left into Saint Giles and almost fell off.
It was an optical illusion of course. It looked as though a flag pole on top of Saint Johns College was stretching right up into the sky. Past the clouds. “Bugeration.” Of course it was one of the Bruce Partington Sun Shades. He took a deep breath. To see it from here at that angle then it must be sort of over The North Sea or Norway, and casting its shadow onto Spitzbergen. Or thereabouts.
Thorney knew what he should be doing today. No, he couldn't remember. He was remembering Abi. How she had looked at the beach. Naked. So thin and childish.
Of course she had put on weight. Everyone did. He had anyway. But did she still go swimming at the Rosenblatt? She couldn't still be wearing that bikini.
Work. There was a possibility they'd have to give up some floor space on the ship, to make room for more fuel or something equally vital. But Thorney would have to tell someone like Moor Agar they were losing some equipment. Or could more people be squeezed into the existing space. What equipment could be shared? They'd done all they could amongst themselves, but could they start sharing with the chemists or physicists. Were their microscopes the same as ours? Would they be willing to share? He would have to call another conference and start a committee to look into who had what and could they.....
Abi.
Should he phone her? He could ask if she'd heard from Grim. Actually he really ought to ask about Grim.
Beyond the modern Maths building on the right was Keble. He forgot who said it, someone all those years ago at Royal Holloway. Where it had all started at that conference on. Whatever it was on. But someone had said it was a shame Keble wasn't as nice looking as Royal Holloway.
Then of course they had started meeting here in Oxford. On the other side of Keble in the Geology Labs behind the Museum. The University museum that is, not the other one. The one he had just peddled past. The.......Well never mind it's name.
“Bugeration.” It was a line in the sky. Oh yes. It was the same Bruce whatsit thing he had just seen. Now it had moved on and grown wider as it turned and soon it would be a horizontal line instead of a vertical one as it somersaulted over the, the North, whatsit. The North. Pole? The North Pole? Why was it called a pole?
What happened to Bruce whatsit. Partington? Was he a school teacher in Wisner Nebraska? Was he? The Midwest Motel Wisner Nebraska. Why did he think of that? Why wasn't he out of breath? Or was he? Was he out of breath? The handle bars were hurting his left arm.
His left arm hurt because of.....He must take a breather.
“Hallo? Abi? Its me. Thorney.”
“I know who you are.”
“Right, well, I was.....”
“You haven't phoned for a long time,” said Abi.
“Well, no....”
“I thought I must have done something wrong.” She sounded hurt.
“Well, no....”
“So why?”
“Well, I'm married.”
“So am I. Doesn't stop us talking,” said Abi.
“Well no, but, are you still married?”
“Yes. Grim even sends me money sometimes.”
“Oh.” Thorney sounded surprised.
“It would be very difficult bringing up our son without it.”
“Well, uh....” Did she want money from Thorney?
“I meant Grim's son of course. Not yours.”
“No, ummm.....”
“I saw Cathy the other day. Did she tell you?”
“Yes.”
“She seems well. Are you still getting on together?” asked Abi.
“Yes. Yes of course. We are, of course.”
“Good, well It's been nice chatting.” It sounded like Abi was going to say goodbye.
“Uh well, I was wondering, um.”
“Yes?”
“Well, if we could meet sometime.”
“Why?” Abi sounded conspiratorial, not suspicious.
“Just for a chat.”
“Yes. Of course.”
“Um....Today?”
“I suppose so.” She sounded almost pleased.
He'd had to stop twice on the Banbury Road. Or was it three or four times? He seemed to be the slowest cyclist in the world today. He'd walked past the huge old Victorian Merripit House. The project had moved there when it got too big for the geology labs. He'd pushed his bike past the small local BBC studio over the shops. The one where Thorney did his talking head stuff for the media. Explaining how we had to get out there to find more resources. How metal and helium and nitrates were all getting short. How we had to have them. How we couldn't afford to get stuck on this planet. Like Easter Island after they chopped all the trees down and couldn't make boats any more.
Thorney walked from the office to the road, then round the corner of the lodge gate into Wolvercote cemetery. It was a cheery place where people from work would eat their lunches amid the trees and flowers. It held the graves of several famous people, poets and professors. But the grave the whole world knew, the grave the little signs pointed to, was of course, JRR Tolkien.
It was an ordinary British suburban grave of rough granite slabs, in a row between the grey cement looking Catherine Mary Moore and the black marble of Irmgard Draxinger. But Tolkein's stood out because it was covered in offerings. Shrubs and pot plants, the photo of a couple of teenage girls making faces at the camera, a weather sodden teddy bear, and a few scraps of faded, illegible, paper. Tolkeins son was buried further down the row on the other side of a gravel path. There were no offerings at his at all, even though he may have inspired his Dad to write the stories for him.
It seemed there was a perpetual presence at the otherwise ordinary granite slab suburban grave. Unusually intense women in embroidery and wooden jewellery. Or thin men with beards and cloaks who chanted in Elvish or maybe it was Klingon. Bloody nutters the lot of them.
But Abi didn't think so. She saw Thorney in the distance and waved.
Grudgingly he walked across. “Hi.”
“Hi. This is Beppo.”
“Yes. I'm Beppo,” said the thin bearded man as though he wasn't really sure. “A star shall shine on the hour of our meeting.”
“Oh,” said Thorney not wanting to start a conversation.
“Yes. Beppo is here to sing his song to Eragorne.”
“Poems.” corrected Beppo. “It's poems. Thirty of them. I've written them down. See?” He held out a notebook.
“Oh,” said Thorney.
“Yes. My heart sings when I read them.”
“Oh.”
“I'm sure they are all lovely,” said Abi
“Yes. Listen. Dei nuin ninniach. Galad athan mor. Gil elen nor gil.”
“That is lovely,” said Abi.
“There's more.”
“Oh.”
“Leben athan neleo. Galad athan lome. Are athan heleg. Or athan mor.”
“For fucks sake.”
“Quiet.” hissed Abi as though she was Thorney's wife.
“Draug ben ruth. Neth ben ruth. Loth nor gond.”
“I'm afraid we really should be going.” Abi took Thorney's arm.”
“Yes. Sorry.” Thorney tried not to seem too relieved.
“I see. All right then. Sweet water and laughter till we meet again.”
“Oh.”
“Bye.” Abi smiled and led Thorney towards a wooden bench under a scots pine by the squirrel haunted hedge. “You didn't think much of him did you.” Abi sat next to Thorney, almost touching him.
“No.”
“They are all rather nice people. Very harmless. And when you're as lonely as I get sometimes, they aren't bad company.”
“Oh.” Thorney listened to bird song, and the distant thwack of tennis rackets.
Dr James Mortimer had pushed his bike for the last stretch. He wasn't out of breath. His arm had lost the cramp or whatever it was. He was fine.
They had moved the project out here when the old house became unsuitable. they needed more room for computers and wiring and wall screens. And it was closer to Kiddlington Airport. Someone in London thought academics would be flying all over in business jets. Not cycling on bikes. Not spending three and a half hours on the bus to Cambridge. Someone in London just did not realise the sort of rubbish money people earned away from The City. Probably the only person who flew was Joe Hebron. And all his associated bankers and wankers and accountants and consultants.
