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The Pestilence Years – Preface 

This novel follows on from the two earlier novels - ‘The Island of the Red Queen’ and ‘Untroubled Places – Sometimes’. This relates the further adventures of George and Julie during the dramatic period of two simultaneous tragedies; one global, the other regional: the Covid pandemic and the brutal military putsch in Myanmar. 

The Pestilence Years is a work of fiction and as such, the main characters are creations of the author’s mind and are not intended to be confused with any real persons, living or dead. However, it has been necessary, in order to create a novel that is credible and authentic, to mention certain organisations, public personalities, events and places and to evoke the period of the book’s setting in the early decades of the 21st century.

The novel is dedicated to a finally courageous lady, B P-H.

In gratitude to my muse and wife, Nena, to Sarah my faithful fan and above all inspired by the courageous, resilient and friendly people of South East Asia.

“Nulla dies sine linea” – Not a day with a line (Pliny the Elder – ca CE 76))

This is the third novel in the George and Julie series.

[image: image]

Kayah State, Myanmar, 24 December 2021. Massacre:35 killed
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Julie was once again anxious about her mother’s health. Although he was not over worried, Andry suggested to her that a visit would certainly improve her morale.

‘Oh Andry, think I’d like that and after all the excitement of the PhDs George and I deserve a change of scenery and a rest too’.

‘Julie, we would be honoured if you could join us for our diploma awards ceremony; it would probably take a morning – could you do this?

‘Of course, Andry, and it is I who should be honoured and, after all, the University of Antananarivo is my alma mater’.

George was listening in to their conversation, and as she ended the connection suggested ‘Julie, what about spending ten days there and we could go down to Sainte Marie Island which I’ve never seen, and spend, say four days just lying about, swimming and making love – does that sound like a good programme?’

‘Oh, George – you know me better than that – do you really think I’d turn down an opportunity of lots and lots of cuddles and energetic rogering with you? Of course, let’s make the reservations now’.

Andry met them at the airport – ‘where’s Jennie’, asked George.

‘She’s ok but a bit tired and as there’s usually a long wait at the airport for the visas and luggage checks, she thought a better use of her time was to busy herself preparing your favourite Malagasy dish too’.

Jennie did look tired but she was above all happy to see her daughter and George. ‘Welcome back you two – we’ll try to catch up with as much of your news as possible but you must be exhausted so get a good night’s sleep – we are on at the University tomorrow morning at ten’

The next day the four of them set out for the principal lecture hall, decorated for the ceremony. There were five seats on the stage and a row of red velvet armchairs in the front row below. ‘Come on up here Julie’ said Andry and to be honest she was proud to do so, wearing her doctoral toga and hat. Already on the stage with their gowns and hats were the Rector, the Minister of Higher Education and the Dean. Feeling a little nervous she followed Andry on to the stage. There were piles of diplomas in front of each place and Andry explained that each person had twelve diplomas to hand to the successful students and that their names would be called in turn. He whispered ‘it’s all perfectly choreographed and we allow 30 seconds for each candidate so it should only take around half an hour for the distribution. The Dean’s speech will be brief but what we don’t know is how long the Minister will be talking. For him it’s a photo op so he may decide to make the most of it’.

She could see her mother and George in the front row sitting next to the Minister of Agriculture and his Secretary General and she recognised the local Director of the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation who had commissioned her study on Malagasy red rice.

And it did all go as planned; Julie was delighted to see several of her old students come up on the stage and finally the Minister had decided that brevity would be far more digestible to his audience than a long, sleep-inducing speech.

Just when Julie though everything was winding up the Rector stood up: ‘we are honoured’, he said ‘to have one of our most successful and loyal alumni with us: Dr Julie Morris Rakoto’ Julie blushed and began to shake ‘Don’t worry’ said, Andry quietly, discreetly holding her hand under the table, ‘everything’s fine’. The Rector continued, ‘Dr Rakoto has brought honour not just to this University but to Madagascar as well. The University wishes to publicly recognise her singular achievements and we have taken the unanimous decision to award her, for the first time for one so young, with the title and qualities of Doctor Honoris Causa. It is a proud day for all of us’. The whole hall erupted into cheers; while Julie herself, erupted into tears.

In the front row she could see George and her mother, also in tears, hugging each other.

