In the Stationary Cupboard

(3450 words)

I was denounced from the platform at the Party Congress. Although I made a full self-criticism, I was suspended from my post the next morning and arrested that afternoon. The warrant charged me with breaching laws that I had helped frame: “Behaviour incompatible with social cohesion.”  My trial was cursory, if formally correct, and I was sentenced to a term in the camp in the far north-west. Once I would have been crushed and humiliated: I had pledged myself to freeing our country and the Party had been my lifeblood. Now, I really didn’t care any longer.

Immediately after the trial, I was taken to the station and put on the train north. There was no point in trying to flee; I was continuously tracked by the prominent electronic tag on my left ankle. Besides, as a prominent former member of the Committee of Public Safety, I was well known and better disliked. On the train, my fellow travellers shunned me. 

Aloof, I huddled by the window, idly watching the deer grazing the high flanks of the glens. Twenty years before, we had hidden on these hills from the helicopter gun-ships. Then we were heroes, liberators, brave hearts. 

At the port, the sea was rough and the ferry to the island was delayed. I was cold and hungry; I hadn’t eaten since we’d left the city. On the quay, there was a small kiosk, run by a frail woman with long grey hair. It sold sandwiches and hot drinks, but I had no money. I walked out onto the harbour wall. Watching the waves break on the mole, I mused on how our hopes had shattered on expediency. 

Clara and I had come here years ago, long before the uprising. Staring across the Minch, I remembered twilight walks along the strand at low tide, skimming stones and arguing affectionately. I had last seen her in the basement of Fettes Row Police Station, slumped in a pool of blood and excrement. My memory of her torment sustained me throughout our struggle. After Liberation, they carved her name on the Martyrs Monument at the head of the Mound. 

A quiet voice behind me said “Excuse me.” 

I turned round to find the woman from the kiosk proffering me a cup of tea. I thanked her profusely and drank it down. Instead of leaving, she watched me expectantly, as if we had unfinished business.

“You don’t remember me, do you” she said finally, and swept the hair back from her forehead.

I started, and stared in recognition at the white scar above her left eye.

“Of course I remember you,” I said, aghast. “What are you doing here? I thought they’d freed you years ago.”

“I’d nothing to go back to,” she said. “So I stayed. No one knows me here any longer. I feel like Pirate Jenny, watching the boats come and go”

“You should have come and found me,” I said.

“Should I?” she said, softly. “Should I?”

“I’m sorry,” I said, sadly. “What else could I have done.”

“Nothing,” she replied. “I expected nothing else. Were I you, I’d have done the same thing. But I can’t forget. And I don’t want to.”

“Aye well,” I said. “Now it’s my turn.” 

I drained the tea and handed her the cup. As she reached over to take it from me, I was shocked to see jagged, angry welts on her wrist.

“Did they do that to you,” I asked, appalled. “I thought at least we’d stopped all that.”

“No,” she said quickly, tugging down her coat sleeve and taking the cup. “It wasn’t them.”

“Is it really that bad over there?” I asked, aghast that someone so strong and stubborn should try to kill themselves.

“You’ll see,” she said. “Let me give you some advice. Keep out of  the stationary cupboard.”

“The stationary cupboard?” I asked, puzzled.

“That’s right,” she said, turning back to the kiosk. 

“Will you still be here when I get out?” I persisted.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said, walking back down the mole. “Et in Arcadia ego.” 

The ferry docked and they herded us onboard. The crossing was choppy. I was glad to step ashore. From the docks, we walked in a column across the town to the main gate where we were strip searched. Beyond the gate, on the road to the reception centre, we met a team of inmates in grey uniforms, cutting peats. As we passed, they started to sing the Song of the Peat Bog Soldiers from the Nazi camps. The irony was not lost on me; I knew the last verse well:

But for us there is no complaining, 

Winter will in time be past. 

One day we shall rise rejoicing. 

Homeland, dear, you're mine at last. 

I had visited the island when we first opened the penal colony. Soon after we took power, we had decided to close all the prisons. Crimes against property would be punished by community service. Crimes against the person, or society, would be punished by isolation in a single remote institution.