“So do you know where Grim is now?”
“Yes,” said Abi “He lives at Three Lauristan Gardens behind the White Heart Pub on the Brixton Road in London.”
“Good God. You realise everyone has been looking for him? They all think he became a traveller.”
“He was for a while. Then that awful woman Edith Presbury found him and had him doing some secret work.”
“What secret work?”
“He wouldn't tell me, but he did say it was something awful, and he had been very bad, and he had to make up for it.”
“Oh.”
“So now he does voluntary work. He teaches maths to street people and tries to get them through their exams and things.”
“Good God.”
“So he isn't really all bad.”
“No. Actually I first met him near Brixton. At the Haven Group in Lewisham. I thought he'd be quite frightened of street people.”
“I think he was, till he became a traveller. He lived with some very strange people then.”
“Oh.”
“I think he fell in love with a girl who died of drugs or something. I'm not sure.”
“Oh.”
“Now I have to admit something.” She held Thorney’s arm and leant closer.
“Oh?”
“I have to admit, I am Lady Mead of the Unseen Tower.”
“Oh?”
“Yes. I am a sword and sorcery fan.” She squeezed his arm.
“Oh.”
“That's how I know Beppo. It's not his real name of course. You don't approve. Neither did Grim. Not his scene at all. Not in those days.”
Morti rode up to the Cutteslowe Roundabout. A busy junction where the A40 crossed the A4165. He would have to peddle a bit quicker to keep in with the traffic. It was normal traffic here. Not just the electric stuff they allowed into Oxford.
There was a gap. Off he went. Looking left down the A40 as he rode round. Looking left down Sunderland Avenue. Looking left down the avenue of Hornbeam trees. Dark green leaves. Looking left. Looking at the big posh houses on their own feeder road on either side of the main road. All the dark green. Looking left.
Seeing blue. Blue like the sky. Like he was seeing through a picture. A picture of dark green trees. A paper picture. A hole cut in a picture. Seeing a blue sky. Another sky. Not the sky above. A sky in front of him through the cut in the picture.
He just stared at it. The hole was getting bigger. The rest of the world had stopped. No noise or movement. Just the blue hole getting bigger. Or was he getting sleepy?
“So is your staff still long and your helmet wide?” smiled Abi.
“Ha.” Thorney almost laughed “Is your hall still welcoming?”
“It’s always welcome to the right person. Always has been. Especially to a handsome dark knight with broad shoulders and a deep voice. And a big staff.” Abi almost had her head on his shoulder now.
“Oh.” Thorney looked at her. Properly this time without that nutter stressing him out. Of course she was older. Fatter, with a few grey roots showing in her hair. But she looked like a proper woman now, not a girl. She had a figure. She would look good undressing. “How did Grim find out about us?”
“I told him.”
“Oh.”
“I thought I could keep it secret. I almost forgot it myself. But it was him reminded me. And other men. You weren't the only one.”
“Oh.”
“Grim wasn't very good at making love. I mean he was nice enough. Just not very passionate. That's probably why I never fell pregnant with him. But then there was you. You were, well you know what you were.”
“Oh.” Actually Thorney didn't know what on Earth he had been. Apart from his usual self. But he supposed it was a compliment.
“I think I always knew I'd get pregnant from you. As soon as I first saw you. It probably was your baby.”
“Oh.”
“Must have been in fact.”
“Oh. So why did you tell him?”
“To make him angry I suppose. To stop him being so pompous and self satisfied. To really make him understand that he was useless at sex. To punish him.”
“Oh.” Thorney could hear a siren down on the main road. He couldn't imagine Cathy wanting to punish him like that. Unless he really betrayed her. It would be a police car or an ambulance or something. But he had betrayed Cathy by going with Abi. By actually bringing a child into the world with another woman.
The siren stopped. Probably at the Cutteslowe Roundabout. Probably an accident.
“Does Cathy know?” asked Abi.
“No.” Thorney was emphatic.
“Are you sure?”
“Well....” How could a man ever know what a woman was thinking? Even his wife.
“She did tell me to go with you.”
“What?” Thorney was shocked.
“To go for a walk with you.”
“Oh.”
“She knew I was desperate for a baby.”
“And you think she wanted me to.....To make you pregnant?”
“I don't know. But she must have wondered.”
“I suppose.” Had his wife known all this time?
“I mean she couldn't be sure of course.”
“No.” The ambulance siren started up again.
“It was more of a business arrangement between us.”
“Oh?” Thorney thought it had been more than that.
“Almost artificial insemination really.”
“Well....” The siren faded as it took an injured person down the Banbury Road into Oxford.
“It wasn't as if you were in love with me or anything.”
“Ummm.”
“Was it.”
And of course they kissed.
Thorney tried to concentrate on the wall screen. “Sorry. What did you say?”
“Are you all right Thorney?” said Fritz Becher.
“Yes, yes of course.” He must stop thinking of Abi.
“Right. Well it's here.”
The on screen diagram moved and became the circle of ships. All of them fixed together into a massive ring. A wheel, with the spokes made from more ships joining the ring to the hub. The hub itself with its docking bay for shuttle ships and the long tail section, like an axle on the wheel, leading to the atomic engine. Another huge round structure but with no spokes. A solid disc with the axle and ring on one side and the atomic fires of destruction on the other.
Thorney had been told how the lasers would meet and heat up a cubic centimetre of space, hot enough to disintegrate anything placed there. Of how pellets of anything solid, would be heated by lasers, till one side turned to gas and acted like a rocket, forcing the pellet into the hot spot. And how the resulting atomic explosion would push the disc and the rest of the ship away. How all this would happen quicker and quicker as the ship accelerated. How the flickering light would seem like one long slow explosion.
He vaguely understood it, but did not quite really comprehend it.
He understood the size of the ship, but again, he really only “knew” the geology department. He knew just about all the facilities and the meetings and who wanted what where and the negotiations with engineers and Navy and the colleges and the medicals and the human resources and trade unions and.....
“Sorry? Where?” asked Thorney.
“Right here. They want to put another passage way through the middle of the labs, all of them.”
“The blue bit?”
“Yes.”
“It doesn't look like it will take up a lot of space.” Thorney was going to try and play this down.
“They say it will be wide enough for a man to walk through. That has to be a metre or so at least.”
“Do they say why they want it?”
“A back up water and compressed air system, and a foam system to fight fires.”
“Oh. I was wondering how they would cope with a fire.”
“It seems they wouldn't cope with a fire. That's why they have this. But I want to know why it needs a separate passage way? Why can’t they run more conduits down the main path on level two?”
“I'll find out,” said Thorney. “Meantime can you try and work out the implications for us. What equipment will we have to move, and how are we going to calculate the new weight distributions.”
“OK.”
“It will take a while, I know but....”
“You are there.” It was Doctor Moor Agar. “There is great trouble. It's Morti. Doctor Mortimer.”
“He's been run over,” said another.