‘Dr Morris Rakoto’, said the Rector. ‘Please will you stand’ and handing her the Diploma - it is my honour and pleasure to bestow the title and quality of Doctor Honoris Causa’, signalling to one of his assistants who carried in the yellow silk toga and head piece which she helped Julie to put on over her other toga. 

Wiping away her tears Julie spoke ‘First - for a surprise – that’s a real surprise. I won’t speak for very long but I simply want to express my deepest gratitude to the University and to say that I publicly commit myself to be worthy of the honour they have given me. One more word: it’s easy to serve the University and the country I love – my Nosy Malala – my sweet Island. I will never forget either’. More cheers.

In the car on the way home there was a comfortable silence - only to be broken by Jennie ‘Julie, this is one of the happiest days in my life; Morris and I always had high hopes for you but you’ve gone way beyond anything we could have expected in our wildest dreams’.

Julie squeezed her mother’s hand tightly – ‘let’s go home for lunch – I’m hungry’ and the four of them burst out laughing. ‘Ever the down to earth, practical one’ said Andry.

After lunch Jennie announced that she was off for another rest – ‘Such an exciting, emotional day, it’s really worn me out’.

Julie looked at Andry ‘she’s like that more and more now and the iron tablets don’t seem to be working; I’m starting to get a little worried and to set my mind at rest I’m making an appointment for her to have a complete check up at the PolyClinique tomorrow’.

‘Thanks, Andry – it’ll be a relief to know exactly what is wrong, if anything’.

George and Julie were woken up by Andry in the small hours of the night - ‘I need help, badly - we need to get your mother to the PolyClinique straight away’.

‘George bring the car round to front please, Andry what is happening?’

‘She began to cough, then tried to sit up but she couldn’t. And then she couldn’t move her legs either’.

Andry and Julie wrapped Jennie up in a blanket and carried her to the car. George drove with Andry in the front seat and Julie sat in the back with Jennie’s head on her lap. At the Clinique Andry jumped out, warning the staff in the emergency room who gently put Jennie on a stretcher and wheeled her into the ICU. One of the staff tried to stop them – ‘she hasn’t paid – we can’t treat her until she’s paid’ he shouted’. 

‘Be quiet – can’t you see she’s one of ours, she’s been working for us for the past fifteen years’. The guy slunk away.

The duty doctor spoke to the three of them – ‘One thing I can tell you is that she has had a stroke but there’s something else going on too and I can’t be certain until she gets a scan. We’ll make her comfortable and do the scan first thing in the morning’.

From her bed Jennie muttered – ‘I hear you doctor; I was afraid something was badly wrong but I didn’t want to worry anyone’. Andry spent the night in a cot in her room and George and Julie went back home to get supplies for Jennie – above all, a clean nighty as they were sure she wouldn’t appreciate the indignity of an open backed hospital gown. 

After a few hours’ sleep they returned to the hospital where the staff were preparing Jennie for her MRI scan. They wheeled her out and forty minute later, returned with two doctors, both looking gloomy. 

‘We can confirm that she has had a bad stroke but this was caused by a massive brain tumour which pressed against some blood vessels, causing an aneurism which has burst. I’m really sorry to tell you that the tumour is inoperable’.

’How long have I got’ murmured Jennie – ‘please don’t sugar the pill’.

The doctor looked at her unhappily – ‘to be honest I’m surprised that you’re still with us. Fortunately, your cognitive functions have not yet been affected but you should start to say farewell to your family as I honestly cannot say if you will be with us this evening’.

‘Thank you doctor, I’m grateful for your honesty’ she whispered. ‘Now please can you leave me alone with my family. Come close to me all of you; I can’t talk very loudly’.

She looked at Andry – ‘My very dear Andry, I’m so sorry to be leaving you after only eight years but they have been marvelously happy  years and you have been a wonderful husband. No, don’t interrupt – I’ve made all the arrangements in my will and I want you to stay in the house we have been sharing and there’s enough ready cash as well for you to be comfortable. One thing – I’ve left some money for rebuilding the village school and I want you to supervise it. The mayor will try to get his hands on the money and the construction contract and he’s not a nice person. There should be enough money left over for the school to get decent teachers and I want you to ensure this as well.

