
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            The Island of Dreams

            Gregory James Clark

         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            This book is dedicated to my late father Wilfred Neville Clark and his good late friend in Australia, Aub Roberts, after whom two of the characters have been named. My late father’s contribution, the character Kathleen, has also been retained in the story.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            About the Author

         

         Gregory James Clark was born in Lancashire, England, in 1962. Educated at the Reading Blue Coat School he gained a BSc Honours in Maritime Studies (International Transport) from the University of Wales (Cardiff) in 1988 and an MBA from Manchester Metropolitan University in 2008. He was Editor of the Quality Matters Newsletter from 1989 to 2000, which was later compiled into the book ‘Quality Matters: The Decade of Quality 1989 - 2000’. He has recently worked as a teacher/trainer in Quality Management for the Chartered Quality Institute Certificate and Diploma in Quality Management, and helped to design and present The Programme for Global Quality Promotion (PGQP) in Russia and the African nations from 2005 to 2010. He also assisted in the publication of ‘Deming and Juran: Gift to the World’ at Bradford University in 2007. He is currently Editor of The Electron Newsletter for the Institution of Electronics. Recreations have included ice dancing, ballroom dancing, golf, chess and snooker. Languages spoken include Dutch, German, Portuguese and Swedish.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Rejection

         

         It was 10.30 p.m. on the last Friday in March, 2107, and Singles Night once more at Reading’s prestigious riverside venue, the Caversham International. At the far corner of the ballroom Gary Loman, twenty-four, sat at a small table sipping a half litre of stout and gazing out of the window over the moonlit Thames toward Rivermead.

         He paid little attention to the half-familiar faces that leered at him from a distance, save but to perceive the falseness that lurked behind the half-grins and pretentious swaggering that drew a fine line between arrogance and confidence. The expressions conveyed all to him, making it be known that he existed in a climate of tension, excessive competition and fear.

         A few of the attendees smiled and greeted each other politely, including Gary, and with each person supposedly present with the objective of discovering the perfect soulmate, it could only be expected that one should be entitled to request dances from the ladies, and to make efforts to generate friendships that would lead to further things. To Gary this appeared to be obvious.

         After some minutes, during which he contemplated the results of his latest job interview at Longroads Haulage in Witney, the youthful Victoria greeted him and presently sat down opposite. She had circulated freely and was characteristically bubbly and effervescent, seeking neither to harbour grudges nor to ignore those who might appear to have ended up sidelined and peripheral to the various cliques that had assembled themselves week by week. Smartly dressed, she remained aloof to the subtle pecking orders that permeated the chattering groups and formed the basis for the numerous unwritten rules that dictated the way in which interactions were to be permitted.

         “Hello again,” she remarked. “How did the interview go?”

         “I don’t know,” Gary replied. “I just can’t seem to impress the interviewers though. They always seem to be these personnel types, asking questions that rarely appear to have relevance to the job.”

         “How do you mean?”

         “Well, if the vacancy is for a storekeeper, why ask questions about whether you can thrive on stress or enjoy team sports? Surely a better question would be ‘what’s a buffer stock?’ or ‘what does Pareto Analysis mean?’ This would at least be relevant to stock control.”

         “I can understand you might see it that way,” said Victoria. “but I have worked in human resources and that is not the way recruitment officers are trained to select their candidates. Recruitment is conducted according to a formula, and the first thing an interviewer wants to determine is whether you are confident, and sharp, so as to be responsive to training. Knowledge such as you have described would be acquired during training. Also you need good body language and dress sense, and you need to learn to be less hesitant. It is a competitive world out there and you really do have to learn to compete”.

         “What about being methodical and thorough, and being able to contribute ideas? Don’t these things count any more?”

         “They probably do, but those attributes are not those that the interviewers are trained to seek out. Unfortunately they are neither instantly visible nor simple to assess. Poor body language and hesitating incessantly are dead easy to see and assess.”

         “Just like those bloody exams at school,” said Gary. “Working hard for a long time and acquiring knowledge counts for nothing if you can’t pass an exam at speed. Don’t you ever feel that quality and reliability are unnecessarily and wrongly compromised for speed?”

         “Yes,” replied Victoria. “But it’s the way things are. You have to learn to adapt to the society of which you are a part, not the one that you may prefer to be in. Anyway, where’s your next interview?” “ Meridian Circuits in Slough next Tuesday.”

         “Well, I hope it goes good. But remember, look cheerful not forlorn. See you later.”

         As she rose the music began.

         “Take your partners for the Carousel Waltz,” the D.J. announced.

         As Gary had invested a considerable amount of his time and money over the years in perfecting the steps, style and technique of dancing, it was only natural that he should seek to make use of such an investment in an appropriate environment. Unfortunately, the task of requesting a dance from a willing partner was somewhat more onerous than the mere learning of steps by rote. It required more than just a little tact, and the threat of rejection was ever-present. Hardly, if ever, could he expect to enjoy the luxury of being asked for a dance. That was a privilege reserved solely for the ladies. Also, in addition, once he had been refused once, and been seen to have been refused, experience had shown that it was subsequently more likely that the refusals would continue, and hence provide a strong disincentive to make further requests.

         The intense strains of the Argentine Tango presently resonated through the hall. Gary knew that it was time to tout, but by not being in a clique it was a fact that the odds of him being successful at the first attempt would be slim. However, he was willing to try, even if it meant dancing the first few chords without a partner. Then, if after a couple of minutes he had not been joined on the floor, he would retire. This often happened, but not on this occasion.

         Victoria for once was not taken. He had danced this dance with her before and, unlike many of the other women, she was prepared to disregard the long accepted custom that men must ask the ladies first – the very aspect of social etiquette that had given rise to the multiple rejections that Gary had grown to hate.