“He was on his bicycle.”
“Hit by a number two bus.”
“These buses are too quiet these days. Electric and fuel cell. You don't hear them.”
“So where have they taken him?” asked Thorney.
“Headington A & E.”
“Right. I'll get over there as soon as I can. Um....I'll just go to the office a minute. Can someone get me a taxi? I don't suppose there's room to park over there.”
That was it.
He'd wondered if he should see Abi again. She said if he went round, then she understood. She knew Cathy must never find out. She would make sure of it. She just wanted him to call round once a month or so. He hadn't been going to. He hadn't wanted to risk upsetting Cathy. But now he knew. Life was short.
You never knew when you'd get run over by a bus.
-oOo-
Far from the madding crowd's ignoble strife,
Their sober wishes never learn'd to stray;
Along the cool sequester'd vale of life
They kept the noiseless tenour of their way.
Thomas Grey
CHAPTER 82 NEXT CALLER
And our next caller is Mrs Trellis from North Wales. Are you there Mrs Trellis?
“What?”
“Mrs Trellis, do you have a question for us?”
“A question?”
“Yes. Mrs Trellis you said..”
“I’d like to ask a question.”
“OK.”
“What?”
“What is your question?”
“Yes. I want to know something.”
“What do you want to know Mrs Trellis?”
“I want to know about this space ship.”
“Yes Mrs Trellis.”
“It's throwing it away.”
“Throwing away what Mrs Trellis.”
“The space ship. Throwing away the Space ship.”
“What about it Mrs trellis?”
“What about it?”
“Yes.”
“Its what they say they are going to do with it.”
“I’m sorry?”
“It said on the telly.”
“Yes Mrs Trellis.”
“This man on the telly. He said.”
“Go on.”
“Its what he said. They are going to dispose of it in the Sun.”
“Really?”
“Can I interrupt here? It is part of the health and safety appraisal for all new equipment that a recommendation for eventual disposal should be made. In this case it was felt that rather than leave a large interplanetary ship in orbit where it could be a hazard to other craft on the same orbit, and rather than go to the expense of dismantling for return to the Earth or Moon, or go through the risks of burning up in an atmosphere, that the ship could be aimed into the Sun for vaporisation.”
“Yes. You see. The Sun.”
“Dose this worry you Mrs Trellis?”
“What?”
“Dose this…..”
“Of course. Of course. Its pollution.”
“You think this will pollute the Sun?”
“Of course. What if it goes out?”
“I, well, I uh, I don’t think that is very likely Mrs Trellis.”
“But how do you know?”
“Well…uh….”
“I’m frightened by what I did.
How I wish that I’d had kids.
Now years are crashing by.
Girls don’t look me in the eye.
Its loneliness for me,
in the café drinking tea,
with older folk,
who wish that they’d had kids.
Steve Dixie 2002 “Redemption Rant” CD
CHAPTER 83 THE CHARIOT OF FIRE
The boat rental man told the police there had been something “funny” about the guy. But actually, at the time, he'd noticed nothing. It was just some bloke rented a small yacht, and said he was sailing alone to France. He had some sort of skippers licence from Venezuela, but nothing odd about that. He said his name was Smith, but the credit payment was from someone called Juan MuRillo in Brazil. But that wasn’t really unusual. It could be someone else was paying for all sorts of valid reasons. There were tourists from all over calling at Portland Marina.
Susan Cushing walked out of the shower and looked at the mirror. “I can still pass for sixty years old you know.”
“Yes.” Mary Watson hung her doctor’s uniform in the locker. “I’m sure you could.”
“Except for the skin cancer. You know, if I'd only known about sunbathing, but everyone did it then. I have had bits cut out, frozen and ark welded from everywhere. They used to say a sun tan was healthy you know. So look at me, all blotchy and pink and white and, oh well, thank God for the spray.”
Susan tucked her short blond hair into a plastic cap, and swiped her hand over the pay point. The spray booth opened, she stepped in, closed her eyes, and tried not to laugh with the tickling, she didn’t want her tongue sprayed in fake tan. She smoothed cream on where the spray probably hadn't reached, then the blow dry.
“Not too bad.” Mary Watson dressed. “I hope he’s worth it.”
“Oh yes.” Susan did a twirl in front of the mirror. “He’s luscious, a retired Colonel called Sebastian Moran.”
“Moran. Is he Irish?”
“I shouldn’t think so, he’s black.” Susan combed her hair.
“Black? So which army was he in?”
“Ours. He was born here.”
“Well, so long as he’s gorgeous.”
“Oh yes. Real lush.” Susan dressed. “So how is Doctor John? I’ve been meaning to ask.”
“He’s back here now, under orders not to move till it’s all healed. But you know what bad patients doctors are. And he's the worst. Says it’s all the fault of the hospital in Kandahar, but I’m sure it was him.”
“So what happened?”
“Well you know we met while we were working for Nimrod Helmand?”
“The drug company.” Susan had heard of them.
“Yes, they buy most of the opium in Afghanistan. Anyway we were in the labs in Kandahar, and even in those days John was a bit of a military buff, so when he heard Arthur, that’s my brother, Arthur Morstan, when he was going back out there on one of these daft re-enactment things, then he went with him. Anyway he shot himself in the leg with a jezail, it’s an old gun thing, and he says the Docs in Kandahar said he’d be OK, but of course it all went septic, and now he’s dosed up at home. But I’m sure they told him to rest or something and he thought he’d go horse riding instead or whatever.”
“That’s men for you.”
“That’s why we love em.” Said Doctor Mary Watson.
“Well, I am off. I might be late in tomorrow, I'll be on the beach watching the Discovery start up.”
“Oh, I’d forgotten that was tomorrow. You’re sure you can see the ship from the beach?”
“Oh yes. I have instructions from Alex himself. I have to look towards the Cob at Lyme Regis at exactly four twenty eight and shield my eyes. Then HMS Discovery should appear as a light in the sky”
“Maybe I’ll be there then.”
“See you.” Susan Cushing left the hospital, she pressed the mouse buttons in her pocket, and her sun glasses showed the train times.
At the bus stop she watched the BBC news on her glasses, a repeat about HMS Discovery.
The presenter was walking inside the ring, along corridors, up and down stairs. Showing where the cabins, kitchens, café's, lounges, showers, and even gardens were. They had done their best with lights, colours and mirrors to make it seem less claustrophobic, but to Susan it looked like a very second rate cruise liner. Not one you would pay much for, or want to stay on for long. And these people would be on her for years.
It took all sorts.
She froze the news and caught a bus to Monkwood Station, then the road train down Marshwood Vale through Canonicorum and Catherston Leweston to Charmouth. It was a boring journey, high rise flats and windmills among olive groves.
HMS Discovery was on her glasses again, pictured either dark grey against the brilliant blue of Earth, or silver, outshining stars in the velvet eternal dark. Alex said the mirror finish on the revolving ring was to help deflect radiation from the Sun. The long central spine held the reactors and fuel supplies, in holds that might contain rock samples on the return journey. But he said you could use rock as fuel. He said if the lasers in the big umbrella at the end were all focused on one spot, then anything there would explode like a nuclear weapon. It was this bang that was to move the ship out to the planets by pressing on the umbrella.