The island we chose had never really recovered from the 19th century clearances. Throughout its history, it had been riven twixt bottle and bible. We had made well intentioned attempts to develop oil rig construction and fish processing, but they were unsustainable. When the European Union finally withdrew the sheep subsidies, we relocated the remaining inhabitants to other islands, oblivious to sanctimonious sentiments about place and tradition. 

The reception centre was housed in the old post office behind the standing stones. I was strip searched again, given an ill-fitting uniform and allocated  to a room in a dormitory block in a former construction yard. I was also issued with a minimum ration credit card. Work was optional for social prisoners, but life on minimum rations was meagre. I asked for an office job  and tried to tell them about my qualifications and skills. They laughed at me and said that there were only placements in the wind generator factory or in the fields: I spent the first winter at a bench, bolting blades onto drive shafts.

My life in the camp was dull and lonely. Outside work, criminals and political prisoners were segregated. The criminals underwent a relentless program of behaviour modification. The political prisoners were deemed beyond reclamation and left to their own devices, provided they didn’t attempt to associate. I had been instrumental in incarcerating many of the political prisoners and none of them wanted to associate with me. All the same, they were not overtly hostile; many had experienced a similar trajectory to my own, from role model to pariah.

I’d had pleurisy as a child and my lungs had never fully recovered. The factory was poorly heated and damp. Early in the new year, I came down with pneumonia. Running a high fever, I collapsed and was sent to the prison hospital. For four days I lay in bed, soaked in sweat and racked with crazed visions. One dream kept coming back, stronger and stronger, until it crowded out the others.

We were running through the bracken, unarmed and naked, under the blazing midday sun, pursued by vast tracked leviathans. One by one, my companions were cut down by steel bolts from the steam-powered crossbows mounted on the behemoths’ stone hulls. At first I woke screaming as each comrade fell, but as the dream repeated I ran further and further across the moors. At last, at the base of what seemed like a gentle rise, I looked back to find I was the only one of our group still alive. The leviathans began to gain on me but as the rise grew steeper my pace grew stronger. As I neared the crest I turned back again: the cruel machines were floundering and, one by one, began to topple over. 

I crossed the rise and walked down the hill to the sea. A small dinghy was moored just off shore. I waded out through the surf, hoisted the sail and guided the boat across the straits to the island. Landfall: I dragged the boat through the surf and up the strand. Crossing the dunes, a grassy plain opened out in front of me. In the centre of the plain was the megalith, the cruciform aisles of freshly dressed stone glistening in the sunlight. As I approached the woman in the centre of the circle, she stood and turned and held out her arms to me. Overcome with joy, I ran through the stones towards her. 

And sat bolt upright, exhausted, my fever gone. 

I made a slow recovery: my lungs took several months to heal fully. There was a small library in the hospital and I spent most of my days lying on my back reading. 

During our struggle, I had no time for novels, and, after Liberation, the Committee of Public Safety was driven by interminable report writing and reading.  So, for relaxation, I liked to watch films, preferably at the cinema, immersed in solitary yet collective fantasy. But there was no cinema in the camp, let alone a TV or video or DVD player. Thus, after listlessly searching enervating rows of tracts on building the new society, many of which I’d commissioned, and tiresome manuals of agriculture and construction, I turned in desperation to the fiction. 

Whoever had assembled the fiction had a peculiar sense of humour. All the books had colours in their titles, with the largest section  devoted to “green” books: A Green Tree in Gedde, The House with the Green Shutters, Greenmantle, Greenvoe, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, How Green was my Valley, Under the Greenwood Tree, The Greengage Summer, The Girl with Green Eyes, The Green Child... 

I didn’t know the The Green Child but the author’s description inside the front cover intrigued me: Herbert Read had been a poet, a champion of modern art, and an anarchist. Settling back on the bed, I was swiftly drawn into his disturbing parable. Olivero, fleeing Victorian convention for the South American pampas, moulds an ideal society born of revolution. Tiring of his unsought role of dictator, he returns secretly to his Yorkshire home where he rescues the mysterious Green Child. Together, they descend to her realm  beneath the moors, to become one in contemplation with the rock. Perversely, what I would once have dismissed as an absurd fantasy now seemed to resonate with my own experiences.  