         The dance went well, in fact possibly too well. As it was not the simplest of dances, it afforded Gary the opportunity to practise with the accomplished Victoria unopposed by other suitors, and with space on the floor to fully utilise the talents which he had mastered.

         “I see you have had more lessons,” Victoria said quietly. “Where did you learn all those steps?”

         “The Forbury School of Dance,” replied Gary. “And you?”

         “Bulmershe”.

         “Maybe we could get together sometime?” he suggested. “Learn together as a couple.”

         “I’d like to, but I don’t think my boyfriend would approve.”

         They danced on, Gary fully aware that he had to make the most of his opportunity because when it came to the somewhat more casual smooch it would be a different matter entirely. Now the emphasis changed from being a test in performance of a routine to one of social intimacy, the type of intimacy that Gary all too openly craved.

         In the hope of attracting at least one loose person, Gary had, the previous week, taken to the unorthodox practice of floating between couples during the smooches and the slow waltzes, staring from time to time at the stroking hands from which closer relationships latterly had the chance to blossom. There was the occasional whisper of filthy talk, together with a half-look of sympathy from Victoria. From others there were a range of expressions, from the red look of outrage to the quiet snicker of mockery, the occasional shake of the head and the aloofness of those who pretended not to notice him. To all but Gary there was a general acknowledgment that this type of behaviour infringed just about every unwritten rule in the book. It simply was not done.

         “Excuse me sir,” the club secretary remarked to him. “But must you dance solo to these slow dances? I have noticed you a few times doing this and feel it is time that I asked you to refrain. These are couple only dances.”

         “Then why doesn’t someone help me to become a couple?” Gary replied.

         “You have to go and ask the ladies,” said the official.

         “And if I get turned down? I come here to dance not to stare at the riverbank.”

         “That’s your problem, sir. As far as I’m concerned if you persist with this ridiculous conduct I shall have to ask you to leave the club permanently.”

         Gary heeded the message and returned to his former place, for a moment turning his back on the throng and gazing at the swans that congregated on the towpath outside. Then he turned around and began to contemplate his options. One was to try to pre-book the next smooch with Victoria and at least make certain of having that dance with her once. It was worth a try, he thought.

         “Victoria, may I dance the next smooch with you? I would so much like to do it,” he asked when she had returned to her table, careful to wait until her boyfriend was off-guard at the bar.

         “Alright, I suppose once wont hurt. I’ll have to ask Ivan first though”.

         The plan might have worked were it not for three unfortunate facts. The first was that Ivan was not the most tolerant of boyfriends when it came to the issue of other men, as he saw it, muscling in on his relationship with Victoria. The second was the fact that it was invariably Victoria with whom Gary was seen to be dancing to the exclusion of all the others, and the third unfortunate fact was the manner in which Gary set out to exploit the dance.

         Ivan reluctantly agreed to allow Gary to dance the second smooch with Victoria. Unfortunately, however, the way in which Gary had decided to dance with her tested Ivan’s patience to its limit. For three whole months, since joining the club, Gary had wanted to smooch, and this longing was very evident. As he took to the floor his hands clasped hers and Gary began to dance closely and intimately, as if he were an equal to the other couples on the floor, which of course he wasn’t. Kissing and intimate stroking in the rear quarters were not within Ivan’s scope of permission.

         The dance lasted all of six minutes, but it was sufficient for the alienation to show. As the dance ended Ivan seized Victoria abruptly, pushing Gary aside with obvious disapproval. This may have been the end of the matter were it not for Gary’s unfortunate propensity to stare, albeit subconsciously, at Victoria.

         At the end of the evening, as the crowd began to disperse, and Gary made his way toward the towpath, Ivan and one of his associates intercepted him.

         “Look mate,” he said. “I don’t want to spoil your fun, but I must insist that you stop making advances towards Victoria.”

         “And you look,” said Gary. “This is a single persons club and we all have the right to ask for dances and look for partners”.

         “Perhaps. But she’s with me, okay? Now you just keep your distance do you understand? I saw you there on the dancefloor pressing yourself against her and slipping your hand somewhere where you shouldn’t. Now you just lay off her, otherwise you will be ending up in that deep water over there”.

         Gary sloped home, crossing Caversham Bridge, then through St. Peters churchyard and on up St. Peters Avenue until he reached Upper Warren Avenue, with its dip and incline, which led to his residence where he lived with his mother and father.

         As he walked Gary recollected the advertisement which had attracted him to The Caversham International in the first place. ‘There’s someone for everyone’, the advertisement had said, inviting people to join for a subscription of 4,000 euros. What nonsense, he thought as he rounded the drive which led to the house. Then he recalled what his father had said to him about looking to the day ahead rather than the one that had passed. So, Friday had been none too good, but just maybe Saturday at the ice dance club would be better?

         
            *

         

         The club met at the newly rebuilt Ice Stadium in central Oxford and Gary was fortunate enough to have use of his father’s former company car, an ageing Ford, in order to complete the half-hour drive north through the undulating Oxfordshire countryside. At noon he arrived at the rink, and the dancers were already warming up, some singly, some as couples, waiting for the two resident coaches, Timothy Browne and Patricia Sandwell, to summon them to the centre.

         Gary quickly put on his kit and warmed up with two laps of the rink before joining the others. Then the group lesson began, as usual, with a recap of the basic technique for forward and backward skating.

         “Try to gain momentum not so much from the initial push as from the rise which follows,” Timothy advised. “Imagine that you are being drawn upwards by an invisible string that connects your head with the roof.”

         Presently Gary caught sight of Deirdre Atherton, a forty-five year old manageress at The Defence Research Establishment, as her head was carefully adjusted by Patricia so as to provide her with a more upright posture. Talented youth passed her with speed and precision, dodging the ageing hobbyists, who distinguished themselves with their scratching and scrapings of worn toe-picks upon the smooth glassy surface.