Julie, you have been a wonderful daughter to me and a credit to Morris and Andry as well and I can’t say how proud I am and how much yesterday’s ceremony meant to me. 

George, the day you rescued Julie from the rain showed me the sort of person you are and I couldn’t wish for a better life partner for her. Look after each other and I know your shared destinies will be something very special’.

Tears flowed freely from the three of them – ‘Please, please don’t weep for me; I’m leaving you in the certainty of the warmth of your love. I’m a little tired now – can you hold my hands; they are a little cold’ and she closed her eyes, breathing lightly. A few seconds later, then a little cough and they knew she was gone.
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The PolyClinique lent them a car to bring Jennie back to her house and Andry telephoned the village head with the sad news. ‘I’m so sorry he said, this is an awful shock, so sudden and she was always happy to support us in the village. Can I call the pastor for you and I’ll ask my wife help to prepare Jennie for her burial?’

‘That would be wonderful, a real weight off my shoulders as there’s so much to do. Jennie had no family except a sister in Mahajanga and they’ve been out of touch for years. Morris’ tomb is in our garden and I’m sure she’ll want to be with him so that’s one easy decision to make. But now I’ll be telephoning all her friends and putting an announcement in the press’.

Later that day the pastor called with his condolences; Andry thanked him – ‘Pastor – it only seems like only yesterday that we were both standing in front of you getting married. The past eight years have gone by in a flash but, being practical, when do think we can organise her funeral?’

‘Well, its Tuesday today and Thursday would suit me; this would give you the whole of Wednesday for people to come round and offer their condolences; would you be ok with that?’ 

Andry, turning to Julie ‘What do you think – are you happy with that?’

‘Andry, trying to put myself in my mother’s shoes, I’m certain that she wouldn’t want things spun out, so I think that Thursday is fine. But could you call her manager in Mahajanga so he’ll have the time to organise his travel here. In fact we could put him up in the house too; I know he would appreciate that after working for Mother and Morris for nearly twenty-five years’,

‘Julie, I don’t know how things work here and it’s the first time I’ve been present at a Malagasy funeral.’

‘Well, George, we’ll put Mother on a table, covered with a clean white sheet, with two candles and a bible in her hands and people come in to pay their respects to her and her family. Often these will be family groups or associations and who will nominate someone to make a formal speech of sympathy. To reduce the strain on us as a bereaved family, we are appointing someone – in our case the village head – to respond to the speeches, then the group, or the individual, will pass us an envelope containing money to help pay for the costs of the funeral. You can expect to see a lot of people, all day tomorrow and on Thursday morning. Often they will give a winding sheet as well. Sometimes in silk or in cotton and it is not uncommon to see a pile of twenty sheets.

Normally we print up copies of the order of service for those attending the church service which will have a photograph of Mother with a few lines from the bible or some poetry’.

‘Julie, it would be a privilege for me to do that task on the computer in your mother’s office. I don’t know if you would agree but my grandparents found a beautiful Irish saying to place on my parents’ tomb:

Death leaves a heartache no one can heal,

Love leaves a memory no one can steal

And this to be put below her photograph’.

‘Oh George – thank you: those are the most beautiful and apt words imaginable and I know Andry would like them too.

I’ve already dressed Mother in her favourite clothes for the day of the burial and Andry has just put his wedding ring on her finger. For me, this is a heartwarming symbol of their love for each other.  Some people here say it brings bad luck for jewelry to go into a tomb but I think that’s nonsense and I’ve put on the earrings and the necklace that Morris gave her and that she loved so much.  I, and some helpers will wrap mother up in all of the winding sheets and Pastor will say a prayer before going off for the funeral service. She will be placed in a wooden coffin belonging to the church; the service will be mercifully short and, because I couldn’t face doing it, Andry will give the eulogy and he has already asked the gardener to open the tomb. She will then be brought back here; one more short prayer before she is put in the tomb then refreshments in the house’.