Susan thought this was very dangerous. What if the reactors went out? They had back ups. What if you ran out of fuel? Then you could use gravel from an asteroid. Or ice from a comet. He had an answer for everything. But he said this was just a short voyage to the Asteroids. And a second ship would be ready in a few months, and that could rescue the first, if it was needed.
Susan had to admit the ship was incredible. If it worked. Shame she was so old really. They would never let people her age settle on Mars would they?
Alex said maybe they might. Young people who were still breeding could damage their offspring in the radiation, but with old people that wasn't so important.
Susan didn't like to be classified as expendable like that.
Till now Discovery had been in close Earth orbit, just above the ball swarms, tended to by a fleet of Aurora shuttles, crane arms and frames that held things till they were welded. But it was too dangerous to start the main engines this close to Earth, so Discovery was firing solid fuel boosters to move it higher up, into the van Allan Radiation Belts. Her atomic engine would make no difference here and Earth's magnetic field would sweep all the radiation away. Alex said.
The yacht bore east away from Weymouth, till clear of Portland Bill, there was room to tack due south.
And there was Alex himself being interviewed.
“….at the offices in Tain. Now Alex, this is the culmination of your life's work.”
“Not yet. The Moon ferry service is starting to make a profit now that we are launching from the equator, and the orbiting medical facilities at the Moon have saved hundreds of lives. Next we intend to do the same with Mars. There will be a nuclear ferry to Mars every six months to start with, increasing to one a month as soon as we can get the ships built. I believe the programmes to colonise Mars will be just as successful as the Moon mining operations are today. Then….”
“But the ship that starts out tomorrow is something special isn’t it?”
“Oh yes. This is the first nuclear powered ship. HMS Discovery. It carries what amount to a full university department as well as all that’s needed to survive so far from home. We will soon have a full human presence orbiting along the asteroid belt and among the moons of Jupiter. I believe we could have mining colonies there within ten or twenty years. Then perhaps in thirty or forty years we will be on to the Moons of Saturn. I probably won’t live to see it, but we barely understand the Oort cloud and the planets out there and what mineral wealth they contain….”
The road train ended it's run at the foot of Charmouth High Street. Susan wondered what others were watching on their glasses. Did they share her interest in Discovery?
Maybe not.
She queued to swipe her hand over the pay point, and walked past the Black Ven cable car to the Pig Inn Café.
It was unaltered as long as Susan had been here, magnolia walls, willow pattern plates and cruets, grit floating in the fizzy drinks, tea a bit strange, milk that was maybe reconstituted. But the fish and chips, and sausage and mash and peas, and the cakes and ice cream and puddings, and of course the friendship, were all beyond compare.
So what if the place was a bit bedraggled? If the table cloths were faded? If the menus were dog eared? It was clean enough and far cheaper than the hotels and posher pubs. That’s why everyone came here.
“Hi Sue.” Said Hatty Doran “Look Daphne, Its Sue.”
“Oh hallo.” Said Daphne looking up from her tea, brushing grey hair from her face.
“Oh that’s better.” Susan sat down at the back table with the other two “Make that a big pot of tea Alice.”
“Coming up. With a Marmite sandwich?”
“Oh yes please Alice, great. I must remember, I've been saving my old cooking oil, I thought you could use it in your boat engine.”
“All you can give me.” said Alice “And I'll make sure you get some fish.”
Susan smiled around at the regulars, not a grey hair to be seen. Wrinkles all frozen off and replaced with new grown skin, all pink and blotchy like Susan’s and all covered in make up like Susan’s. Hair died deep black or highlighted brown, or blond like Sue had hers now. Not a grey hair anywhere, except for Daphne.
“So Hatty, how’s the fossil hunting?”
“Got a big chunk of fossilised wood this morning, and several stones that could have nice Ammonites. Haven’t cracked em yet”
“Oh good.”
“And Hosmer was thinking that the big flat mass of Belemnites would polish up into the centre of a coffee table.”
“How is Hosmer?”
“He’s got a load of hedge laying for Sir Denis Falder. Starts tomorrow, so he won’t have much time to clean up the fossils.”
“Sir Denis who?” asked Susan.
“Sir Denis Falder. He used to be Cabinet Secretary. Retired. Got a huge place now.”
“Daphne?” asked Susan “Are you all right?”
“What?”
“Are you all right?”
“What?”
“I don’t know.” Said Hatty Doran. “You need some cheering up. Spend a night or two in Hosmer’s caravan. That would get your juices going.”
“No!” Daphne shrank back “Not a man.”
“She doesn’t like men.” Said Hatty Doran “I think it’s a bit painful for you, down there, isn’t it Dear. She’s never had children you know.”
“When's the last time you had a brain scan Daphne?” asked Susan.
“Oh she won’t have one.” Said Hatty Doran “I keep telling her it’s for the best.”
“No pigs.” Said Daphne “In my head.”
“It’s not pigs any more Daphne.” Explained Sue “They grow your own stem cells and inject them in. Then you grow your own brain back again.”
“No.”
“I’ve had it done twice.” said Alice putting down the tea and sandwiches. “You feel much better. I couldn’t run this place without it. I wouldn’t be thinking straight at all.”
“No. Not in my head.” Daphne cringed back.
“How about us girls go along to Bournemouth,” said Susan, “or Exeter this weekend Daphne. You could get your hair done and have some wrinkles removed.”
“No. I stay as I am.”
“Or there is a wonderful place in Bristol. It’s expensive but….”
“No. No. No. No. No. No.” Daphne was trying to hide under the table.
“All right dear.” said Hatty Doran “It’s all right, we won’t go. We’ll stay here.”
Sue whispered across to Hatty “We have to do something. Or she’ll die. I’ve seen it happen.”
“We all have.” Hatty said behind her hand “But if she wants to die, do we have the right to stop her?”
“I don’t know. I don’t suppose any of us know.”
“Come on Daphne. Shall we be going home? Back to the flat?” asked Hatty
“No.”
“The flat. We live there. Home” said Hatty.
“Yes. Home. Home.”
“Bye.” Susan watched the elderly couple leave, one tall, slim and fit, the other starting to stoop and stumble.
“I don’t think she can last long if she don’t do summat.” Said Alice. “An I shall lose a customer. But we never know do we. Not non of us. Weem all on borrowed time these days.”
“True.” Said Susan “No one lives for ever, but with non of us getting ill any more, not of old diseases anyway…..” Susan trailed off. She didn’t like to admit her age, not even to herself. It sometimes seemed that if you kept up with the examinations and medication, you could live for ever. But being a nurse she knew that lots still died. Always of something unexpected. And cures were more expensive all the time. Soon everyone in the world, in the rich world, would work full time just to pay for their medical treatment.
So should she put her affairs in order, or should she plan yet another career? No one knew. Susan looked around the paintings by local artists on the walls. Maybe she would be an artist next.