         Deirdre was a godsend to Gary, freeing him, in some respects the same as Victoria, from the monotony of being forced to dance solo for practically the whole of the two or three dance intervals that served to bring ice dancing as a social pastime back to life. The forward and backward chasses and the change of hold, which Deirdre practised with him, provided the essential ingredients of the Fairyhouse Waltz, which was today’s subject of study.

         “What do you think about entering for club competitions?” Deirdre asked him.

         “Rather pointless,” replied Gary.

         “I agree,” said Deirdre, slightly to Gary’s astonishment. “All that judging and ranking of individuals is quite unnecessary.”

         “I still strive for excellence in everything I do though,” Gary added. “I’m not into giving up simply because the going gets tough. I love skating for what it is, not for the medals or the competition.”

         “You also told me a while back that you did ballroom dancing.”

         “I do.”

         “At what level?”

         “Level Six, the old Third Gold Bar”.

         “Don’t tell me, you haven’t got a partner for that either?”

         “Afraid not,” said Gary.

         “I can see we will need to do something about that,” Deirdre responded slowly, in her Anglo-Russian accent.

         They continued to practise the remainder of the dance, the continuous three turns around the end of the rink and the synchronisation of the change of edge which followed the intervening chasses. The dance interval followed and for most of it Gary stood on the sidelines, past the point of rushing to break the protocol that dictated who should dance with who. The Tango Alcantara provided one exception as, with its higher degree of difficulty, it tended to receive fewer takers than the other less complex dances, affording Gary the opportunity to attempt a solo dance without having to continually give way to couples ad infinitum. The Fairyhouse Waltz, danced with Deirdre, provided the other exception.

         “How many times a week do you skate?” Deirdre asked.

         “About five,” said Gary

         “Quite good really. Then again to tackle the Tango Alcantara must take at least that. Tell me, am I right in understanding that you are now twenty-four, have no brothers and sisters and have never had a full-time job?”

         “I’m afraid that is true, yes. But I am doing something about it. I am going to see a psychiatrist next week to find out what’s wrong with me.”

         “That won’t do much good,” Deirdre suggested. “When a system lets a person down the only cure is usually a change of environment”.

         As the dance session progressed Gary thought for a moment about this comment, but quickly forgot about it as the dance club disbanded and the public streamed in, screaming, pushing and shoving, with scant regard for anyone or anything that might happen to be in their path. The heavy beat started and the mob took to the ice, racing, turning, swerving and spraying each other with ice. The odd ice ball was thrown and, as for skating the time for dedication had well and truly gone for another week, save for the handful of new beginners who crept round, hugging the barrier, and one lone girl, who sought, with difficulty, to master a spin somewhere toward the centre of the rink.

         At the far end of the rink, Timothy and Patricia prepared the cones that would seal part of the rink off so that the children who were lined up could collect their small badges in exchange for performing a sequence of moves. There was joy, initially, for these keen boys and girls, until it eventually became tempered by some judge on some day, and in most cases killed off in time as a consequence of multiple failure. It was inevitable, though, in a profession that was determined to accommodate no more than two per cent of its would-be entrants. The tears on one girl’s face told it all. No wonder did so few children even bother to attempt the learning process.

         
            *

         

         Sunday passed, and there was nothing unusual about Monday other than that it was the day that Gary had to go into Reading to continue his registration as a jobseeker, and the small matter of a strange card which had somehow found its way onto the floor behind the front door.

         The card was seemingly hand-delivered, lacking any kind of postmark or other clue as to where it had come from. Upon it were merely printed the words:

         
            ‘Gary Loman,

            You are kindly requested to dine at the Home From Home restaurant in Benson, Oxfordshire, at 20.00 hours, tomorrow evening (Tuesday). Please do your best to make yourself available unaccompanied as this is a once in a lifetime opportunity to begin a new life in a new land.

            Signed,

            A Friend.’

         

         Gary showed the card to his parents.

         “Why unaccompanied?” his father asked

         “Seems a bit odd, I don’t think he should go,” his mother advised.

         “Maybe someone’s playing a practical joke,” said Gary. “Or trying to set me up for something, like that Ivan for example.”

         “Who’s he?” asked his mother.

         “Victoria’s boyfriend. You know, the girl that dances with me on Fridays. He warned me this week to stop touching her up.”

         “So you ought,” said his father. “I always said that one day this strange behaviour of yours would get you into trouble.”

         “Oh, he mustn’t go,” his mother urged.

         “Give me that card,” his father demanded. “Let me see what it says.”

         His father scrutinised the card carefully, noting particularly the gold on blue imprint of Saturn in the top right-hand corner.

         “Promise me you won’t go, Gary,” insisted his mother. “It’s not safe.”

         “Hang on,” said his father. “This could be something interesting.”

         “Why’s that?” asked his mother.

         “That logo on the top right-hand side. I’m sure it means something. I have seen a picture of it somewhere, I know I have, and I’ve read something about it as well. I swear it’s supposed to be lucky if you get one. I don’t somehow think that a practical joker or a disgruntled boyfriend would be likely to know about or use that symbol. It’s too obscure. In fact that could even be why it’s kept obscure, to stop it from being misused.”

         “I don’t think I would have much to lose by going, would I?” Gary concluded. “I couldn’t see that Ivan going to all that trouble to lynch me. If he were going to do that he would have done it there and then on Friday night. Besides, I don’t think he knows where I live anyway.”

         “I see whoever it is has provided directions on the reverse of the card,” his father said, handing the card back to Gary.

         “Well, if you do decide to go, for God’s sake be careful,” advised his mother.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Two

            Home From Home

         

         The next evening Gary drove out to the Home From Home. It was a quaint old coaching inn which lay along a remote country lane not too far from Benson airfield. There was no doubt that he needed the directions which had been supplied. When he arrived, however, he did wonder if he really should have come all that way, as not only was the car park deserted, but also the building itself was in total darkness.