That night, I dreamt again of finding my love amongst the standing stones. 

I slowly read my way through the green books but none of them affected me as much as The Green Child.

Every night, my dream recurred, becoming more and more vivid and detailed. As my dream grew, Clara led me from the stones to a small community of white houses by the loch, populated by my dead family and friends, leading a utopian life of  primitive agricultural communism that I had long despised.

On discharge, I was deemed unfit for further manual labour. The hospital library was utterly disorganised, with no central catalogue or lending system, so I offered to run it in exchange for a hot meal once a day.  They found me an ageing computer and I began to leisurely, but systematically, type details of all the books into a simple spreadsheet. Once I had populated the spreadsheet, I started another to record loans. 

During the days, as I typed, I often found myself musing on my dream. If the people in my dream were dead, then they must inhabit some sort of afterlife. I didn’t subscribe to religious notions of heaven and hell, and a heroic Valhalla was an unlikely setting for what seemed to be a peaceful, egalitarian society. Perhaps I was visiting Tir-na-nog. But my friends and family seemed ageless rather than eternally young. 

I was plainly not dead and yet I could visit the dead. Clara was central to my dream. Perhaps I was Dante to her Beatrice, but she offered me no transcendent visions of perfection.  Perhaps I was Orpheus to her Eurydice, but she had no wish to leave 

When the hospital library system was up and running, I had little to do. In the spring, I told the hospital managers that I was going to request a fresh work allocation but they asked me to stay on as a clerk. 

During their incarceration, each prisoner accumulated a large file, starting with their sentence and ending with their release document or death certificate. These files were held in the reception centre but medical records were held in the hospital. Whenever a prisoner was discharged from the hospital, copies of any new medical records were sent up to the reception centre to be added to the main file. It was a woefully inefficient system which could easily have been automated. 

My job involved maintaining the medical records and taking the updates to the reception centre. I enjoyed my relative freedom of movement, but was still deeply lonely and isolated. 

My dream began to change subtly. The more often I visited the village beyond the stones, the more complex the people grew, as if my memory was reconstructing them in greater and greater detail. 

One night, Clara, who was becoming curiously argumentative, suddenly asked me why I kept leaving. Nonplussed, I told her that I wasn’t dead. She called me a silkie and became morose. I protested and asked her what she meant. She said that the living eventually grew tired of the lack of change beyond death. I asked her how I could stay. She baldly told me that first I’d have to die.

I awoke feeling deeply disturbed. Despite my privations, I wasn’t planning on dying for a good while yet.  I knew I could face death for those I loved and a cause I cherished, but, to actively kill myself was unthinkable. 

The next night, my sleep was dreamless. The dream never returned.

On a grey autumn  day, I was told to collect office supplies. The reception centre was out of bounds for most prisoners so I handed in a requisition at the front desk and asked to wait outside the store for the order to be made up.

The store was guarded by a huge mastiff that barked threateningly as I approached. I kept my distance and stood in the drizzle, watching the door.

When the storekeeper eventually emerged I was surprised to find that I knew him. A former member of my unit, he had been wounded in an ambush during our flight in the heather and I had helped carry him to safety. After Liberation, he had opposed the incorporation of our partisans into the regular army and became one of the first camp inmates. I learnt later that, although long freed, he had chosen to stay behind, like the woman on the quayside.

The storekeeper calmed the dog and greeted me warmly.  

“You old bastard!” he said. “I’d heard you were here. How things change, eh? You’d better come in.”

“Is it safe?” I asked.

“Oh yes,” he said. “No one’ll bother us.”

The storekeeper ushered me into the store.

“You’ll be looking for the stationary cupboard,” he said, without further ado. “It’s that way.” 

He pointed down a row of deep metal racking. As the right sleeve of his stained brown overalls rolled up his arm, I noticed the livid purple gouges across his wrist, and remembered the woman on the jetty. 