She swiped the pay point and left, strolling past shops with fossils in the window. She watched the cable car role slowly up hill, then nipped over to the chemist for her latest prescription and some “necessaries.” Even the chemist had fossils in the window, and adverts said there was a talk on fossil collecting at the Village Hall.
Then she re-crossed the High Street and walked down Lower Sea Lane past new blocks of flats built since the bad storms, till she walked under the arch into her own block.
The yacht was running parallel to Chesil Beach now, about a kilometre off shore, If it stayed on this course it would run aground at Lyme Regis, unless it changed course again off Charmouth. Now darkness had arrived, the man turned off every electric item on the yacht. With luck he was now undetectable, invisible, untraceable.
“And I managed to buy a brass tray by Aikinamadu of Kano. I'll show it to you if you like.”
“I'd like to see it.” As they left the pub Susan hooked her arm over Sebastian's and said “So tell me Colonel. How did you get an Irish name?”
“It’s not Irish. It’s Samburu. They’re a tribe in Northern Kenya. Moran just means a young man or a warrior. You see my Grandfather left home and went to work on the tourist beaches, you know, dancing, and probably helping fat lady tourists into bed at night. I don’t know. For years he kept a plastic bag from the Diani Beach Boutique. It’s what he wrapped his valuables in when he came over to UK. I used to hold it when I was little and he’d tell me about being a warrior and spearing lions. Nowadays I realise it was all made up, or he’d heard it from his Granddad. I don’t know. Anyway he was a brave man. He jumped on a ship in Mombasa and got to Egypt. Then he worked his way the length of North Africa, and got an open boat to Spain. Then it was hiding in trucks across Europe, and eventually a small boat to England. He didn’t know where. Round here somewhere. He had to work the whole way. Odd jobs, labouring, digging holes, picking fruit, but my Granddad got here. Made some money and sent for his wife. I was born thirty years later. Second generation British.”
“Is being a warrior what made you join the army?”
“Yes, I think it was. And I wanted to be someone. Not a bum in Brixton. I wanted to be an officer and a gentleman. So I got into Welbeck and they taught me which knife and fork to use, and how to appreciate opera and talk as though I were posh. Then it was Sandhurst, and they got me qualified enough to go to Cambridge and do an engineering degree. A real high up mucky muck. So I should have joined REME as an engineer, but instead I got into Special Forces and back to Africa.”
“That’s amazing. You’ve done it all.”
Colonel (Retired) Sebastian Moran looked up at the stars. “I’ve never been into space. Don’t suppose I ever will now. I'm an old man, who has to wear glasses because I had my eyes lasered too many times.”
“I’d love to go,” said Susan “even if it was just into orbit. But I’d really like to live on Mars. As soon as they have colonies there. Start again. Pretend I was young and reborn into a new world. That would be good.”
“Start again. I suppose we would all like that. What would you do differently?”
“I’d have children.” Said Susan “Someone to leave behind. I wouldn’t feel so bad about dyeing then.”
“You wouldn’t?”
“I don’t think so. I don’t know.”
“Yes, dyeing. It’s the not knowing isn’t it. How long have you got. Will you die tomorrow or can you hope for another hundred years.”
“If I was sure I had another century then I would try to do something worthwhile.”
“Like what?” asked the Colonel.
“I have no ideal.” laughed Susan, sounding Bristol “No ideal at all.”
“Well I am heading up the trust to rebuild the museum. You know there used to be one on the beach at the end of Lower Sea Lane?”
“I’d heard that. It was washed away in the bad storms.”
“Exactly, but it’s been going on for centuries. The whole coast. There were two or three roads went over Black Ven to Lyme Regis, washed away in the twentieth century. And in the nineteenth century there was a park out there, with a bandstand built to commemorate Queen Victoria’s Jubilee. And they say the first Cob at Lyme Regis was built in the twelfth century to replace a shingle bank, a sort of miniature Chesil Beach that was washed away. And in Doomsday Book there were half a dozen salt pans out there where they dried seawater to make salt.”
“Well,” said Susan “Did you know that Jerome K. Jerome said that Conan Doyle came here to investigate spiritual disturbances in the home of a Colonel, like you, well maybe not like you, but really it was the Colonel's daughter having a laugh?”68
“No…I didn’t know that. I’m talking too much aren’t I.”
“Yes. Susan stood on tiptoe and kissed him on the lips, just like she’d kissed Arthur Holder all those years before.
“Your place or mine?” asked the Colonel.
“Yours.”
“Mine it is.”
“OK. I hope you're going to treat me like a lady?”
“Of course. I am an officer and a gentleman.”
She put her head on his shoulder while he put his hand on the key pad, opened the front door and said “Music. Sina Makosa” to his computer.
A drum role, horns and guitars.
Then, an electric guitar played like honey dripping down a sunbeam.
More horns and “Hi yeeoh. Lele lelile lelelilo oh oh baba. Hasira za nini wee Bwana. Hasira za nini wee Bwana. Wataka kuniua bure baba.”
“Wow. What is that? Congo Rumba?” She was dancing.
“You know your music.” said Moran. “Actually I thought that, first time I heard it, but it's Kenyan. It's Sina Makosa, the Les Wanyika version, they were from Nairobi, but it was written by Omar Shabani from Dar.”
“It's wonderful.” she called.
“Yeah.” He shuffled, swaying hips and shoulders, moving arms and head in small abrupt movements, his whole body in time with the complex rhythm. For a portly old man he was pretty good. Lithe even.
“You learnt that in South Africa.” shouted Susan.
“Long ago.”
They danced and smiled and showed off and watched each others bodies like a couple of teenagers.
“What do the words mean?”
“Ah, when I thought it was Congolese I thought it must be in Lingala, or something like Chinyanja. I heard the choka and the nyumba and the kuni and I thought it meant you had to get out the house to get fire wood.”
“Yes I suppose you do. If you want firewood, you leave the house.”
The music finally stopped and they touched and kissed. Properly, not like when she had kissed Arthur at all.
“I wasn't good at languages in those days. It was really in Swahili.”
“So what does it mean?”
“Hasira za nini wee Bwana, means why are you angry with me Bwana. Wataka kunia bure Baba, means I was just out collecting firewood Baba.”
They kissed again.
“And it goes on to say there's no need to suspect her of anything, she was just getting fire wood. And wewe una wako nyumbani, nami nina wangu nyumbani, means it is your home with me, and it is my home with you.”
“Oh.”
They didn't say much after that. Both knew what was coming.
The man dropped anchor. It held. The cliff was taller and darker on the right, hiding stars and the sky glow from villages and towns inland. It must be Golden Cap. And town lights to the left had to be Lyme Regis. So the lights in front of him must be Charmouth.
He slipped quietly into the summer warm water and swam. Soon he was wading chest deep towards Lower Sea Lane. Cursing “Puta” and “Maganga” if he stubbed his toes on the rocks.
Susan was dreaming of the great space ship. Revolving and sailing on.
To adventure.
She was living with the Colonel in a mud hut by a beach, on Mars.
She was in the great new ship.
She had to leave Earth to collect firewood.
There was a noise.