         He strode towards the entrance and tried the front door. It was locked. Then he knocked three times. There was no answer. He knocked again and waited for a couple of minutes. Still there was no answer, and after a further two minutes he decided to make his way back to his car. It was only when he arrived back at the car and turned round briefly that he noticed the appearance of a small candle alight behind one of the downstairs windows. He turned around and began to walk back toward the inn. It was at that instant that a jet black cat sprinted across his path before slowly advancing to the door. As it mewed the door gradually creaked open and the cat shot in. Then a woman’s hand beckoned Gary to enter.

         “Gary,” whispered a voice, as he entered the pitch-dark passageway.

         He crept forward, puzzled by the lack of light and total absence of people. Then he saw the dark-haired woman, who was about twenty-two years of age and wore a black dress to which was attached a distinctive badge which bore the same logo as that which was embossed on the card.

         “We’ve been expecting you, the table is set,” the woman said in a soft voice as she led him into the candlelit dining room, where one table only was set for two and a short, dark-skinned waiter stood expectantly.

         “Please,” said the waiter, pulling one of the chairs out and directing Gary to be seated.

         “As you can see, we don’t open to the public at the beginning of the week,” the lady commented as she sat herself opposite him.

         The waiter, who also wore the distinctive badge, handed them menus.

         “Boa tarde,” he said in Portuguese.

         “Boa tarde,” replied the woman.

         Gary scrutinised the list of dishes and the accompanying wine list. There was nothing especially unusual about the menus, except for the absence of prices, but, as it was not in Gary’s nature to commit himself to any good or service without being assured of its cost, he felt honour bound to ascertain just exactly what the costs were.

         “I see there are no prices on either the menu or the wine list, so can you tell me what the prices are?”

         “No is prices,” replied the Portuguese waiter. “Here we have Non-Capitalist Economics”.

         “I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” said Gary.

         “Don’t worry about it,” the lady reassured him. “All will be revealed. You can make your choice.”

         “Seafood roulade looks nice, and then the Bacalhau grelhada.”

         “Good,” said the lady. “And I will have the Beignets dos Legumes and the Pescada com Arroz and Batatas do Dauphin.”

         “And for you some wine?” the waiter asked. “Vinho regional do Ribatejo branco goes well with the fish. I recommend it.”

         The woman nodded.

         “So, you are Gary Loman, birthdate May ninth, 2082,” the woman said, as she produced a file from the black bag which she had placed between her chair and the wood-burning fire which the waiter presently tended.

         “Yes. How do you know my name?”

         “And you have been skating now for almost seven years, never worked, left school a year late and rather fluffed it when it came to examinations,” she continued.

         “Yes, but how do you know all of this? I have never even seen or met you before. I don’t even know your name. Who are you and where do you come from? And what does the emblem on that badge signify?”

         “That would be telling,” replied the woman coyly.

         “There must be some reason why you asked me to come here.”

         “There is. Let me just say that someone who is in an influential position has put in a kind word for you.”

         “But why me?”

         “Because we think you are a deserving case and would respond well to what we have to offer. Your background and character would suit our society well, and would be far more productive for both us and yourself than for you to stay in what really is an inappropriate place for a person like yourself. In other words, we need you.”

         “Society, what society?” Gary asked.

         “I represent a place, an organisation, you could say a nation,” the woman explained.

         “What nation?”

         “Collectively and historically we are known globally as The Island. It’s actually been going for some time, seventy years in fact, but in recent years it has opened its doors a little so as to provide more opportunity to people like yourself. People who deserve a choice rather than being made to have their lives sub-optimised as a consequence of being domiciled in a capitalist world which is quite unsuitable for certain types of individuals.” 

         The waiter presently arrived with the starters and uncorked the wine. He filled the two glasses.

         “Thank you,” acknowledged Gary.

         “Obrigado,” replied the waiter.

         “So, where is this Island?” Gary asked

         “We operate throughout the world,” explained the woman “But our original site was a small island that was once part of the Azores. That is where you will spend your first year, meet your contemporaries, and learn about how our society functions. For whilst you may be well suited to our ways, they are very different to those here and you definitely have to be shaped to fit, as we say. New ways of working and new ways of thinking are always needed. After a year you and your contemporaries should be ready to join our society in full in the main territory of Kamchatka.”

         “I thought that was part of Russia?”

         “To the outside world it is, but it is fully owned and managed by The Island and has been since 2077. Tell me, have you ever heard of Non-Capitalist Economics?”

         “I have heard of the theory,” answered Gary. “But as far as I was aware that was all it was, just a theory that has never materialised.”

         “Well, I can tell you that it has evolved into far more than just a theory. It has been well and truly put into practice. Money is not used at all but everything is privately owned. Goods and services are distributed according to need, but the driving force is to reduce waste and improve quality rather than to apply targets or quotas. It is a system that trades with the capitalist world, but does not use capitalism. There is no such thing as credit control and the only bank account that exists is the single one that The Island maintains in Switzerland for the purpose of maintaining its import and export balance of payments. There are no wages, but also no taxes. There is full employment, but nobody is overworked.”

         “But how do people get what they want?” Gary asked

         “A feedback and control system combined with high mobility of labour and multiskilling matches supply with demand. Believe me it does work.”

         The main courses arrived.

         “More wine, senhor e senhora?” asked the waiter.

         “Sim, Jose,” replied the woman.

         The waiter topped up the two glasses.

         “I still don’t understand why I have been selected for this”.

         “The places are highly prized, and in the opinion of our pre-selection committee you have the qualities that are required to be able to adapt to our way of life.”

         “Such as?”

         “A creative mind and a determination to persist even when things start to become difficult. Then there is the methodical approach to tasks and challenges, a negative reaction to competition, a corresponding positive reaction to cooperation, no excessive striving for monetary rewards, and an integrity that displays an unlikely probability that you would be inclined to cheat in any way. These attributes are by no means as common as you may think. We need people who are keen to learn and work hard, so of course we would be looking to harness your talents in exchange for giving you a better life than you are likely to get here. On top of that you can skate, not perfectly, but reasonably well. You will be well trained to enter into a way of life that is fast becoming the envy of the world.”

