
        
            
                
            
        

    
  


  


  


  BY THE CREATOR OF QUATERMASS


  Three of Nigel Kneale’s science-fantasy plays for television are here published for the first time. Author of the pioneering “Quatermass” serials, Mr. Kneale shows here the same mastery of suspense and unrivalled ability at employing science fiction and supernatural themes in TV drama.


  “The Road” is set in 1770 and concerns the conflict between an early scientific investigator and a philosopher as they come face to face with terrifying supernatural phenomena in a haunted wood.


  “The Stone Tape”, surely one of the finest of 20th century ghost stories, also concerns the scientific investigation of a haunting, this time by a modern electronics research team at their newly acquired headquarters, an ugly Victorian mansion built on even older foundations . . .


  The title play, in sharp contrast, is concerned entirely with the future and, in particular, that of television. Mr. Kneale envisages a “cosy and comfy” highly automated society when the problems of war and over-population have been successfully overcome by “Apathy Control”. “Low-drive” people (the bulk of the world’s population) spend their waking hours watching TV and such shows as Sportsex and the Hungry-Angry Show, produced by the “high-drive” personnel of “Output”. With relentless build-up of suspense, “The Year of the Sex Olympics” describes the discovery of a new breakthrough towards better apathy control. A controversial play when first shown in 1969, its underlying thesis—the addictive power of TV—is still being hotly debated and it remains a most vital contribution to the literature of modern communications.


  


  


  


  3 SCIENCE-FANTASY TV PLAYS - - - -


  THE ROAD


  “Stimulating playmaking and the best drama television has offered for many months” —Daily Mirror


  “As obsessive, well-argued and worrying as all the best science-fiction aims to be” —Sunday Telegraph


  THE STONE TAPE


  “This supernatural thriller by Nigel Kneale is one of the best plays of the genre that he has written. Its virtues aren’t just the main spine of the story but the way the characters shift as in real life, the bitter, comic conflict between pure and impure science” —Evening Standard


  THE YEAR OF THE SEX OLYMPICS


  “A brilliant BBC-TV play by Nigel Kneale, ‘The Year of the Sex Olympics’ carries the concept of addictive TV-viewing to its ultimate—and horrifying—conclusion” —Newsweek


  “A riveting, brilliant play. Nigel Kneale, who wrote it, deserves placing alongside Orwell as a prophet” —Birmingham Post


  “Probably the most profound statement yet made on the box itself about the ultimate impact of television upon our society” —Milton Shulman, Daily Express


  “A highly original play written with great force and making as many valid points about the dangers of the future as any science-fiction work I can remember—including ‘1984’ ” —Daily Telegraph


  “The most extravagantly good thing. Really good thing. Really. Am I making myself clear? Possibly not. ‘The Year of the Sex Olympics’ was, in its own vocabulary, jumbo-size, super-king” —Sun


  


  


  


  BY THE SAME AUTHOR


  TOMATO CAIN and other stories (Collins, 1949)


  THE QUATERMASS EXPERIMENT (Penguin Books, 1959)


  QUATERMASS II (Penguin Books, 1960)


  QUATERMASS AND THE PIT (Penguin Books, 1960)
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  INTRODUCTION


  I find it hard to think of these three television plays as science fiction. My primary interest was in the characters, in developing them as real people. In each case they were faced with some extraordinary situation, of course, but they had first to be brought alive and rendered actable.


  “The Road” is a ghost story set in the 18th century and I have tried to place its characters firmly there, in the Age of Reason. One of them is a sub-Johnsonian iconoclast of the London coffee houses, complacent in his vision of a perfectible future. His despised rival is a country squire, an amateur of natural philosophy, whose meek but insatiable curiosity makes him the prototype of the socially irresponsible scientist. Neither man is quite so simplified as that, of course. Each is full of confusions and contradictions. The idealist is also a sensual bigot; the would-be scientist has yet to cast off superstition. But between them these two possess the strands of thinking that will lead to some of the horrors of our own time.


  “The Stone Tape” was written as a ghost story for Christmas. If a major electronics company takes over a Victorian mansion as a research centre and finds it indubitably haunted—well, who would be better equipped to crack the phenomenon? At first it is almost a game, a welcome distraction that appeals strongly to the schoolboyish side of the research team. But very soon the joke turns sour.


  “The Year of the Sex Olympics” I wrote in 1968, when both technological development and expansion of birthrate were seen to be accelerating almost vertically upwards. As in former ages the classic signs of a disintegrating civilization were starting to show: the excessive obsession with sex, the rat-maze hysteria, the blind fear of the future and numb wish to exchange it for a bleak but at least comprehensible Dark Age.


  So—an extrapolation: the New Dark Age brought on deliberately, with the most humane intentions. A world society fed, warmed and protected from its own impulses like so many battery fowls, kept to manageable numbers not by disaster or extermination but by gentle discouragement—by flooding it with powerful vicarious experience, particularly the sexual. The means to do it would be television itself, vastly developed, a non-stop drench of pseudo-experience, irresistible to the senses and quite overpowering. Numbing rather than rousing. Television and pornography in ultimate combination.


  It would be a re-stratified world, sorted into the apathetically spoonfed billions who are stunned into the contentment of merely watching—and the tiny live minority who put the show on. It is only this latter group that might still throw up exceptions, odd ones who wish to opt out. And once in a while they might be allowed to do so—at the price of becoming part of the show.


  NIGEL KNEALE, January 1976
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  THE ROAD


  CAST OF CHARACTERS


  SIR TIMOTHY HASSAL ... James Maxwell


  LAVINIA, (his wife) ... Ann Bell


  GIDEON COBB ... John Phillips


  JETHRO, (Cobb’s servant) ... Clifton Jones


  SAM TOWLER ... Rodney Bewes


  TETSY ... Meg Ritchie


  LUKEY CHASE ... Victor Platt


  BIG JEFF ... David King


  PRODUCER ... John Elliot


  DIRECTOR ... Christopher Morahan


  Produced on BBC Television, September 29, 1963


  


  


  THE WOODS – A CLEARING


  It is approaching dusk of an autumn day. Leaves are turning brown on the crooked oak branches. A distant owl hoots. The camera tracks slowly forward.


  The owl hoots again, closer.


  The camera pans suddenly, to a close shot of a frightened man. He is a young countryman in coarse woollen shirt and leather jerkin. His eyes search the darkening trees. His hands are working feverishly to bind two twigs together with strands of grass, into the rough shape of a cross.


  A dog barks somewhere nearby. He turns to look in that direction, grateful for the familiar sound.


  THE WOODS – SOME HUNDREDS OF FEET AWAY


  The dog barks again, close at hand.


  Here a group of men are at work. Four of them are knotting stout ropes taut between the tree trunks to form a line that leads away out of sight, a couple of feet from the ground.


  All are countrymen, roughly dressed.


  And now another comes, his whiskered face topped by a tricorne hat. He is wearing a cast-off coat of the squire’s, for Lukey Chase is one of the squire’s servants and in charge of the work here.


  He is followed by a lad with a sack, from which Lukey is selecting metallic oddments to hang on the ropes—old bells, jangling bits of harness and chain, scrap from a rural forge. Lukey tests the effect as he approaches, tugging at the rope.


  The ironware clatters and jangles behind him all along the line. As he reaches the men working on the ropes, one of them turns to him—a huge fellow with a broad, beaming, gap-toothed face.


  BIG JEFF: Hey, Lukey—you’re gettin’ a bit of a tune in it now!


  Grunts of laughter from the rest. Lukey dissociates himself from the scheme.


  LUKEY: I be just doin’ what squire showed us.


  BIG JEFF: Sort o’ tune as spooks’d take to, I’d say. He reckon to charm ’em out, hey?


  LUKEY: You heard what he said, Jeff. (To the lad) What you got left there?


  He delves in the sack and finds a rusty cowbell.


  BIG JEFF: I only heard ’un say he were after spooks.


  The mock-solemn faces of the others nod agreement.


  LUKEY: Squire reckons to stop anybody comin’ through here in the dark without us know.


  He attaches the bell to the rope.


  BIG JEFF: Ah, spooks’ll just pass clean through a rope. Don’t he know that? Pass through anythin’, a spook can. Don’t even tickle him.


  LUKEY: ’Taint spooks he’s settin’ this up for, Jeff, it’s jokers. We got plenty o’ them hereabouts.


  BIG JEFF (shaking with laughter): Oh, ah?


  LUKEY: Any tricky lad come boltin’ through ’ere tonight—he’ll set this lot off an’ we’ll have him. Now it’s time to finish. Just take it as far as that thorn thicket and we’ll go. (As they move) Hey, where’s young Sam?


  BIG JEFF (pointing): There, look. Just went off by his self.


  LUKEY: Young devil . . .


  BIG JEFF: Beckon he’s frikkened?


  LUKEY: Frikkened o’ squire, more like, for makin’ it all up.


  He ducks under a branch and makes for where Jeff pointed.


  THE CLEARING


  Sam is standing where he was, still listening and watching for something.


  A wider shot shows this as a small clearing. In it is a fallen tree, a grotesque lightning-seared ruin with one end torn open. It is covered with flat plates of fungus.


  There is a tiny squeal a short distance away in the darkening undergrowth. He starts, with the twig cross clutched to his chest. The thin sound is drowned by a series of sharp screeches that move rapidly away.


  Lukey appears through the branches at his side.


  LUKEY: Killin’ early tonight, that owl.


  SAM: Ay.


  LUKEY: An old rat squealin’ there . . . make some folk frikkened, they dunno what it were.


  SAM: I know them noises. ’Tweren’t like I heard that other time.


  LUKEY (scrutinising him): Ay?


  SAM: Lukey, I don’t want to come back here tonight.


  LUKEY: Tell that to the squire. Come on now . . .


  THE ROPED TREES


  The lad has strung the last scraps of chain and iron on the completed barrier. Men are picking up their bundles and coils of rope as Lukey and Sam join them.


  BIG JEFF: Hey, Lukey . . . reckon we all get a free drink on this?


  LUKEY: Squire’s promised it.


  Grunts of approval as they start to move off.


  BIG JEFF: I’ll say this for squire. He may be soft in the head, but he’s open in the hand . . .


  They hurry off along the track. One of them whistles and calls to his dog.


  OUTSIDE A TAVERN


  The last glow in the sky picks out an inn sign: “The Three Companions”, pictured as a donkey, a dragoon and death, walking arm in arm.


  The camera pans down. The windows of the tavern are lit. Outside the front door stands a large four-wheeled handcart with a long shaft. It is loaded with wooden boxes, planks and lanterns.


  Beside it are two men.


  One of them, in the decent dress of a rural gentleman, is Sir Timothy Hassall, Bt, squire of the district—tall and nervous, his face sensitive and uncertain. He lifts a wooden box from the cart and as he turns with it, the other man, a servant, makes to relieve him of the burden. But he is not to be trusted with it.


  Sir Timothy makes for the tavern door, carrying the box carefully.


  INSIDE THE TAVERN


  The tavern is a crabbed little old place, no more than an occasional halt for passing coaches. Its customers come from the surrounding village, and there are half a dozen of them in the bar now, men in smocks or jerkins exchanging the days slow gossip over tankards of ale.


  They watch Sir Timothy pass through with his box. One man with his back turned is nudged out of the way by a neighbour.


  MAN: Oh . . . sorry, squire.


  SIR TIMOTHY: No matter, Gibbs. No matter.


  He has almost reached the door of the private parlour at the back when it flies open. The landlord, a harrassed, grizzled man, emerges in a hurry.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Careful!


  LANDLORD: Beg pardon, squire! (Confusedly) I’ll just get the logs.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Logs? Surely I need no logs.


  LANDLORD (nodding at the private room): He wants ’em!


  A deep-throated roar from the room sends him on his way.


  GIDEON COBB (off-stage): And brandy, landlord! Quick, now!


  LANDLORD: Yes, sir.


  Sir Timothy disappears into the private room, closing the door. The landlord hurries behind the bar and shouts to his daughter, Tetsy, the ugly-pretty girl of 18 who is serving ale there.


  LANDLORD: Where’s Jack? (She shrugs) Devil take him! Brandy then—quick! I must go for logs.


  He shuffles out through a dark open doorway behind the bar and can be heard thumping about there and cursing.


  Tetsy finds the brandy bottle, looks for glasses. There is a ripple of renewed interest among the villagers.


  FIRST VILLAGER: Makin’ your ol’ daddy jump, girl! (A nod at the private room) Who is he?


  TETSY: Mr. Cobb.


  FIRST VILLAGER: Who’s Mr. Cobb, then?


  SECOND VILLAGER: Friend o’ squire’s.


  FIRST VILLAGER: I can see that, but . . .


  TETSY: He got off the London coach.


  She polishes glasses.


  SECOND VILLAGER: I seen ’em—him an’ his black man.


  FIRST VILLAGER: Black man?


  TETSY (sharply): Shhh!


  The door of the private room has opened. A tall negro is standing there. He is impeccably liveried as a gentleman’s personal servant. His manner is cool and dignified. He calls in a voice that carries both culture and authority.


  JETHRO: Where is the brandy for my master? (Seeing Tetsy with the bottle and glasses) Bring it.


  She manages to nod, and he goes back into the room. She is plainly terrified.


  TETSY (whispering): My mam says black men come from the Devil.


  SECOND VILLAGER (grinning): He comes from London. Same thing, eh, Tetsy?


  FIRST VILLAGER: ’Tis the fashion there, they say, to have a black boy in yer house, dressed up like a great dolly. All the rich men got one. An’ ladies too!


  Tetsy has brandy and three glasses on a tray. She calls into the dark doorway.


  TETSY: Father, I’ve got the brandy.


  LANDLORD (off-stage): Take it in, then.


  TETSY: Eh? Me?


  LANDLORD (off-stage): Yes, you!


  Trembling, Tetsy makes for the private room and knocks. The door opens immediately and there is Jethro’s face a foot from her own. She nearly drops the tray.


  INSIDE THE PRIVATE ROOM


  There are three people in the private room. Sir Timothy is standing by the table, using what part of it is not covered with food to display the apparatus he has brought in—a couple of weirdly-eccentric, lop-sided jars with stubby off-shoots of tubing and stoppers, not unlike alchemists’ alembics but with heavy, domed lids added.


  He also has a crude electroscope in an ornamented case. Some of its internal parts are made of small bones, and it is topped with a mummified cat’s head with whiskers.


  Behind sits his wife Lavinia in an elegant riding habit. She is something of a beauty, not much over 20 and ambitious. Her clothes are London fashion. So is her imitated, malicious smile.


  But dominating the room is Mr. Gideon Cobb. Bulky and ugly, he carries himself with style. His fleshy face is neatly shaved and laced about at the neck. His clothing is plain but characterful in contrast to the absent-minded dullness of the squire’s. It seems designed to set off the pugnacious force of his expression. He is a man accustomed to dominate, and takes it for granted that his hearers enjoy the experience.


  Many of them do.


  He now has a collection of used plates in front of him, the remnant of a steak pie and an empty pudding bowl, with coffee jugs and cups. He is still gobbling spoonsful of pudding from a plate, while Sir Timothy tries to explain his apparatus.


  SIR TIMOTHY: . . . and in jars like this I’m hoping to secure samples of the imponderable fluids which, if I am right . . .


  Cobb swings round in his chair to shout through a mouthful of pudding.


  COBB: Where are those damned logs? Send him in with them! I’m dying of cold.


  Tray of brandy in hand, Jethro turns to disclose the girl in the open doorway. Seeing his mistake, Cobb guffaws.


  COBB: Ah, my dear! Thought it was your villain of a father.


  TETSY: He’s getting the logs, sir.


  Cobb on his feet and taking the brandy from Jethro.


  COBB: Good. What’s your name?


  Tetsy with a rapid, unskilled curtesy.


  TETSY: Tetsy, so please you.


  Sir Timothy has swung round to his wife in a cold fury.


  SIR TIMOTHY (whispering): Why did you ask him here?


  Lavinia flicks him a look of faint amusement. Then the door is closing and Cobb is pouring himself brandy.


  COBB: Mm, pretty. (To them) Will you join me? (Sir Timothy puts up his hand. Lavinia shakes her head, smiling. Cobb drinks) . . . You’re wise. At least it washes away the coffee. I really doubt that they’ve ever made coffee here before. I do.


  LAVINIA: I must apologise again, Mr. Cobb, for having put you to all this . . .


  COBB: No, no. The coach was late.


  LAVINIA: We had everything ready for you at the Hall. Timothy’d even been to the cellar to choose wines.


  COBB: Wines? Not imponderable fluids? I’m honoured. (He laughs. She laughs. Sir Timothy is tight-lipped, and Cobb is quickly grave again) Sir, do you keep a chymical chamber at the Hall? A laboratory?


  SIR TIMOTHY: Yes.


  COBB: You’ve studied long?


  SIR TIMOTHY: A number of years, mostly on my own.


  COBB: Rewarding, heh?


  SIR TIMOTHY: Yes, indeed.


  LAVINIA: Often I scarce see him for a week. He’s shut away there with his reports and the whole parish may go rot.


  COBB: Most singular—a squire that would sooner hunt a chymical element than a fox.


  SIR TIMOTHY (hand on the jar again): Shall I go on?


  COBB: Please.


  SIR TIMOTHY: If tonight there should be a manifestation, I’d expect changes in the air, the release of—of imponderable fluids. Phlogiston caloric, even the electric fluid. Now, for the electric—


  He draws forward the electroscope. At the same moment there is a bump on the door, which flies open. It is the landlord, with his arms full of logs.


  LANDLORD: Here you are, sir.


  SIR TIMOTHY: It’s intolerable.


  LANDLORD: Logs.


  COBB: Throw them all on—I need a great blaze to thaw my vitals. If you’d dragged for ten hours behind those damned lame jades . . .


  LAVINIA: I feel so guilty!


  Cobb to the landlord as he builds up the fire.


  COBB: And then make more coffee (To the others) I don’t know how he brews it—I’ve tasted naught like it in London.


  LANDLORD (with modest pride): We have our ways, sir.


  COBB (heavily): Ay. (To Lavinia) Coffee is the element I float in, madam, be it exquisite or vile. I chart my way through the flavours like the great whale in his sea. Now where did we meet in London—I’d swear it was at Mrs. Brook’s?


  LAVINIA: It was.


  COBB: There! I never forget a bean! The aroma . . . nay, the aura . . . of that Mrs. Brook’s. But you, squire . . . I think you were not there?


  SIR TIMOTHY: No.


  LAVINIA: I was up in town alone, visiting my cousin.


  Cobb gives a faint smile as he glances from wife to husband.


  COBB: No, sir, I think you were not.


  The landlord turns from the fire and picks up the tray of plates.


  LANDLORD: There, sir . . . that’ll soon pick up.


  COBB: Thank’ee.


  Sir Timothy looks at his fob watch. He follows the landlord to the door and looks out.


  SIR TIMOTHY: My men not returned?


  LANDLORD: Not yet, sir.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Be sure to let me know. Send Lukey to me.


  LANDLORD: I will, squire.


  He goes, shutting the door. Cobb has risen and is warming his back at the fire.


  COBB: This witness of yours.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Sam Towler


  COBB: He’s with them?


  SIR TIMOTHY: Yes. They’ve been roping off the area with alarm bells to detect intruders.


  COBB: You mean hoaxers?


  SIR TIMOTHY (unhappily): Yes.


  COBB: You admit it could all be an imposture, then?


  SIR TIMOTHY: To keep an open mind, I must. But I think not. I think there is something here worth probing with all the means we have!


  He claps his hands confidently on the alembic-like jars.


  LAVINIA: Not forgetting pussy.


  COBB: Ah, yes, the cat’s head. (He peers at it) What does it do?


  SIR TIMOTHY: Er—it may provide additional attraction for electrical fluid.


  COBB: How?


  SIR TIMOTHY: The whiskers.


  COBB: Ah. And ornamental, in a way. In a way. Now, sir . . . you’ve formed your theory already—no, don’t protest—I can see you’re positively agog with it.


  SIR TIMOTHY: In some sense, I . . .


  COBB: A new proof of the existence of hobgoblins!


  SIR TIMOTHY (protesting): No, sir!


  COBB: Then confound me, sir!


  SIR TIMOTHY: Imagine—imagine that hereabouts in the far past there was some great catastrophic event.


  COBB: Was there one?


  LAVINIA: So they say.


  COBB: What?


  LAVINIA: That Queen Boadicea fled through these woods with her army.


  COBB: Ah, Queen Boadicea.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Wait, wait! An event of such spiritual force that it somehow imprinted itself on the very landscape.


  He breaks off, listening.


  LAVINIA: What is it?


  SIR TIMOTHY: They’re back!


  He hurries to the door.


  INSIDE THE TAVERN BAR


  The working party is streaming in behind Lukey Chase. Sir Timothy meets them, calling to the landlord.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Ale for these fellows! Two full tankards each, no more. I want cool heads tonight. (He ignores groans from Big Jeff and one or two others, and draws Lukey aside) Now, Lukey?


  LUKEY: We finished, squire, sir.


  SIR TIMOTHY: You’d metal enough?


  LUKEY: Ay.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Our guest was late, or I’d have come out again myself. Tell me, was anything heard or seen?


  Lukey frowns. Then, understanding, he shakes his head. The camera pans to the bar, where the new arrivals are being served. Tetsy slips from her work quickly round to Sam’s side.


  TETSY (whispering): Sam . . . they been talking about you. I was frikkened, love.


  SAM: Eh? Who?


  INSIDE THE PRIVATE ROOM


  Cobb is impatient. He pours more brandy, with a glance at Lavinia, who declines.


  COBB: Where’s this fellow, now?


  LAVINIA: Towler?


  COBB: Ay. Jethro, find him and we’ll proceed.


  Jethro goes to the door.


  INSIDE THE TAVERN BAR


  As before, those nearest turn to stare as Jethro appears. Further along there is a more pronounced reaction. Tetsy jerks Sam round to see the negro. So it is to him that Jethro speaks.


  JETHRO: Sam Towler? (Faces turning to Sam confirm his guess. Jethro moves towards him) My master wishes to speak to you.


  Tetsy clings to the young man, whispering in his ear.


  TETSY: Don’t go with him! His master ain’t yourn . . . he can’t make you.


  JETHRO: Will you come, please?


  Sir Timothy pushes through from where he has been talking to Lukey.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Now, now, this is well enough. Come along, lad. Bring your ale if you will. (Jethro goes before and holds the door for them. The squire calls to the rest:) Stay close. We leave within the half-hour.


  INSIDE THE PRIVATE ROOM


  Cobb scrutinises the young man fiercely. Sam faces him, the tankard clutched in his hands.


  SIR TIMOTHY: This is Sam.


  COBB: Are you honest, Sam?


  Sam turns to Sir Timothy indignantly.


  SIR TIMOTHY: I can answer for him. He’s worked in my stables for . . . how long?


  SAM: Since a young lad, sir.


  COBB: So . . . you can curry a hunter’s coat, Sam? Wax a saddle and shine brasses? All honest things. But are you honest in the mind?


  SAM: What’s he mean, sir?


  SIR TIMOTHY: Indeed, Mr. Cobb—


  COBB: Honest with yourself. Not many achieve it.


  Seeing Sam’s jaw set, Lavinia interposes.


  LAVINIA: Sam . . . Mr. Cobb has come from London to help us tonight. I think you should tell him your story.


  COBB (taking cue): Don’t fear me, lad. I’m neither a judge nor a High Constable. I’m a philosopher. D’you know what that is?


  SAM: Ay, sir, like the squire.


  COBB: Not exactly like. As I have none of those remarkable chymical jars I am obliged merely to think. About the truth. (Lavinia shoots her husband a look as she passes, changing her seat for a better view of the proceedings) Come now.


  Sam turns to Sir Timothy.


  SAM: I think he’ll mock me.


  COBB: I mock nothing but folly and knavery. Let us be two good fellows—heh? . . . helping each other to illumination. Jethro, take notes.


  Jethro sits, pulling from his tail pocket a portable inkwell and quill. There is paper on the table.


  INSIDE THE TAVERN BAR


  Tetsy is straining to hear what is going on in the private room. Watching her, the villagers grin.


  LANDLORD: Tetsy . . . come away.


  She glances at him, but does not move from the door.


  BIG JEFF: Hey, Tetsy . . . they’re feedin’ him to the black man!


  INSIDE THE PRIVATE ROOM


  Jethro is scribbling with his quill as Sam talks.


  SAM: ’Twas last year, a couple of days after Michaelmas.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Exactly a year ago tonight, the first day of October 1769. And that night you were out in the woods?


  SAM: Yes, sir.


  COBB: Why?


  SAM: Just . . . just wandering about.


  COBB: Alone?


  SAM (after a moment): Yes.


  COBB: How long?


  SAM: Hours. It was full dark when I heard the noises.


  COBB: The noises.


  SAM: Weren’t much at first; like some sort of whistles or squeaks, and I thought . . . birds. But ’tweren’t birds.


  COBB: What were they, then?


  SAM: I dunno. Then they started to burst out more. Very loud. And between whiles there was quiet. And then . . . I was laid on the ground an’ I could feel it startin’ to shake . . . An’ the noises come nearer, a-roarin’ and a’rattlin’ like naught I ever did hear. I was frikkened, sir.


  COBB: Rattling . . . of what? Wheels? Chains?


  SAM: Neither one, I don’t think.


  COBB: Can you imitate any of these sounds for us? With your mouth? (Sam frowns. He manages a low-pitched hum. He parts his lips and it comes out as a harsh buzzing. He stops abruptly, embarrassed, and clears his throat) Thank you. How did you set that down, Jethro?


  JETHRO: “A kind of buzz or hum”.


  Cobb grunts approval.


  SAM: There seemed to be voices too.


  COBB: Human voices?


  SAM: Ay, sir. Yelling and screeching. (The memory of it catches at him) And footsteps running . . . under the ground I was lyin’ on!


  Lavinia gives a tiny involuntary shiver. Jethro glances up from his notes at Sam.


  INSIDE THE TAVERN BAR


  Tetsy is pressed against the door listening. She grasps the doorknob.


  INSIDE THE PRIVATE ROOM


  COBB: You mean they ran in the earth?


  SAM: Right under me where I lay. But the queer thing was . . . they sounded like feet on cobbles.


  JETHRO (writing): Footsteps on cobbles . . .


  SIR TIMOTHY: There’s nothing but turf and leafmould throughout the woods.