It all happened just as Julie had explained but with a number of surprises. There were masses of flowers, from the University, the PolyClinique, Jennie’s employees in Mahajanga, the village, and many others. The number of people arriving to pay their respects really represented the city’s great and good, including Franz from the Bank, the Rector of the University, the Secretary General of the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, the President of the Chamber of Commerce, Max the diplomatic protection policeman, George Aylesham, the British Political Counsellor and his wife There were even  e-mails of condolence from Chandra Frankentble in Kolkata, Dora in Antsirabe and somehow the news had reached Charles in Washington, both saying how sorry they were to learn of Julie’s bereavement and congratulating her on her Doctor Honoris Causa. One of the wreaths was from Jennie’s sister in Mahajanga with a note saying how much she regretted not staying in contact with Jennie and another was from Morris’ brother in Melbourne. 

Friday was a day for getting back to normal, sorting out the bank accounts, getting Jennie’s death certificates and, most importantly, what was to happen with the prawn business. On reading Jennie’s will, her lawyer was able to answer most of their questions. Unless Julie and Andry wanted the company to remain in their hands it was to be sold, with the local manager having first refusal. Andry was to remain in the house for rest of his life and fifty percent of the cash in Jennie’s bank accounts was to be made available to him, the remainder being for Julie. One sizeable bequest was for the rebuilding of the village school and the funding of properly qualified teaching staff. The will specified that Andry was to supervise the school project.

A surprise discovery in the will was that Morris had left his house in South Melbourne to Jennie, who in turn left it to Julie. ‘I didn’t even know we had a house there’ and she later discovered it was profitably rented out with Morris’ brother taking care of the taxes and maintenance costs.

That night Julie wept, holding George in her arms – ‘Please make love to me gently and tenderly and relieve my pain’. And for the first time in five nights, they fell fast asleep, only to be woken at dawn by the sounds of Andry’s sobbing. ‘George, I’m going to see Andry – please come with me’ and the three of them held each other tightly until daybreak.  
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Their time in Madagascar came to an end all too quickly, ‘though they were happy to have been able to keep Andry company for another three days. Wisely he was concentrating on his work for the University and began to set things up for the school rebuilding – ‘this will be a true labour of love’ he said.

Meanwhile news about the Corona virus, now renamed Covid 19, was looking increasingly bad with cases being reported in most Asian countries; ‘though curiously not yet in Madagascar or Africa. The initial outbreak located in Wuhan, China had spread to the USA, Britain, Italy, and for Julie and George most worryingly, with 150 infections and 82 deaths, in Thailand. George’s office had warned him that health checks were being introduced for all incoming international flights.  However, on their arrival at Bangkok they found these checks proved fairly lightweight – just a temperature check and handwashing. ‘Presumably stricter for arrivals from countries with infections’ he said to Julie. ‘And next week I’ve got to make a trip to Viet Nam; I don’t think there are serious problems there – for the moment’.

‘George, I’d like to come along with you, and not just for the ride but to keep my mind occupied. I know that your work should be sorted out in just three days but perhaps we can do some tourism there because my travel antenna tells me that we will be in for some very strict travel bans before too long – and we missed out on our Sainte Marie trip. And please, please my darling Gorge, I’m desperate to catch up with our rogering sessions’.

‘I’d love that and Greta has e-mailed me a travel and health declaration which we will have to send off to Vietnamese immigration as well as keeping a copy for our arrival there. There’s a direct flight from Chiang Mai to Ha Noi so perhaps we’ll be able to call on Tommy and Mary too’.

Julie sent a quick message to Charles in Washington, asking if Brookings could profit from her time in Viet Nam for any studies or analyses. He called her back by return – ‘Julie, your offer couldn’t have come at a more opportune time. Because of the Covid outbreak Brookings has already instituted a ban on travel to Asia and Europe so our ability to get a close up, local view of what is happening is really limited now so your proposal is fortuitous. Viet Nam has been forging ahead economically, in part because the worst economic barriers of doctrinaire Marxism have been progressively taken down. Although it is technically a communist state with its many attendant limits on personal liberty, these limitations are becoming increasingly flexible. The country’s economic progress has been dazzling and we’d like a reflective essay on how this is happening. Could you produce an essay for us on the mechanics leading to its present, indeed happy, success and how this situation has been reached? Although the present US administration is unlikely to be interested, Trump and his merry band are not eternal and I suspect they’ll be kicked out next year.  It would be useful for us to be able to produce something that can be profitably used by a future, less prejudiced and anti-intellectual, US government. As the target audience would be busy professional politicians’ – he laughed – ‘with a limited attention span, we are looking at five to six thousand words. Usual fee of course’.