         “Who is in charge of this Island, nation or whatever it is?”

         “We are a Queendom,” replied the woman. “That is all you need know for the present.”

         “And this Queen decides who gets what and when?”

         “Not at all. People are free to claim whatever they wish as long as they feel they have need of it. It’s very relaxed. In fact, it’s a lot more relaxed than capitalism. People are trained not to waste things needlessly, and as long as they keep to that in spirit and just take what is generally regarded as reasonable the system remains stable, unless of course there is some natural disaster, then that’s different, but so it would be under capitalism.”

         “What kind of work would I do?”

         “We have planned initially that you be trained as part of a highly talented skating team to tour the world representing the automobile manufacturer Kamchatskiy Auto, located just outside Petropavlovsk Kamchatskiy. Not only that you will form a skating partnership with a compatible person for your personal life also.”

         “How do you know that we would be compatible?”

         “Because we have compiled a file detailing both your and her characteristics. You will be compatible, believe me.”

         This sounded to Gary like a dream come true, to have the chance to become a skating celebrity and actually meet a compatible wife. Was it too good to be true though? He pondered a moment.

         “What if I don’t like The Island when I get there?”

         “Highly unlikely. I don’t know of anyone who has ever wanted to leave. It may feel a little strange for you at first, but I’m certain that once you are there you will never want to go back to as you are now.”

         “But if I wanted to come home I could?”

         “Of course. But if you did you would have to accept that there would be no readmission.”

         “So if I accept, what happens next?”

         “The plane leaves Benson at ten tomorrow morning. You will stay here overnight. Any personal belongings that you require can be forwarded on, once your next of kin have been informed that you have decided to accept a place on The Island.”

         “Para sobremesa?” interrupted the waiter.

         “He’s asking you if you would like a dessert,” said the lady. “I can recommend the apple strudel.”

         Gary nodded

         “Dois,” she said, before asking Gary if he had any more questions.

         “You know I am willing to give anything a try if it sounds reasonable,” Gary said. “And I feel that if I were to turn down this opportunity I could  quite possibly live to regret it. So I am going to accept.”

         “Therefore I need you to complete a few documents for our records. Then, if you would make your way upstairs, Jose will show you to your room. Overnight kit is provided, breakfast is at eight o’clock and the chauffeur will be outside ready to take you to the airfield at half past nine. Good luck with your new life. Adeus.”

         “Adeus,” Gary replied, as the lady bid him farewell and he sat quietly contemplating his new future.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

            Departure

         

         Gary awoke at 7.30. A breakfast had been laid out for him, but there was no sign of the woman in black whom he had met the night before, nor of the Portuguese waiter Jose. As he helped himself to it, he wondered again if he had made the right decision. Was this promised land of The Island of Dreams going to live up to expectation? Only time would tell.

         The chauffeur arrived exactly at the time stated. He was then escorted by the well-built, pale-skinned driver to the awaiting limousine which transported him to the nearby airfield. Gary made one last glance at his own car as he left, contemplating the new future which awaited him, and the life that he was leaving behind. He noted particularly the gold letter K on the bonnet and steering wheel of the limousine which confirmed the fact that for the first time in his life he was riding in a Kamchatskiy.

         “You might as well give me the keys to your old vehicle,” said the chauffeur, who had a strong Russian accent.

         “Will I get another?” Gary asked.

         “You will not need a car on The Island,” the chauffeur explained. “When you leave and go to Kamchatka you will have shared cars with your setmates.”

         “What are setmates?”

         “Principals and secondaries. You will learn all about these when you arrive on The Island. We do our best to match people together who are compatible and to join them in union with others who are like-minded and share the same ideals in life. In that respect our society is much less random than is the case here.”

         “Do you have setmates?”

         “Of course. All of our citizens do, unless they choose to contract out. You do not have to accept the partner or the set that has been found for you, but experience has shown that most people would rather be in a set than not, and one in which they feel they can belong without frustration or conflict. You’ll settle in okay. Trust me”.

         “What will happen to the old Ford?”

         “The keys will be returned to your father of course.”

         A few minutes later the car drew up alongside the plane. At first it looked just like an ordinary small jet aircraft, but on closer inspection he could see that, like the limousine, it was not a standard type, but a supersonic design, something like a miniature Tupolev or Concorde.

         “That my dear friend is your plane,” the chauffeur said, pointing to it. “A Kamchatskiy Aerospace Hebden Three”.

         “Never heard of them.”

         “Made in Opala in Southern Kamchatka. They are made to order by Kamchatskiy Aerospace for the top of the bizjet market. We also use them internally for a few of our inter-island services. Like most things in our society quality takes precedence over cost. We believe in making things to be as high quality and reliable as possible. Most capitalist manufacturers would consider such a model to be totally uneconomic from a marketing perspective, but the world is slowly changing.”

         The limousine drew up alongside the steps that led up to the flight deck, from which a petite oriental hostess emerged. She bowed to the chauffeur, who responded in kind. The chauffeur then opened the car door for Gary, for him to make his way up the steps.

         “Enjoy your flight,” said the chauffeur. 

         
            *

         

         The hostess, like the lady at the inn, wore the obligatory gold on blue Saturnian badge on her cream-coloured jacket. She shook Gary’s hand then led him inside the plane, its luxurious interior with wide leather seats serving to impress.

         “This first class only service,” explained the hostess. “So plenty of legroom. Normally only carries up to thirty-six passengers on. Also can go supersonic, but not today. Here, enjoy extra wide seat. Then I get you Bucks Fizz to celebrate your joining of our nation. You will be pleased to know you are only passenger today.”