  COBB: And the voices?


  SAM: They were all round me. I stopped up my ears like this . . . but . . . oh, I tried, but it made no matter.


  COBB: Could you pick out words?


  SAM: None I could make sense on.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Latin, perhaps.


  COBB: Were they in our tongue?


  SAM: Some . . . some might have been . . . I can’t tell now. (His voice grows increasingly high and distressed) But mainly it was all screams and screechings . . . near and far away too, like as if all the dead people was risin’ out o’ Hell an’ coverin’ the land! (Staring in front of him) An’ then—it must have stopped, I don’t recall. I run home an’ when I seen the houses I cried. (He turns to Cobb as if dazed) The queerest of all . . . nobody else had heard it!


  COBB: No one?


  SAM: I couldn’t believe that, I couldn’t!


  The door is flung open. Tetsy runs to his side, clinging to him and shouting.


  TETSY: Don’t torment him!


  SIR TIMOTHY: There’s no harm, girl.


  TETSY: Sir, you must stop them.


  LAVINIA: She was listening.


  TETSY: I had to! I couldn’t help it.


  LAVINIA: Get out of here.


  COBB: No, wait. Please.


  INSIDE THE TAVERN BAR


  The landlord comes round from the bar. Big Jeff, Lukey and others drift towards the open door of the private room.


  COBB (off-stage): Now, Sam, I want you to tell me . . .


  INSIDE THE PRIVATE ROOM


  COBB: . . . For whom were you waiting in the woods that night? For her?


  TETSY (before Sam can answer): Oh no, sir . . . we were not then . . . not . . .


  She breaks off, blushing.


  COBB: I beg pardon. (To Sam) Some former sweetheart?


  Sam nods unhappily.


  TETSY (whispering to Sam): Was it Meg?


  Sam nods again, not looking at her.


  SAM: But she didn’t come. Not that night.


  COBB: Ah. You waited in vain. And there’s our picture! An overwrought young man in a lonely place . . . his fancy hard at work . . .


  LAVINIA: You mean he made it up?


  SAM: I didn’t, sir.


  COBB: I’ll tell you what you heard. You heard your own heartbeats throbbing against the ground. You heard the small creatures of the undergrowth.


  SAM (positively): No, sir, no.


  COBB: But chief of all, you heard your own memory. I’m told there’s a local tale . . . (He glances at Lavinia) . . . about that queen of ancient times.


  He snaps his fingers, frowning.


  SAM: Queen Boadicea.


  COBB (trapping him): There . . . he knows it!


  SAM: They say she come through those woods with her whole army in rout.


  INSIDE THE TAVERN BAR


  The watchers through the open doorway nod to each other. This is familiar ground.


  Then they draw back a little, for Cobb is moving about the inner room, eyeing them. But his words are half-addressed to them, as a useful part of his audience.


  COBB: All those sad barbarians, sweating the blue woad off their bodies as they fled. Tossing their spears away . . .


  INSIDE THE PRIVATE ROOM


  COBB: . . . Yelling and screaming in their terror. And behind them . . . the trumpets and the drums, the rolling drums (he savours the word) of the Roman Army.


  SIR TIMOTHY: It may well have happened.


  COBB: Happened or not, it’s what he learned at his mother’s knee. See how the rascal’s eyes shine! Oh, Sam, you’d make a writer, a veritable Grub Street romantic . . . if you’d only learned your A.B.C.! It’s been in his mind since childhood, this fustian tale, and when he’s in an emotional state it comes back to him and . . . there’s your phantom army!


  Sam turns, aware that Cobb is playing to some gallery behind him. He walks slowly towards the men in the doorway.


  SAM (quietly): That wasn’t what I heard.


  COBB: What does he say.


  Sam turns on him.


  SAM: You try to show me as a fool, sir. But I’ve thought about this many a day, as honestly as you’d wish. (Jethro looks up from his note-taking, glances at his master. Cobb frowns too, at this returning of his own words) And I know. ’Tweren’t that old queen and her people that I heard. (He turns to Sir Timothy) If they had come by here, they’d have had chariots—that’s like carts, ain’t it, sir? . . . and horses. (To Cobb) I’ve heard drums, too, and trumpets . . . in town when the soldiers came. (Finally) ’Twas none of these. None of ’em. (He pushes through those in the doorway) Let me by.


  Everyone is staring at him. Even Cobb’s complacent mask is disturbed.


  Tetsy starts after Sam. Just through the doorway she meets her father’s eye and halts.


  INSIDE THE TAVERN BAR


  Sam is walking slowly down the empty bar-room. All his concentration is directed within himself. He turns as the others come straggling after him.


  SAM: I heard men running on a great cobbled road through them woods. But there’s no road, nor ever has been.


  SIR TIMOTHY (from doorway): That’s true. It’s always been forest land.


  A momentary silence. Then Cobb is beside him, breaking the spell.


  COBB: Come, sir, come . . . you realise what you’re doing? You’re adducing this very lack, this nothing . . . as if it supported his tale! (Sharply) Has no one else ever heard these sounds?


  BIG JEFF: Job Mousley.


  An amused murmur.


  SIR TIMOTHY: An old poacher. Three years ago. He was in the woods on what must have been the same night of the year, but that signified naught until Sam here . . .


  COBB: Where is this old man?


  SIR TIMOTHY: He died. A week or two later.


  COBB (heavily): Of shock, no doubt?


  Some nods and mutterings.


  LANDLORD: He was took mortal strange.


  COBB: How disobliging of him. (He glances round) And there’s no other witness of this remarkable annual uproar? You must all live within a mile or two. Nobody? (As heads are shaken, he turns to Sir Timothy) Yourself, sir? Your lady . . . your servants . . . (He looks down the bar) . . . with one exception.


  Sam is at the window, peering out through the tiny panes at the darkening village street.


  SIR TIMOTHY: It seems you have to be in the woods. (He looks at his watch again, calls out) We leave in ten minutes.


  BIG JEFF: It’ll be a cool night, sir.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Very well . . . (To landlord) . . . Hot toddy for every man before we go. Small ones, though. (To Cobb) I take it, sir, you will not be with us?


  LAVINIA: Oh, he must. Who else will stand for common sense?


  COBB: Thank’ee, madam.


  LAVINIA: It was for that I invited Mr. Cobb.


  Cobb shows her back into the private room.


  COBB: And for that only?


  INSIDE THE PRIVATE ROOM


  LAVINIA: What do you mean, sir? When Sir Timothy told me he was going to investigate . . . (She suddenly breaks into a direct, disarming smile) . . . I thought you might . . . like to come . . . (He moves towards her. Conscious of Jethro’s presence, she moves away. It is a kind of unskilled coquettishness, clumsy for lack of practice. She picks up Jethro’s notes and after a glance casts him a look of mild surprise) . . . a neat hand! (She is conscious of both men, as just now she was conscious of Cobb and her husband. To Cobb) What did you think of him?


  COBB: Your rustic? A head full of fright and old wives’ tales!


  Jethro watches him with an irony that is never far below the surface. Resentment at being taken for granted has taught him subtle ways to provoke, and to use them when Cobb is ruffled, as now.


  JETHRO: He seemed . . . honest in the mind.


  COBB: Did he so!


  JETHRO (to Lavinia): When I was a child in Jamaica, Ma’am, the generality of people believed in such things.


  COBB: His people were savages . . . slaves!


  LAVINIA: That was no fault of theirs.


  COBB: Who said it was?


  LAVINIA: Without benefit of religion, what else could . . . ?


  COBB: They had religion enough! Demons, idols, voodoo.


  JETHRO: Obeah, we called it, sir.


  COBB: Obeah, then. Every possible consolation. What they lacked was the benefit of real . . . human . . . thought. (He stabs the words out) Of philosophy! (At Jethro) Which he lacks not!


  JETHRO: I am most gratefully aware, sir . . .


  COBB (to Lavinia): As you see, he’s had more than a flunkey’s training. He has a brain. I’ve made him use it.


  JETHRO: I use it.


  COBB: Demonstrate. Show the lady some excellence on this topic.


  JETHRO (hesitantly): I have thought . . . (To Cobb) You may not approve of this . . . it is a matter of scale: our minds are limited, in a limitless universe. There may be forces whose nature we can in no way grasp—inaccessible to our finest philosophy.


  COBB (flatly): Don’t quote.


  JETHRO: Did I?


  COBB: “More things in heaven and earth, Horatio”. Above all, don’t quote a poet, a professional liar. (His anger rising) You have been taught some discipline of the mind, Jethro. Never, never betray that. I will not have those about me who would open doors to confusion and magic! (Breathing harder, he waves him away) Get out. Get out there and help them.


  The door opens. It is Sir Timothy.


  JETHRO (stiffly): Sir . . . can I take these things out for you? The electroscope?


  SIR TIMOTHY: You know what it is?


  JETHRO: Yes. In spite of the cat.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Er . . . Please take it.


  Jethro picks it up deftly.


  INSIDE THE TAVERN BAR


  The men are crowding round the bar as Jethro passes. The landlord is serving hot toddy.


  Sam Towler is standing where he was, near the window. Tetsy is with him. She shrinks against him as Jethro passes.


  LANDLORD (off-stage): Tetsy. Where are you, girl?


  TETSY: Coming, father—


  She runs to help him.


  OUTSIDE THE TAVERN


  Jethro comes out of the tavern. He glances about, goes to the handcart. He sets the electroscope into a pad of sacking, covers it and starts to strap it down.


  INSIDE THE PRIVATE ROOM


  The landlord enters with a tray on which are a glass jug of steaming toddy and three glasses. He places it before Sir Timothy, who pours.


  COBB: Jethro’s an experiment—(to Sir Timothy) You see, I make them too. On the whole, he works.


  SIR TIMOTHY: He’s a man.


  COBB: He is now. Almost. He was bought in slavery by an old friend of mine. His mind was a child’s. Less, with nothing in it but a little darkness. I emptied it clean, poured in new impressions and the ideas they formed. Nothing old or false, no cant. I set him at all matters, to seek truth. Tested his brain against others in argument. And at last—that savage is the equal of any man in the kingdom.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Then why do you not respect him?


  COBB (astonished): Respect? Respect, sir, is no part or parcel of the matter. You might as sensibly ask me to respect him for the silver buckles I’ve put upon him.


  SIR TIMOTHY: I can respect him.


  Cobb stares at him. The ready guffaw does not come. He is uneasy at the working of something on another level. The way to deal with it is to demolish it.


  COBB (roaring): Sir, you have a vice of politeness in you.


  LAVINIA (laughing): Politeness a vice?


  COBB: Nay, in many it is. Should he succeed this night, he’ll beg pardon of the ghosts for raising ’em. (He laughs with Lavinia, raising his glass to Sir Timothy) Truth in toddy, sir. Well, here’s to your enterprise—


  INSIDE THE TAVERN BAR


  The toddy is going down fast in the bar outside. There is a buzz of drink-warmed argument, at the centre of which are Big Jeff and Sam Towler.


  BIG JEFF: And there’s not even a gibbet round these parts.


  SAM: I know naught about that—


  BIG JEFF: A gibbet’s where you find ’em. Ay. Over to Palehouse Common, there was that old gibbet there, and the place was alive with ’em. (A wink at his neighbour on the other side) Every night, mark you, not just once a year—


  The camera pans to Tetsy. She is crossing with a couple of tankards in her hands when something catches her attention. She goes to the door and looks out.


  OUTSIDE THE TAVERN


  Jethro is crouching beside the handcart. His manner has changed: His face is somehow loosened, the eyes wide and distant. He is crooning to himself a tune of deep and ancient sadness, the words forgotten.


  He is oblivious of the girl watching him from the doorway.


  INSIDE THE PRIVATE ROOM


  Sir Timothy is pulling on his greatcoat. Cobb picks his up and struggles with it.


  COBB: Where’s that damned cannibal of mine? Never where I need him.


  LAVINIA: You speak so, Mr. Cobb—


  COBB (lost in the folds): And mean it too.


  LAVINIA: Yet you fight against slavery—


  COBB (emerging): Slavery has always existed, madam.


  LAVINIA: You have written against it.


  COBB: I have said it will come to an end. Not quite the same thing. Good or bad, it must end by being ridiculous. Machines will supplant it.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Machines.


  COBB: I’ve no possible doubt of it. The great steam pumps we see now—are going to have a million descendants. In a hundred years—in two, certainly—machines will do all the world’s fetching and carrying. They’ll be more obedient, loyal and industrious than any slaves in history. They’ll carry men through the air and over the seas.


  LAVINIA (disbelievingly): Mr. Cobb—


  COBB: They’ll sow and reap for us—water the deserts—melt the polar snows—


  LAVINIA: All this with steam?


  COBB: There’ll be far greater forces.


  SIR TIMOTHY: The imponderables—


  COBB (losing patience): No, sir. Powerful, real forces that actually exist—that must exist to bind this universe and to quicken it. The very sources of life. Man will find them in the end.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Yes, I suppose so, as each of us contributes his—


  COBB: My poor squire. Man will do it by using his mind utterly anew, plumbing the deepest levels of insight and reason—(He laughs) not by sniffing at those sorcerers’ jars. (Injured, Sir Timothy snatches up the box of jars) The nose will not serve, sir, but to find a bad smell. (Lavinia laughs with him as Sir Timothy kicks the door open and goes) ’Tis the brain must do it.


  INSIDE THE TAVERN BAR


  Men turn, wiping their mouths, as the squire makes for the outer door. Lukey bobs responsibly forward and signs to the others. They surge towards the door.


  OUTSIDE THE TAVERN


  Jethro scrambles to his feet as men straggle out of the tavern.


  INSIDE THE TAVERN BAR


  As Cobb and Lavinia follow, he catches her arm.


  COBB: Is your carriage here?


  LAVINIA: Yes, but we go to the woods on foot—


  COBB: The woods. Are we really bound to this buffoonery?


  LAVINIA: We?


  COBB: You and I. When I think of those wines of yours back at the Hall—


  LAVINIA (seeing the drift): Oh, no—


  COBB: Lying untasted.


  For a moment, Lavinia is torn. Then there is a scuttle of feet as Tetsy runs from the doorway behind the bar, pulling a shawl about her.


  LAVINIA: Your world of machines—I think I should like that. (She watches Tetsy run on out, turns to him quickly) I can’t. Not yet. We must go with the others. Please. (He nods, humoring her. As they go) Perhaps there’ll even be philosophical machines.


  COBB: To do our thinking? (Pleased by the notion) Ay. At least they’d not believe in bogeys.


  He follows her out.


  OUTSIDE THE TAVERN


  Big Jeff is brandishing a pitchfork, stabbing ferociously at the air.


  BIG JEFF: Take that, you headless old horror, you. (Laughing to Sir Timothy) I’ll kill ’em dead all over again.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Careful with that—


  Lukey is issuing stout staffs and rakes and hoe-handles to the men.


  BIG JEFF: An’ nail ’em up like vermints to frikken their friends. How much’ll you gimmee for ’em, squire?


  SIR TIMOTHY: A shilling a head.


  BIG JEFF: Hey—what about the fellers as got none?


  SIR TIMOTHY: Shilling a body. (Turns to Lukey) Has each man got a staff now?


  Sam is the last to get one. As he turns with his, he finds Tetsy in front of him, the shawl pulled round her head.


  TETSY: What’s them for?


  SAM: Oh—makes the lads feel braver. In case, like.


  TETSY: Can I have one? Lukey—


  SAM: You ain’t comin’.


  TETSY: I am then, Lukey—


  SIR TIMOTHY: What’s this about?


  SAM: She wants to come, sir.


  TETSY (pointing to Lavinia): If Lady Hassall can go, I can. I don’t get easy frikkened, sir—


  SIR TIMOTHY: Faith, let her come. (Turning to the rest) Now remember all what I said—no shouting, no laughing, and keep your ears open. We’re like to return no wiser than we are now—but let’s be sure. If you do hear anything, come to me at once. Now—two men to light the way. Lukey and another—


  Lukey and the lad pick up lighted lanterns while the others apply themselves to the long shaft and pull the cart round. Tetsy stays close to Sam’s side.


  Lantern in hand, Jethro joins his master, who is watching with Lavinia. As the cart rumbles and jolts on the cobbles:


  LAVINIA: You really believe in those machines.


  COBB: They can free man from his folly. I believe that, yes.


  LAVINIA: How can they? He’ll have made them.


  Cobb gives her a quick grin of appreciation. Then Sir Timothy is beckoning and they move to join him. Jethro brings up the rear with his lantern.


  The camera cranes up a high shot as the heavily laden cart is turned and moves slowly off. Again it takes in, close at hand, the inn sign with its “Three Companions”.


  THE WOODS—THE ROPED TREES


  It is dark now in the wood. Two points of light bob in the distance. The creaking of the cart can be heard, then voices in sudden subdued argument, until, above the others:


  BIG JEFF (off-stage): She’s stuck against this root—


  SIR TIMOTHY (off-stage): Right, pull this way. Heave now, lads—heave. Heave.


  A jolting, exclamation of success, and the cart rumbles on again.


  LAVINIA (off-stage): Oh, it’s so muddy.


  COBB (off-stage): Jethro—help the lady. I’ll take the lantern.


  The two points of light enlarge into the lanterns carried by Lukey Chase and the lad. They flicker across branches and ropes as Lukey comes running ahead.


  LUKEY: This is the place, squire. Through here.


  He moves on round the obstruction of a rope that zigzags between the trees. Sir Timothy follows and in the darkness Lukey has left behind him, collides with the rope.


  Bells jangle. Bits of harness rattle. He gives a muffled yell.


  Lukey and the lad run back. The squire has gone headlong over the rope and is spluttering in the leafmould. Lukey sets his lantern down and helps him.


  Sir Timothy wipes the soil from his mouth.


  SIR TIMOTHY: I—I didn’t see the rope.


  Cobb comes up with the third lantern. Just behind is Jethro, carrying Lavinia. She drops to her feet.


  LAVINIA: Timothy. You’re not hurt?


  SIR TIMOTHY (as Lukey dusts him down): The bones seem sound, eh, Lukey?


  COBB: Well, sir, you sprung your own trap.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Yes, I—you see how it works? It sets off the alarm if anyone—(lamely) You saw.


  The cart is drawing up to them. Men are grinning, some laughing. Big Jeff to the next man, in a stage whisper:


  BIG JEFF: Squire was just puttin’ it to the test, like—


  SIR TIMOTHY: Where’s Sam Towler?


  SAM (coming forward): Here, sir.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Now show us the exact spot.


  SAM: Yonder. By the fallen tree.


  THE CLEARING


  Waving the cart on, Lukey trots up and sets his lantern on the great fallen trunk.


  SIR TIMOTHY: That’ll serve, lads. (As the cart halts) Now to unload.


  Straps are whipped asunder, coverings removed, boxes lifted down. Sir Timothy stands by to supervise the handling of the more fragile items.


  Cobb looks about, frowning, swinging his lantern to cast light into the dark places of the undergrowth. Lavinia pulls her cloak tight. She looks with revulsion at the fungus on the dead tree.


  LAVINIA: Loathsome. What is it?


  Cobb tears off a piece. He shows it to Jethro.


  JETHRO: Polyporus betulinus.


  LAVINIA: He has Latin—


  JETHRO: It is a poison plant.


  COBB: In Jamaica they used it in their soup, no doubt.


  JETHRO: No, only for obeah.


  The smile is wiped from Cobb’s face. There is a faint suggestion of one on Jethro’s.


  COBB: Go help there.


  He points to the cart. Jethro does as he is bidden. Lavinia watches Cobb, puzzling him out.


  Half a dozen planks are being unloaded. Jethro helps Lukey down with one. Other men swing down a big hamper.


  Sir Timothy sets a tall, narrow box down by the tree. He opens it and extracts a wooden frame with glass tubing attached. He inspects the fancifully shaped thing briefly, then checks the other one in the box.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Both intact. (To Cobb) Thermometers. It’s said that supernatural events are marked by a great chilling of the air. I am ready to test that.


  COBB (dryly): Good.


  Sir Timothy turns quickly back to the cart, where Jethro and Lukey are lifting down heavy iron tripods.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Now my tripods. Bear them over here—to the planks. (He hurries past Tetsy, who is busy lighting lanterns, to where the planks are being laid out on different sides of the clearing) This way—this way—


  Behind, Cobb glowers.


  COBB: Are you not to help him?


  LAVINIA: He’s not taught me in these matters.


  COBB: Say “either.”


  LAVINIA: Either. (Dimpling) Mr. Cobb—


  COBB: He’ll be out after marsh damps or subjecting copper to the seven heats when he’d do better in bed. (She laughs) Why did you marry him? Grew up in the country—a vicar’s daughter? I knew it. A match for the young squire, well, younger than some and a baronet—(She nods, her eyes growing hard) I’ve met a score of him—gentlemen amateurs with a nose for idle novelty—(He stares suddenly) God a mercy. Look at this. (Theatrical props are being unloaded. Two fanciful Roman helmets, plumed with feather boas and a cardboard shield. And a large scroll on wooden rollers. And a human skull) Yorick too. What company of actors had he these from?


  LAVINIA: They passed in the spring, playing Julius Caesar.


  COBB: And he sets the scene.


  He roars with laughter. She glances at him. Her voice is sharp.


  LAVINIA: Show him! (He looks at her) What he is!


  COBB: Ah . . .


  LAVINIA: You can!


  COBB: A bargain! (She frowns. He studies her) I had a cat once. Her name was Tibb and she was a great killer. Yes, there was something about her—


  LAVINIA: Her eyes?


  COBB: The corner of her mouth.


  With a sudden sweep of his arm he clears the fungus from part of the trunk. He lifts Lavinia by the waist and seats her upon it. She stares at him. As he turns away towards her husband, her smile flickers back.


  Unloading the last things from the cart—two “Roman” swords and a horse’s skull—Lukey glances at her. He catches Big Jeff’s eye and grins.


  The tripods have been set up in four places, straddling planks. They are a couple of feet high and two of them already contain the alembic-jars they are meant to take. On the plank below each sits a lighted lantern and the removed lid of the jar.


  Sir Timothy is now arranging a third jar in its tripod. Sam stands by with a fourth in its box, while Tetsy has a lighted lantern. A lantern is already in place below where Sir Timothy is working, casting a bright upward glow on him as he moves the lid.


  Cobb comes up.


  COBB: Surely you cannot catch imponderables in a jar? By their very nature they will escape through the very glass—that is, if they exist at all.


  SIR TIMOTHY: There may be something else.


  COBB: Oh?


  SIR TIMOTHY: Something heavier. (He places the lids carefully on the plank below) An animal-magnetic fluid. I should call it that. Something like the magnetic fluid of iron, but exuded instead by living creatures?


  COBB: Is this your own idea?


  Sir Timothy is apparantly unaware of any irony.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Suppose it had the quality of lingering—say, where some violent action of the past had riven it into the earth—to issue forth again at certain times and under certain conditions. Times like the yearly cycle—(He is moving towards the last tripod. They follow)—at each anniversary of some great disaster. More especially near the century mark. Lantern, girl! (He signs to the staring Tetsy. She sets down the remaining lantern while he takes the jar from Sam’s box) As if part of the vital spirits of the people there have been torn away under the dreadful pressure of fear and death—


  TETSY (a hoarse cry): Part of their souls!


  It chills them. Men look round. One drops the horse’s skull. Lavinia jumps down from her place on the fallen tree. Cobb puts a reassuring arm round the shaking girl.


  COBB: There, my dear. I think the squire means something more—more chemical than souls. Besides, Queen Boadicea may be officially doubted to have had any. She was a pagan. (He glances across at Lavinia, his wrist round Tetsy’s waist for a moment more, till she frees herself and moves towards the scowling Sam) Your master’s going to insist on the old queen, my lad. She fits his theory. So if she shows herself tonight, he’ll bottle her up!


  Sir Timothy rises from his work, scowling.


  SIR TIMOTHY: If anything happens—(seeing the mockery in Cobb’s face) Oh, leave me be!


  He turns away, but Cobb keeps with him, enjoying it now.


  COBB: But you’ll make it happen, sir—try at least. Or why all this?


  He points to the “Roman” props. The skull is wearing one of the plumed helmets and has been stuck bizarrely on a post. The other helmet is fixed nearby, empty. The horse’s skull is hung below the human one, while the swords and shields have been hooked on branches.


  The scroll is suspended open to reveal a Latin text. The effect is amateurishly occult.


  COBB (continuing): Ancient Rome! The centurion and his horse!


  SIR TIMOTHY: They might help to distill out the—


  COBB: To chase her into your bottle! (He calls after the smarting Sir Timothy) But the text, sir! From Caesar! She was not born in Caesar’s day—


  By the cart, surrounded by the other men, Lukey Chase has some bizarre instruments—two long toasting forks, each soldered at the blunt end to a large coil of bright wire. The lad has a similar pair of forks and is handily putting the coils over his arm.


  BIG JEFF: Lukey goin’ to fight th’ old devils with their own weapons!


  Sir Timothy, sharply over the laughter:


  SIR TIMOTHY: Come now! Who’s your helper?


  LUKEY (struggling with the coils): Him. I telled him what to do.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Right. (Glancing up) Let him take that tree. And you, Lukey, this one.


  The lad is the nimbler. He is up among the branches in a moment. Lukey fumbles for footholds, gasping.


  BIG JEFF: Get after them devils, Lukey! (Feinting at him with the pitchfork) Like this!


  LUKEY (scrambling up): Hey, hey!


  Sir Timothy turns to find Cobb taking another of the forks from the cart. He relieves him of it.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Yes, an ordinary toasting fork. Another of—my own ideas. (He passes it to Jethro—and the transfer is not lost on either master or man. Then a second fork-and-coil from the box) Wedge them there in the thorn bush. (Turns to call up into the trees) Are you ready?


  A high shot of Lukey in the tree, holding both forks away from him while he shakes the coils free. He peers across at the other tree.


  LUKEY: Right, lad? Chuck ’em down!


  He throws his coils down, unwinding as they fall.


  Below, they watch the four coils come rustling down and Sir Timothy darts forward to grab them. He pays out the wire as he makes for a plank where six primitive Leyden Jars, and the cat-headed electroscope, have been set out in the light of a lantern. They are only a yard or so from the “Roman” oddities.


  Jethro meets him, unwinding the wires from the thorn bush.


  JETHRO: Join to the electroscope?