Susan smiled and cuddled up to Sebastian’s chest. It was so wonderful to be wanted, just for yourself, not for money or for what you could do, but just cos someone fancied you. To be held by a strong man, and made love to cos he thought you were gorgeous. Not because he wanted anything off you, just because you were gorgeous.
There was a noise again.
Susan smiled and….was that the door?
“Sebastian.”
“I know. Quiet.” He reached under the pillow and rolled out of bed in one movement. “Keep quiet. Don’t put the light on.” He opened the door.
Normally Sue would resent being ordered about. But there was urgency, so she kept quiet. And she was scared. Sebastian’s shadow held something that looked like a pistol.
The door quietly closed. Sue felt around for clothes. They were all over the floor. “Damn.” She found her tunic, it was long enough to be decent. She tiptoed to the door.
Sebastian was in the darkened corridor, he looked round at Sue and waved her back. She stopped, watching him walk towards the lounge.
The door banged open. A light came on. A man crashed in.
“Who are you?” asked Moran
“It’s me who ask it what!” The man was ringing wet, his shirt and shorts stuck to him, he was shivering with cold, or was it emotion. Fear, anger? His expression said both.
“This is my flat you’ve broken into.” Moran was naked, but Sue could see he held the pistol behind his back.
“Are you the Moran?” The man pointed his own gun at Sebastian.
“Maybe. Who wants to know?”
Then Sue saw that Sebastian's pistol was really just a nail gun, an electric nail gun, the type Alex had invented.
“Are you Sebastian Moran?”
“Yes” Moran was growing wary.
“Do you to kill my Father?”
“I’ve killed a lot of men.” Sue gasped. “Who was your Father?”
“You alone? I hear something.”
“I live totally alone.” Moran said it slowly and deliberately “There is no one else here. Now who was your father?”
“He is President MuRillo.”
“Ex President MuRillo. I thought his family was in Brazil these days.”
“President for Life. Till you kill to him.”
Sue couldn’t be sure what happened first. Did the man fire his gun before Sebastian brought the nail gun up?
It was all at once.
But at least the man had gone. Sue ran forwards and bent over Sebastian. Blood came from a hole in his chest. Near his heart.
“Now I know.” he said.
“Know what?” Sue put her mouth over his and inflated his lungs, and again, “Tell me. What do you know?” She inflated his lungs, and again, and again, and again, and again, and again. And then again.
Nothing. “Damn.” She ran back to the bed room, light on this time, found her glasses and shouted “Emergency. Police Ambulance, Emergency. Police Ambulance!”
“You are through. Please tell me the location of your…..”
“Charmouth. Lower Sea Lane. Old School Development. Flat eight. Someone has been shot. I think he’s dead.”
“Hallo caller. This is police control. Did you say there has been a fire arms incident?”
“Yes. In Charmouth Lower Sea Lane. Old School Development. Flat eight. For Gods sake. I think he’s dead. I’m sure he’s dead. I’m a Nurse. Someone shot him. He said his name was…..was…..Rillo I think. Something Rillo. He was all wet. Like he’d been in the sea. I don’t know. He shot him. He….”
“Could you give me your name please?”
“I’m Susan Cushing and it’s my phone I’m calling on, so you should know that.”
“Just checking.”
“How long before anyone gets here? This man is getting away. The one who shot him.”
“Did you say flat eight?”
“Yes Flat eight.”
“Could you tell me the name of the shooting victim please?”
“Yes. Sebastian. Colonel Sebastian Moran.”
“Thank you. Someone will be with you in a few moments. Please leave everything the way it is.”
“OK. I can hear a helicopter. Is that you?”
“Uh, yes. Probably.”
Susan realised she was bending over a dead man and she had no knickers on “I’m going to get dressed.”
“Get dressed?”
“Yes. I’m naked.”
“Please do not alter the crime scene.”
“I won’t.” Susan fled back, to sit on the bed, put her clothes on, and weep.
Mary Watson came to Charmouth on the first train of the morning, while overnight maintenance men were still packing away their kit. She walked past the pubs, and the Pig Inn Café and joined a few others heading for the beach down Lower Sea Lane.
There must have been some sort of incident because police cars and vans were parked half on the pavement. The woman from the Pig Inn had pushed a barrow load of flasks down, and uniformed men and women were leant against the walls drinking tea from willow pattern cups.
It didn't occur to Mary that there was real trouble. That happened abroad in places like Kandahar, where her daft husband could shoot himself in the foot. She still fully expected to see Susan Cushing on the beach.
The sea was calm that night. The tide was easing out. Lights of Lyme Regis lay fair upon the tranquil bay. Waves made a grating roar, drawing pebbles to and fro across the ledges. A small crowd were chatting on the shingles. Children ran round with dogs, excited to be up in the half light before dawn. Further east towards Golden Cap cliffs a couple of people with a lamp shovelled a recent landslide looking for fossils. Beyond that the cliffs curved away past Bridport with Chesil Beach hidden over the horizon. Further still, silhouetted by the first dark blue light of dawn, was the long shape of the Isle of Portland.
Looking West the shore rose up to the top of Black Ven cliff, then down to the lights of Lyme Regis, the view finally ending at The Cobb, the old breakwater guarding Lyme Regis harbour from the sea. The usual fossil hunters were patrolling the beach below Black Ven. And a yacht had anchored for the night. That was funny. Why not go to Bridport or Lyme Regis?
“Mary. Thank God you’re here.”
“Wow Sue. You look awful.”
“No sleep.”
“He was that good?”
“Dear God no. He was murdered. I’ve just left the police.”
“Murdered? Maybe we should go back to your flat.”
“No. I want to see the ship start off.”
“But I think…..”
“No. I’ve been waiting for this too long. All my life probably.”
“OK. But what happened?”
“We were asleep. In his bed. Then I woke up and there was this man in the lounge and he and Sebastian shot each other. It was all so quick.”
“Did he shoot you?”
“Didn’t see me. I thought he’d run off and Sebastian was dead, so I called the police. They say they found the man dead in the garden. I think Sebastian shot him with a nail gun.”
“Good Lord. Was it drugs?”
“I don’t know. I just don’t know, please….Oh God Look.”
Everyone looked. Even the children stopped running.
There was a New Sun.
Most of the crowd were silent. Awed.
Dogs were uncertain whether to bark or howl.
There was a New Sun in the sky.
The New Sun was rising in the west.
Rising from the Cob of Lyme Regis.
“Oh my God.” said Mary
Then there were shouts. Cries of amazement. Cries of joy.
The New Sun lit the sea with silver ripples. It cast a silver light onto peoples faces. It cast new shadows behind them.
It turned Black Ven to grey, and Golden Cap to gold.
It was rising in the west.
“My God.” said Susan.
“I had no idea.” said Mary. “It's so bright. Listen. The birds. Their singing. They think it's dawn.”
“Alex said it would be a bright flame, but......He never said there'd be a dawn chorus.”
The fossil hunters all turned and shaded their eyes.
“It's not as big as the Sun.” said Mary “But, it's hurting my eyes.”
Mothers were telling children to be careful.