         “I take it I don’t need a passport,” Gary remarked, as the hostess returned with the drink.

         “Passport not needed. New one will be issued when training completed”.

         “What if I don’t pass the training?”

         “Everyone always pass training. No one ever fail on Island.”

         The cabin doors closed and the engines started. Then the plane began to taxi. Gary instinctively fastened his safety belt as the plane accelerated quickly but quietly into take-off.

         The hostess sat with Gary for the duration of the flight. When the ascent was complete she removed a remote control from her inside jacket pocket and activated a screen at the front of the cabin.

         “Now I show you something of our Island,” she said, pressing a button to commence the half-hour film which described The Island from its beginnings in 2026.

         The film began with an aerial view of The Island with its distinctive Dome and Bell Tower overlooking an extensive sandy coastline with an oval shaped swimming pool and Stone Boat clearly visible in the bay. Other buildings were dotted about, though with less distinguishing features. Then the voiceover commenced:

         ‘Welcome to The Island of Dreams, which for the next year will be your new home from home. We are pleased that you have decided to accept our offer of a place here and the opportunity to train to become a citizen of The Island and its territories.

         Every year for the last eleven years, 240 young people have been specially selected from around the world to join with us to train to be skating celebrities for one of four companies that comprise The Kamchatskiy Corporation, the world’s greatest transportation company.’

         The images then changed to show the rugged volcanic hills of Kamchatka, followed by other scenes from around the globe to match the soundtrack. The voice continued:

         ‘The Island, as it is still affectionately known, is the world’s newest constitutional monarchy and is in itself a nation state within nations. Kamchatka is by far its largest acquisition, along with the adjoining territories of Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands. Progressive agreements with Russia enabled the entire territory to be owned by The Island in 2077, yet without compromising any of Russia’s sovereignty. Since then The Island has continued to provide its unique alternative to capitalism in islands throughout the world, from The Falklands and South Georgia in the South Atlantic; to the offshore Brazilian islands of Trinidade, Noronha and Rocas; to Kerguelen and the Crozet Islands in the Indian Ocean; to Cheju-do, Tsushima and Izuhara in the Far East; and finally the Aleutian Islands which have now been fully purchased from the Government of the United States forming a continuous territory that now stretches from Kamchatka to the Alaskan Peninsula. But it is on one small island where our history really began.’

         The images changed from modern snapshots of territories to a shot which showed an ageing unusual luxury yacht which was reminiscent of a small high-class eighteenth-century sailing ship moored in a harbour. The name of the ship, the Katie was clearly visible on the side, and next to it a thirty-something man stood, dressed in an old admiral’s uniform that pretty much matched the style of the vessel. The narration continued:

         ‘In 2026, whilst en route from Rio to Cardiff, an eccentric thirty-five-year-old shipowner by the name of Ken David, sailed accidentally past what is now our beautiful Island after being blown off course in a storm. He was a master of the sea and a genius at building and adapting unusual vessels for specialised tasks, but even with all of his skill occasionally the weather combined with a technical problem, such as a damaged rudder, can throw the unwary off course, particularly in the notorious waters of the equatorial Atlantic. But he fell in love with the island as soon as he saw it and figured that his fiancee would too. Two years later he and his fiancée Kathleen visited it again in the odd-looking vessel which you see here. He named this, his personal ship, which he himself built, the Katie after her.’

         The scene changed again, this time to another, even older film this time showing a lady in her early thirties gazing eagerly at the stars through a large telescope. Presently the reflector’s image focused on the planet Saturn.

         ‘His fiancée on the other hand was an opera singer whose main hobby was astronomy. Both were exceedingly rich and in 2030 they purchased the sixteen-square-kilometre uninhabited island from the Portuguese government.’

         The narration ceased for a while as the gold on blue Saturnian logo was pieced together on the screen. Then it resumed:

         ‘Ken was at heart a revolutionary and he and Kathleen already had plans for what was to be their new island enterprise. Their dream was, with the help of friends, to lay the foundation for a new world order that would continue long after their lifetimes. For this they decided that they wanted a logo so she suggested the splendour of Saturn’s rings at which she always marvelled.’

         Three still colour scenes followed showing the thousands of blue flowers that grew wild over large stretches of the island.

         ‘The flowers led Katie to suggest the gold of Saturn superimposed on the blue of the flowers.’

         Three more scenes of ‘The Island’ as it had looked in 2030 followed, and the narrative continued:

         ‘This is The Island as it had looked when Ken and Kathleen had purchased it in 2030. It was once a Portuguese garrison where sailing ships would call to take on fresh water on their way to South America. In Victorian times, however, it fell into disuse and no one really had much use for this picturesque, but redundant, island of peace and tranquillity. These were Kathleen’s personal photographs.’

         The images of photographs of dilapidated buildings overgrown with trees, weeds and wild flowers slowly gave way to colour shots of the semi-completed Island as it appeared in 2037. This commenced with an aerial shot, followed by further still photographs.

         ‘We now move forward to the year 2037 when The Island as we know it today began truly to take shape. There are at this point one or two buildings still requiring finishing touches, but it is virtually complete after almost seven years under construction. The photographs which you now see show the Colonnade and Gloriette. We then see the Buddha and Japanese garden, reflecting the strong Japanese influence, and the Stone Boat, built by Kai-San, one of two Japanese engineers who were engaged in the construction. The Stone Boat was, in fact, a joke aimed at Ken David and his reputation for restoring ships in his Cardiff boatyard, with Kai-San famously saying to him “David san, please, show us if you can put to sea in that!”’

         The singer reappeared, taking applause from her adoring fans in Cardiff’s St. David’s Hall. Then the commentary resumed:

         ‘It was planned that Kathleen would be crowned Queen of The Island, but she was never crowned as she died prematurely in a car crash whilst on holiday in Colorado with her trusted friend, the somewhat younger Justine, who survived and was honour bound to take Kathleen’s place as Ken’s fiancée.’