‘Charles, it’ll be a pleasure and give my intellect something to gnaw on – consider it complete in about a month’s time’.

Finally, there was a four-hour wait for their connecting flight from Chiang Mai to Ha Noi so Tommy and Mary came to the airport where they shared a snack meal and caught up with their news. Tommy was trying to get as much travel in as possible around the region for the University before the expected shutters on regional travel went up. Mary explained that her mother’s hospital was organizing protocols for treatment of any Covid patients; initially the opening of a field hospital in the exhibition centre on the edge of town. All the doctors had been called in for briefing on the Covid pandemic – although the entire world was in a learning phase. Happily, Chiang Mai province was relatively untouched but she expected that situation to change quickly for the worse. Julie told them about their trip to Madagascar and how her mother had passed away suddenly.

Time passed quickly and almost before they knew it their flight was touching down at Ha Noi where the sanitary authorities were doing a thorough job of detailed checking before allowing passengers to leave the airport. 

They had booked into a comfortable but small hotel on one of the winding streets leading towards the lake in the centre of the city. George went to make a courtesy call on his Bank colleagues. His friend, the chief economist made him welcome - ‘I can’t tell you how much your ASEAN outfit is lightening our work load and is freeing up our resources to concentrate entirely on the local scene. But I do have one worry – although the Vietnamese are handling the Corona Virus situation very effectively, if not brutally, I can’t see the epidemic being contained within their frontiers very much longer and eventually it’ll have to be dealt with on, at the very least, a regional basis’.

‘Thanks for that, ‘though the Vietnamese are very prickly, when I talk to their ASEAN people, I’ll simply leave them with the idea that help is available should they wish and their input will be valued by the Bank’.

‘George – spoken like a true diplomat! Thank goodness Washington chose you rather than some of our more clumsy and doctrinaire workfellows’.

George blushed a deep red – ‘I do my best, but thanks’. That afternoon George called on the ASEAN department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, starting by praising the Vietnamese health authorities for their successful handling of the Corona virus epidemic; something of an example for the rest of the region and offering assistance for expanding their experience to nearby countries. The head of department told him that their policy was two pronged: to avoid any cross-border contamination from China and to track, trace and isolate any people locally infected. The two rounded up their meeting with an overview of cooperation in the region before George left to cross check what he had learned with the US, French and British embassies. 

That evening he told Julie that everything, apart from his report on the visit, had been wrapped up far more quickly than he anticipated. So now he was free to do her bidding. ‘George, I bid you to roger me energetically this evening then, after supper, again tonight. I have to make a couple of visits for my Brookings think piece which, thanks to our knowledgeable hotel manager, I’ve arranged for tomorrow morning. First I’m calling on the auxiliary Bishop of Ha Noi, then the head of the National Administration for Tourism, in the Ministry of Culture’.

‘Julie, I’d love to come along with you to the Culture Ministry; tourism is something that has been a bit of a Cinderella in my thinking so it’ll be really useful for me because it’s becoming an increasingly important element in the economies of all the countries in the region’.

‘Of course, George, I’d welcome it and, in the meantime, our useful hotel manager is only waiting on our say so to organise a trip for us up to Sapa in the far north. We could leave after an early lunch. A couple of nights there, then another trip down to Ha Long Bay’.

Somewhat bleary eyed after their strenuous activities of the night before, they struggled to get up and left for their meetings without enough time for breakfast. They were received warmly by the bishop and Julie got a lot of useful sociological and historical background on the country from him. But it was the Tourism authority which was a revelation for both of them; the huge infrastructure investments, and the rapid creation of decent hotels and restaurants had transformed the entire sector. Later George mentioned to Julie ‘We already know that Vietnamese coffee is very good but I’ve just discovered that this country is the world’s second largest coffee producer after Brazil and that number three is Indonesia – yet another element to include in my mental ASEAN encyclopaedia’.

The hotel had organised a comfortable mini-bus to take them on the six-hour drive to Sapa, in the mountains of the far north of the country. To their welcome surprise they were able to halve the hire cost when they found themselves in the company of a friendly, elderly American couple. 