  SIR TIMOTHY: No, those to a Leyden Jar—(Realising he is taking the negro’s knowledge for granted) Can you do that?


  JETHRO: Yes, sir.


  They work quickly, fixing the connections.


  SIR TIMOTHY (joining a wire to the electroscope): I’ve made trial before with electrical discharges. During thunderstorms.


  JETHRO: With kites, like Benjamin Franklin?


  SIR TIMOTHY (pleased): That’s right! Flying forks up into the storm—the fluid comes down the wet line. I got a bad burn once.


  JETHRO: Shall we get burns tonight?


  SIR TIMOTHY: I’d be glad to. (Suddenly confidential) With so many people here, it may excite the forces. And should these things, in a sense, focus them—(He indicates the “Roman” items. Jethro looks at them, unsure) You understand, don’t you?


  COBB’S VOICE: Well, Jethro? Do you?


  He is standing a yard away.


  Jethro rises. Standing by the skull with its theatrical helmet, he looks at one man to the other as if aware of having to make a judgment between them. Then Sir Timothy scrambles up, calling.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Get the cart away now. I want it down there—


  He points. Big Jeff and others seize the shaft to pull it round. Cobb takes a pinch from a heavy silver snuff box.


  COBB: Sir, a word. Before this addled attempt goes too far—


  SIR TIMOTHY (waving at the cart): By the rope!


  COBB: —and you’re the laughing stock of the entire county. Think of your lady there. (This brings Sir Timothy round to face him) You’re a singular fellow, sir—but do not set up to be an eccentric!


  SIR TIMOTHY: Sir!


  COBB (waving a hand round the clearing): Where did you get all this rubbish? From a bankrupt sorcerer? You don’t know what half of it is!


  SIR TIMOTHY (indignantly): I make serious observations.


  COBB: The best of them are so crude you can prove whatever you fancy! That mice are generated by sour cheese—that sneezing endangers the monarchy—


  SIR TIMOTHY (controlling himself): I’m not a fool, sir!


  COBB: Then throw away the toys.


  SIR TIMOTHY: I have an open mind.


  COBB: Close it, sir. Close it to nonsense!


  SIR TIMOTHY: Keep your voice down.


  They move closer, towards Lavinia, who is drinking in every word.


  COBB: If you want proof, I can tell you how to find it.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Pray do.


  COBB: You need not seek it with quaint instruments. You have only to open your eyes—if you can—and see what is before you.


  SIR TIMOTHY: That is too easy.


  COBB (fiercely): It is not easy! It is so hard that only a handful in the land—or any land—have yet achieved it! They must scour their minds clean, ready for a new usage. Then turn their whole imagination right round—away from all the romantic fancies that delight it and then blur and deaden it. And bring that imagination to bear instead on the real world it has taken for granted, and see into it. And seek its deepest sense. The truth is all round us, but it is hard. (He looks from one to the other) And ordinary. And supreme.


  Lavinia is enchanted simply with the sound of the words. Sam and the girl are listening nearby. Jethro sits on a box with his eyes to the ground. He has heard it before.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Have you achieved this—cleansing of the brain?


  COBB (confidently): Not wholly. But I shall.


  SIR TIMOTHY: And how many others?


  COBB: In time, a world-full. Man will change himself!


  SIR TIMOTHY: I could not.


  COBB: Then you will be left behind, sir. A mere bone in the rocks like a creature of the Great Flood. And all like you. The men of the future will be those who see things as they are.


  LAVINIA (with a laugh of exhilaration): Go on, Timothy—argue! Refute him!


  SIR TIMOTHY: How can I? He denounces fantasy, only to set up another one.


  COBB: I give good sense for nonsense, new lamps for old!


  LAVINIA: Bravo!


  COBB: Come, sir—try the exchange? He will not.


  LAVINIA: Let’s leave poor Timothy in his rock and go on. I want to feel history sweeping me away like a great warm tide!


  COBB: It will be the world of men—and women—with opened eyes. They’ll be strong. They’ll need no crutches of petty, trammelling morality—


  LAVINIA: Faith, is there morality now?


  COBB (quickly): No, but they’ll be spared the pretence. (She laughs, sensing how all this relates to the three of them) They’ll see each other as they truly exist, and count each other’s needs and accept them. Even joyfully. But above all honestly. They may count our virtues vice and our vices natural wisdom. They’ll judge all things afresh, by their own enlightenment.


  SIR TIMOTHY: God will judge.


  COBB: They will judge! They won’t go in dread seeking heavenly marks for good behavior, like tots in dame-school. They’ll have grown up!


  SIR TIMOTHY (shaking his head): There must be God, and justice—


  COBB (roaring): Justice, sir, is a god—the god of misers! It defines the way we may snatch from each other and then guard our grabbings! You say justice and you exalt a golden blindfold lady. I see a gibbet and a thing hanging with eyes pecked out!


  He snatches out his snuffbox and takes a great pinch.


  LAVINIA: Oh, you’re right—!


  COBB: Law is for cowards and blockheads. For today’s foul little world, not for theirs. They’ll have no filth and cholera and killing for theft—who will steal in a world where every man’s a prince? There’ll be neither squire nor servant then.


  JETHRO: Nor slave?


  COBB: Nor—slave. They’ll have such riches that our great King George would look like a pauper. It’s in the earth for the asking—and they’ll have learned to ask, that’s all. They’ll build a world that’s clean and ordered and swift. It’ll come. It must.


  LAVINIA: The world of machines.


  COBB: Ay, great engines that could build you a pavilion of shining metal and keep your beauty perfect for a hundred years.


  The directness of it, in Timothy’s presence, is too much for her. She takes refuge in coquetry.


  LAVINIA: Is this the new realism?


  COBB: No disease, no cruelty, no want. All that man gains, man will give.


  LAVINIA: Love, too?


  COBB: Ay, that too. That most of all.


  While his wife remains staring at Cobb, Sir Timothy turns away. Big Jeff and the other men have settled down on the ground or are leaning against trees. He looks at his watch and snaps it shut.


  SIR TIMOTHY: You’re not bound to stay. For those who do, there’ll be food in an hour. (No one offers to leave. He turns) You blind us with your Golden Age, Mr. Cobb. Tell me, do you have no doubts?


  COBB: Few.


  SIR TIMOTHY: I have doubts. I doubt everything I do.


  COBB (with a grunt of amusement): With reason! You’re a fool to go on.


  SIR TIMOTHY: I know that, but I must. I go slowly. I get knowledge grain by grain, as I come upon it. I go without direction, feeling my way. I test the ground and move aside if it won’t bear me, and go on again.


  COBB: Like a beetle.


  SIR TIMOTHY: No, a man. (Cobb grunts. Sir Timothy regards him with a thin smile) It’s the only discovery I’ve made, Mr. Cobb. Hassall’s Law: Man can never move back.


  For a moment a quick retort hovers on Cobb’s lips. Then he frowns. He looks at Sir Timothy seriously for the first time, watching him as he goes to search among the ropes and boxes.


  Sir Timothy rises with a gun in his hands, a wide-muzzled blunderbuss. Men turn idly to watch him. He sits on a box and prepares to load the weapon. Surprisingly, he is expert with it, his fingers deft with the powder-horn and ram-rod, caressing the gun.


  He glances at Cobb, who has his eyes fixed on him. Sir Timothy’s expression has altered. All the uncertainty and gentleness seem to have gone, as if the touch of the weapon despatched them.


  SIR TIMOTHY (almost whispering): You will talk. And I will do.


  THE ROPED TREES


  It is a couple of hours later.


  A low shot through the wheels of the cart. Men are moving about in the lighted area beyond. Two figures move into shot in the foreground, walking along just inside the rope barrier; Big Jeff and another man. Jeff has the pitchfork over his shoulder, and has an ale-mug in his hand.


  BIG JEFF (peering outwards): Not even the owl now. He’s gone to his bed. (He finishes his ale and shakes the last drops out into the darkness, calling) Come along, my dears—show y’selves! There’s gentry here awaitin’ for yer!


  After a moment of silence, he giggles. He claps the other man on the shoulder, shaking with increasingly convulsive laughter.


  THE CLEARING


  Sir Timothy is looking towards the cart. Lukey Chase comes trotting back from that direction. He, too, has a mug in his hand, and a piece of bread in the other.


  LUKEY: Ay, ’tis only Big Jeff foolin’ about.


  SIR TIMOTHY (calling): Quiet down there! (He turns) Now, Lukey, back to your place.


  LUKEY: Squire, what’s the use?


  SIR TIMOTHY: Back, I said.


  LUKEY: But already? I’m still stiff—


  SIR TIMOTHY: And you, lad. (Lukey and the lad finish their ale and start for their places in the trees. Sir Timothy catches Lukey as he climbs) Lukey, can you see through the branches up there?


  LUKEY: Only a little.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Keep an eye on Big Jeff—I don’t trust him.


  Lukey nods and climbs. Sir Timothy turns, pulling an elegant little notebook from his pocket.


  The meal has been eaten. Sam closes the lid on the hamper and straps it. Tetsy is drawing the last ale from a small cask. Men are wiping their mouths, putting knives back in their pockets, stretching. The air of vague expectation has thinned to boredom.


  At Sir Timothy’s signal, two of them pick up their staffs and make for another part of the rope barrier. Two more go to another section.


  In the tree, Lukey settles and adjusts his toasting forks. He glances across at the other tree, catches the lad’s eye and grimaces as he points down.


  Below, Tetsy brings a refilled tankard to Cobb. He is sitting on the ground by the ruined tree. Lavinia is a yard away, balanced on a trailing branch, pouring herself another small glass from a brandy flask.


  COBB: Thank you, my dear.


  LAVINIA (as Tetsy goes): Would you share her?


  COBB: She’s got a man. She’s satisfied. (He takes a gulp of ale) For the present.


  She looks from him to her husband. Sir Timothy is going from plank to plank inspecting his apparatus. Thermometers and barometers have been set up alongside the jars. He is noting readings with a crayon in his book.


  She looks at Cobb again. There is a compact between them now, as if he has filled his part in humiliating her husband, and has earned her promise.


  LAVINIA: You were saying just now—


  COBB: Mm?


  LAVINIA (puzzling it out): That immorality—is what gives us pain. (Cobb nods) Then—the London wives and their lovers must suffer a great deal?


  COBB (grinning): Not a bit.


  LAVINIA: But surely—


  COBB: They’re not immoral. They’re enjoying a natural virtue. What morality is there in being tied to—a dotard, for instance?


  LAVINIA (softly): Or a dullard. (She laughs prettily) I begin to understand.


  COBB: You’ve much to learn. You must learn it.


  LAVINIA: Yes. I must.


  For a sudden, split second there is a disturbance in the air, a mere blink of sound, shrill and gone in a moment.


  Tetsy, who is filling a mug at the cask, drops it. She gives a wail of terror.


  Sam runs to her. Her cry dies into sharp sobbing. She seems unaware even of his arms around her.


  Men are scrambling to their feet. Sir Timothy comes running. Lavinia springs from her seat and starts towards the spot.


  SIR TIMOTHY: That noise frightened her.


  She shakes her head, unable to speak.


  LAVINIA: What was it?


  SIR TIMOTHY: Sounded like—a shot somewhere across the valley.


  SAM: No, it was here. (Pulling the girl round) All right, love. ’Tis gone now.


  TETSY (looking into his face and whispering): I seen the road!


  SAM: Eh!


  SIR TIMOTHY: What does she say?


  Tetsy turns to him, her voice gaining strength as she speaks.


  TETSY: Like a lightnin’ flash, I seen it! There wasn’ no trees, but a huge, wide road—an’ things movin’—(Clutching at Sam) Didn’ you see it? (Sam shakes his head. She looks again at Sir Timothy and from him to the other men. Heads shake) Nobody?


  She looks even to Lavinia, whose white face shows only distaste. But beyond her is a surprising sight. Cobb sits with his face buried in his hands. His spilled tankard lies on the grass beside him.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Cobb—


  He kneels by him. After a moment the heavy face is uncovered, chalk-white. The eyes look warily, slowly about.


  COBB: A touch of dyspepsia. I must have eaten too quickly. Rather distressful.


  TETSY: Did you see it, sir?


  COBB: I—heard a curious sound.


  SIR TIMOTHY: That might have been the echo of a fowling piece. A poacher somewhere.


  TETSY: It was real—it was real to me! Oh, Sam—


  She clings to him, shivering.


  SIR TIMOTHY (to Cobb): Nothing else?


  Cobb shakes his head. Sir Timothy goes briskly back to his observations.


  Cobb meets Lavinia’s curious eyes and manages a smile.


  COBB (putting a hand to his stomach): Greed. Clear example of vice, it’s so painful.


  His hand stops rubbing his belly and his smile fades as he looks past her to Jethro.


  The negro is regarding him with total disbelief.


  A yard away, Tetsy senses the silence and turns from sheltering in Sam’s arms.


  TETSY (whispering): He was lyin’.


  Cobb looks up at the ring of doubting faces.


  JETHRO: Were you?


  COBB: Jethro—!


  JETHRO: Were you?


  COBB (pulling himself up on one knee): I will not have you speak so—


  JETHRO: Here in this place, I can! I am not real to you, am I? I’m something you made, not a man. But the man is speaking to you now! Mr. Cobb, you have a great mind, but there are too many things it won’t admit—troubling, odd, hid-away, mean things—even in yourself. Yes, listen to me! They’ll rise up and spoil your grand design—you can’t talk them away and make a new world just with words—not even all your words, Mr. Cobb—


  There is a wild jangling and clashing from the rope barrier.


  THE ROPED TREES


  Near the cart, bells and coils of rusty iron are jumping and clanking on the rope. Sam and one or two other men come running. They can see no cause.


  THE CLEARING


  Sir Timothy pauses only to grab the loaded blunderbuss before running after Sam and the others. Jethro glances at Cobb, picks up a lantern and goes too.


  Lavinia looks at Cobb. He is breathing fast, all complacency gone.


  THE ROPED TREES


  A long shot across a different section of the rope barrier. Sir Timothy and Jethro join the other searchers. The rope in the foreground is undisturbed. But now something creeps towards it from outside. A pitchfork.


  It tweaks the rope deftly and sharply, then whips out of sight. The cowbell and scraps of harness on the rope are set jangling.


  JETHRO (pointing): There!


  The men come running, Sir Timothy in the lead with his blunderbuss. The others have their staffs and rakes at the ready. As they peer about, there is growing alarm in their faces.


  From the silhouetted shape of a tree in the foreground outside the rope—something projects. The end of a pitchfork. A man’s head follows it, watching them go.


  Jethro suddenly turns, flashing the lantern round. Before the head can withdraw, he has seen it.


  JETHRO (shouting): It’s Jeff! Behind that tree.


  They turn quickly back. The big man springs out into the lamplight, roaring with laughter.


  BIG JEFF: How’s that for a spook? You should’a seen your faces!


  His wild laughter is cut off by a thunderous boom from the blunderbuss.


  Sir Timothy has fired over his head. Jeff cringes, white and silent before the suddenly fierce figure glaring at him across the rope. Smoke drifts from the guns wide muzzle. Leaves and twigs scatter down.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Throw your fork down. (Jeff does so) Now get back to the village and stay there. If I see you again, you’ll get this through your middle.


  Big Jeff stands a moment more, then twists round and bolts, crashing and blundering through the bushes. As they turn back, Lavinia comes running.


  LAVINIA: What was it?


  SIR TIMOTHY: Big Jeff. I frightened him off home.


  LAVINIA: Oh. I thought you’d—killed—


  She breaks off. He watches her.


  JETHRO: Why should he do it, sir?


  SIR TIMOTHY: He’s a simpleton.


  LAVINIA: Did he cause—the other?


  SIR TIMOTHY (after a moment): No.


  JETHRO: D’you still think it was a shot?


  He gets no reply.


  THE CLEARING


  Cobb is standing with a staff in his hand, close to Tetsy as if ready to defend the girl. He feels obliged to explain the weapon as the others return. He tosses it down.


  COBB: She was frightened.


  Sir Timothy passes the gun to Sam.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Reload this.


  And while Sam finds the powder horn, he returns to his observations.


  Tetsy has not moved. Her eyes go to Cobb again.


  TETSY (quietly): You seen it like I did.


  Cobb gives her an odd look, as if she is mad. He takes out his snuffbox with deliberation, turning to Lavinia.


  COBB: How much longer—are we to share this midnight party for the yokels?


  Lavinia’s eyes are on his hands. They are trembling. He forces himself to open the silver box without spilling the contents. He clicks it shut and takes a great sniff.


  Sir Timothy frowns at one of his thermometers. He checks the previous reading in his notebook, then notes the new one with his crayon. He hurries to the next lighted plank with its jars and instruments. What he sees there leaves him in no doubt.


  He turns to find Jethro at his elbow.


  SIR TIMOTHY: The thermometers—they’ve gone down by seven Fahrenheit degrees! In these last few minutes. (He makes for his wife and Cobb) Have you noticed the air temperature? It’s dropped.


  LAVINIA: Yes.


  She shivers and pulls her cloak round her.


  COBB: Normal at this time of night, surely? Out here in the open—


  SIR TIMOTHY: It’s not normal.


  He darts across the clearing to where another thermometer is set up. The results are the same. He scribbles in his notebook. Cobb stays close behind him.


  COBB: Sir—are you bent on spreading alarm? Not only to the women—


  SIR TIMOTHY: The barometer’s down too. All in the past five minutes.


  COBB: You’ll have these simple men in terror. I appeal to you, squire, not to submit to superstition—


  SIR TIMOTHY: Quiet!


  He makes for the planks where the electrical apparatus is set out.


  COBB (staying with him): I don’t think you’ve the smallest idea what you’re doing!


  SIR TIMOTHY: I’m setting down facts! Even if I don’t know what I’m doing—if I make these readings for all the wrong reasons—there’s no doubt about them! If I don’t find out their meaning, someone else will. They’ll take this notebook as I’ve taken other men’s—and they’ll read it and use it! It will be there to use!


  He crouches over the Leyden Jars. Cobb stares at him, momentarily baffled.


  COBB: That—humility again. (As the implications begin to reach him, he draws back, suddenly and strangely appalled) Selfless. Aimless. Mindless. Why do I suddenly find danger in it? (He starts back towards the middle of the clearing) Yes, danger—danger—!


  The camera pans from him to a couple of men on watch by the rope. They turn back to look out into the darkness.


  COBB (joining Lavinia): Make sure you despise him for the right reasons. (She frowns) He is ruthless in his way.


  LAVINIA: Timothy!


  COBB (seized with insight): One of a blind, mad pack! They will do things!


  LAVINIA: What do you mean?


  COBB (coming to himself): Let us leave this place. (She shakes her head, watching him) Why not? (She says nothing) I’m afraid now. You know that.


  LAVINIA: Yes.


  COBB: And you want to watch it.


  She says nothing. The camera pans from them to where Sam is wiping down the reloaded blunderbuss with a greasy rag. Tetsy is at his side. Jethro sits without expression. In the tree above, Lukey is cramped and watchful. He stretches.


  At the rope barrier, a man joins two of the others and they crouch, listening.


  The camera pans to Sir Timothy. He is just rising from his observations when he freezes at a small, sharp sound. It lasts perhaps two seconds, distant and uncanny, a fragment of a shrill wail.


  Sam is instantly on his feet, the gun raised.


  Above in the tree, Lukey stares about in alarm, grabbing at the trunk.


  Lavinia is looking to Cobb when her husband hurries across and grabs Sam by the arm.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Was that like the sounds you heard?


  SAM: Yes, I—think so—


  Cobb steps forward, fighting to maintain his composure. His voice has a shake in it.


  COBB: This is where we must take a grip on our senses. Whatever this be, it is of the world we inhabit. We can understand it if we seek a profoundly natural—


  This time the distant wail lasts a fraction longer, three or four seconds. And there are other, more staccato, sounds superimposed on it.


  SAM (pointing): Far away yonder! That’s where it started before—


  COBB: Quiet, lad.


  There is a blast of sound in the very clearing. Again it cuts in sharply, but this is a terrible medley of noises, of deafening loudness. It lasts only a second or so. Then it cuts again.


  Lavinia clings to Cobb in terror. All round the clearing the men are shouting out their alarm. The lad comes tumbling down from his tree almost at Sir Timothy’s feet.


  The squire brushes aside the shuddering lad and crouches by his precious apparatus on the nearest plank. Sweat is streaming down his face.


  Cobb looks jerkily about, his heavy face loose. Sam has dropped the gun. One arm is round Tetsy, his other hand creeps to the hidden talisman within his jerkin.


  In the tree, Lukey has stuck to his post.


  LUKEY (shouting down): Squire! Squire!


  Below, Sir Timothy is at the electrical apparatus. He yells back.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Stay where you are!


  The tiny gold leaves of the electroscope are moving, opening and closing as a charge reaches them through the wire. Sparks flicker between two brass knobs.


  The distant sounds come again—and again—in short, irregular bursts. From now on they do not cease.


  Sir Timothy sits back on his haunches, watched by fearful men nearby. He wipes his sleeve across his streaming face and turns again to his notes.


  Lavinia looks to Cobb with a desperate trustfulness.


  LAVINIA: Say what this is! I know you can! You must.


  But he has no comfort for her. He shakes his head, looking vaguely about—and encounters Tetsy’s eyes fixed on him across Sam’s shoulder. He frees himself from Lavinia and calls to her.


  COBB: Do you see anything?


  TETSY: No—not now.


  COBB: Nor I.


  Sam turns.


  SAM: Now you believe me!


  Cobb looks round the clearing in a wave of demoralisation. The distant sounds go on—and for the first time it is possible to read some meaning into them.


  Nothing that Cobb can understand, as his expression shows—but to listeners of two centuries later, the sounds would be hideously significant.


  As they blend more and more it is just possible to discern the rising and falling of numerous air-attack sirens at a considerable distance. Unsynchronised, they tend to merge into a single wavering throb, but even that is unmistakably evocative. Superimposed on it are small, sharper sounds—distant car horns in frantic chorus.


  Two men on watch suddenly throw down their staffs and run across the clearing past Cobb. One ducks under the ropes and is away. The other gets tangled. Bells ring and clatter.


  SIR TIMOTHY: Stop them! You there—come back! I need you—


  But the men are gone, and the others are on the brink of doing the same.


  The second, far louder, type of sound breaks out again—at first in half a dozen rapid, fragmentary blips, then slowing to irregular bursts that last three or four seconds each. The sheer volume of sound is terrifying. It shatters those in the clearing. More men run off.


  Glass jars are kicked aside, smashed by running feet. The rope itself is trampled down. A man stumbles through Sir Timothy’s electrical apparatus, dragging wires, scattering Leyden Jars.


  Lukey Chase lets go his toasting forks and slithers down through the branches.


  Below, Sir Timothy runs from hopelessly trampled apparatus to the next position. There is dread in his face, but he manages to concentrate enough to get the lids on to the jars.


  Lukey tumbles to the ground behind him and is about to run after the other men when he sees the squire. He rushes across and grabs him by the shoulder.


  LUKEY: Quick, sir—get out of this!


  But Sir Timothy shakes him off wildly. Lukey shrinks as another clap of sound strikes, and runs for his life.


  He bolts past Sam, on his knees now and still holding on to the terrified Tetsy.


  SAM: Hear the road now! Hear them running there!


  The intermittent bursts of the louder sound are blending into a single roar. And picked out in it, as if close at hand, is the particular sound of running feet on concrete, of many feet, moving fast.


  Sam suddenly makes a plunge for the gun and stands up facing the unseen runners.


  SAM: Stop, you—devils or whatever you be! Hold or I’ll shoot! Hold, will ye!


  But the noises crash on, and in another moment Sam’s gesture is over. He drops to the ground in abandonment to mortal terror. Tetsy crawls over to him, looking to the others in desperate appeal.


  Lavinia is crouching by the fallen tree. Her cloak has slipped off and she is shaking with cold and terror, her arms crossed across her breasts. Cobb is on his feet but seems to be supporting himself against the shattered trunk as if he has lost the power to move.


  Suddenly Lavinia starts forward, hands over her ears to keep the battering noises out until she reaches safety. She runs only a few paces before tumbling, tripped by a root. As if the fall frees some paralysed mechanism in her, she starts to scream.


  She finds herself lifted, turned about, and looks into the face of the negro.


  LAVINIA: Save me! Oh, save me!


  But he glances round at the others who are equally helpless. He tugs off his livery coat and throws it over the shuddering woman—


  Cobb stands rigid, hypnotised by the experience.


  The running footsteps seem to have passed. And the huge formless roaring that lay behind them has sharpened in its turn—to the engines of innumerable cars. It is as if they are roaring through this very clearing in hundreds. A burst of angry hooting in the distance is echoed by horns close at hand as they scream by.


  Jethro is tugging at Cobb’s arm.


  COBB (resisting): No—


  JETHRO: Come quick, sir—


  COBB: Listen! It’s machines!


  JETHRO: Please—


  COBB: Machines, Jethro, great machines! This can be nothing of the past!


  JETHRO: Master—


  COBB: I must hear! Leave me!


  He shakes off the servant’s grip, clings again to the trunk for support as Jethro goes.


  The noises are almost continuous now, and changing their nature. Brakes scream, horns blare close at hand. A rending crash is followed by a rapid series of metallic crunches, as if cars have piled together. Women scream, men shout. There is a brutal revving of engines as if in the worst, most frantic traffic jam of all time. More and more voices are shouting, at first unintelligibly. Car doors are slammed. There are more footsteps ringing out on the concrete.


  Sir Timothy totters to the middle of the clearing with his notebook still in his hand. Cobb has not moved.


  Sam, flat on the ground with Tetsy at his side, draws the twig cross out of his jerkin and holds it before the shaking girl.


  Lavinia is lying where she fell, hiding under the negro’s discarded livery with her hands clamped on her ears. Jethro is nearby. He is bare to the waist, on his knees facing the direction from which the noises first came. He has drawn two spindly saplings together across the track and is fumbling to tie them with a strip of livery braid. He mumbles to himself, half-remembered words from the past. His eyes are squeezed shut as if he is trying to close his mind against the noise.


  The camera pans to the ground, to the raw, trodden leafmould.


  The strangely blurred voices of the unseen people are clearer, sharp with fear.


  VOICES: Get out of it! Get back there! Where’s the police? Get out of the way! Get back! Back up there! Drive into them! Go on, that’ll shift ’em! It’s a pile-up, can’t you see! It’s hopeless! They’re all shunted up! Dozens of ’em . . .