         Justine was then seen being crowned at a small ceremony in an underground cavern with Ken at her side.

         ‘It was therefore Justine rather than Kathleen who became the first Queen of The Island. The royal wedding took place shortly before the coronation in The Island Church. As you can see it was a very small and private affair, as was the next. It is only now, after seventy years that things are set to change.’

         Scenes from this were briefly shown before the focus changed to that of a stout man in his fifties who had been visible at the both the wedding and coronation, but was now seen striding past the Houses of Parliament in London.

         ‘Ken was greatly assisted by Leo Harvey, his banker, who was head of the multinational Harvey Banking Corporation. One could be forgiven for thinking that you can’t get more capitalist than that, but it was precisely because he reached such a position and had been able to view capitalism from every angle possible, that he became convinced that it was a system that desperately needed a completely new and viable alternative. To him the world deserved a choice, but that choice had to be something other than communism.’

         The faces of two other gentlemen then appeared, namely those of the twentieth-century philosophers William Edwards Deming and Joseph Moses Juran.

         ‘Both Leo and Ken were inspired by the two twentieth-century philosophers W. Edwards Deming and Joseph M. Juran, who had led the quiet revolution in quality that had made Japan prosperous after World War Two. Together Leo and Ken used their theories to shape the blueprint for the world that was later to become known as Non-Capitalist Economics. The teaching of Deming and Juran was very much integrated into The Island’s economic and political planning.’

         A picture of the book Non-Capitalist Economics by Leo Harvey then gave way to a more light-hearted sketch showing games played on ice in elaborate costumes.

         “Every year we have our annual fun and games contest ‘Games Without Frontiers’ where teams from different Island territories come together once a year to do battle in our magnificent Non-Olympic Stadium.’

         The scene changed quickly again to show a human chessboard on ice.

         ‘Then we have our long-standing human chess matches played on ice on giant curls in the world’s most exclusive ice rink. Two of the world’s experts sit at each end of the rink and play against each other in an exciting competition showing that competition can be fun if it is applied in the right way.’

         As pieces were taken they were pushed by pushers into a specially created ditch that surrounded the ice surface, whilst the knights were lifted in and out of position by means of an overhead lifting device.

         Next, it was Carnival on Ice.

         ‘Each year we have our carnival with a celebration of dances performed on ice.’

         “Pretty costumes,” Gary remarked.

         “Island people always love to dress in costume,” said the air hostess.

         Skaters were shown performing elaborate routines around cars, airborne craft, small yachts and moving cranes, trains and lifting equipment, specially built to size so as to serve as props.

         ‘The climax of the show is our demonstrations by our chosen recruits for the senior executives of the four Kamchatskiy companies Kamchatskiy Auto, Kamchatskiy Aerospace, Kamchatskiy Maritime and Kamchatskiy Logistics.’

         “This what you will be doing,” remarked the hostess.

         “As good as that? I don’t think so,” remarked Gary.

         “You will be,” the hostess said, encouragingly. “Island skating teacher world’s best.”

         From the elegance of ice dancing the documentary switched to the sound of a steam locomotive chuffing up a gentle incline with its train of four luxury carriages into the grounds of a palace that strangely resembled that of Versailles.

         ‘Built in the centre of The Island and completed to the Versailles specification The Royal Palace is accessible by steam railway and lies in the centre of The Island approximately four kilometres from The Town. It is now home to our present queen, Queen Katie of Kamchatka, and on the tranquil lake behind one travels in style on the steam yacht Gondola, which is a replica of the one that Her Majesty Queen Justine had fallen in love with on a holiday to Lake Coniston in England in 2050.

         Beyond the lake is the cable car that leads up the mountain to the north side of The Island and the Non-Olympic Stadium, which used to serve as the centrepiece for our four-yearly sporting extravaganza for amateur sports. Now the events are held elsewhere. As you can appreciate, under Non-Capitalist Economics all sport is amateur sport. Engineers, led by Kai-San and Endo-San, carefully constructed the Colosseum-like stadium by carving away part of the volcanic mountain on the north side of The Island furthest from The Town at a distance of some eight kilometres.’

         Next, it was back to The Town where small- and medium-sized blue bullet-shaped taxis, each bearing The Island logo, sped around giving periodic blasts of their horns to warn pedestrians of their passing.

         ‘Getting around The Town in the daylight hours is never a problem. The traditional Kammies can always be flagged down for a free ride.’

         The film concluded with a short scene which began with a shot of the roof of The Great Dome that was situated in the centre of The Town. A strange screeching sound was heard as a section of the roof slowly began to open and the gold metallic head of a giant mechanical bird emerged, taking Gary by surprise. It climbed onto a purpose-built perch from which it launched itself into the air over The Town before flying out to sea for a few minutes, its twenty-foot wingspan dominating the skyline.

         ‘For the last eleven years The Eagle has become a familiar sight, as it provides a unique way of both maintaining security around our beautiful Island and of rescuing those in distress either at sea or in the mountains. A fabulous sight you have to agree and just one of several wonderful pieces of engineering that you will find in this remarkable wonder of the world that is The Island of Dreams.’

         “Now Su-Lin bring you snack,” said the air hostess, revealing her name.

         “You are Su-Lin?” Gary asked.

         “Yes,” she answered, shaking his hand. “Su-Lin from Korean island of Chejo-do, now part of Island’s many territories”.

         When she returned with a tray of assorted vol-au-vents and two more glasses of Buck’s Fizz Gary asked her how Chejo-do had come to be part of The Island’s territory.