“What are you gawping at?” said the storekeeper, bluntly.

He picked up an old magazine and began to read.

At the end of the shelves, on the far wall, was a door with “Stationary Cupboard” crudely stencilled across it. Pinned above the stencil was a postcard of a plaque carved with a stone tank traversing a wooded landscape. Below the tank was the caption: “ET IN ARCADIA EGO/After Nicolas Poussin”. 

The plaque had been sculpted by Ian Hamilton Findlay, the celebrant of the French Revolution, and hence an approved source of art for our New Model Society. The image was an ironic reworking of Poussin’s classical shepherds inspecting an ancient tomb.

Looking round, I noticed that there were windows on either side of the door. Peering through the left hand window, all I could see was the gloomy deserted yard. If the door led anywhere it was back outside, and was bound to be heavily bolted.

Then I remembered the parting words of the woman on the quay. Was I being mocked? Had I come to yet another dead end? 

“Out you go!” called the storekeeper from the other end of the building.

Feeling foolish, I tried the door handle. The handle turned, the door opened and I looked out across an enclosed paved courtyard at a worn flight of stone steps which led up and away into bright sunlight.

“Shut the bloody door!” shouted the storekeeper.

I stepped into the courtyard, pulled the door behind me and mounted the stairs. At the top, a grassy plain opened out in front of me. In the centre of the plain was the megalith, the cruciform aisles of freshly dressed stone glistening in the sunlight. As I approached the woman in the centre of the circle, she stood and turned and held out her arms to me. Overcome with joy, I ran through the stones towards her. Silently, she took me by the hands and led me down the hill to the white-washed village by the loch. 

I had not realised how much I had longed for release from the loathsome drudgery of my former life. But I had no awareness of having died. 

I quickly settled into my new existence. I learnt to fish and plough, to cut peat and milk goats. The seasons came and went, and the land and the sea were always fertile. Every day was orderly without being ordered. We danced and ate and made love and sang and cooked and told stories and sat quietly just being with each other. The years flew past.

But somehow it wasn’t enough. I couldn’t forget the world I’d left behind, how hard we’d fought to better it, and how much harder we should have fought to make it better. In stark contrast, nobody here was concerned with what had been. For them there was no way back, and their one certainty was that everyone they’d left behind must eventually join them. 

Whenever I tried to discuss this with Clara, she looked sad, and then laughed and told me how much better off I was now. But despite her comfort I became increasingly morose, and took to spending more and more time alone, musing on what might have been.

Late one afternoon, I was up on the hill gathering sheep’s wool from the brambles. It was a cloudy day, but as I turned for home the sun broke through and lit up the standing stones. The dancing shadows called to me so I shouldered my pack and set off along the ridge. Nearing the megalith, I tripped on a root and fell forward into the heather. 

As I picked myself up, I noticed a rectangular rock jutting out from the scrub. The rock seemed unnaturally smooth. I cleared away the heather obscuring its face. The rock was carved with a stone tank traversing a wooded landscape. Below the tank was the caption: “ET IN ARCADIA EGO/After Nicolas Poussin”. 

It was my turn to laugh: the past had returned to mock me. The plaque was not very large. Perhaps I could take it back to the village as a momento vita. 

As I bent over and hefted the rock, the ground parted revealing a worn flight of stone steps leading down to an enclosed paved courtyard. I felt my life calling to me. In a daze, I went down the steps into the courtyard and found myself back outside the door to the store. So many years had gone by. Surely the camp wasn’t still here. It couldn’t hurt to look.

I opened the door and stepped into the shed. As the door closed loudly behind me, the storeman looked up from his magazine.

“Back already?” he asked laconically. “I’d better get your stocks then.”

Nothing had changed. No time had passed. I panicked and desperately pulled at the door, which opened onto the gloomy deserted yard.

“There’s no escape,” said the storeman, a crazed glint in his eyes. “I’ve tried, believe me. Here’s your stuff. You better be off then.” 

He brusquely ushered me out of the building. The dog growled menacingly as I set off through the rain back to the hospital.
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