  WOMAN ONE: Oh God, oh God, oh God—!


  MAN ONE (almost sobbing): Clear it, make them clear it!


  MAN TWO: All lanes blocked—it’s hopeless!


  WOMAN TWO: More to the side there, quick! On to the hard shoulder—


  MAN TWO: It’s no use!


  WOMAN TWO: They’re all doing it!


  MAN TWO: No bloody use—


  WOMAN TWO: Quick, before he does!


  MAN TWO: It’s all blocked solid.


  MAN ONE: That crash did it. If it hadn’t been for that—


  WOMAN ONE: Oh God, oh God, oh God—


  MAN ONE (bellowing): Let us through! For Christ’s sake let us through!


  MAN THREE: Out of the car—quick!


  WOMAN THREE: What’s the use? It must be time—


  MAN THREE: Come on, kids! All out, quick!


  WOMAN THREE: They said four minutes! It must be about that—


  MAN THREE: Quick, I said!


  WOMAN THREE: Oh, Charlie—


  MAN THREE: Now we’re going for a run—first to reach the signboard gets a shilling—


  WOMAN ONE: Oh God, oh God, oh God—


  MAN ONE: We can crawl across the bonnets!


  MAN THREE: Run like hell! Run, damn you, run!


  WOMAN ONE: Oh God, oh God—!


  She slurs into helpless sobbing.


  MAN TWO: Four minutes, it’s far more than that now—


  MAN ONE: What’s the time, then?


  MAN TWO: Far more than four minutes—


  WOMAN TWO: P’raps it’s not going to—p’raps it won’t—p’raps it’s all a mistake—


  She goes off into hysterical laughter.


  The voices blur again, yelling, arguing and simply gibbering with helpless fright.


  Close shot of Cobb. He gives a sudden moan, a curious formless cry at the impact of a sensation too great to bear.


  COBB: Oh, there—


  Tetsy, on the ground, covers her eyes even from the rough cross. As Sir Timothy drags himself towards the fallen tree:


  COBB: I can see them! I can see the road!


  Appalled, he stares along the leafy space of the clearing.


  SIR TIMOTHY: What are they?


  COBB (vaguely): People—


  The voices sharpen again.


  WOMAN TWO: Why don’t they come! I want them to come! I want the rockets!


  CHILD: What rockets! Daddy, what rockets?


  MAN FOUR: Shut up!


  WOMAN TWO: Send them quick! Send the rockets quick! Get it over—get it over!


  Cobb rubs a hand hard across his eyes.


  COBB: I can’t see—it’s gone again—


  SIR TIMOTHY: They said—“rockets”—


  A wide shot of the clearing with its few crouching figures, as the sounds and voices go on. The traffic roar has died away. Instead, there is a huge, murmurous lull. A few voices, far off, are singing a hymn.


  Car doors slam in increasing numbers and the walking feet move rapidly, between the unseen halted vehicles.


  Close shot of the ground, all grass and earth, with Sam’s shaking hand in frame clutching his twig cross. The footsteps clatter only a few feet away, and voices are clear and close.


  MAN FOUR: Quicker! Quicker, darling—gimme the baby!


  WOMAN FOUR: Can you manage?


  MAN FOUR: I can manage another! Now then—(Roars) Ronnie!


  WOMAN FOUR: Ronnie, hold on to Sue’s hand! Keep together among the cars!


  CHILD: We’re walking on the motorway!


  WOMAN FOUR (with dreadful, anguished firmness): That’s right. Walking on the motorway. Isn’t that a funny thing? Because you’re not supposed ever—


  Wide shot of clearing.


  The individual voices are lost in an extraordinary human sound. A vast anguish that seems to start far off along the motorway and sweep it along, growing. A multitude in total desolation.


  The camera cranes slowly towards Cobb.


  COBB (crying out): I see them! All—!


  The wail dies slowly. Only a few tiny, sporadic sounds—a dog barking, babies crying, a bell—break the relative quiet.


  The camera reaches close shot of Cobb and halts as a thunderous nuclear roar crashes out from an explosion perhaps twenty miles away.


  Cobb convulses at what he sees. The camera cranes in closer and closer as—


  Demoralised, random cries break out again, close at hand. A woman screams in short, sharp barks. A man’s voice is shouting in hysterical relief:


  MAN: They missed us! We’re all right, we’re all right—


  The camera is tight on Cobb’s staring eyes.


  All sound cuts dead.


  Cobb’s eyes squeeze shut. He claps his fingers upon them, as if to crush the eyeballs and destroy the sight in them. And the colossal sound of a thermonuclear blast wave, sweeping outwards from the point of impact, thunders out and spreads and fades.


  A low, wide shot of the clearing. For some seconds there is hardly a movement. Jethro, his bare torso glistening with sweat, looks fearfully round from the crossed Obeah branches. Lavinia lies there with one fragile hand extended to clutch the charm like a drowning creature. Her eyes flutter open.


  Cobb is on his feet, shuffling forward in tiny steps. He takes his hands from his eyes at first fearfully. His face has curiously collapsed. He stares straight before him.


  SIR TIMOTHY (at his side): What did you see? Who were they? You did see—tell me! Tell me!


  Cobb nods almost imperceptibly.


  SIR TIMOTHY: I must know!


  Cobb nods on. There is a sound at their feet like an animal worrying. It is Sam, his face distorted as he rocks the limp shape of the girl.


  SAM: She’s dead! I felt her heart burst!


  LAVINIA: Dead—


  JETHRO (whispering): She saw too—


  They move towards Sam and the body he holds. Sir Timothy is crouching there, opening the girl’s eyelids for a sign of life.


  Cobb hardly notices one more after so many.


  His face is vacant, gentle, vulnerable. He drops to his knees and remains there without moving. Jethro looks round and comes to him in concern. He puts a hand on Cobb’s shoulder.


  JETHRO: Master.


  Cobb hardly turns. But it is as if the familiar voice restores some habit of thinking. And consciousness returns to his eyes. He puts a hand to the ground and brings it up full of leafmould. He shows this to Jethro, scattering it through his fingers.


  COBB: Yet some day men will come here and make a great road through these very woods—a road—


  His face shakes into a grotesque mask. His body is racked with great tearing sobs that trail slowly into a low howl of utter despair.


  The camera cranes away to a wide, high shot of the clearing.
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  OUTSIDE TASKERLANDS HOUSE – DAY


  A small car, an Austin 1300, is being carefully driven down the last of a long drive and into the forecourt of the house.


  There is much evidence of the massive rebuilding this ugly late-Victorian structure has undergone. There are contractors huts on the lawn, and a large caravan. There are piles of material—sand and reinforcing metal and heavy pipes. Some scaffolding clings to the centre parts of the building.


  The car pulls in behind large motor vans.


  There are two vans, both emblazoned with the name “Ryan Electric Products”. one has unloaded, the other is just finishing. Men are shifting bulky apparatus onto trolleys and moving it inside the house.


  The car driver is Jill Greeley, aged about 30. There is a very feminine, strong directness about her, so that what she is seems far more important than what she does. What she does is computer programming.


  She surveys the house, oppressed by the sight of it. Her eyes go along the whole ugly length. One end of it looks still untreated, smothered in ivy.


  She is so absorbed that she hardly notices that the vans are moving.


  She looks round. One of them is backing straight towards her, huge and blind. She blips her horn but it still comes on. She glances to the side and sees the other van backing towards her from that direction. She has moved in too close; neither of the unseen drivers has noticed her.


  She frantically starts her engine.


  Then, as if something happens to her vision—the two objects are suddenly no longer motor vans but two huge, defocused shapes like standing stones in motion, slowly blundering and blending, looming over her. And their engine rumble descends to something deeper, an irregular grunting. Somehow obscene . . .


  Then it passes.


  Jill finds herself sitting motionless, her car on the point of being crushed. She frantically throws her gears into reverse and slams her foot down.


  The Austin shoots wildly backwards out of danger, swaying and skidding in the loose gravel. She glances in the rear mirror—and sees a mass of builders’ equipment; piles of pipes and scaffolding! She tugs at the wheel, hits the brakes. The car skids straight on in a spray of gravel.


  Jill screams.


  The Austin scrapes past a pile of reinforcing metal with an ugly grinding—and thuds into a huge pile of sand. Jill is flung back in her seat. The engine stalls.


  For a moment she hardly realises what has happened. She leans forward, head into hands. She shudders.


  Fifty yards away the caravan door opens and Roy Collinson looks out. He is a grey-haired man of 45 or so, his face tight and strained.


  Evidently he heard the scream. But he sees only the two vans slowly turning into the drive.


  In the Austin, almost lost to sight behind the builders’ equipment, Jill is still huddled over the wheel, giving herself time to recover. She numbly watches the vans go . . . then a yellow fastback swinging in past them.


  The fastback pulls up in the forecourt and Collinson turns to greet the new arrival: Peter Brock, aged 35, Director of Research for Ryan Electrics. He is a man with a lot of drive, his temperament all upswing and downbeat. At the moment, he is on a big upswing, arriving to take over his new establishment.


  BROCK: Hello, Colly.


  COLLINSON: Peter.


  BROCK: The big day.


  COLLINSON: Don’t expect too much. It’s all a mess. If only we’d had another month—


  BROCK: Not a chance. (They survey the house in silence) It looks good. I mean, it looks as terrible as ever but—stronger.


  COLLINSON (with feeling): Why didn’t they tear it down!


  BROCK: Colly—


  COLLINSON: It would have been better. They had to rip the floors out and the roof and even the window frames—there was nothing worth keeping. Just an ugly shell!


  BROCK: Colly, he found it.


  COLLINSON: Even so.


  BROCK: Himself.


  COLLINSON: I can understand about the park there—at least it’s big—but this!


  BROCK: He liked the style of it.


  COLLINSON: My God.


  BROCK: One look, that’s all he needed, and his mind was made up. He said it spoke to him. Spoke to him, so it did. (This last comes in the mock brogue which is staff code for utterances of the firm’s chairman) I know what it said. “Mr. Ryan, for pity’s sake don’t knock me down!”.


  COLLINSON: He—he could have built it new! For half the cost!


  The stridency in his voice worries Brock.


  BROCK: How long have you been down here?


  COLLINSON: Three or four months.


  BROCK: Got somebody stashed away in the caravan?


  COLLINSON: Eh?


  BROCK: Why not?


  COLLINSON: Hardly. I quite like it. It’s quite—snug.


  Horns blare in cheerful chorus. Three more cars are approaching down the drive.


  BROCK: Here they come.


  COLLINSON: Eddie Holmes was a great help. He’s got most of your gear in position. I’m glad you could spare him.


  BROCK: Good man, Eddie.


  A battered estate car pulls in, with the other two close behind. Hands wave from windows. Then they are scrambling out. Most of Brock’s staff are under 30, stamped in general with a kind of alert ingenuousness. Eddie Holmes, at 40, is the oldest, a dull-faced clever man. Hargrave and Maudsley, both 25, one serious and introverted, the other afflicted with an adolescent sense of humour on top of basic cunning. Cliff Dow is 30, a slow perfectionist.


  There are three or four others, less noticeable characters. All of them are in high spirits. There has clearly been a lot of laughter on the way.


  EDDIE: Aye, aye, Peter! Setting a good example.


  MAUDSLEY: The conscientious boss is always the first in!


  He leads the hammed-up dirty laugh.


  BROCK: See what I’ve got—a bunch of kids.


  VOICES: Where is he! Mascot! Mascot! Mascot!


  The rear of the estate car is flung up. An extraordinary figure bounces out. Its head is covered by a rubber Martian mask with bug eyes and sprouting wires. Its body is padded and covered with the green undulating rubber foam that is used under carpets, belted into place. on its chest hangs a control panel with flashing indicator lamps and a loud beeping noise. A sash marked “Ryan Electric Products”—a relic of some trade exhibition—is tied round its middle.


  BROCK: Stew! Is that Stewart?


  EDDIE: Who else?


  The figure bows as the cheering research staff close in. They sweep it off its feet and swing it aloft. They run with it beeping and flashing, in a wide circle.


  In the Austin, Jill sits watching. Her nerves are steadying. She smiles slightly, moves to get out.


  The Martian figure yells as he is swept towards the house and nearly crashes into the door lintel. They tip him back and run him under it.


  INSIDE THE ENTRANCE HALL


  The figure is borne triumphantly in and set down with a bump. Then they demolish him. He yelps as the Martian mask is ripped off to reveal the thin face of Stewart Jessop, 22, computer operator.


  STEW: Help! Take me to your leader! I come in peace!


  HARGRAVE: You’re coming in pieces, mate!


  They yell like wild animals. The control panel is battered into silence, the sash sent flying. Hands rip at the cords and rubber foam. They fight for possession of the padding.


  An elaborately uniformed “Sergeant” appears from the reception desk, worried about exercising authority. Brock waves him back.


  BROCK: They’ve got to do it. Like dogs peeing on something.


  COLLINSON: Like what—!


  As Jill comes in, Stew is flung almost at her feet with the worrying pack on top of him, whooping and yelling.


  JILL (in genuine, momentary horror): What are you doing to him!


  MAUDSLEY: We’re sacrificing a Martian!


  BROCK: All right, break it up. That’s enough. That’ll do! (He reaches Jill, puts his arm round her) Just a bit of clowning.


  MAUDSLEY: Innocent clowning, sir.


  BROCK: Innocent? You lot?


  EDDIE: You missed the fun, Jill.


  DOW: You’re late.


  MAUDSLEY: Bride’s privilege.


  Brock gives him a hard look.


  HARGRAVE: We’ve sacrificed a Martian!


  Stew sits up, grinning and sweating. He wipes his face.


  Brock draws Jill aside.


  BROCK (quietly): You’re shaking.


  JILL (as quietly): I was—nearly in an accident.


  BROCK: How? Where?


  JILL: Outside here. I had a sort of—momentary—I don’t know—


  BROCK (his face hardening): Blackout’s the usual word.


  JILL: It wasn’t that.


  BROCK (sighing): You should have been with me. I should have been driving you. I’m sorry, I couldn’t make last night.


  JILL: Peter, please.


  BROCK: So you’ll get accident-prone.


  JILL: Nothing happened.


  She turns, aware that the others are watching them now. The house is as oppressive inside as out. Changes have only worsened it. The great curving staircase now embraces a lift shaft. Air-conditioning ducts run everywhere and spare sections of ducting lie stacked about the place. There are coils of cable and other debris. Wires dangle unconnected from the walls. A low-level reception desk shelters the sergeant.


  BROCK: Welcome to Taskerlands. It doesn’t look much now but wait till it’s finished—then you’ll get the full horror.


  COLLINSON: Don’t put them off.


  BROCK: Everybody know Roy Collinson, house master and bunny mother?


  COLLINSON: Hold on.


  BROCK: Any problems about the move—getting digs in the area, housing wives and harems—see Colly.


  EDDIE: Why is it called that?


  COLLINSON: Taskerlands?


  EDDIE: Yes, what’s it mean?


  DOW: Work!


  COLLINSON: It was built by a man called Tasker and these were his lands. He made a fortune out of iron railings.


  HARGRAVE: It’s not—ancient?


  COLLINSON: Sorry to disappoint. It was built about 1880. Mostly owned by the one family. Requisitioned during World War Two—the American forces had it. Derelict ever since.


  Some laughter.


  BROCK: Right. Let’s butter their paws. Come on—(Leading the way briskly) Lift, soon to operate, I hope. My office is up there.


  EDDIE: Very palatial.


  BROCK: Of course, or why be boss? Reception desk, with Sergeant Patterson. Sergeant, get to know these faces.


  SERGEANT (nodding and grinning): I know some already, sir.


  BROCK: From here on, we’re secret. So no chums in, no parties in the canteen—which by the way is through there and extremely decent.


  COLLINSON: And working.


  BROCK: Loos that way, also working. And now—


  He opens the lab door and leads the way in.


  The laboratory is large and well equipped. It is filled with benches and steel shelves holding all kinds of equipment. Crates still unpacked stand round the walls.


  There are a couple of TV cameras on roller tripods, large monitors, oscillographs, thermographs, a spectrum analyser.


  Separated off from the rest by a glazed partition is the computer section. This is the territory of Jill and Stew. There is the usual teleprinter for data communications—a plotter of automatic graphs . . . a high-speed line printer. But only a couple of the conventional tape storage units with their heavy tape spools visible through windows.


  BROCK: This is Lab One. Soon there’ll be two others like it to spread into. And if that’s not enough there are five hundred acres outside to sit and think in.


  MAUDSLEY: Who else is coming here?


  BROCK: Nobody. Just us.


  HARGRAVE: But it’s enormous.


  BROCK: We’ll get bigger. I’ll expand the team with people I choose. Hand-picked. The best. Same as you’re the best.


  STEW: Flattery, Pete..


  MAUDSLEY: Gets him a lot of places.


  DOW: Yeah.


  HARGRAVE: This lot.


  MAUDSLEY: Fantastic.


  DOW: Too good to be true.


  HARGRAVE: After North Acton, eh!


  STEW: What about the other crowd? The washing machine?


  DOW: Here?


  BROCK: Forget it.


  DOW: That bunch in here?


  BROCK: No! Can’t you get it through your heads—you’re special! Incredible as it may seem, you are! I’ll spell it out. This—place—is—ours. It—is—all—for—us. Because—we—are—on—the Big One! (He surveys their faces) D’you want a pep talk? D’you really want that?


  DOW: About the Japs?


  STEW: He’s a bit simple. Brilliant but simple.


  BROCK: Cliff—it is always about the Japs. In ten years they are going to have us all by whatever part of our anatomy they pick. There will be no electronics industry anywhere in the world but theirs. Unless—


  EDDIE: I think we’ve a good chance.


  BROCK: We’ve got only a single chance. We’ve got to play a card so high they can’t top it.


  STEW (mock-Japanese): Aah, so!


  BROCK: A completely new recording medium.


  STEW: Already have in honourable pocket.


  EDDIE: Shut up, Stew.


  STEW (seriously): What about tape, though?


  EDDIE: Tape’s finished.


  STEW: They can still improve—


  EDDIE: Its day is done.


  BROCK: Stew. (He has a spool in his hand) Magnetic tape is compact, responsive, all the sales chat-up says. (He pulls some loose and crushes it in his fingers) Also delicate and prone to lose its memory.


  MAUDSLEY: Like Cliff here.


  BROCK: As you rightly say. (He tosses the spool down) It’s time, gentlemen, for a breakthrough. Just record me, say, the whole of Wagner’s Ring cycle inside a pin head—with instant playback, of course—


  MAUDSLEY: Gimme till lunchtime.


  BROCK: —and you can name your royalties.


  EDDIE (hungrily): It is royalties, then?


  BROCK: Forget about bonuses, you’ll be right in there. I’ve got his word on it.


  EDDIE: Himself?


  BROCK: Yesterday. “Just put the boot into ould Nippon!” is how he delicately phrased it. So—if you want to be millionaires, it’s a crash programme. Find the medium and everything else follows.


  DOW: The hardware?


  BROCK: We’d take the lot. Computers—TV—home recording—satellites—they all follow. Then Ryan Electrics becomes Ryan International becomes Ryan Interspatial. It is up to you.


  EDDIE: I love this man’s modesty.


  BROCK: Thanks to Eddie you’ll find all your junk in familiar order.


  EDDIE: Disorder.


  BROCK: Obviously. Sorry.


  EDDIE: All that string.


  BROCK: Now. Your pet projects will go on as before—Eddie’s digital crystal and so on—but we’re going to try something new. We’ll correlate all results together.


  MAUDSLEY: But Pete—if there’s no connection—


  BROCK: The computer might spot one. (Doubtful noises) Every clue counts.


  EDDIE: It puts a lot on the computer.


  All eyes go to Jill. She is standing by the computer, her expression strange, as if she is still under the heavy apprehension that nearly made her crash the car.


  BROCK: Jill’s ready. She’s going to try something very sophisticated. Projections—extrapolations—a sort of randomised mix with an accelerated uncertainty principle. How’s that?


  Jill seems to come to herself.


  JILL: Something of the sort.


  BROCK: You all right?


  JILL: Yes, I—(As if to take attention away from herself, she turns to the twin tape storage units) What about data storage? Are those all we’ve got?


  BROCK: Colly. Computer storage room. When do we get it?


  COLLINSON: Oh yes. Well—


  BROCK: What?


  COLLINSON (embarrassed): There’ve been—problems.


  BROCK (quietly): You were here to solve them. (Controlling his anger) How far have they got with it? Colly, how much have they done?


  COLLINSON (bluntly): Nothing.


  Brock stares at him in disbelief, then makes for the door.


  BROCK: Let me see!


  He stamps off down the passage. Collinson looks at Jill. They both follow.


  THE STORAGE ROOM


  Brock throws open a massive door. There is still a notice screwed to it reading “U.S. ARMY. STORE ROOM”.


  The room is immense. It could contain a small house. The walls go up 15 or 20 feet to meet the bare and rotting beams of the roof. The walls are covered with wooden panelling that now hangs away from them in sagging sheets.


  There is a single window at one end, high up and half smothered by the ivy we saw outside.


  Apart from a workmen’s trestle table, standing in the rubble, it is completely bare. A few square yards of the rotten panelling have been torn down and thrown on the floor. Then work seems to have been abandoned.


  Brock stands in the middle of the room, unable to believe it.


  BROCK: It—it simply isn’t—! Five months and not a single—! Why didn’t you report it?


  Collinson joins him. Jill stays in the doorway.


  COLLINSON: I knew there were reasons they had to finish the priority jobs.


  BROCK: Colly, this was priority!


  COLLINSON: To be fair, it wasn’t in phase one.


  BROCK: Refacing and air-conditioning and wiring—! Did they just forget it?


  COLLINSON: No.


  BROCK: What then?


  COLLINSON: Problems with the men. They claimed it was—I don’t know—a dirty job.


  BROCK: There’s dry rot! Do they think it’s catching! Look at those panels—I could shift the lot in half an hour!


  He grabs a swathe of distorted panelling and peels it back. It splits, disclosing shroud-like hangings of fungus. Dust scatters. Brock sneezes.


  He pulls savagely at another section and this too rips away. More fungus—and something else.


  BROCK: Stairs.


  Jill comes to look. The steps are little more than pegs in the wall, scarcely a foot wide and very badly worn—hollowed, sloping and uneven.


  COLLINSON: Yes, they saw those.


  BROCK: The men?


  He tugs at the next section of panelling, it is more resistant but it shows them enough.


  JILL: They don’t lead anywhere.


  The steps run from ground level to about eight feet up and then stop.


  BROCK: Surely that wasn’t what—? (Sourly, as he releases the panel) What else did they find? A skeleton?


  COLLINSON: No-o.


  BROCK: Anything?


  COLLINSON: As a matter of fact, yes. About thirty tins of Spam.


  BROCK: Spam!


  COLLINSON: And a letter to Father Christmas.


  He nods at the trestle table. With a comic groan Brock goes to look. There is a pile of rusty tins. He picks one up.


  BROCK: U.S. Army issue.


  COLLINSON: Doubt if it’s fit now. They must have got forced in through the panelling. The Yanks used this for a store.


  BROCK: Painted it khaki!


  COLLINSON: Trying to quell the rot.


  BROCK: Even then?


  COLLINSON: It was empty before the war. When the rot gets really going like this they call it weeping. Weeping fungus.


  Brock glares at the membranes of rot with personal enmity. There is a piece of paper on the table—a half disintegrated sheet that looks as if it was previously folded up in a tight wad. Jill picks it up and tries to make out the faded scrawl.


  JILL: “Christmas Eve . . .”


  COLLINSON: Oh yes, that’s it.


  JILL: “What . . . I want for . . . Christmas . . .”


  COLLINSON: A kid’s writing.


  His manner has changed—tight and nervous.


  Brock suddenly attacks the wall, kicking out a great piece of panelling. Rot and dead wood and dust go flying. He kicks at it again, hacking more away with his foot.


  BROCK: Even the stone’s got it!


  COLLINSON: It’s just—very old.


  BROCK: 1880?


  COLLINSON: Ah, that’s when they panelled it in. These walls are a lot older than the rest of the house. They’ve just been—built onto. In fact, they must have been knocked down and rebuilt and generally messed about a lot in the last thousand years. (Brock stares at him) Oh, yes. The foundations might be Saxon.


  BROCK: Saxon!


  COLLINSON: Just an amateur opinion.


  BROCK: My God—!


  COLLINSON: Informed amateur.


  BROCK: If you’re right, you see what it means? (in despair) They’ll be in here—the environment boys, the conservationists—nailing their little notices on the door and writs and—they could stop everything! If they get on to it—(Thinking furiously)—what about the architect?


  COLLINSON (with contempt): That architect!


  BROCK: Didn’t he spot it?


  COLLINSON: Not till the day he quit.


  BROCK (a tight smile): Right! If we go ahead fast—get everything concreted over and the machines in—while we can! Where are the men now?


  COLLINSON: Working on the back.


  BROCK: Come on! (In the doorway he turns) Don’t worry, love, you’ll get your storage room!


  They hurry off along the passage. Jill shivers. It is cold here, the chill suddenly striking. She follows.


  As the men’s footsteps fade they seem to echo inside the room. Curiously changed, though—this is a rapid pattering.


  The effect is so startling that Jill spins round expecting to see another person. And finds nobody. She forces calm on herself and makes for the door. As she reaches it the sense of another presence behind her is overwhelming. She halts and steadies herself against the doorpost. Quite deliberately, she turns to look.


  And sees a figure.


  It is standing high up on the peg-like steps. The figure of a woman in black, its face hidden by arms raised in front of it. It looks as if it is on the point of falling. Still and rigid.


  In the same moment that the vision lasts—and it is only a moment—there is a shrill rasp in the air. A human scream that has lost its humanity, denatured and dead.


  Then silence. The steps empty.


  Jill twists about and clings to the doorpost, beyond crying out. She claws her way into the passage. In the entrance hall she can see Brock and Collinson talking to one of the builders’ men.


  JILL (hoarsely): Peter—


  He turns. As he starts towards her she pitches forward . . .


  BROCK’S SUITE – LIVING QUARTERS


  Jill is huddled on a convertible bed. Her knees are drawn up beside her and her fists are bunched. She has come out of the first shock into a paroxysm of violent, confused sobbing.