         “The Island purchase land over many years,” she explained. “People who supported Non-Capitalist Economics, and were Korean nationals and who had money to invest in property, were asked to put their investment into a special fund until they had enough to purchase Chejo-do completely and were in a majority in local government. Then in 2073, Non-Capitalist Economics was introduced by consensus, and rights to visit other Island territories were granted by the Island monarchy and council in 2074. Everyone on Chejo-do celebrated as they knew the change would be very good for them. In 2075 Tsushima did same, but they are Japanese. That is the route I fly most. Chejo-do to Tsushima. I have lots of friends there, because we all think alike of course”.

         “So how did you finish up in Benson?”

         “This is a roving plane, not scheduled, so it just flies where needed to no specific timeframe. Now, out of window you can see Island.”

         Gary looked out of the starboard window and could just make out a cluster of islands that lay to the south and east of The Island.

         “See Island,” said Su-Lin, pointing to a single island that was somewhat detached from the main group.

         The plane turned sharply to approach it. As it descended he was able to spot some of the major features which he had seen in the film. The Bell Tower dominated the skyline and he could just make out The Great Dome, the mountains on the north side of The Island and the lake in the centre, but these features quickly disappeared as the plane touched down on the tiny coastal runway on the south west side of The Island, which could only just accommodate the Hebden Three.

         As Gary stepped out he bade farewell to the young Su-Lin and gazed at the seemingly deserted runway, which was surrounded by sand dunes and was strangely silent. There was no terminal building nor any immediate sign of life. The steps which led from the aircraft had obviously been placed alongside upon landing, though the attendants who had brought it were nowhere to be seen.

         Gary descended the steps and waited. The weather was fine with the noonday sun beaming down from overhead. He waited for several minutes and looked all around. Then a voice called to him.

         “Gary,” called a man’s voice.

         He looked behind him, but saw nothing.

         “Gary,” came the voice again.

         He looked around again, scrutinising the dunes, then the sea to the other side. It was not until he turned to face the plane that he was to get a surprise, for emerging from behind it suddenly appeared an open topped black Landau carriage hauled by two jet black stallions and steered by a gentleman dressed in top hat and tails.

         The coachman stopped beside him and dismounted from the carriage. He opened the door for Gary and he stepped inside, pondering for a moment the remarkable scene of the supersonic jet in which he had just flown and the Victorian carriage in which he now sat. He had just transferred from the world’s most modern mode of transport to its oldest, but both forms had one outstanding feature, and that was that they were both unmistakeably best in class.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

            Lunch with Connie

         

         The carriage sped south east from the airfield along a single track road from which the dunes quickly gave way to more arable pasture where crops, fruit trees, vines and marketable flowers grew irrigated by carefully routed streams which flowed down from the hillside beyond. The road meandered through fields in which a handful of farmhouses and outbuildings were dispersed, but the coastline was never more than a few hundred metres away.

         It took about ten minutes for the coach to enter the grounds of The Town from the north side through the small wood that marked the boundary, followed by The Japanese Garden and on through The Triumphal Arch. Then the coach descended the hill until it came to a large building by the shore. The carriage drew to a halt outside with the oval swimming pool to the left behind him and the Stone Boat to the left in front across the lawn that separated the building from a narrow promenade.

         The coachman opened the door of the carriage and Gary stepped down.

         “Lunch is served in the restaurant, sir,” he said. “Table number five.”

         Gary entered the building, pausing for a moment to scrutinise the Deming Memorial that was set into the rock face to the right of the entrance. He read the inscription on the plate below the bronze statue upon which were engraved the words ‘W. Edwards Deming 1900–1993’ followed by the list of the Fourteen Points by which he was perhaps best remembered. Then Gary entered, drawn toward the dining room by the sound of chattering. The Usherette greeted him at the door and showed him to table number five, at which a twenty-three-year-old casually dressed auburn-haired lady sat expectantly.

         “Gary,” said the lady, shaking his hand.

         “Who are you?” asked Gary.

         “I’m Connie from Anchorage, Alaska,” she replied. “I am your fiancée by the way, or principal, as they prefer to call it here.”

         “Principal? Yes I heard that term when I left England. What does it mean exactly?”

         “Something known as The Set Formation Act defines it. It’s broadly similar to a wife or husband. There’s no difference really, apart from the fact that should a relationship get into difficulties your secondaries will be on hand to help you sort things out. I’ve got a booklet I can give you later on which explains all about it simply and concisely. Basically now that you have arrived here you have automatically become a member of a twelve member conventional set which will live and work together in Petropavlovsk Kamchatskiy, home of The Kamchatskiy Auto Company.”

         “So I believe. I was told that I would be transferred there after a year.”

         “Yes. After we have done our year’s training here that is where we will go. Then we do five or six years in the skating troop, depending on whether or not there is an intake next year. After that we work on the shop floor and later in management. It’s self-service here by the way.”

         They made their way past the light vegetarian and fish servery.

         “How does it work?” Gary asked.

         “You point to the items that you want and the server puts them on the plate,” Connie explained. “It seems pretty efficient. They don’t serve meat though. The Island believes in trying to minimise animal cruelty so it’s just fish and veg. Apparently that was arrived at by consensus right across The Island and its territories five years ago, so The Usherette told me. Most people, including myself, don’t seem to have anything against it.”

         “So, there’s no meat anywhere?” Gary asked.

         “No. Five years ago a decision was made to close down all the abattoirs everywhere in every Island controlled territory. Queen Mary, now the Queen Mother, decreed it after popular consent, though seafood continues to be caught, farmed and served according to strict environmental criteria. Not to fish would apparently disturb the world’s ecosystems, but we still have to be careful not to overfish. Like everything else, supply has to be exactly matched with demand.”

         They sat down.

         “I’m still curious to know how this system of Non-Capitalist Economics actually functions,” said Gary. “Until last night I thought it was no more than a theoretical concept.”

         “It’s a lot more than that I can assure you,” Connie explained. “It is tied in very closely with the political system. I found out yesterday that The Island and all of its territories operate as a one-party state. There are no competitive elections.”
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