The husband had been among those drafted for service during the Vietnam war in 1968. He was angry about how his generation had been misled and lied to by the political establishment, costing so many American lives – and even larger numbers of Vietnamese lives. ‘I’ve seen too many things that I can never forget – things that a 19-year-old should never see. And what have we got now?’, gesturing towards the modern highway and high-rise buildings; ‘is communism so bad and in any case it was the choice of the Vietnamese themselves and certainly not for us to interfere in the internal business of an independent nation. I’m from San Francisco and I didn’t notice the Vietcong in the streets of my city or Yellowstone national park being hosed down with Agent Orange. It’s bad form for me to impose my personal nightmares on you – please forgive my rant’. His wife gripped his hand tightly but he was clearly very bitter about his experiences, but at the same time, personally humbled by the warm welcome he had received from his former enemies.

Later that night in Sapa in their hotel Julie observed to George – ‘Poor fellow, his ongoing and probably untreated, PTSD is probably being repeated a million times on both sides of the conflict but at least his wife seems to be giving him support’.

The next morning they found that a letter for them had been left with reception.

Dear George and Julie,

Thank you both so much for your patience and kindness in listening to me during our long road trip yesterday. I could see that you are good people and that you too have had your own personal devils to combat – to such an extent that I feel able to reveal something that I have kept hidden for the past fifty years.

I guess you could say that I come from a small town in a rural corner of Iowa and my parents would certainly be called conservatives. I often regret not to have become a refusenik and running off to Canada when I was drafted but my parents would never have been able to live this down in their small community. 

After only eight weeks training in boot camp, I was sent to an infantry division in the combat zone with my buddy Al from the same area, and 19 years old like me. We ran into an ambush and got separated from the rest of our platoon and the noise of the explosions was deafening. We could see dead Viet Cong around us but suddenly a girl in uniform, she could only have been maybe 17 years old, ran into us, and seeing Al, pulled the pin out a grenade, setting it off between the two of them. I could see that the explosion has already killed Al and the girl, disemboweled, looked at me, her eyes pleading for me to put her out of her agony. I put my rifle to her head but as I did so she gave a small shake and I could see that she was dead as well. I closed her eyes as well as Al’s and just wept.

My sergeant was looking for the remains of his platoon and was on his own too. When he saw the situation said ‘come on Charlie let’s go’ but I said but what about Al?’ He replied in a choking voice ‘two children united in death in this horrible war; I’ll write yet another ‘Missing in Action’ letter to his parents’ and we left them together and neither he nor I ever spoke about it until this moment. 

I don’t mean to burden you with this horrible story but I know that you are both writers and ask simply that you let this tragic lesson color your own views. As for me, it is a tremendous step in accepting my own past.

Thank you again,

Charlie

PS It’s curious that we called the Viet Cong Charlie – another sign that we are all on this earth together.

On reading this Julie wept too.

The surrounding, forested mountains are the highest in the country and the town itself was well equipped with good restaurants and hotels, giving substance to what they had learned from the tourism authority. They did walk out of one Chinese restaurant on seeing that bush meat, one suspected vector of the corona virus epidemic, was on the menu. They also visited the Sapa market, hurriedly cutting their visit short on seeing a dog which had just been slaughtered for food.

Normally they didn’t enjoy theme parks but Sapa’s Sun World Fansipan (the name of the mountain) was well worth the effort of climbing into the Austrian built cable cars, swinging for five kilometres high above the montane forests, then a funicular to the mountain top itself. It was equipped, somewhat alarmingly, with blood pressure devices for the use of elderly at the foot of the steep staircases. On the summit, where there was a working Buddhist temple, they photographed each other waving Vietnamese flags.

After a couple of days in Sapa and one more night in Ha Noi they took the five-hour drive to Ha Long Bay where they had booked an overnight cruise of the bay. Thirty minutes before arriving the driver got a message from the vessel saying that the health authorities had cancelled the trip so they had to find a hotel to spend the night. Ha Long is a fast developing, up market, holiday destination but as the town was nearly empty of tourists it was easy to find a comfortable, modern and reasonably priced hotel. The authorities partially relented on their shut down and, after completing another health questionnaire, they were able to take a three-hour trip and admire the sheer, wooded cliffs of the many islands dotting the bay. 