  Brock is trying to calm her.


  BROCK: All right now, all right. Jill!


  He pulls her crumpled face round. Her eyes open but it takes her a moment to focus on him. She looks like a child that can’t explain what hurts. Then panic rises again.


  JILL: I can’t stay here, I’ve got to get away! Take me away! (wildly) Peter!


  She sits up, tense and trembling, her fists held tight against her breasts and her body rigid. She is on the brink of hysteria.


  He moves closer, stroking her, soothing her.


  BROCK: Jill, Jill, Jill. Easy now. (He kisses her but she stays rigid in his arms) I’m sorry. I didn’t listen to you before. Tell me about it.


  JILL: What?


  BROCK: The accident.


  JILL: It isn’t that.


  BROCK: Tell me.


  JILL: I—I hit a pile of sand, that’s all. There were vans and—I couldn’t have been watching. (Suddenly) I hate this place! I didn’t want to come here!


  BROCK: No. You didn’t. (His face sets a little. Now he feels he knows where he is. They are on old ground. He sits back. Her fists are still pressed tight against her body like a barrier. He gently eases them down) Here. Dump the moist hankie.


  JILL (opening her hand): Not—not a hankie.


  Brock takes it.


  BROCK: Oh. Father Christmas’s letter.


  She shakes her head.


  BROCK (reading): “What I want . . . for Christmas is . . . please go away. Signed Martin Tasker”. Well.


  JILL (whispering): Not what you’d say.


  BROCK: I don’t know. One of my kids is like that, hates the idea of him coming down the chimney.


  JILL: It wasn’t to Father Christmas.


  BROCK: Who, then?


  JILL: I know. I think I know!


  Again the rising note of hysteria. Brock hardens himself against it. He gets up.


  The room is only half finished. It will be very luxurious indeed but at present is still a mess of hanging wires and unopened crates.


  BROCK: How do you like it now? They’ve done a bit since we came down that time. All the shelving and—(He looks into the adjoining office, where a huge desk stands in a sea of unsecured carpet, and back to her) I quite liked it even without the shelving. Didn’t you? (Her face is unresponsive) You know what all this is about. You’re getting at me. (He waits for a protest but there isn’t any) Mind you, I quite enjoyed your previous ploys. “How are Christine and the kids? How are Timothy’s mumps? How’s the dog’s toothache?” Oh my Jilly. You’re a very female one. (He sits on the bed) I need you. I know you weren’t keen to transfer but I need you for your brain as well—if that doesn’t sound crass but of course it does. If you’re in doubt ask Eddie and the boys. (He strokes her forehead) What’s in there is so rare and . . . valuable. (After a moment) Do it your own way. Commute home to old mummy or stay here. Stay? (She says nothing) Sometimes, anyway.


  Jill looks him straight in the face. She is calmer, but only by her own effort.


  JILL: I saw a ghost.


  Just for a moment Brock’s eyes soften—then the response dies and they are hard again. He gets up briskly.


  BROCK: Let’s get out of here for a while. Leave Colly to fight the labour relations.


  He helps her up. when she is on her feet he kisses her.


  JILL: Let’s go . . .


  A LOCAL PUBLIC HOUSE


  The brewers’ gimmick when they face-lifted this roadside pub was ‘motoring’. The beer handles are gaitered gear levers, and the whole bar looks like an accessory shop. Babycham bottles peep through spokes and steering wheels. Muffled muzak throbs.


  Any jollity is dispelled by the bar lady, a genteel harridan, who forks out cold meats and pickles for Jill and Brock. Her helper, an ungainly little countrywoman, is allowed to work the beer engine.


  HELPER (beaming): One Danish draught, one Super-Strong.


  BROCK: One for yourself.


  HELPER: Ta.


  BAR LADY: No, thank you. Are they really making poison gas up there?


  BROCK: No—we aren’t.


  BAR LADY: It’s what I heard.


  BROCK: Not a whiff.


  BAR LADY (wearily): I mean germs. You know what I mean.


  Feeling Jill’s tension rise, he puts his hand over hers.


  JILL: Do you know the place?


  BAR LADY: I’ve only been here a month. That’ll be—with the bread—one pound eighty pee. (As Brock pays) I mean, it won’t do us any good. These days people don’t like that sort of thing.


  JILL: It’s nothing bad!


  BAR LADY (freezingly): We all know what secret means.


  She moves away to attend more favoured customers. The helper grimaces and lifts her glass.


  HELPER: Cheers. I believe it’s been made very nice.


  JILL: Do you know it?


  HELPER: I used to. Well, sort of.


  JILL: You went there?


  HELPER: Not actually in. It was during the war when the Yanks was there. (She leans forward with a grotesque confidential giggle) I was a good-time girl!


  BROCK: Hooray for you.


  HELPER (pleased): Yes, well—why not? They was nice boys. And the nylons!


  JILL: Did they talk about the house?


  HELPER: Ooh—it was all generals and people. Some headquarters. Eisenhower was there once.


  JILL: I mean—what was it like inside?


  HELPER (puzzled): No. Very posh, I expect. There was one boy, though—(Fondness shows)—He was a caution. He said—now lemme think—oh dear, he had all these funny words, y’see, he was a coloured boy. I know—guppy. He said there was guppies in the store—that’s where he worked—


  BROCK: Guppies are fish. Tropical.


  HELPER: Oh dear. Duppies?


  A man in his late twenties moves along behind the bar, aproned and carrying a crate of bottles.


  MAN: He must have meant rats.


  HELPER: You don’t know, Alan.


  ALAN: Taskerlands is full of rats. We used to play up there when I was a kid.


  HELPER: Oh yes—you and that Jackie and—


  She breaks off in some curious embarrassment. He gives her a hard look and goes on with emphasis, as if to prove he doesn’t mind talking about it.


  ALAN: Yes, old Jackie. We used to do dares.


  JILL: The end room—you know it?


  ALAN (after a moment): Yes. Stand there in the dark, after a bit you’d hear ’em all noising about and squealing.


  JILL: Did you see them?


  ALAN: What was there to see? If they was behind the woodwork?


  He moves off with his crate. Brock glances at Jill. She is trembling.


  JILL: Who else would know about it? About the house?


  THE VICARAGE LIBRARY


  The vicar is in his sixties. He is a scholar gone completely to seed. He has opened an old glass-fronted bookcase and is searching hopelessly through the mess inside. It is crammed to bursting with tattered journals and folders and exercise books. Bundles fall, scattering dust.


  Brock and Jill are with him. All her tension has returned.


  VICAR: You’ve seen the parish registers. Not many Taskers there . . . among the births and marriages and . . . they were not . . . statistically prominent. But apart from the registers I really don’t know—


  BROCK: We’re wasting your time.


  JILL: No, please—


  VICAR: It’s quite all right, if I can only—


  JILL: I just thought there might be something more—personal. About the family and the house.


  VICAR (opening an exercise book): Old sermons. Now who on earth would want to hear today about . . . about . . . ?


  JILL: Did you know them? The Taskers?


  VICAR: Eh? Oh . . . they’d all gone before I came. Died out. That last one was a recluse, I believe. Now—there must be some odds and ends from my predecessor’s time. I fancy—somewhere here—(He suddenly turns to them with eyes brightened by a vital recollection) You know? It came to me the other day—about pollution. It’s the modern rediscovery of sin. The only form it can take in a materialistic world! (He is delighted with his notion) All the rubbish and mess—that’s the new wickedness! And they can see it! The sudden conviction of—of—of non-returnable bottles! Eh?


  BROCK (uncomfortably): Yes, Jill, I think—


  VICAR: Then sackcloth and ashes. Plenty of ashes!


  BROCK: I think we’d better get back.


  VICAR: Oh dear.


  BROCK: This—was just a thought.


  VICAR (moving with them to the door): Yes, well I . . . Come again and p’raps by then I—


  BROCK: Thanks anyway.


  VICAR: They must have been funny people. There was something about an exorcism once—


  JILL: Exorcism!


  VICAR (shaking his head): Now I can’t approve of that. I know it’s in the prayer-book, but—oh, dear, dear!


  JILL: You do mean—laying a ghost?


  Her intensity catches at Brock.


  VICAR: It was either there or . . . now was it? Ah! (He seems to change his mind) I may be maligning them.


  JILL: When was it?


  VICAR: Oh—long, long ago. (Then he brightens out of his vagueness and happily remounts his hobby-horse. He beams) I feel I’m obsolete but not sinful—I cause so little pollution. Apart from tea-leaves—and my hens eat those up—


  OUTSIDE TASKERLANDS HOUSE – DUSK


  Jill’s Austin pulls out of the corner behind the building materials, backfiring repeatedly. Brock holds up his hand to halt her and runs round behind the car to kick the sand out of her exhaust pipe. He waves her on. Engine running more smoothly, she turns away down the drive.


  Brock watches her go. His face is serious. He has sent her off early. The other cars still stand parked. After a moment he starts towards the caravan. There is a light in its window.


  INSIDE THE CARAVAN


  Brock looks in and finds Collinson at work with two fingers on a portable typewriter by the light of an angle poise lamp.


  BROCK: How did it go?


  COLLINSON: Well—they’ve made a start, clearing the old panelling out. I’m just making a report. (As Brock glances back at the house) I’d leave them to it. They were decidedly tricky.


  BROCK: Any reason given?


  COLLINSON: No. They just don’t like it. Come in—have a drink.


  BROCK: Good idea.


  Collinson clears a space for him. The whole caravan is tightly packed with files and office equipment as well as personal things, but method keeps everything in place. He produces whisky and glasses from a tiny cupboard, ice from an equally tiny fridge.


  COLLINSON: How’s Jill now?


  BROCK: I’ve sent her home.


  COLLINSON: Just as well. A nasty shake-up.


  BROCK: It wasn’t just the car.


  COLLINSON: Oh?


  BROCK (after a moment): Bloody woman!


  He sits frowning. Collinson watches him.


  COLLINSON (carefully): I’ve only admired her from afar but . . . I’d say she’s the type that . . . hurts easily.


  Brock seems not to hear him. So he goes on pouring out the drinks.


  BROCK: Colly—were there any rats?


  COLLINSON: Where?


  BROCK: In the end room?


  COLLINSON: No.


  BROCK: No sign there’d been any?


  COLLINSON: Rats wouldn’t have left that Spam. They’d have chewed those tins open in no time.


  BROCK: They could do that?


  COLLINSON: The teeth of a hungry rat—! Here—


  He passes Brock his glass.


  BROCK: Cheers. (He glances at Collinson’s report) I’ve got some work to finish too. I might stop over tonight.


  COLLINSON: Break in the Director’s suite a bit? (Brock nods absently. Collinson drinks and watches him, noticing his quietness) I was up in town last week. Dropped in on the legal department. One or two things I wanted to clear up about the house here—covenants and so on. They’ve got boxes and boxes of stuff—passed over by the trustees, I suppose. I brought one back. (Brock is still showing no attention. Collinson digs out an ancient document box and squeaks it open) One or two curiosities in it. How d’you like this? (He takes out a document) Application for the holding of a service of exorcism.


  BROCK: What!


  COLLINSON: August 1892.


  BROCK: Let me see—


  He grabs the document. Collinson follows it with a thin ledger.


  COLLINSON: Full record of the alleged haunting. Evidence, I suppose.


  BROCK: Louisa Hanks—


  COLLINSON: That was her. There’s even a report of her death.


  He passes Brock a newspaper cutting.


  BROCK: 1890—


  COLLINSON: Two years before.


  BROCK: “Sad mishap at Taskerlands. Louisa Hanks, an under maid in the employ of Mr. Horace Tasker, yesterday fell to her death from a flight of steps while engaged about her duties”. That’s all.


  COLLINSON: Pretty good press for an under-maid in those days.


  Brock stares at him.


  BROCK: And they thought that she—?


  COLLINSON: More than thought. They kept a note of all the times and dates, went on doing it for ages afterwards. You see, the ghost-laying didn’t take.


  Brock looks from the ledger to the document. to the cutting . . . back to Collinson’s steady face.


  BROCK: Have you seen it?


  Collinson shakes his head.


  COLLINSON: Only heard.


  BROCK’S SUITE – OFFICE, NIGHT


  Brock is walking uneasily about his office. Everything in him resists the idea. on the other hand—


  He goes to the window and looks down into the dark forecourt. He can see the lighted windows of the caravan. More by way of fidgeting than from any urgent need to communicate, he picks up the phone and presses buttons.


  BROCK: Christine . . . look, honey, I’m still at this place, I won’t be home . . . Oh, the move, various buffooneries. It’s all right, I’ve eaten. All I should. How’s whatsisname, the horse . . . Yes, Chuffy . . . it was that hoof? Aha . . . Oh, good. Love to the kids, then.


  He puts the phone down. And sits frowning. And comes to a decision. He pulls his jacket on and hurries out.


  ENTRANCE HALL AND PASSAGE


  The stairway that descends beside the lift shaft is narrow, lit by temporary fixtures.


  Brock comes down. At the foot of the stairs he stands by the deserted reception desk and listens. Not a sound.


  He moves slowly along the dim passage, putting his feet down as quietly as he can without making a performance of it. The door of the storage room is shut. He stands by it and listens again.


  For a few seconds there is no sound . . . then the same rapid pattering Jill heard, that might come from the feet of a very small human or a very large rat.


  He puts his hand to the doorknob. In the same instant there is a cry—again the same that Jill experienced, a hoarse rasp. It is almost as if he had caused it.


  He instinctively takes his hand from the knob for a moment. Then he grips it firmly . . . no sound . . . and throws the door open. As he fumbles for the light switch there is a little rush of noises . . . the pattering, the cry, very faint.


  At the click of the switch it all ceases.


  He looks round the storage room. He sees nothing move. A quantity of panelling has been ripped out by the workmen and left on the floor.


  Then the sounds come again. The pattering—and, curiously close, the cry: A short, denatured screech, almost in his ear.


  It comes again . . . and again.


  Brock backs away.


  THE LABORATORY – DAY


  Coloured indicator lamps are flashing on a “breadboard”—a rough experimental lash-up of electronic components and printed circuits. Maudsley is making adjustments to the controls on a temporary panel, while Dow takes notes.


  Eddie Holmes has one eye to an optical tube with many large-handled but delicate adjusters. It is supported in a frame that is gripped tight in a vice. A couple of feet in front of him, clamped to the same frame, is a kind of crystalline box, a thing of exquisite complexity.


  Eddie is peering into the heart of the box.


  EDDIE: Try going down two nanoseconds.


  MAUDSLEY: Down two.


  Eddie’s other eye is open too but trained to ignore that it sees. It ignores the lab door opening and Brock coming in, followed by Jill.


  BROCK: I’ve got something to tell you all. (Eddie looks up with both eyes. He rubs them. Brock looks deliberately round the room, waiting for faces to lift from apparatus) We’ve got a ghost!


  For a moment, nobody knows how to take the announcement. Whether he is expecting a laugh or not.


  EDDIE: I’m glad to hear it, Peter.


  MAUDSLEY: Every home should have one.


  HARGRAVE: Every stately home.


  EDDIE: Had me worried, the lack of class.


  Collinson comes in. Brock turns to him.


  COLLINSON: Not a chance.


  BROCK: Talk to them yourself?


  COLLINSON: I did. Push it any further and there’ll be a general walk-out.


  BROCK: That’s it, then.


  He turns to the others. They are even more puzzled.


  EDDIE: What’s this about, Peter?


  STEW: Did you say ghost?


  BROCK: Silly word, don’t be put off. We could call it a phenomenon or something. Anyway it’s real. It’s got possession of the computer storage room and it’s stopped all work there.


  COLLINSON: The men won’t go back.


  STEW: They were going on about something in the canteen—


  DOW: Yes. I thought it was the muck.


  STEW: I wondered.


  BROCK: Whatever it is in there . . . I’ve heard it. Colly’s heard it. And Jill’s seen it.


  EDDIE: Jill—


  STEW: That what got you?


  JILL: Yes.


  STEW: What did you see?


  JILL: A woman.


  MAUDSLEY: Oh, come off it!


  EDDIE: She isn’t kidding.


  BROCK: None of us are.


  They don’t know how to react. Maudsley gives a nervous giggle.


  STEW: Let’s go in there.


  HARGRAVE: Why not? I’m ready—


  BROCK: All right. Thanks for the enthusiasm because I intend to use it.


  STEW: Eh?


  EDDIE: What d’you mean?


  BROCK: They once had a go at it with bell, book and candle. Well—we’re rather better equipped. (He lets this sink in) I’m going to chuck the lot at it.


  EDDIE: Go after it with—electronics and—and—


  BROCK: Find out exactly what makes it—well, it doesn’t tick, it patters its feet and screeches. Everything we get Jill’s going to program in the computer.


  EDDIE: Analyse a spook?


  BROCK: Say it’s . . . a mass of data waiting for a correct interpretation. Nobody’s ever managed it. I think we might.


  Collinson glances at Jill’s tight, strained face.


  COLLINSON: Can you spare the time?


  BROCK: No choice, Colly. It’s got us stuck . . .


  INSIDE THE STORAGE ROOM – DAY


  Something is hurled through from the passage, to land twisting like a heavy snake on the floor. It is a heavy cable with a multi-outlet head.


  MAUDSLEY: Ta.


  He plugs in a large tape-recorder. Nearby, Dow is sorting out microphones, including a parabolic reflector.


  DOW: Which mike, Pete?


  BROCK: Stereo. (To Jill) Where did you see it?


  JILL: Near the top of the steps.


  The panelling has been stripped from the end wall, exposing the steps, and from about half the remainder of the room. It reveals a bare stone wall with a row of large joist holes about half-way up.


  BROCK: Where she fell off.


  JILL: There must have been an upper floor. Where those holes are. D’you think she was going up to it?


  COLLINSON: No. This was a total ruin when Tasker bought. It’s all in the deeds. He just roofed it and patched it and made it part of his house. A sort of folly.


  JILL: Then—where was she going?


  BROCK: Probably a big aspidistra at the top and she had to water it.


  JILL: And died.


  BROCK: Odd, that. You’d have thought she’d just break a leg or something. It’s not high enough.


  JILL: High enough for poor Louisa. And then . . . they panelled the place over. To hide it all.


  They are all watching her. Rational by temperament and training, they are nevertheless uneasy in this place. There is something about its atmosphere that disturbs.


  EDDIE: There’s a big echo in here. We ought to measure it. Something to make a loud noise with? (At the table) What’s all this?


  JILL: Spam.


  EDDIE: Eh? Somebody feeding the ghost?


  He grins at her but the idea isn’t funny. It hits her. Items click together in her mind.


  JILL (almost a whisper): Perhaps they were.


  Eddie thumps a rusty tin on the table but rejects the idea. He goes on testing possible objects while Dow listens through his headphones. Hargrave points the parabolic reflector hopefully at the steps and locks it off.


  HARGRAVE: Now we wait. Think I’ll get my coat.


  MAUDSLEY: Get mine, will you?


  STEW (giving them a sour look): Oh spare us.


  HARGRAVE: What?


  STEW: This act, the ghostly shivers.


  HARGRAVE: No act.


  MAUDSLEY: It’s just—chilly. Don’t you feel it?


  STEW: Do you mind!


  Then he notices Jill. She is trembling, tightening her arms round herself.


  Eddie has improvised a clapper board out of two pieces of batten from a packing case. He smacks them sharply together. The percussion echoes through the room.


  EDDIE: How’s that?


  DOW: Okay, I’ll take it. (He switches the recorder on and speaks into the microphone) Testing room wavelength. Take one.


  Eddie produces another clash of metal . . . it echoes noticeably . . . then, after a few seconds, another percussion.


  JILL: Stop it. Oh stop it—!


  BROCK: That’s enough, Eddie.


  Through their very voices comes the harsh rasping screech. It repeats several times in rapid succession.


  There is wild excitement. The sound seems to break out in half a dozen places. They twist and turn to locate it. Then it is gone—in a single rapid patter of footsteps.


  They are left staring at each other.


  HARGRAVE: That was it! That was it!


  BROCK: It was by the steps.


  HARGRAVE (pointing down the room): No, over that way.


  EDDIE: It was by the door.


  MAUDSLEY: No, it wasn’t.


  EDDIE: Distinctly.


  They are all arguing and pointing; almost a nervous reaction.


  STEW: What did you hear?


  EDDIE: It was over there! I’m not crazy!


  MAUDSLEY: You could hardly hear it.


  EDDIE: It was deafening!


  BROCK: It wasn’t loud.


  EDDIE: Not loud? I heard it!


  BROCK: Just close.


  HARGRAVE: Hi, that’s right.


  BROCK: No perspective on it.


  STEW (to Maudsley): What did you hear?


  MAUDSLEY (shrugging): Not much.


  STEW: I didn’t hear anything.


  JILL: I saw her. Again.


  This stops the argument.


  BROCK: Same place?


  JILL: No, there. (She points to the middle of the room. Instinctively they turn to look at the spot) Black . . . clothes.


  EDDIE: Solid?


  JILL: Yes, quite solid.


  BROCK: Was she moving?


  JILL: I think so. There was something the matter. The way she moved—


  BROCK: How?


  JILL: Sort of—twisting.


  Brock looks at the others. Nobody has anything to add.


  BROCK: Let’s hear it again. Cliff—


  Dow turns the recorder spools back and switches on.


  DOW’S VOICE (recorded): Testing room wavelength. Take one.


  They hear the test sounds Eddie made and the two other voices cutting in.


  JILL’S VOICE: Stop it. Oh stop it—


  BROCK’S VOICE: That’s enough, Eddie.


  Then—silence, apart from small human exclamations.


  EDDIE: She’s not there. She didn’t record.


  DOW: I heard her in my headphones. I don’t get this.


  EDDIE: Let me check that thing.


  He crouches by the recorder. Uneasy glances are exchanged.


  HARGRAVE: She got away . . .


  THE LABORATORY – DAY


  More apparatus is being wheeled out of the laboratory towards the storage room: A TV monitor, TV cameras, thermographs. Jill slumps into her chair at the programming desk. Collinson is with her.


  JILL: It’s the screaming.


  COLLINSON: Yes.


  JILL: Could you hear it from the caravan?


  COLLINSON: No, only if I went to the room. But I—well, I just can’t take a woman’s screams.


  JILL: Soft-hearted.


  COLLINSON: I was with my wife in a car crash.


  JILL: Killed?


  COLLINSON: No. We divorced. Might have had something to do with it. This is even worse in a way.


  JILL: Worse?


  COLLINSON: A living person in that pain, you can try to help them. Here—you can’t. (Jill covers her face)—I’m going to be very old and stuffy and say drop the whole thing.


  JILL: No.


  COLLINSON: If you really see something it must mean—extra sensitivity.


  JILL: I’m a medium?


  COLLINSON: That makes it sound—


  JILL: Knocks on the table, one for yes, two for no.


  COLLINSON: I’m serious.


  She sees the concern in his face. Then Brock arrives with Stew.


  BROCK (to Stew): Get all Colly’s data on file. And stand by to take real time from next door.


  STEW (switching on his teleprinter): Okay.


  BROCK: Jill, can you start blocking something out? Heuristic stuff, really wild? (He glances at the tape storage units) Those won’t touch it. Book time on the central computer. If you need it, go through to Chicago. All in code, Colly, it stays our little secret.


  COLLINSON: Who pays?


  BROCK: Himself. Sure he’d love it if he knew! (Collinson passes Stew the old ledger and a plastic folder of neatly typed notes) Full record of the first five years from 1890. Also the past six months.


  STEW: What about the bit in between? The odd eighty years?


  BROCK: We’ve got a witness . . .


  HALF AN HOUR LATER IN THE STORAGE ROOM


  Alan is standing in the doorway of the storage room. He looks thoroughly bewildered. The room seems to be full of apparatus. Blank monitor screens flicker. Eddie and the others are tending and adjusting and improvising.


  ALAN: Cameras? What’s all this stuff? What’s it for?


  BROCK: I told you—ignore it.


  ALAN: I didn’t want to come.


  BROCK: A few simple questions. That won’t take long. (Alan doesn’t move from the doorway) Remember this room?


  ALAN: I was just a kid.


  BROCK: You did come in here?


  ALAN: I suppose so.


  BROCK: You’re not sure?


  ALAN: Well, I did, then.


  As if to prove it, he comes forward now.


  BROCK: How often?


  ALAN (evasively): We—we knew we weren’t rightly meant—


  BROCK: How many times?


  ALAN: I dunno.


  BROCK: In a year, say?


  ALAN: Ten times. A dozen.


  BROCK: You said between 1952 and 1955.


  ALAN: Yes.


  BROCK: Maybe a total of thirty visits? (Alan nods. Brock turns to the nearest microphone) Get that, Stew?


  INSIDE THE LABORATORY


  Stew and Jill are working at the computer. Stew leans across the teleprinter desk to a microphone.


  STEW: I got it.


  BROCK’S VOICE (through speaker): Fills in the model a bit.


  The teleprinter keys rattle beneath Stew’s fingers.


  INSIDE THE STORAGE ROOM


  Brock turns back to Alan.


  BROCK: And you heard—rats?


  ALAN: Sometimes.


  BROCK: Only sometimes?


  ALAN: Nearly every time, if we waited.


  INSIDE THE LABORATORY


  BROCK’S VOICE (through speaker): Nearly every time.


  Jill looks at Stew. He nods and keeps on typing it in.


  INSIDE THE STORAGE ROOM


  ALAN: We made these dares out of it, see? Old rats are dirty customers. They’ll go for you. We used to fool about all over this house. Smash it up a bit you know.


  BROCK: You’re a country lad. You know the sound rats make.


  ALAN (ignoring this): I reckon we must have bust all the windows. Real bad, we were. Used to see who could find a pane of glass still whole and—smash! Cost you a lot to put ’em back, did it? (He is talking faster, suddenly urgent) I better go now. There’ll be trouble if I don’t get back. That old cow down there, she—(He breaks off, listening. The others notice something too. Maudsley shivers. Dow tenses and makes a dive for the parabolic reflector. All of them sense the chill: Brock . . . Eddie . . . Alan) I reckon I’ll just get along.


  But he has hardly turned to go when there is a rapid pattering . . . a single rasping cry.


  INSIDE THE LABORATORY


  No sound comes through the speaker but Jill reacts.


  JILL (turning to Stew): It’s there! Can’t you hear it?


  INSIDE THE STORAGE ROOM


  The screech comes again and again.