“My Alex did that.” Susan still couldn't quite believe what she was seeing. “Well he started it off. Well I suppose he did.” She held her hand up, shielding her eyes, just watching the new kind of sunlight on the waves.
The New Sun was clear of the Cob now, and slowly rising towards the east. A strange man made false dawn.
“OK.” said Mary Watson. “Well…..What did you mean when you said you’d been waiting for this all your life?”
“I meant the ship. Alex is my nephew.”
“I know. Was that anything to do with this shooting?”
“No. Nothing. I don't know. No nothing. It’s just that I’ve been thinking about my life. What was it for. What have I done. Alex has done so much and I wondered what started him off. What made the difference.
“I see.” Said Mary Watson.
“I mean look at that. That is an achievement. Soon the start of the first real colony on Mars.”
“Yes.”
“A whole new world. It’s going to have it’s own history and music.”
“You can see it moving. Going left.”
“Alex said it would. Then it will go up, then down towards the horizon and then the real Sun will come up and it will drown it out. But we should be able to see Discovery at night for a while, till it gets too far away.”
“Yes. Look Susan I really think you should come back to your flat and I’ll get you something to eat. And then sleep. Don’t come to work, I’ll tell them what’s happened.”
“No. There’s something else. I want to have a baby.”
“Sorry?”
“Sebastian made love to me. Now he’s dead. And Alex had made that ship. And I must do this. I want to have Sebastian’s baby. Never mind my age. I know I'm old, but you must know someone who could do it. Maybe abroad. I've got his sperm inside me now, but we need to freeze it.”
“You have to have Sebastian’s permission to make it legal.”
“I can sort that later. Fake it. Right now I need to get this into a freezer.”
“Well, um, all right. Um. At the hospital. I’ll get a taxi.” Mary held the pendant hung round her neck, said “Taxi.” and must have moved a cursor round her glasses. “It'll be here soon.”
“Good.” It was strange how Susan could remember yesterday, and she could remember her youth as if it was yesterday, but events in between were blurred and jumbled.
She knew this was because youthful events build the first layer of memories, the foundations of her brain, the neural pathways that would become main neural highways, defining who she was, her very identity and perception of self.
Everything that happened later was run along these highways, and sorted and compared with those first strong memories. Youthful experiences became the library departments where later events were stored, and perhaps lost.
“Come on.” Said Mary “You are in a bad way. Shock. Lean on me.”
“OK.” Sue kept turning to watch the New Sun. “Sebastian said “So now I know,” just before he died. But why would he.....He played me this wonderful music and we danced. And now he's dead. I just met him. And he was.....I don't know. And now the ship. It's all.....” She stopped talking while they climbed the concrete steps to the car park. “Sebastian was telling me about this song. About a couple living together in the same home, but someone has to go out to get firewood. That's what Discovery's doing. Isn't it? I mean it's the same thing isn't it. Leaving home to get fire wood.”
“I suppose so, come on.”
So when had it started? Sue thought she knew that. Irene said it was a dream Alex had when he was disturbed by a burglar. When he was a student in Bath. Simple enough as it went.
But Alex’s Grandfather, Arthur, had a thing about space ships. He was a Dan Dare fan long before Doctor Who and Startrek and Babylon 5 and all the rest. He’d had that model on his desk. So the model and his Granddads enthusiasm made Alex interested.
So what made Arthur Holder interested? His awful father had brought the model back from the war. The only thing Arthur really had of his fathers, apart from the occasional beating, if his Dad was ever home. Drunken bum. Petty thief. But Arthur had wanted him to be special, wanted him to be worthy of love. So maybe Arthur had made the model more important than anyone else thought it was. He’d given that enthusiasm to Alex.
That was psycho babble. The sort of nonsense Irene would come out with. So why had it been important to Arthur?
“Come on Sue.” Said Mary “Get in. Then we'll see about this baby.”
“I must do it. Before it's too late.”
The taxi started away. Then Sue remembered.
Arthur showing off. Making out how brave he was when God, Godfrey Norton threatened him with a boy scout pen knife. They were just children. Just playing at being grown up. But it seemed important and real at the time.
Susan imagined they were like knights of old, jousting for her hand in marriage. Fighting because she was so beautiful. She had stuck out her chest as though she had real breasts, not cheap Woolworth falsies, and Arthur had stared at her.
That’s when he started to stand up for himself. That’s when he argued that he really had a model space ship at home. He had stood up to Godfrey because of her. He had insisted the space ship was real and important because of her. because he thought her falsies were real and he was in love with her.
So that’s when it had started.
When God said “I’ve got a knife here Holder!”
The new light in the sky, not sunlight, not moonlight, cast new shadows inside the taxi. Susan looked from the back window, down Lower Sea Lane. The grass was a new shade of green. Clouds a new shade of white. A new shade of silver lit the sea. A new power bestrode the solar system.
A new era had begun in the annals of men.
“What will you call your baby?” asked Mary.
“Oh, um......”
THE END
A Victorian insane asylum to the south of Bristol, England.
Arthur thought this word was short for “steaming great Burk” and referred to the well endowed statue of Edmund Burk near the Tramways office on The Centre, Bristol, and not the rhyming slang explanation “Berkshire Hunt” or the Scots “Birkie”.
Forward observation post.
Unmanned Aerial Vehicle.
Oxford Committee for Famine Relief. A charity organisation.
Permanent Joint Headquarters.
British Army Training Team.
Anti Personnel Grenade
Gympie = GPMG General Purpose Machine Gun.
The Annales Cambriae say 516 AD was the year Of The Battle of Mount Badon and Arthur carried the Cross of our Lord Jesus Christ for three days and three nights on his shield and the Britons were the victors.
In his “Campaigns of Arthur” written about 800 AD, Nenius says “The twelfth battle was on Badon Hill and in it 960 men fell in one day, from a single charge of Arthur’s, and no one laid them low save he alone; and he was victorious in all his campaigns.”
Peter Gabriel, First Album 1977.
At the time of writing EADS are developing the German designed Hopper rocket plane as the first stage of a satellite launcher. It is planned to launch horizontally on a skid sled down a four kilometre track at Kourou in French Guiana. It will rise to 130 km altitude and release its 2nd stage to climb even higher into orbit. The Hopper will then land on either Ascension Island or the Canaries to be ferried back to Kourou by ship. To launch into polar orbit the Hopper will take off as normal, but fly north to land at St Pierre and Miquelon, the French Islands in the Gulf of St Lawrence.
Dr Eugene Sanger proposed his space plane around 1938 and developed the ideas with his mathematician wife Irene Bredt. The final design would have been launched down a 4 km track assisted by a rocket powered rail car. It would have reached 22000 km/h at 150 km altitude. There was little interest or funding till 1944 when the Junkers Company may have started to build a prototype under SS management. The project would have taken years to complete, while things like space suits and navigation on the night side of the Earth had not even been considered.
After the war Sanger lived in Paris, but Walter Dornberger , who went to the US with Werner von Braun, used Sanger’s ideas in the un-built bomber missile project.