Their return to Bangkok was chaotic because the airport authorities had introduced an obligatory on-line medical declaration without warning. The arrivals area was packed, most passengers not wearing their facemasks and social distancing completely ignored. Very few of the arriving passengers either did not have smart phones or access to a local server to get the required app. Luckily a kindly immigration assistant downloaded the app to her personal smart phone and showed their resulting health declarations to the officer at the immigration desk who let them through, scarcely glancing at the results.

The following week there was an outbreak of Corona virus in the city, traced back to an army stadium where, in spite of the rules forbidding gatherings of more than five people, a well-attended boxing match had been organised. In the main though, and after a few false steps, the Thai authorities were managing the epidemic – now rechristened pandemic – well, and certainly better than Italy, the USA or Britain where the death rates were growing exponentially. This was helped by the near OCD obsession of the Thais with cleanliness and the traditional wai, rather than hugs or handshakes. 

The Burmese, with their primitive health network, were doing less well and the porous border with Thailand was allowing in numbers of infected Thai female employees from the hotels and luxury casinos from the Burmese side of the border. These leaks were reinforced by numbers of infected Burmese fishermen working on Thai fishing boats. Although the Thais moved quickly to control these breaches, they failed to isolate the overcrowded lodgings in the capital housing large numbers of poor immigrants, many working in the building trade and creating several infection clusters. 

Thailand, like Indonesia and Malaysia, was playing catchup by importing millions of doses of the Chinese Sinovac vaccine, already popularly devalued by the wide-spread scepticism about its effectiveness. In fact the Chinese government was taking umbrage at this and there were reports of the Chinese Embassy strong-arming the medical authorities to ensure unadulterated praise for Sinovac. At the beginning of the outbreak the Thai government had already selected a local manufacturer, owned by King Rama 10, to produce the Astra Zeneca vaccine. In the event the company selected proved completely unequal to the task, its production bugged by repeated delays, made even worse as it had signed contracts to supply several neighbouring countries. The health authorities had also been counting heavily on vaccines sourced from India but, the Indians, faced by the huge scale of their own outbreak, had completely blocked their exports. 

The Thai government further exacerbated the problem by banning the importation of all vaccines except through official channels, thus blocking any efforts by the private health sector from procuring their own supplies. The entirely foreseeable result was the creation of a vaccine black market, first seen in the Philippines.

As for George and Julie, they were lucky as they were included in the vaccination programme set up by the UN for employees and due to kick off four weeks later. The initially easy-going control of passengers from outside the country was quickly reinforced by a near-complete ban on travel to and from the Kingdom with catastrophic consequences for the country’s tourist industry.

Back in the office the results of George’s – and indeed Julie’s – researches on Viet Nam proved treasure troves for Som and Fan. Fan in fact was developing into far more than a mere administrative assistant but a valued colleague whose active input into winnowing out useful and relevant information made both Som and George’s jobs far more straightforward. 

Julie’s study for Brookings on Viet Nam’s economic success had been well received – though as Charlie the veteran had requested, she included several references on the ongoing economic, environmental and health damage caused by the massive American failed military intervention in the seventies. This was matched by the essay George had been asked to do for Washington on the country, but not before discussing it as a courtesy, with the Bank’s office in Ha Noi. He had also written a supplementary paper on the fast-growing coffee production throughout the region, highlighting the Vietnamese emphasis on the importance of environmental protection in the coffee growing areas – a cash crop and an industry also important to Thailand, Laos, Philippines and Indonesia.  

For the ASEAN nations the first year under the Covid pandemic was not too difficult to put up with; the early lockdown regulations were relaxed internally and the tourism authorities worked hard to encourage domestic travel, ‘though the frontiers of all the member states remained closed. Strangely enough this period was proving a rewarding one for George and Julie who travelled throughout the country, taking the opportunity of seeing many places they would otherwise have missed.

With international travel all but completely suspended, technology came to the rescue with vastly improved systems of tele-conferencing, of which Zoom took the crown. Greta arranged for the Zoom system to be installed both in the office and on domestic computers as well. The government had declared a national emergency, initially locking down everything except banks, food markets and pharmacies. So, Greta’s precautions turned out to be prescient as more and more people had to isolate themselves as they became either infected or had been in contact with Covid patients or other potential contacts. The most popular communications app for ordinary people was Line, used throughout South East Asia, Japan and Australia, and far less personally invasive than the Facebook/Messenger duo.
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