  Alan stands paralysed as Eddie and the others try to bring their apparatus to bear. Cameras are swung on their tripods. Microphones scan the room.


  Alan stands staring at Brock. Suddenly he cracks. With a strangled exclamation he turns and bolts. He collides with Maudsley. He pushes Dow out of his way, trips over a cable and falls against a thermograph tripod. He goes down with it. Then he is crawling towards the doorway, frantic with terror.


  THE ENTRANCE HALL


  Alan drags himself along the passage, trying to regain his feet. But blood is spilling from a cut above one eye and he looks half stunned—only driven on by animal fear.


  As he sways against the wall Jill throws the lab door open. He jerks away from the sudden movement. He stumbles past the reception desk and the pop-eyed sergeant—and drops to his knees, trying to wipe the blood out of his eyes. As Jill catches him up he peers round to see who or what it is.


  ALAN: Don’t want to be—like Jackie—


  Brock appears in the passage, to find Jill crouching by Alan and the sergeant running to help.


  BROCK: All right. It’s over.


  SERGEANT: What happened, sir?


  BROCK: Get some water—whisky—anything—(As the sergeant hurries off, he makes for Alan) You never went into that room. Did you?


  ALAN: I did.


  BROCK: You’re lying.


  JILL: Peter—


  BROCK: You stayed at the door and listened. You knew what it was.


  JILL: Leave him alone!


  BROCK: You were afraid of it.


  JILL: Why not? Why shouldn’t he be? It’s a normal human reaction. He’s the sane one! We’re the freaks!


  Brock turns quickly down the passage.


  INSIDE THE STORAGE ROOM


  Dow is playing a tape recording back and getting only a confusion of bumps and scuffles and shouts. He looks up as Brock returns, and shakes his head.


  Eddie is watching a wildly swinging playback image on a monitor screen.


  EDDIE (turning to Brock): Nothing.


  Alan’s panic has brought something to the surface in them all. He has acted out the secret fear they suppress, and it needs more effort to keep a rational view of this unrecordable thing.


  THE ENTRANCE HALL


  The sergeant had brought water in a jug, and a glass. Alan has drunk some. Jill is washing the cut on his face.


  JILL: What happened to Jackie?


  ALAN: Eh?


  JILL: You said just now—


  ALAN: We never done nothing to him. It was the door got stuck. That door.


  JILL: He was inside the room?


  ALAN (nodding): We never meant—we couldn’t help it, could we? (His face is suddenly suffused with guilt) He’s all right, old Jackie.


  JILL: Did he . . . see it?


  ALAN (after a moment): He made out it spoke to him. And then . . . the others come.


  JILL (chilled): Others?


  ALAN: Just his talk, see.


  JILL: What happened to him?


  ALAN: He’s all right. Got this job, hasn’t he?


  JILL: Can I meet him?


  ALAN: What for? He don’t remember. (She stares at him) They took him up the County.


  JILL: Where?


  ALAN: The County. You know. They put him right. They can do that. He don’t care a button, he just laughs. All the time. He’s all right.


  She can say nothing. Seeing Brock returning, Alan moves off abruptly and heads for the outer door.


  BROCK (calling): Wait a minute—I’ll get a car to take you—


  JILL (fiercely): Let him go!


  Then Alan has gone. They look at each other. Brock is showing the same strain as the rest of his team.


  The phone rings on the reception desk, grating raw nerves.


  SERGEANT (answering it): Reception . . . Yes, he is. (To Brock) Mr. Ryan’s office.


  It is like a cold douche. Brock takes the phone.


  BROCK: Brock . . . Oh . . . Helen, my love, how are you? . . . Yes, we’re settling in nicely . . . (Alarmed) Crawshaw? But—that’s all been settled, there’s no question of—there’s no room for him here! . . . (Alarm subsiding) Talk to him? Well . . . I just don’t want to see the man, I’m in the middle of an experiment. Look, is he there? (He manages a grisly jocularity) Himself, th’ould grey widow maker? . . . I see, when’s he back? . . . All right, then, under duress. Tomorrow. ’Bye. (He puts the phone down) Hell!


  JILL: Experiment . . .


  THE LABORATORY – DAY


  A display screen flickers. Tiny flicks of blue light jump up and hold, building into an irregular graph-like pattern.


  JILL: I don’t know what you’d call that. The time since she died.


  BROCK: Quasi-life.


  JILL: All right, her quasi-life. During it she must have made eight thousand appearances, minimum.


  BROCK: Sound only?


  JILL: Yes. In vision, about a tenth as many.


  Eddie and the others are gathering round to watch. There is a curious tension growing in them, a sense of the rational put under severe strain.


  EDDIE: Sounds a hell of a lot.


  JILL: Spread over all those years, it isn’t. And there’s a cyclic factor. Bursts of activity.


  She indicates the peaks of the display.


  BROCK: 1905 looks a good year. All round there.


  JILL: The time of the letter.


  BROCK: Yes . . . it could have been.


  STEW: What letter?


  BROCK: One to Father Christmas except that it wasn’t.


  JILL: From Martin Tasker aged 8. Later to die a recluse.


  Brock moves aside for the others to inspect the display.


  BROCK: See them? Patches of concentrated haunting.


  EDDIE: Let’s scrap that word.


  BROCK: Haunt?


  EDDIE: Yes.


  MAUDSLEY: It blows Eddie’s mind.


  EDDIE: It gets in the way. Like the jokey talk.


  MAUDSLEY: Saw a ghost eating toast


  Halfway up a lamp post!


  EDDIE (rounding on him): Shut up!


  The tension has thickened.


  BROCK: Eddie’s right. Let’s cut out all the loaded words. Ghost . . . spook . . . apparition . . . phantom.


  EDDIE: Supernatural.


  BROCK: Yes, that’s a beauty. Spectre . . . wraith . . . spirit.


  HARGRAVE: Like a rollcall.


  BROCK: This isn’t a little shade that couldn’t get into heaven because the pearly gates were shut. It’s something else, something interesting.


  A tiny silence.


  JILL: You don’t want her to be alive.


  EDDIE: Do you think it is?


  JILL: No.


  EDDIE: Well, then—


  JILL: I might be wrong.


  BROCK: Is anybody religious?


  JILL: I don’t mean that. Just—respect. For her, I suppose.


  MAUDSLEY: Old Louisa?


  JILL: She wasn’t old, she was nineteen.


  Brock gives her a long hard look.


  BROCK: You’ve demolished her! I know you, love, I know how your mind works. You’re on the track of something that serves her up as a very dry dish indeed—and you feel funny about it. Come on. Give!


  JILL (hesitantly): It’s just the first rough model. (She flips a switch. A wide coil of paper chatters and spills from the line printer) I took the sudden coldness as basic. A temperature drop of at least three degrees or we wouldn’t notice it.


  EDDIE: Fair enough.


  JILL: Taking the volume of air in that room—and varying times from ten to ninety seconds—what we get is a power flow between 20 and 200 kilowatts a minute.


  EDDIE: A heat pump.


  STEW: A furnace in reverse!


  Brock studies the print-out.


  JILL: Peter you see what’s coming out there? Heat drawn rapidly from the surroundings and concentrated.


  EDDIE: Ionisation?


  BROCK: Hot spots forming in the air.


  EDDIE: Like—fireballs.


  BROCK: Converting into other forms of energy—sound waves—light . . . (doubtfully) It’d be quite a process. Crude energy forming itself into regular, recognisable patterns. I don’t know . . .


  EDDIE: Let’s make a practical start. Search for these—hot spots, see if they exist.


  STEW (amused): Hot spots.


  MAUDSLEY: Ay, ay, Eddie.


  DOW: Dirty old man.


  EDDIE (eagerly): We’ve got heat sensors—we can do it. Two stages—a wide scan, then home in. It’s the crossover stage—we can improvise there—(Already on the move, he turns impatiently) Come on, then!


  DOW (as he follows): Hot spots.


  MAUDSLEY: Carry me to the Kasbah.


  Jill watches them go.


  JILL: Well, Eddie buys it . . .


  INSIDE THE STORAGE ROOM – DAY


  A thermograph detector is being slowly panned on a tripod by Maudsley. Eddie and the others are setting up black boxes improvised out of used canteen containers, with trailing wire and small lamps sprouting. Eddie places one on the top step.


  EDDIE: Early warning. Any quick temperature change—this lamp comes on. Half a dozen altogether, that should cover the—


  Turning to point the others out to Brock, standing below, he nearly slips off the worn steps.


  BROCK: Watch it!


  EDDIE (steadying himself): Following in Louisa’s footsteps!


  BROCK: One’s enough . . .


  INSIDE THE LABORATORY


  Stew and Jill are working slowly through a data routine.


  STEW: I don’t buy it either. I’ve never felt cold in there.


  Jill breaks off and swivels to face him.


  JILL: Never once?


  STEW: Not a goose-pimple.


  JILL: But—you’re skinny. You’re a natural shiverer.


  STEW: Yeah. Wrap up warm, Stew, me mum always says. (He frowns at his work) Struck another bug.


  JILL: Okay. Re-run.


  Stew presses keys. The teleprinter starts typing out its data so far. Brock comes in.


  BROCK: How’s it going? Trying more variables?


  JILL: There are some we missed.


  BROCK: Such as?


  JILL: The strength of people’s reactions.


  BROCK: To it?


  JILL: Everybody’s is different. One hears hardly at all. Why?


  BROCK: It’s what you’d expect. Strength of eyesight or hearing.


  JILL: What about Stew?


  STEW: I still don’t get a thing.


  BROCK: Okay, you’re ghostproof. Like colourblind.


  JILL: Good. I’m running a fresh program. I’m going to put him in it.


  BROCK: What?


  JILL: I’m running Stew in it as a parameter.


  STEW: Fame at last.


  BROCK: What’s the idea?


  JILL: He’s significant.


  BROCK: How?


  STEW: Don’t mind me.


  But Jill’s intensity grips Brock.


  JILL: Suppose . . . Stew was your only witness. In that case, would she . . . walk? D’you see what I mean? Would—she—walk—for—him?


  Brock begins to get it . . .


  INSIDE THE STORAGE ROOM


  Rapid footsteps patter in the storage room. This time they seem to run the whole length of it.


  Maudsley swings a thermograph scanner wildly, trying to follow the sound. Eddie scrambles to help him.


  Dow is aiming the parabolic microphone in another direction. Brock and Hargrave are busy with more thermographs. But all the monitor screens fed by these machines remain blank.


  Jill comes into the doorway with Stew.


  A harsh rasping squeal. The footsteps break into half a dozen crossing patterns.


  Suddenly Jill sees it: A black figure at the foot of the steps, clawing its way up as if in slow motion, somehow almost paralysed.


  JILL: Look!


  Hargrave sees it too.


  HARGRAVE (pointing): There it is! (Brock abandons his thermograph. He sees nothing. The steps are empty) It was there! Right there! Sort of creeping! You must have seen her!


  He runs to the spot as if he expects to find some trace and turns to them, baffled.


  BROCK: Just you and Jill.


  EDDIE (bitterly): No warning! (He snatches up one of his black boxes and breathes noisily, angrily, on the element. It instantly lights up) Oh, it works now!


  He shakes the thing until the contents rattle.


  Brock looks round. Stew is still standing in the doorway. Meeting Brock’s eyes, he shakes his head. Brock turns to Jill. She is standing stiffly, controlling herself with an effort.


  JILL: I saw her face this time. She’s frightened . . . !


  BROCK’S SUITE – LIVING QUARTERS, NIGHT


  Jill sits hunched over a drink. Brock is getting one for himself.


  JILL: She’s running from something.


  BROCK: The footsteps.


  JILL: Always running.


  BROCK: Probably old Tasker coming to pinch her bum. Three times round the table and the girl is mine, ha, ha.


  JILL (emotionally): She died!


  BROCK: It’s really getting to you. (That does it. She rubs and dabs at her face as tears start streaming) . . . Jill.


  JILL: Oh, Peter—to be afraid like that!


  He sits and pulls her to him. She is shaking.


  BROCK: Are you afraid? Of all this?


  JILL: No. I don’t think so—


  BROCK: What, then?


  JILL (with difficulty): It’s—the thought of it. Of there being nothing left of you but—just enough to repeat the worst moment of your life over and over again!


  BROCK: That doesn’t happen.


  JILL: But if it did—if she knew—


  BROCK: Look, love, we talked about it. We all agreed—


  JILL: Could there be anything there that knows?


  BROCK: Not in my book.


  JILL: Just—a dead mechanism?


  BROCK: That’s all that’s left.


  JILL: It’s horrible. But it’s better than knowing. I couldn’t bear it if she knew!


  He strokes her, gentling her.


  BROCK: All right, love.


  He kisses her but she is still tense and obsessed.


  JILL: To be so alone—


  She looks at him with horror behind her eyes.


  BROCK (firmly): All right, that’s it. You’ve said it and got it over. Your moment of superstition.


  JILL: It wasn’t.


  She is calmer now. For a moment or two longer he keeps his arms round her. The tension is lessening, but slowly.


  BROCK: What you need is another drink. (He picks up her empty glass. As he goes to fill it the phone rings) Oh, hell! (He tries to ignore it but it goes on ringing. He answers it) Hello? Christine, darling, I meant to ring before but you know—problems. Well, something slightly interesting for once. I’ll tell you all about it when I . . . Probably tomorrow . (Jill is on her feet. He flaps a detaining hand at her) Kids in bed are they? . . . Is she? Give her my biggest kiss . . . A what? A drawing? I can’t wait. (Jill makes for the door. His back is turned and he doesn’t notice) Listen, about Chuffy . . . was it inside the hoof? . . . What did the vet say . . . ?


  Jill slips out.


  THE STORAGE ROOM – NIGHT


  Jill slowly opens the door of the storage room. A face turns to her. It is Stew, sitting there alone by the dim flicker of blank monitor screens. Keeping a self-imposed watch.


  He shrugs.


  JILL (after a moment): She’s about. I can tell . . .


  BROCK’S SUITE – OFFICE, NEXT DAY


  The Sergeant opens the door.


  SERGEANT: Mr. Crawshaw, sir.


  Crawshaw comes in—a tall, talentless mechanic of relentlessly honest demeanour.


  CRAWSHAW: Hello, Brock. (The hand he extends is, disturbingly, bright scarlet. So is his other one) Excuse the red hands, I’ve been doing dye tests, in very inadequate conditions. (They shake, very briefly) You’ve never been to my place at Slough. Hardly more than a shed.


  Brock indicates a chair. Crawshaw sits—sinking down and down almost to floor level.


  CRAWSHAW (cannily): The interview chair.


  BROCK: Do the tests yourself?


  CRAWSHAW: All of them.


  BROCK: Is that so?


  CRAWSHAW (proudly): I make it a rule.


  BROCK: Never delegate?


  CRAWSHAW: Responsibility? Never.


  BROCK: No.


  CRAWSHAW: I’m a plain nuts-and-bolts man.


  BROCK: A what?


  CRAWSHAW: My own hands.


  BROCK (thoughtfully): He’d like that.


  CRAWSHAW: Who?


  BROCK: Old Patrick. He was a . . . nuts-and-bolts man himself once. Started with electric irons.


  CRAWSHAW: I know.


  BROCK: Of course you do. A good ploy.


  CRAWSHAW: I don’t like that word.


  BROCK: Gambit, then.


  CRAWSHAW (guardedly): He said we should have a talk.


  BROCK: We’re having it.


  CRAWSHAW: Meaningful.


  BROCK: No.


  CRAWSHAW: Eh?


  BROCK: Not meaningful. Since we’re being fussy about words, that’s not one he uses.


  A tiny unstated bluff is being called. It has to do with who knows Ryan better. It is resolved by Crawshaw suddenly looking humbler.


  CRAWSHAW: Brock—I need more working space. This place is enormous. Now if I could just look round it—


  BROCK (stiffening): I’m sorry.


  CRAWSHAW: Some rooms you’re not using—


  BROCK: Not a chance.


  CRAWSHAW: Look—let me tell you about my project, then you’ll see—


  BROCK: I know. The world’s first all-electronic washing machine.


  CRAWSHAW: Domestic—


  BROCK: Domestic. The first to sort its own wash and program itself. The first to sniff out items with nonfast dye and reject ’em. Etcetera, etcetera.


  CRAWSHAW (red hands raised): It’ll do all that!


  BROCK: When it works.


  CRAWSHAW: It will!


  BROCK: When it does . . . that triumph of over-sophistication will cost nine hundred nicker per machine! Just to make!


  CRAWSHAW: That’s a lie!


  BROCK: I’ve seen the costings.


  CRAWSHAW: Where? Who showed them to you?


  BROCK: Guess. (Brogue) Ah, we’ll not beat ould Nippon with the like of this, at all, at all!


  CRAWSHAW (choking): He wouldn’t say that.


  BROCK: He did. He saw the point. This place is for fundamental research, not for patching duds.


  CRAWSHAW: He—he wouldn’t have sent me down here—


  BROCK: For me to tell you. Yes, he would. He’s got a kind heart. I haven’t. Right—chat over.


  He goes to the door.


  CRAWSHAW: No, listen to me—


  BROCK: No more time.


  CRAWSHAW: Please—


  He follows Brock out.


  THE ENTRANCE HALL


  Crawshaw follows Brock down the stairs.


  CRAWSHAW: You can’t possibly use all this—


  BROCK: I can. I need every inch.


  CRAWSHAW: It’s like Buckingham Palace—


  BROCK: For a top-class research team. You see, I’ll delegate everything to them. They’ll carry out all tests. That’s the right way. (He glances down the passage. The door of the storage room is shut and Eddie is on guard outside it, ostensibly unpacking something) Now, you’ll excuse me if I don’t show you to your car. Sergeant, will you please—


  As if under escort, the glowering Crawshaw makes for the front door with the sergeant. Brock turns to the lab. Eddie joins him.


  THE LABORATORY


  An expectant group is already gathered round the computer, where Jill is completing her first model of the new program.


  JILL: The nature of observed reality. That’s what this program takes in.


  MAUDSLEY: Old philosophy stuff.


  JILL: It might apply to her.


  BROCK: How does that rhyme go . . . ?


  “There once was a man who said, God

  Must think it exceedingly odd

  That the sycamore tree

  Continues to be

  When there’s no one about in the Quad.”


  EDDIE: Does she walk when there’s nobody there?


  BROCK: That’s it.


  EDDIE: Makes a hell of a difference to the number of times. All those years when the house was empty.


  Jill flips the switch of the line printer. It spills out its high-speed report.


  STEW: Version with added Stewart.


  Brock and Jill study it. Almost immediately something strikes him. He points it out to her, then relates it to a second item.


  JILL: Oh no—! (Brock rips the roll off to study it on his own)—I didn’t spot that. I should have done. I just didn’t spot the connection.


  EDDIE: Let’s have it.


  BROCK (excitedly): If this means anything—


  JILL: Let’s start again.


  BROCK: Why?


  JILL: It’s wrong.


  BROCK: Why?


  JILL: It must be.


  BROCK: No. I like this. It’s got the makings. It has. (To Jill) It’s what you really wanted. You shaped it this way.


  JILL: I didn’t—


  BROCK: You couldn’t help it, love. The old intuition—right on the button.


  EDDIE: For pity’s sake—


  BROCK: Beautifully simple.


  JILL: I’ll run it again.


  EDDIE: Peter!


  BROCK: It’s the room.


  EDDIE: What?


  BROCK: Just the room itself, nothing else. Yes, this is better, it has to be right.


  EDDIE: Peter, d’you mind telling—


  BROCK: There is no . . . ghost.


  A small burst of surprise, even indignation.


  THE OTHERS: But it’s there! I heard it! I saw it! What’s he mean?


  BROCK: Try this for size. It holds an image—and when people go in there they pick it up. What you hear or what you see is inside your own brain!


  EDDIE (frowning): Oh no—


  BROCK: That’d be why the sounds don’t echo and we can’t locate them. That’d be why they don’t record. No machine hears them.


  DOW: I got them in my headphones.


  BROCK: You got them in your head.


  EDDIE: What about the hot spots?


  BROCK: Forget them, Eddie.


  EDDIE: I mean, the whole temperature thing—


  BROCK: There isn’t any.


  EDDIE: Look, I know when I’m cold—


  BROCK: The body’s reaction—like allergy, and just as quick. Your whole physiology’s affected.


  HARGRAVE: By what?


  BROCK: By what’s in there.


  EDDIE: But I thought you said—


  BROCK: Don’t you get it yet? It must work like . . . a recording. Fixed in the floor and the walls, right in the substance of them. A trace . . . of what happened in there. And we pick it up. We act as detectors—decoders—amplifiers.


  EDDIE: A recording.


  BROCK: It’d have to be in the stone.


  EDDIE: I wonder.


  HARGRAVE: Some kind of natural process?


  DOW: But freaky.


  BROCK: Perhaps it only occurs under extreme conditions. Some kind of—extreme human output. Emotion. Terror. And that prints off.


  MAUDSLEY: Like—the shadows of people from the big bomb blasts.


  DOW: Yes.


  EDDIE: And we’re—sensitive to it.


  STEW: What about me?


  BROCK: You? You’ve got no playback, that’s all. Some transistors missing. You’re the exception to prove the rule, thank God. (His grin grows wider) I’m waiting for the new penny to drop. If I’m right—this could be it. The Big One!


  JILL (quietly): A new recording medium.


  BROCK: The boot in the guts for ould Nippon!


  JILL: If it’s true—


  BROCK: If it’s true, you found it!


  He kisses her. It sets off something like a goal-scoring reaction. Cowboy yippees. Cheers. Suddenly everybody is trying to kiss Jill . . .


  BROCK’S SUITE – OFFICE – DAY


  Hospitality glasses are clashed in a toast. Hospitality drinks are being downed. A lot of noise.


  Brock pushes a glass into the hands of the bemused Collinson, who has just joined them.


  BROCK: Colly—we’re wetting the head of an idea! It could be the Big One!


  COLLINSON: My God!


  Brock has had several drinks and they seem only to have increased his excitement. He grabs Jill.


  BROCK: I’m certain of it, love! The more I kick it around! Direct injection into the human brain of both sound and vision—no intervening apparatus!


  JILL: I read about some research—


  BROCK: The Japs, of course. But blind end—they got nowhere! It’s going to be ours! Television without the telly set! No box—not even a visor in front of your eyes—


  HARGRAVE: Just a sort of clip—


  BROCK: Costume jewellery—the 13-channel earring!


  Stew and Maudsley loom in, gibbering Jap-English through protruding paper teeth.


  STEW: Honourable Nippon have met great defeat!


  MAUDSLEY: Go now to cut honourable belly!


  STEW: Berry! (taking teeth out) He couldn’t say belly—


  DOW: But when it goes wrong the repairman’d have to operate on your head.


  BROCK: Don’t mention that—not in the sales brochure! Keep it positive. (He has his arm round Jill. He taps, an imaginary control on her temple) Coronation Street! (tap) Double Your Money! (tap) Come Dancing! (tap) War and Peace! (tap) Porn Channel One! (tap) Porn Channel Two!


  JILL: I’m going mad—


  BROCK: That’s all right—(tap)—Channel 10, Home Doctor! (tap) Political Laugh-In! (tap) The Hard-Core Show! (tap) Urban Guerilla’s Do-It-Yourself—


  HARGRAVE: Hi, listen—


  BROCK: Come on, let’s have it!


  HARGRAVE: No, the phone—it’s ringing—


  It is, almost drowned by their noise. Brock makes his way to the desk and answers it.


  BROCK: Hello? Who? Yes, Brock speaking! . . . Helen—just a second. (Pressing a hold button, he turns to the others) Shut up a bit.


  He makes for the other room. They quieten. The door shuts.


  He picks up the extension phone.


  BROCK: Okay, put him on . . . Hello, Patrick . . . Fine, fine. I’ve been meaning to ring you. I told Crawshaw the facts of life this morning, as I gathered you wanted me to . . . Oh, has he? . . . Give him time, it’ll sink in. Yes . . . yes . . . it’s what you’ve always said, fundamental research or nothing. (A pause. He suddenly looks grey) But surely . . . we settled all that. Patrick . . . But look here—(He suddenly has no choice. He has to play the card) Patrick, the proof of it . . . listen, though . . . Please will you listen to me! I think we’ve got it! Well—the Big One! (Delighted exclamations at the other end. He grins, confidence coming back fast) Yes! Yes!


  THE STORAGE ROOM – LATER THAT DAY


  Brock and Collinson are peering at a patch of stonework in the lower part of the wall.


  COLLINSON: It’s called Kentish rag.


  BROCK: Kentish what?


  COLLINSON: Rag.


  BROCK: Joke time’s over.


  COLLINSON: All right, ragstone. It’s a kind of greensand.


  He picks up a crowbar and starts prising at it. The other members of the team sit watching with a kind of greed. All awe of the place has gone.


  BROCK: Is it rare?


  COLLINSON: Good grief, no. It’s been quarried since Roman times. Used all over the south of England. Most of medieval London was built of this stuff.


  BROCK: Better and better!


  COLLINSON: How?


  BROCK: It might explain a lot of—ghost stories.


  COLLINSON: See what you mean.


  BROCK: Colly, it all keeps clicking together!


  THE LABORATORY


  Jill is checking back the program with furious concentration.


  STEW: Found the snag yet?


  JILL: No.


  STEW: Think there is one?


  JILL: It’s beginning to look . . . as if he’s right.


  THE STORAGE ROOM


  Collinson’s crowbar dislodges a piece of stone. He shows it to Brock.


  COLLINSON: Crumbly stuff. That’s why they stopped using it in the end. This was well weathered.


  BROCK: Penetrated.


  COLLINSON: Deeply. Algae—moulds—bacterial action. They all come into it.


  BROCK: The protein medium, Eddie?


  EDDIE: Maybe.


  BROCK: We chased that for a long time too.


  He stiffens.


  The others notice it too but this time they wait with a new kind of expectation. Quite calmly. Eddie takes his own pulse.


  Then—the rapid pattering. A rasping screech.


  THE LABORATORY


  There is no sound here but the soft clatter of Stew’s teleprinter. But Jill breaks off, listening.


  THE STORAGE ROOM


  The sound dies away. They look at each other, detached observers.


  HARGRAVE: I saw it again. A fraction of a second.


  COLLINSON: I seemed to be getting words.


  BROCK: Words—


  HARGRAVE: Yes, I wondered too.