Sanger allegedly cooperated with Egypt to build anti Israel rockets. This ruined his reputation and he ended up as a lecturer in Berlin.
This artificial meteorite idea surfaced again in 2005 as the USAF “Rods from God” project.
Stalin ordered Mstislav Vsevolodovich Keldysh and his staff to develop the Sanger idea of an orbital bomber. Keldysh thought using pure rocket power would have heavy fuel consumption problems and proposed using wing tip ram jets to help the craft in the atmospheric part of its flight. It would have taken off down a 3km track on a rocket sled. Keldysh worked on into the 1950’s, but was unable to overcome problems with fuel consumption, an automatic stellar guidance system and a heat shield. These were all problems Sanger didn’t know existed. Eventually the simplicity and reliability of guided missiles killed the project off. But it may have contributed something to the as yet un-flown soviet space shuttle, the Boran.
In 1951 Terence Nonweiler of Queens University Belfast described his Waverider re-entry vehicle. It would have been supported by the supersonic shock wave underneath it, not by conventional wings. Hence the name “Waverider”. Between 1957 & 1959 Nonweiler was working for Armstrong Whitworth Ltd developing a manned re entry vehicle. They hoped the British Blue Streak missile project would include manned space flight. In fact it was cancelled in 1960.
The Waverider concept is described further in later chapters of this book.
Inventor of the Sally Lunn bun.
Curzon’s file led to the creation of North-West Frontier Province, India (now the Afghanistan Pakistan border, scene of Britain’s 4th Afghan war in the 21st century.) It also suggested the unpopular partition of Bengal that eventually happened in 1905, just before Curzon resigned after a row with the C In C of India, Lord Kitchener.
The Dalai Lama’s defeat of Colonel Younghusband in 1904 and Japan’s 1905 victory over Russia showed that Asians could triumph against Europeans. This encouraged great unrest and violence in Bengal, with eventually the 1909 assassination of Sir William C. Wyllie at Imperial College in London. Therefore Bengal was reunited in 1911, but at independence in 1947 it was again split between India and what is now Bangladesh. All because of a file.
Don’t read this. It’s boring. John went through a few trays of paper that needed filing and started sorting them into piles and writing the file numbers on the top of the page. Then he would get the files out of their drawers, put a red enclosure mark from a rubber stamp in the top right hand corner of each sheet, put a hole in the top left hand corner, then put the papers in the file with the piece of string going through the hole. Then he would write the enclosure number inside the red ink of the enclosure stamp and fill in the computer database to say which sheet of paper had gone into which file at which number enclosure, along with details like who it was from, the date, the reference, the title and a brief synopsis of what it was about. That way when someone wanted to read the letter or loose minute or memo again, he could do a word search on the computer database and find it. Imagine doing it for a few years.
Royal Electro Mechanical Engineers.
Army Base Repair Organisation.
Royal United Services Institute.
Special Investigation Branch of the military police.
Navy Army and Air Force Institutes. A semi independent organisation set up to provide home retail and leisure services to the British Armed Forces and their families.
Toblerones are adjustable name plates holding clip on plastic letters. They are shaped a bit like Toblerone chocolate bars and one is usually put at each conference place so people know where to sit and others know who on earth the attendees actually are.
Docklands Light Railway
West of England
A triangular plastic holder for replaceable plastic letters, so named because of a resemblance to the Toblerone chocolate bar.
Director of Equipment Capability, Space Intelligence Surveillance Targeting Evaluation and Reconnaissance branch.
An operation similar to Israel's Entebbe Raid on Uganda in 1976.
That’s British English for “elevators”.
http://www.theiet.org/
Robert Heinlein. The Moon Is A Harsh Mistress. 1966
Designed at RAE Farnborough, 1st flight 1955, cancelled 1977 because Britain would send up experiments on the US shuttle. Universities then paid British Aerospace, Matra Marconi Space, then finally Sounding Rocket Services Ltd of Bristol to keep it flying up to 1000Km altitude.
Multi Unit Space Transport And Recover Device developed 1964-65 by a British Aircraft Corporation team headed by Tom Smith at Preston.
Work headed by John Mankins.
Researchers include Eric Laithwait, and Professor BJ Jayawant.
On re-entry at 27,360 Kmh (17,000 MPH) the shuttle leading edges reached 1600C (3,000F) Steel can melt at around 1370C (2500F) depending on its make up.
See Project Orion, the Atomic Spaceship 1957-1965, by George Dyson 2002. Pub USA by Henry Holt and Co 2002 & Pub UK 2002 by Allen Lane/penguin.
It’s not SECRET honest, its on their web site.
Patent number 1310990 granted to Charles Osmond Frederick working for British Railways consultants Jensen & Son on 23 March 1973. Patent later lapsed.
Chief of Defence Logistics. Permanent Under Secretary of State. Chief of Defence Staff.
Written by Little Willie John. He was either murdered or died from a heart attack or pneumonia in 1968 while serving time for manslaughter in The Washington State Prison, Walla Walla WA. His recordings for Savoy Records and King Records are nearing the end of copyright in Europe, but not apparently in the US. So if you are American, do not read the verses.
The old MOD building, Northumberland House, once a hotel, is now a student hostel for London University.
I am indebted to Dr Jules Cluff for this idea, even if he doesn't remember having it.
Director of Equipment Capability Space Intelligence Surveillance Targeting Evaluation and Reconnaissance branch.
High Altitude launch Low Opening. An item or person parachuted from a plane at altitude over hostile territory, then free falling, opening the parachute at an altitude too low to be easily detected.
Researchers at universities of Pittsburgh & California quoted by London's Sunday Times 11 Nov 07
Patrick sailed to Ireland from here.
Announced to BBC Scotland on 3 July 2006 at Aberdeen University where the Spaceship One pilot Brian Binnie was receiving an honorary degree. Also in London Times 26 August 06
Launched on 12 December 1970, the 7th anniversary of Kenyan independence, to study x rays
Thomas Savery built his first engine in 1695. This was improved by Thomas Newcomen who used one to drain a Cumbrian mine in 1717
The Station Gate, a pub, now closed like the railway and the stockyard.
As early as 2003 there were proposals to fund an exobiology PHD at London..
Truck Utility Light, Truck Utility Medium.
Support Vehicle, the larger Army truck.
Director of Equipment Capability, Space Intelligence Surveillance Targeting Evaluation and Reconnaissance branch
Permanent Joint HQ.
Retired Officer.
Higher level Budget.
Warrant Officer, Sergeant, PO etc.
British Army Training Unit Suffield
Land Accident Investigation Team.
Oxford University Press.
The Tebbit Centre, part of the Nuffield Orthopaedic centre, founded by politician Norman Tebbit after his wife Margaret was badly injured in the Irish Republican Army's Brighton Hotel Bomb.
DPM means Disruptive Pattern Material, or camouflage
From The Doctor, the Detective and Arthur Conan Doyle. Martin Booth 1997. Hodder & Stoughton. Quoted by Peter M. Press in the autumn 2005 edition of The Village Echo, journal of the Pavey group, Charmouth Local History Resource Centre
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