  COLLINSON: Couldn’t make them out.


  Brock is strangely, quietly exhilarated. He picks up the crowbar and taps it thoughtfully against the wall.


  BROCK: Vibration. (turning) Are you game to go on?


  EDDIE: Now? Yes.


  BROCK: As long as it takes. Jill? Stew? Shall we make a night of it?


  STEW’S VOICE (through speaker): Okay, Pete.


  JILL’S VOICE (through speaker): What do you want to do?


  BROCK: Get control.


  THE LABORATORY


  JILL (shaken): Not yet—how could we possibly—?


  BROCK’S VOICE (through speaker): The essence of experiment, Jilly. Put it to the proof!


  THE STORAGE ROOM – THAT NIGHT


  In a patch of light, the crowbar creaks and grates as Brock levers a piece of stone out—just as Collinson did.


  BROCK: Frequency?


  EDDIE’S VOICE: Seven forty.


  BROCK: Right, give me that. Ten secs.


  A droning sound hits the ear at the same frequency as the scraping of the crowbar. The metal horn of a sound projector is pointed at the spot by Maudsley. Eddie crouches over the amplifier controls.


  The sound cuts. They wait.


  BROCK: . . . And another ten.


  Again the drone. Jill and Stew are watching from the computer desk which has been set up nearby the doorway. The noise cuts. Another wait. Brock comes hurrying across.


  BROCK: Well?


  JILL: We haven’t enough data.


  BROCK: We’re getting data all the time, and building. Stew—


  Stew taps keys. The teleprinter re-runs. Brock studies its print, turns quickly to a display monitor nearby. This shows a three-dimensional drawing of the room itself. Brock makes an adjustment and the lines jump . . . and jump again . . . displaying a different perspective each time. Another adjustment—and a spray of radiating lines is superimposed to denote the current target area.


  BROCK: Back to the steps. Laser plus sound . . .


  The thin cherry-red beam of a laser flicks back and forth across the steps, scanning them. Simultaneously there is a strident intermittent buzz.


  BROCK: Cut them.


  The sound stops. White light floods the steps. They wait. Brock has a stopwatch in his hand. Nothing happens.


  BROCK: Right. Run number 17. Laser plus five second bursts.


  EDDIE: Peter, what’s the use?


  BROCK: We’re on the right track, just keep going.


  EDDIE: You’ve had a—a response!


  BROCK: No.


  EDDIE: We’ve heard it twice tonight.


  BROCK: Not because of anything we did. It didn’t relate. It’s got to relate, Eddie. (He looks round the wearying faces) Okay, break for ten minutes. We’ll get more coffee up. Just another hour, if we don’t get anything by then—Bear with me?


  HARGRAVE (glumly): You’re the captain.


  Brock walks out into the passage. Eddie glares after him. As Jill comes up he nods after Brock—is there anything she can do. She goes doubtfully to see.


  Ten minutes later the team are downing coffee and microwaved snacks. They are too tired to talk.


  Eddie glowers down the passage.


  THE ENTRANCE HALL – NIGHT


  Brock is standing on the stairs, leaning against the wall. Adrenalin and alcohol have left an odd, inspirational effect. Jill is fighting her own weariness, trying to sound persuasive.


  JILL: I think you’re right. It’s a vibration thing.


  BROCK: I know it is.


  JILL: But—Peter, it’ll take huge programs to analyse it.


  BROCK: Of course.


  JILL: I’d like to develop them.


  BROCK: Fine.


  JILL: Then why this—tonight?


  BROCK: I want to pull the trigger, just once. Or what the hell are we into—a tape that only plays back when it feels like it?


  The sheer irrationality of it shocks her.


  JILL: You just can’t say that—


  BROCK: I’ve got to know!


  JILL: Peter, I don’t think any of us is quite—we I’ve all been under strain—these days here—the more rational we’ve tried to be, the worse—


  BROCK: What are you driving at?


  JILL: We’re all past it.


  BROCK: Not me, love.


  JILL: Yes, you.


  BROCK: Don’t say that. Don’t do it. I’ve got a feeling about this. You get this exact grip on a thing this clarity—only once ever—


  She is staring at him.


  JILL: What have you—promised Ryan?


  THE STORAGE ROOM – NIGHT


  An appalling screech bursts from the horn of the sound projector, pounding at the walls as it is swung round. The sound wobbles, changing frequency with the stridency of an air raid siren, but much faster. Then it cuts.


  Brock turns to the others.


  BROCK: Nobody?


  EDDIE: What’s the use?


  BROCK: Nerves jangled?


  EDDIE: What do you think?


  BROCK: That may be good.


  Next—a beam of bluish light swings rapidly across the area of the steps. Synchronised with it come sharp, separate blasts of sound—with something of the effect of a dentist’s drill.


  Brock watches. Like the others, he now wears protective goggles.


  BROCK: Hold the U.V. on the steps!


  At the teleprinter, Stew has suddenly had all he can take. He covers his ears. Jill moves to take over . . .


  Now it is flashing light, as rapid as a stroboscope, with sound to match.


  Brock signals. The sound cuts. The light is sane again. Eddie stares dazedly about. Hargrave has quietly started to cry.


  But Brock ignores them as he turns again to the computer. It chatters out its report.


  BROCK: Right. On the next run we’ll try—


  EDDIE: Stop it! You don’t know what you’re doing any more.


  BROCK: Following a logical line.


  EDDIE: It’s insane!


  BROCK: Quit, then.


  EDDIE: What?


  BROCK: Get off the project.


  EDDIE: Peter—


  BROCK: Get off the entire project! You can!


  EDDIE (choking): Don’t talk to me like, that, Peter, not to me


  The teleprinter chatters again, a line of delayed print-out. Brock turns to read it.


  BROCK: What the hell—?


  JILL (peering): That’s not—computer language.


  BROCK: It’s your code number. You fed it in.


  JILL: No—


  BROCK: You must have done.


  JILL: There are words. They might be words. See—“pray”.


  STEW: “Soul”. That’s “soul” there.


  JILL: “Pray.” . . . “Prayer”.


  A deathly hush. Then a terrified wail from the demoralised Hargrave.


  HARGRAVE: It’s in the computer!


  For a moment the thought has them all in its grip. They are past objective thinking, utterly exhausted.


  Brock is the first to recover.


  BROCK: No—


  HARGRAVE: It is! It is! It’s in there!


  Brock grabs him and shakes him like a rat.


  BROCK: You bloody fool! Jill picked up the words! You got words yourself—that’s how it works! I told you.


  There is a familiar pattering. This time it is fearful to them.


  EDDIE (whispering): There it is—


  BROCK (after a moment, insanely): Come when I tell you!


  He lunges towards the sound projector and switches it on. At full volume he swings the horn, blasting every part of the room.


  Jill claps her hands to her ears.


  People stumble towards the doorway to escape it. The sound goes on and on—and seems to change, erupting into a vast grunting that makes the whole place shudder. For a moment it seems completely out of control. Brock is shaken like a man on a pneumatic drill.


  Then—silence. He stands panting, hardly knowing what he has done or why.


  The others drift back.


  JILL: It’s different.


  BROCK (numbed): Eh?


  JILL: She’s gone.


  BROCK: What d’you mean?


  JILL: Completely. I can tell.


  Eddie totters forward in a kind of grotesque triumph.


  EDDIE: I’ll tell you what he’s done! D’you know what he’s done? He’s wiped the tape!


  Brock stares blankly at them.


  Maudsley gives a sick snigger. Otherwise nobody is laughing. They are incapable of it.


  BROCK (mumbling): Thanks . . . we’ll leave it at that. Might try . . . another run tomorrow.


  JILL: Run what? She’s gone!


  She has a horror of him, as if she has just watched him commit a murder. Eddie takes her by the arm.


  Brock crouches on the floor. Listening and waiting . . .


  Hours later Brock is still there, watching by the flicker of the blank monitor screens. More and more anxiously . . .


  Dawn, and Brock is still there. Still alone. He has dropped asleep, leaning awkwardly against a monitor. His head droops a little more sideways—and wakes him. He pulls himself back to consciousness, wondering what woke him. Expectant again.


  But there is nothing . . .


  THE ENTRANCE HALL – DAY


  Coming in next day, Jill finds the Sergeant looking his usual self, at least.


  SERGEANT: Morning, Miss Greeley—or should I say good afternoon?


  JILL: It’s up to you. (Monitors are being wheeled along the passage from the storage room. Collinson is in charge. Jill’s look is a question. He shakes his head) . . . He really did it.


  COLLINSON: I kept away.


  JILL: Where is he?


  Collinson indicates the floor above . . .


  INSIDE BROCK’S SUITE – OFFICE


  Brock is huddled in his chair, looking too small for it. He is still wrapped in a dressing-gown and looks grey and dishevelled.


  BROCK (into phone, wretchedly): Look, Patrick. I’m sorry if I gave the impression that we . . . Perhaps I shouldn’t have, then . . . No, not backing down at all, I just don’t want you to waste your time coming here and . . . Oh, I have! Every confidence! I know we’re on the track of it, we’ve only got to get the bugs out of it . . . as always . . . What? . . . Of course you’ve got a right to. It’s a . . . mineral . . . medium . . . Don’t pin me down, I can’t be more specific at this moment of time . . . Patrick, please! (desperately) It—it’s a variant on Eddie Holmes’s digital crystal—in fact that may turn out to be it after all. I just can’t give a technical explanation right now . . . Of course I will, Patrick. Of course. Good bye.


  He puts the phone down in a sweat—and sees Jill watching him from the doorway. For a moment or two neither speaks.


  BROCK: Don’t say—anything! It’s over, it’s finished! If I can just walk away from this one—! (worriedly) He is a funny man, you never quite know . . . you can’t tell from his voice. Just so long as this doesn’t—doesn’t . . . He’s devious of course but what the hell. I’ve seen him be treacherous but not to anybody that—anybody that . . . No. No. He wouldn’t . . .


  THE ENTRANCE HALL


  Men from a Ryan Electrics van which has drawn up outside trolley a large, square, canvas-covered object in across the hall towards the reception desk.


  THE LABORATORY


  All the apparatus is back in place. Brock, looking more or less himself again, is restoring confidence to his team.


  BROCK: Whatever the . . . effect was, it is obviously gone for good.


  EDDIE: Obliterated.


  BROCK: Yes. (He looks at Jill but she says nothing) Now we’ve had time to take it in—I’m glad. It’s what I wanted to do in the first place.


  EDDIE: Oh, Peter—!


  BROCK: Now, be fair—I did. So let’s regard it as a bit of a nonsense, part of the house-warming. It got out of hand. I plead guilty. But now—the room is clear, we can set it up for computer storage, get on! I’ve been working out new schedules—


  The sergeant looks in.


  SERGEANT: Beg pardon, sir—


  BROCK: What is it?


  THE ENTRANCE HALL


  Brock comes from the lab with the others following curiously. The sergeant points to the canvas-covered object. It looms there like a squat monolith.


  SERGEANT: Where’s it to go, sir?


  With rising apprehension Brock lifts a corner of the canvas cover. Then he throws it off. The thing revealed is white and shining, with the unmistakable single eye of a washing machine. Its top is monstrously swollen to accommodate a mass of special controls.


  BROCK: Crawshaw! (His stricken eyes meet Jill’s) The old bastard did it! He did do it!


  THE LABORATORY – DAYS LATER


  Eddie is peering through his optical tube. His spare eye goes to Stew as he passes laden with used rolls of computer paper.


  EDDIE: Ready for my data?


  STEW: Just clearing the decks.


  EDDIE: From the other night?


  STEW: Yeah.


  EDDIE: Get rid of it. As things now are, get rid of it fast.


  Stew moves on—to where Jill stands poring over more paper print-out.


  JILL: Stew. If she simply fell—


  STEW: What have you got there?


  JILL: The words that came through. Why these words? “Pray” . . . “soul” . . . “pray” again . . . “prayer” . . . “save”. They’re nothing to do with falling off steps.


  STEW: Jill, forget it.


  JILL: “Save” . . . from what?


  STEW: Forget it.


  JILL (remembering): The others . . . ! (She frowns, thinking back to what Alan said. Then she rips off the print-out) I’m going to show him this.


  STEW: Not Peter.


  JILL: Of course.


  STEW: No, love—not today.


  JILL: What?


  STEW: The big invasion. Crawshaw.


  She hesitates. Then she goes quickly out.


  THE STORAGE ROOM – DAY


  Brock is clutching a large plan as he glowers round the storage room.


  BROCK: At least he’s not getting this.


  COLLINSON: He’ll be fine in the other wing.


  BROCK (with satisfaction): It’s filthy damp.


  Work on the room is proceeding at last. Workmen are erecting scaffolding along the side wall, which has been stripped, like all of them, of remaining panelling. The place has a bare, industrial look.


  Brock turns to Jill as she comes in.


  BROCK: Jill, look at this. Location of the store-core units—


  JILL: I want to show you something. From the other night—


  BROCK (warding off the print-out): Oh no. No!


  JILL: The words—


  BROCK: I don’t want to see. I don’t want to know!


  He moves off quickly to confer with the workmen. Collinson gives her a warning gesture and joins him.


  Then it happens.


  Jill finds herself shaken by a spasm of trembling—far more violent than any before. As if the strength is being whipped out of her body. She grabs at a ladder to steady herself.


  Brock and Collinson are engaged in some joke with the workmen, all of them laughing.


  Then—silence. The men are still laughing and talking but without sound.


  Instead, an instant later, an obscene grunting roar.


  It is overpowering. Through the continuing horror of it Jill can see the men talking and working on, evidently oblivious of it. It simply does not reach them.


  It ends suddenly too. Brock’s laugh is heard again, and the small sounds of the scaffolding work.


  Collinson happens to turn.


  COLLINSON: Jill!


  Brock turns too and sees the state she is in. Collinson is the first to reach her.


  BROCK: Get her out of this—


  JILL: You didn’t hear it! (Collinson almost carries her out into the passage) It was different—this was different! It’s not her—it’s something else! Peter—!


  BROCK (firmly): You’ll have to keep out of this room. It’s the associations.


  JILL: It isn’t—


  BROCK: Stay out of it.


  JILL: Let me tell you—


  BROCK: Things went too far. My fault, I know it was.


  JILL: If you’ll only—


  BROCK: Now you’ve got to rest. Unwind. Go home and take it easy. We can’t have you cracking up.


  JILL: Peter—


  BROCK: Will you do that for me? (He glances at his watch) Time!


  He hurries towards the entrance hall.


  COLLINSON (quietly): He’s right, Jill.


  OUTSIDE TASKERLANDS HOUSE – DAY


  Two strange cars pull in outside the front entrance. An old Rover and a Viva.


  From the first Crawshaw gets out. He looks twice as tall, swollen with triumph. One of his team is with him, three others get out of the Viva—all of them grey, bullied men.


  As they turn in a body to make their entrance, a lightweight motorbike sputters across the gravel. Its rider kicks the stand down, beams at them and trots into the house ahead of them.


  It is the vicar.


  INSIDE THE ENTRANCE HALL


  As the vicar enters he spots Brock standing by the reception desk with the air of a general forced to ignominious parley.


  VICAR: Mr. Brock! There you are! (Brock stares at him blankly) I’ve tracked down that exorcism!


  BROCK: What?


  VICAR: I went to the museum!


  BROCK (in horror): Not now—


  VICAR: And there it was!


  BROCK (desperately): Colly—cope, will you—cope, please!


  Collinson hurries forward.


  VICAR: It wasn’t easy to discover—


  BROCK: Very kind of you, very helpful, but—just at the moment I’ve got business!


  He turns to face the invaders. Crawshaw leads them with eyes gleaming and a thin smile.


  CRAWSHAW: Well, Brock?


  BROCK: This way.


  He leads them off towards the spare wing.


  VICAR (hurt): That really was a little short—


  COLLINSON: You said—an exorcism?


  VICAR: Yes.


  COLLINSON: He knows about it.


  VICAR: Oh.


  COLLINSON: We had the documents. 1892.


  VICAR: When? Oh, no.


  COLLINSON: It was.


  VICAR: 1760.


  Jill comes forward. The vicar recognises her, nods and beams.


  JILL: 1760? The house wasn’t built then.


  VICAR: Indeed not. There was just—some sort of ruin here. Nevertheless there’d been—complaints, so—a service was performed. Quite useless, apparently—that’s if you accept there had been anything there in the first place . . .


  THE LABORATORY – DAY


  Jill is working at the teleprinter with feverish concentration when Eddie comes up.


  EDDIE: Jill, what about tackling mine?


  JILL: Give me a chance.


  EDDIE: What is this? (He looks over her shoulder) For God’s sake! Don’t let Peter see that. We’ve got work to do.


  JILL (promising): Soon, Eddie.


  Eddie goes sourly off. Stew moves in.


  STEW: Well?


  JILL: It’s the concept of a tape that’s wrong. It’s more like a great depth—a core—


  STEW: The stone.


  JILL: He erased her. But she was only in the surface layer, the most recent.


  STEW: 1890 recent!


  JILL: There’d be much older impressions underneath. Much deeper.


  STEW: How far are you trying to go back?


  JILL: A long way . . .


  THE ENTRANCE HALL – DAY


  Brock and Crawshaw are coming down the stairs together as Jill appears from the lab.


  CRAWSHAW: I must have an office.


  BROCK (unhelpfully): Do what I can—


  CRAWSHAW: I have a great deal of paper work.


  BROCK (meanly): Costing?


  Crawshaw glares at him. Jill takes advantage of the pause.


  JILL: Peter—have you got a moment?


  BROCK (quickly): This is Jill Greeley, who programs our computer. William Crawshaw.


  Crawshaw thrusts out a bright blue hand.


  CRAWSHAW: I’ll have need of you, lassie, and your wee machine. (He turns his back on her and the pair of them move off rapidly towards the other wing) I got that crack about costing. Let me tell you my machine is viable and I’m going to prove it . . .


  Jill is left standing . . .


  OUTSIDE TASKERLANDS HOUSE – DAY


  Eddie and some of the others are taking a break near the front entrance, idly watching Crawshaw and a couple of his team unloading things from the van—wash drums, cables, etc. The last man struggles under a burden of dazzlingly dyed sheets—orange, turquoise and cerise.


  EDDIE: What do they think they’re doing! Colours like that! My wife’s old machine’d just spit them out naturally!


  STEW: Those blokes are curious.


  EDDIE: You’re telling me!


  STEW: No, I mean—one of them said what was this about a ghost.


  EDDIE: Oh, be careful—


  STEW: Don’t worry, I was.


  Jill comes from the house, walking fast. Her face is set and desperate.


  EDDIE: Jill—


  He calls after her but she goes straight on towards the caravan.


  INSIDE THE CARAVAN


  Collinson is working on some papers when Jill throws the caravan door open.


  JILL: Colly—they’re still working on that room!


  COLLINSON: I’m glad to say.


  JILL: Nobody thinks there’s anything wrong?


  COLLINSON: Not . . . now. (He gets up, disturbed by her expression) Jill—


  For whole seconds she stares in front of her as if she is struggling to focus on something deep in her mind.


  JILL: There must be a . . . decay.


  COLLINSON: Of what? Jill, what decay?


  JILL: Whatever’s . . . stored in the stone. The recording. Otherwise . . . it’d be like perpetual motion, an impossibility. It would have to . . . corrode and lose definition . . . over long enough time it would have to. But then if you boosted it—(shrilly) Colly, I think that’s what he’s done!


  COLLINSON: Boosted?


  JILL: Some deep-level record, much older. So old and . . . shapeless . . .


  COLLINSON: Jill, there’s nothing.


  JILL: I know there is.


  Collinson shakes his head. Then:


  COLLINSON: Remember I’m on your side.


  JILL: You’re not any longer!


  COLLINSON: Sit down and let’s talk—


  JILL: Am I the only one? Am I?


  COLLINSON: Jill—


  She backs away from the concern in his eyes. She throws the door open . . .


  INSIDE THE LABORATORY – DAY


  Jill is working feverishly at the computer. One by one the others stop the work they are doing, till they are all watching her . . .


  BROCK’S SUITE – OFFICE, DAY


  Folder in hand, Jill looks into Brock’s office—and encounters an angry argument.


  Brock is sitting hot-eyed at his desk. Crawshaw is shaking a bright green fist in his face.


  CRAWSHAW: —Full facilities! I’ll accept nothing less! And you can just stuff that up your—up your—er—and—and—and—


  He shoots a doubtful “presence-of-ladies” look at the newly imported girl secretary who sits nearby with a shorthand pad on her knee. Then he blunders out past Jill with a snarl of apology to her.


  Jill shuts the door. Brock’s eyes are fixed on her.


  BROCK (to the secretary): Get out. Make some coffee.


  The girl measures Jill with a look and goes into the living quarters.


  JILL: I’ve got to talk to you.


  BROCK: If it’s what I think—


  JILL: Even if it is.


  Brock is out of his chair in a moment. He comes close, keeping his voice down to a furious whisper.


  BROCK: You won’t give up, will you! You started this whole thing and you keep it going! You’re determined to! You’re getting to enjoy it!


  JILL: Enjoy—!


  BROCK: Oh, not healthy yum-yum enjoy. Some people like to destroy people, Jilly, and you’re turning into one. If you can’t take me from my family, it’s got to be destruction!


  JILL: It’s not true!


  BROCK: That creature that just went out of here—that baboon with the dyed hands—he’s got his foot on my neck! Through you!


  JILL (desperately): Peter—you were right about the recording. (For a split second he seems to be listening to her) There are more things on it.


  BROCK: Oh no.


  JILL: I can prove it.


  BROCK: Sweetie, you’re into fantasies.


  JILL: You’ve got to listen!


  BROCK: Unless we’re careful you could get very sick. You’re going on leave. For a month—no, make it two months, starting now.


  JILL: I can’t—


  BROCK: Stew can take over, he knows the computer. And he’s—level-headed. He’s up to it.


  JILL: Peter—


  She sees his eyes and gives up. His mind is sealed against anything she can say.


  She turns—and sees the secretary watching through a crack in the doorway.


  BROCK: Home and rest now . . .


  THE LABORATORY – NIGHT


  The lab is dark, apart from the area of the computer where Jill is working alone. All round her are discarded rolls of print-out paper.


  Collinson looks in, an old mac pulled round him, wet with rain.


  COLLINSON: Jill! I saw the light. What are you doing?


  She looks at him as if she hardly recognises him—then goes on tapping at the teleprinter keys. He comes to her side and peers at what she is doing—but he can make nothing of it.


  JILL: I think . . . someone else did know about this.


  COLLINSON: Who?


  JILL: Louisa.


  He watches her face as she works feverishly on. In a moment she has forgotten he is there.


  He turns and goes quickly out.


  The slight sound of the door shutting seems to break her absorption. She sits back in her chair, covers her face. When she looks again at the paper roll in the machine, the same result is still there . . .


  THE ENTRANCE HALL – NIGHT


  Jill comes out of the lab. She glances up the stairs—there are lights somewhere above—then turns along the passage towards the storage room.


  A temporary notice has been stuck on the door, crudely lettered: “Keep Out, Building Work in Progress”. She opens the door. She switches the light on.


  THE STORAGE ROOM


  The storage room is empty, lit by a couple of bare bulbs. Builders’ equipment lies everywhere and more scaffolding has been erected.


  Jill looks about, tense. But everything is aggressively ordinary.


  She crosses to the stone steps and considers them. Ordinary, too, in the hard light. A workman has left a battered bucket on one of the lower ones and she dislodges it—just to break the silence. It clatters and rolls away . . .


  BROCK’S SUITE – OFFICE, NIGHT


  Collinson is facing a dishevelled Brock, who has just pulled a dressing-gown over his nakedness.


  BROCK (incredulously): At this hour?


  COLLINSON (quietly): I think she’s having a breakdown.


  BROCK: Yes. (The tousled, undressed secretary peers out of the darkened living quarters. He waves her back) I sent her on leave.


  COLLINSON: When?


  BROCK: Today. I told her to go.


  COLLINSON (amazed): Just like that? Just—go.


  BROCK: What else? If you feel strongly about it—go with her! In fact I think you should, you’ve been under a bit of strain here, all this extra work, you’re due for a—


  COLLINSON: Take Jill?


  BROCK: A spot of leave’s what you both need, so why not, the pair of you? Get it all out of your system—


  THE STORAGE ROOM


  Jill is starting back towards the passage when she feels the premonitory chill. But she keeps a grip on herself and keeps moving.


  The passage is dark, as if the light in the entrance hall has gone out.


  Oddly enough, there are two tiny spots of red light—low down and flashing alternately like indicator lamps. Then both glow evenly—and come rushing forward at incredible speed, swelling in an instant into two eyes, yet not eyes like those of any living creature, for they keep twisting and moving on separate courses.


  She stumbles back and almost trips over a spade, sending it scraping across the concrete. It is the only sound.


  The eyes have gone.


  More movement. She turns—and sees shapes, or rather shapeless things moving towards her across the open floor with the same incredible speed.


  JILL (screams): Peter!


  As if this served to set it off, the grunting begins—the same huge, unearthly noise she heard here earlier.


  She starts across the floor—in the only direction she can, towards the steps.


  They are hunting her. Huge forms, terrifying in their very lack of definition, with here and there eye-like dots of red light. They move across the ground with that dreadful speed, quartering it like hounds. There is a brute male violence about every movement, a lust to bring down and tear—


  Then she is on the steps, pressing herself against the wall.


  JILL: Help me! Help—!


  She glances up.


  The steps lead to an upper floor, with light pouring down from the opening.


  She claws her way up to reach it.


  The steps beneath her feet are unworn and strong.


  Frantic, she reaches the top of them.


  And there is nothing. No upper floor, not even a roof above her—only the night sky.


  The whole room has vanished.


  Instead of the walls there are standing stones round a moonlit space. And there the shapeless things are circling, closing in—


  Then she falls.


  It is a long way down . . .


  THE ENTRANCE HALL


  Normal silence—then Brock and Collinson come running down the stairs. They look into the lab, then make for the storage room.


  THE STORAGE ROOM


  Jill is lying on the concrete at the foot of the steps. Brock and Collinson run to her.


  Her eyes are open. She is dead . . .


  THE ENTRANCE HALL – A COUPLE OF DAYS LATER


  Brock, Collinson, Eddie and Stew come slowly in through the front door. Maudsley and Hargrave trail after them. All are soberly dressed.


  The sergeant is missing from his place at the desk.


  Crawshaw and one of his team come down the stairs. Crawshaw already looks more like a senior executive than a mechanic, and has acquired a plain-looking secretary who follows them holding some thick folders.


  CRAWSHAW: What was it?


  COLLINSON: Accidental death.


  Crawshaw gives a sour sniff.


  CRAWSHAW: By the by, Brock—those environment boys were back, looking for you.


  BROCK (dully): Oh.


  CRAWSHAW: Clapping a preservation order on that room, are they?


  He goes on with his followers towards his own wing.


  EDDIE: Pleased with the verdict?


  Brock says nothing.


  EDDIE: Why did you have to say all that? About her?


  BROCK: Her mental state. They had to know.


  EDDIE: Did they?


  BROCK: Look, it wasn’t just the fall that did it, they knew that.


  STEW: They said shock.


  BROCK: Complete vagal inhibition. That’s when your whole system packs up. She brought it on herself.


  Eddie gives him a look of disgust and turns away to the lab.


  EDDIE: I’ll just get my coat, Stew.


  STEW: Okay.


  COLLINSON (quietly to Brock): You were lucky.


  Eddie reappears indignantly in the lab doorway.


  EDDIE: What’s he doing in there!


  THE LABORATORY


  The sergeant is standing beside the computer, busy with a paper-shredding machine. He has turned most of the used print out rolls into a huge mound of shreds. He is feeding in the last of them.


  SERGEANT: Just what I was told, sir. Ask Mr. Brock.


  BROCK (entering with the others): We had to get rid of it.


  STEW: That’s—what she’d just been working on—


  BROCK: It had to go. Look, I’m not suppressing anything—not evidence—it’s all computer language—


  STEW: All her work.


  COLLINSON (calmly as ever): Leave it to me.


  He motions Stew and Eddie out and closes the door. The last of the paper is buzzed into shreds.


  BROCK: Mad stuff, Colly.


  COLLINSON: It’s gone now.


  BROCK: You saw it? Well, you wouldn’t understand it. Seven thousand years, it said! I mean—insane stuff!


  Collinson hits him as hard as he can, it is an imperfectly aimed blow. It gets Brock in the throat, sending him sprawling in the shredded paper.


  He lies there, choking and gasping while Collinson walks out. The sergeant is at a loss.


  SERGEANT (to Collinson): Look here, sir! (He turns to help Brock) You all right, sir? Are you? What on earth did he—? Shocking behaviour, shocking! Mr. Collinson, too! (He gets Brock to his feet and brushes the clinging shreds off him) Er . . . want I should do anything about him, sir?


  Brock shakes his head. He rubs his bruised throat, breathing hoarsely. He makes for the door.


  THE ENTRANCE HALL


  The entrance hall is deserted.


  SERGEANT (relieved): Made off, has he, sir? Disgraceful. Sure you’re all right, sir? (Brock nods) Oh, before I forget, them conservation inspectors was here again.


  BROCK: Yes.


  SERGEANT: In there a long time, sir. They said there would be a summons. When they went one of ’em said did you know about the room.


  BROCK: Eh?


  SERGEANT: Just that, sir.


  BROCK: What did he mean?


  SERGEANT: That’s all, sir, just did you know about the room. (Brock looks along the passage) Feel okay now, sir?


  BROCK: Yes. Thanks. You can go.


  SERGEANT: Thank you, sir. Good night, sir.


  Brock takes out his keys.


  Reaching the door, from which the builders’ sign has been removed and a small official-looking notice substituted, he puts a key into the newly fixed lock.


  THE STORAGE ROOM


  The room looks much the same. Builders’ equipment is still scattered about.


  Brock shivers slightly.


  As a rational man rejecting any alternative explanation, he buttons his jacket.


  He walks across the floor—


  There is a sudden scream in the air, close by. A woman’s voice, sharp and clear.


  VOICE: Help me—! (He glances round but sees nothing) Peter! (He is stung by the unmistakable sound of his name) Help me—Peter—!


  BROCK (whispers): Jill.


  Then it screams again, and again, and again. And there is nothing he can do.


  Except stand there stunned by the knowledge . . . that there is a new voice on the stone tape . . .


  


  


  


  THE

  YEAR

  OF THE

  SEX OLYMPICS


  


  


  THE YEAR OF THE SEX OLYMPICS


  CAST OF CHARACTERS


  UGO PRIEST, (Co-ordinator) ... Leonard Rossiter


  NAT MENDER ... Tony Vogel


  DEANIE WEBB ... Suzanne Neve


  KETEN, (their child) ... Lesley Roach


  LASAR OPIE ... Brian Cox


  MISCH ... Vickery Turner


  KIN HODDER ... Martin Potter


  GRELS ... George Murcell


  BETTY ... Hira Talfrey


  NURSE ... Patricia Maynard


  PRODUCER ... Ronald Travers


  DIRECTOR ... Michael Elliott


  Produced on BBC Television, July 29, 1969


  


  


  INSIDE SPORTSEX STUDIO


  A young man and a girl in close shot. Both are nude, as far as can be seen, and he is crouching passionately over her. It is the stock scene of any successful film of the 1960’s.


  But it is followed immediately by another very similar shot—of a different couple, blond instead of dark.


  And then a third couple, identifiably different but locked in the same embrace.


  A magnified voice booms:


  NAT’S VOICE: Right, studio. That’ll do for the warm-up. Thank you.


  The couple in shot break a little. The man moistens his lips. The girl licks a finger and straightens an eyebrow. Their attention is vaguely elsewhere.


  NAT’S VOICE: Now stand by, please.


  They glance up. Above them looms a shape that at first sight suggests a lunar probe. It is the studio’s control pod, with bristling antennae, lamp stalks and holographic laser pickups. Stencilled beneath its belly is “Output, Area 27”.


  NAT’S VOICE: Stand by, studio.


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  Inside, the pod has a family resemblance to a present-day control gallery. There is a moulded desk with the highly individuated controls that are typical of this tactile society. Facing it is a single big monitor screen, with a blurred, twisting image on it as holographic beams range the studio below to assemble the desired image. Cameras and booms are things of the past, but a certain amount of de-focussed ranging and shock zooming may give the approximate effect.


  There are other miniature zooming screens set in the desk face. We do not see the images on them, but their flickering glow lights up the faces of the two men watching them. Both are under 30. Nat Mender is the senior, a high-drive man who has always enjoyed his work. Yet his very vigour has pulled him slightly out of shape. He is still far from being a square peg in a round hole—say, a decahedral peg in a nonahedral hole. Lasar Opie, on the other hand, fits his perfectly.


  Between them and the monitor screen sits a pretty girl with a plastic dome suspended just above her head. This is Misch, the introducer and Nat’s current girl.


  These three are the only occupants of the pod. All other functions are automated. Their clothing, in this totally weather-conditioned environment, is not worn for warmth or decency but only as a sort of cosmetic, to reflect the wearer’s mood. It is a harmless diversion in an age that values stability above all else . . . a playing at identity where identities no longer matter much.


  The whole of Output has a vague feeling of being indoors but nowhere in particular. One place blurs into another to form a worldwide long-house for this retribalised, McLuhanised society.


  NAT (to desk): One minute, studio.


  OPIE: Audience sampler?


  NAT (reluctantly): Punch ’em up.


  OPIE: At last.


  He prods a button. A monitor screen at one side of the pod jumps alive.


  Behind the caption “Audience Sampler” which seems to be permanently stencilled on it, it shows a group of people staring lazily to front. Men and women of all ages up to an apparant 50, though they are in fact less. Mostly overweight, they wear light, grimy clothes—unlike the elaborations of the Output personnel—and seem to have no regard for their appearance. They recall those American films about boxing—a small-town audience on a hot night, all sweat and singlets. Several of these are munching now.


  Behind the Sampler caption, the group dissolves to a different, smaller one of even more apathetic people . . . then to a standing group somewhere outdoors under a dark sky like those who watch TV sets in shop windows, gloomy. The picture goes on mixing regularly, automatically, from group to group, every few seconds.


  MISCH: Matter with him?


  OPIE: Due to be on five minutes before show starts.


  NAT: Tell me more!


  OPIE (smugly): What it says, Nat.


  MISCH: Nat don’t bother.


  OPIE: He’s out of line.


  MISCH (grimacing): Oh, aagh!


  NAT: I bother. It’s just . . . well, five minutes more to watch ’em.


  MISCH: They sick me too. You, Lasar Opie—you like ’em?


  OPIE (evasively): Got to do it. (He concentrates on a strip of light that throbs in the surface of the control desk) Calibrate the ratings.


  MISCH: All automatic, what’s it matter?


  OPIE (conscientiously): Got to check Audience feedback, instant and constant. (Nettled by her grin) It matters! Play to the reaction. Whole point of a live show.


  MISCH: Grandma’s eggs! (She catches Nat’s eye and they smile. She giggles, to discomfit Opie. Then she turns back to the Audience Sampler) They look sticky tonight. They hot?


  NAT: No hotter than us.


  MISCH: Just their own sticky, then. Uggh! Old and sticky. Look at that one. Shiny . . . grey. There, see. How old?


  NAT: Maybe . . . thirty.


  MISCH: Ugh! Nat, you be thirty some day. (Teasing) You get like that?


  NAT (shortly): No. (To desk mike) Fifteen seconds.


  MISCH: But if?


  NAT: Not me.


  MISCH: But if?


  NAT: We don’t get like that. End.


  MISCH (creepily): But if—!


  OPIE: Misch, how can he? Here in Output? High-drive personnel? You crazy?


  MISCH: Nat, if you get like that . . . ugghh!


  NAT: Five seconds.


  He jabs a button. Instantly the plastic cover comes down over Misch and she is lit up by tiny moving beams. She composes her face.


  OPIE: Cueing studio. Autolock . . . on!


  He throws a master switch and sits back. Music sounds, at once brazen and soporific, like a lullaby played by distant brass bands. The large monitor screen in front of them fills with captions:


  “SPORTSEX PRESENTS . . . TONITE AND EVERY NITE”


  Then Misch’s face fills the monitor screen, so that we see her in the transparent dome in front of her own giant image. Her voice comes out slightly processed.


  MISCH: Here we go again, bubbies and coddies! Comfy and cosy are you all? Tonight we got lots of real super-king talent for you all, so keep your eyes with us! Stay looking! First we got those two top lovers, Cara Little and Stewart Tenderleigh! Hello there, Stewart and Cara!


  The first couple appear on the giant screen, looking round and smiling. And now we see for the first time that the man has a large competition number “4” stuck on his bare back.


  MISCH: Been on this show a jumbo lot of times. Winners of the Kama Sutra Prize last year. Now in training for the Sex Olympics. Area 27 got big hopes of these two!


  A brief roar of conventionalised, synthetic applause as Opie holds down a button. Then a cut to the second couple, who look nervous under their competition numbers but manage to grin and wave.


  MISCH: Next—Eppy Roth and Norm Halsey, new to Sportsex but two lovely lovers! Glad to see you, Norm and Eppy! (More synthetic applause at Opie’s touch) . . . and now our bigpal two! Melamine Tarr and Jay Fowler! Lots of wins in lots of areas, top tip for the Sex Olympics this summer! And you know what? Melly stitches all their competition numbers herself, says it makes luck!


  There is a tiny shrilling from the contact-apparatus strapped to Nat’s wrist. He presses a cut-out on the desk to kill Misch’s voice while he answers it.


  NAT: Nat Mender, Sportsex. What? Who is that? . . . Deanie? Look, Deanie, I got a show just on. What’s with you? . . . No, I can’t. Not now.


  He cuts the wrist contact out and restores the studio sound.


  MISCH: . . . So here we go! The first round!


  A raucous klaxon squawk.


  In rapid succession we see the three couples going into passionate embraces, the competition numbers plain upon the men’s backs as they press their female partners down.


  Nat glances at the Audience Sampler. The expressions there show little change.


  OPIE: Nice clean start.


  NAT (doubtfully): Mm.


  OPIE: Some nice action there. Smooth. (His appraisal is that of the expert, nothing salacious) I go for that Melamine Tarr. Always neat leg work, dainty. (They watch in silence for a moment or two) . . . Ah, yes . . . nice . . .


  NAT: All a bit slow.


  OPIE (ready to agree): Maybe a bit. Maybe is you let ’em warm up more—


  NAT: Thanks as usual!


  OPIE: I only said—


  NAT: You full of help!


  OPIE: Look, Nat—


  NAT (snapping his fingers): Come on. Back-up tapes, quick! (Opie stabs a button. Heavy passionate breathing instantly swamps everything, mingled with gurgles and gasps. Much too loud) Take it down!


  OPIE: Okay, okay—


  Flustered, he mutes the volume. Nat checks the Audience Sampler, finds no change in the faces.


  His wrist contact shrills again.


  NAT: Yes? . . . Deanie, I tell you no . . . Sick? How sick? When? You see her? . . . Look, we talk later—


  He cuts the contact. Misch has raised her plastic dome and turns towards him.


  MISCH: Deanie? (Nat nods) You shudder me, Nat. That Deanie, she was . . . how many ago?


  NAT (shrugging): Thirty—forty—


  MISCH: Forty girls ago. That’s real old-days! You want her still?


  NAT: We talk.


  MISCH: Oh.


  NAT: We got to talk. The kid’s sick.


  MISCH: You had a kid? You and Deanie?


  Opie, watching the big screen, is suddenly worried.


  OPIE: Hey—hey, look at these two! The way they act.


  Nat and Misch look. We see only their reactions.


  MISCH: The new two.


  NAT: Getting down to it . . .


  OPIE: No, not getting down to it. They just . . . mess about and . . . Look at that! What she doing?


  MISCH (giggling): Crazy!


  OPIE: Where you pick ’em?


  NAT: Audition. New bodies.


  OPIE: They act like this?


  NAT: Well, I—


  OPIE: I bet not.


  MISCH: I picked ’em.


  OPIE: You? Nat, you let her?


  MISCH: Why not?


  NAT: Make a funny pick, put some buzz in it.


  OPIE: Buzz . . .


  MISCH (at the Audience sampler): They need buzz. What it always says.


  OPIE: Buzz means just . . . not asleep. This not buzz, this . . . got ’em all . . . well, look at ’em!


  The Sampler groups are uneasy, moving about in their seats.


  NAT: They not like it.


  He turns to the main screen to watch the competitors.


  NAT: What got those two? Can’t they do it?


  MISCH: Just fun.


  OPIE (disgusted): Aah!


  MISCH: Just play.


  OPIE: Just nothing. No sex, not anything.


  NAT: Studio fright, maybe.


  OPIE: Babies!


  NAT: Okay, take ’em out. Just the two.


  MISCH: Aw . . . !


  NAT: Flash the judges. Our decision.


  Opie presses a button. For a moment a muffled voice is heard.


  VOICE OF JUDGE: . . . Number Nine Team, 57 faults . . .


  OPIE (to desk): Control Pod to judges. Number Nine team is out.


  He briskly presses more buttons to eliminate the offenders’ image.


  MISCH: But why? Just the audience?


  NAT: Got ’em jumpy. You saw.


  MISCH: It’s good for ’em.


  NAT: Bad.


  MISCH: Aaagh!


  NAT: Apathy Control. Very tricky.


  OPIE: First rule on the tape. Keep Cool, Cool the Audience, Cool the World.


  NAT (watching the Sampler): Better now.


  OPIE: Hey, Misch—(He nods at the main screen) That’s sex.


  MISCH: I know what sex is!


  NAT: She knows.


  OPIE (conciliatory): I mean . . . Sportsex. Like it got to be. Look at those other twos. Look at ’em! Super-king bodies, the toppest in the whole area. Moving lovely, who can beat that? See that two now. That pretty, that style! Clean action!


  MISCH: She not so pretty.


  OPIE: To you not, to them yes. To that audience she’s like the toppest. See the ratings?


  The ratings-strip in the desk glows and throbs with the audience’s contentment.


  NAT (slowly): They got to feel: “I can not do like that, I not even try. Sex is not to do, sex is to watch . . .” That’s what they got to feel. So . . . they watch.


  Small sounds of ecstasy come from the competitors on the big screen.


  OPIE: Pretty. So nice and pretty. Oh . . . lovely . . .


  He touches a button.


  VOICE OF JUDGE (muffled): Number Four Team, 11 faults total.


  NAT: Misch—Round Two coming up.


  MISCH: Okay, coddy.


  She returns to her dome.


  VOICE OF JUDGE: . . . Number Nine team out. So Number Five leads, with only three faults. Melamine Tarr and Jay Fowler.


  Synthetic applause.


  A grey, bland man scrambles into the production pod. In his late forties, Co-ordinator Ugo Priest is a senior citizen of Output. He is worried.


  PRIEST: So, Nat.


  NAT: So, Co-ordinator.


  PRIEST: What went on?


  NAT: A dud team. Non-starters.


  PRIEST: I saw. Audience upset?


  NAT: Ten points.


  Priest whistles.


  OPIE (treacherously): Misch picked ’em.


  PRIEST: Misch? Nat, you let her?


  NAT: I let her.


  PRIEST: Why? (Nat shrugs. He watches the transparent dome descend over the girl’s head) That bust a rule, Nat.


  NAT: Yes.


  PRIEST: Apathy Control rule. Boss of show to check on all triers. Check means you carry the can. You, Nat. Not Misch. (Gratified, Opie lowers his head to enjoy this the better. But not before Priest notices and continues the reproof more quietly) They got to be top stuff, Nat. The complete toppest. They got to giddy the whole audience every time, make ’em feel: “Aaah . . . !” (An eloquent sigh of despair) “. . . I can’t compete!”


  NAT: Hard to find the top ones.


  PRIEST: Don’t tell me. When I had your job I used to wait for that “aaah” inside me here. (Patting his middle) Then I knew. I’d found one. Didn’t happen often. (He turns to the screen, anxious to say something approving now. He nods) Those are good.


  OPIE: Round Two just coming up.


  Misch’s voice floats mechanically from the system.


  MISCH: This round we got some real old pals. Bob Hartshorn and Dibby Shale, outright winners of the Casanova Cup—


  Through the burst of mechanised applause, Priest turns to Nat.


  PRIEST: Got a moment?


  Nat follows him towards the exit. Opie watches them go, itching with malicious curiosity. Misch notices too, as she continues her patter.


  MISCH: Know something? Each time they come on this show, Dibby got her hair done special by—guess who!—Bob!


  But the Sample Audience is not amused.


  PASSAGE NEAR STUDIO


  A few competitors pass by, loose drapes covering part of their bodies. All have competition numbers stuck on them.


  Priest and Nat appear. Priest looks after the competitors like a farmer appraising pigs.


  PRIEST: Good, Nat. Look like real top stuff. (Quietly) You didn’t let Misch pick any others?


  NAT: No.


  PRIEST: Good. Have a brightener.


  From a wall dispenser they draw small plastic shapes like lollies. Nat cracks his in his mouth and sucks it dry in a moment, then tosses the empty plastic husk in a disposer. Priest drains his more slowly.


  PRIEST: You know, I was in on the very start of Apathy Control. (Smiling) “I remember . . . I remember”. That’s my vice.


  NAT: Vice? (He grins) A real old-days word.


  PRIEST: Yes. I’m an old-days man. (Nat takes another brightener, feeling already cheered by the first) The big breakthrough . . . when they found out the sheer power of watching. It took ’em a long time. Old-days, they always said there were things you couldn’t show, things you mustn’t say. You ever hear the word “pornography”? (Nat shakes his head) “Censor”? (Nat shakes his head again) Ah. Meant a man that . . . well, he’d have put a stop to all this. All of Sportsex, Artsex—the lot.


  NAT (baffled): Why?


  PRIEST: Stupidness.


  He takes another brightener. Nat wonders obscurely if he is being got at.


  NAT: Like . . . like I stop that kinky team in there?


  PRIEST (shaking his head): A censor stopped things for going too far. We stop ’em for not going far enough. (He sucks at the brightener) But then this breakthrough. They found that if they screened everything . . . and screened it real kingstyle . . . then basically the audience would make do with that. In place of the real thing. Take all experience at second hand and just sit watching, calmly and quietly.


  NAT: Watch, not do.


  PRIEST: Watch, not do—that’s when it started. Of course they wondered if it would work. Well, it’s what we got out there now. And we know it does. The vicarious society.


  Nat, who has been sucking brighteners fast, stares.


  NAT: Vic—victorious?


  PRIEST: Vicarious. Means substitute. This-for-that.


  NAT: Oh, this-for-that.


  PRIEST: Sorry, Nat, dropping into old-days words. With thinking about those times. (Kindly) There was such a word, “victorious”. To do with war.


  NAT (more confidently): War was . . . a kind of tension.


  PRIEST: Right. And riots, and crises. Worst of all was the explosion. Of people. Too many people in the world. I remember the old slogan: “Fight fire with fire, sex with sex!” They doused it—(He waves a hand round them)—with this. Doused everything in the end. No more tensions, nothing. Just cool. (After a moment) So you see, Nat, I’m not just old but I know. I know the reasons. I can help you.


  NAT (surprised): I need help?


  The contact shrills at his wrist. Mildly annoyed, he answers it.


  NAT: Yes . . . Deanie? No, I still not . . . Not now . . . no . . . well, what she sick with? . . . Okay, look I come down to Foodshow and talk. Soon. Soon. (He cuts the contact, turns in slight embarrassment to Priest) Just about a kid.


  PRIEST: Your kid?


  NAT: Yes.


  PRIEST: Bother you?


  NAT (shrugging): Look, Co-ordinator, you say I need help. What about?


  PRIEST: Your job. You comfy in it?


  NAT: Comfy? Yes.


  PRIEST: Area 27 is big. Big audience, big network. A lot to see to. You ever think of a switch to—well, say a light area like 222 or 950?


  NAT: I been run over?


  PRIEST: Just the regular computer-check.


  NAT: How was it?


  PRIEST: Not so good, Nat, not quite so good. So I wondered, just then, about the kid?


  NAT: No. Not that.


  PRIEST: What, then?


  NAT: I don’t know.


  PRIEST (seriously): This summer we got the Sex Olympics. Nat, you got work there, getting in all the high-drive talent, grabbing new triers. Screen tests, all kinds of tests, meetings and talks non-stop. That’s a four-hour show every night, the Olympics.


  NAT: I know the programme.


  PRIEST: It’s a great trust, Nat. A good Olympics is overpowering, cuts the population graph right down. Now—


  NAT: I can do it.


  PRIEST: I can only help if you let me. I can only feed the computer what you tell me.


  NAT (nodding): So, Co-ordinator. You’re good. I—I better get back now.


  PRIEST: No. Go down to Foodshow, like you said. See about the kid.


  NAT (nodding again as he moves off): So.


  PRIEST: So, Nat . . .


  FOODSHOW STUDIO


  Blazoned across the side of a glass booth is the caption:


  “THE HUNGRY ANGRY SHOW”


  Inside the booth there is a roar of rage. A fat man is suddenly smothered by a faceful of flung custard. Instead of wiping it off, he crams all he can catch into his mouth. He is stripped to the waist, like his equally fat opponent at the other end of the narrow glass booth. At waist level they are canvassed in like kayak paddlers. This canvas, which thus stretches between them, is divided halfway by a low plastic wall. Both ends are piled with the synthetic custard, and the men are plastered with it as they fling it at each other and gobble it down. They snarl and roar in deadly earnest all the time.


  Outside the booth a couple of assistants are preparing another tub of custard, stirring up powder and water. And other fat contestants sit waiting their turn.


  A young woman is watching, stop-watch in hand. This is Deanie Webb. She is pretty, but in a characterful way, quite unlike Misch. Nat comes in and joins her.


  NAT: Deanie.


  DEANIE (pleased): Nat. Glad you come.


  She returns to the stop-watch.


  NAT: Taping this?


  DEANIE: Foodshow’s never live.


  NAT (studying the contestants): How you tell which eats more?


  DEANIE: We got scales under them.


  She works the bell to end the round. The referee, a little man who has been hovering by the booth near the halfway mark, turns to assess the scores. Attendants jump forward and open up the booth and free the custardy contestants from their canvas. As they step out the referee lifts the arm of the winner, to a roar of synthetic applause . . . this is a purely conventional noise, with almost no pretence to realism.


  As attendants get busy preparing the booth for the next round, Nat turns Deanie aside.


  NAT: What’s with Keten?


  DEANIE: I saw her two days ago.


  NAT: You said she sick?


  DEANIE: A bit sick.


  NAT: Just a bit?


  DEANIE: Some virus. All okay now, but—


  NAT: Then why all this “Nat, we got to talk” stuff?


  DEANIE (carefully): Can we go see her, both the same time? Do her good, they say.


  NAT: I don’t know—


  DEANIE: Long time since we did.


  NAT: Got a lot of work.


  DEANIE: I know.


  NAT: The Sex Olympics. How old she now?


  DEANIE: Nine years.


  He looks at her, remembering.


  NAT: Okay, you fix it. I come if I can.


  He dips a finger in the tub of custard and tastes it. He grimaces.


  DEANIE: Fish.


  She smiles—the first time she has—and he is reminded again. After a moment, he glances round for something to wipe the fish custard on, notices an Audience Sampler monitor set in the wall close by. Its screen is blank. He presses the button beside it and the usual collection of apathetic faces appears. He offers his blob of custard to one. Deanie laughs.


  DEANIE: Nat!


  Nat wipes the custard on the screen, on an unseeing face.


  NAT: Don’t like it.


  DEANIE: Not meant to like it.


  She turns to the booth, now nearly ready for the next contest.


  NAT: Your work . . . cosy in it? (She shrugs) My work. (He scrutinises the screen, the blank faces) Put ’em off food, put ’em off sex. Or . . . explosion.


  DEANIE: It works.


  NAT: Still two hundred of ’em to each one of us in Output. Just sitting. Get their babies done at fifteen and then just sit. For most no work to do, all autoed for ’em. Just sit. Dead by thirty.


  DEANIE (catching his arm): Nat—(Turning, he notices her face is suddenly haunted) People ever get sent out there?


  NAT: Out with them?


  DEANIE: Yes.


  NAT: Sometimes, to work—


  DEANIE: No, to stay. To be like them.


  NAT (incredulously): How can we? All high-drive people in the networks. Out there it’s low-drive. How can we be sent? Look at them . . . low-drive. (He watches the unseeing faces on the screen for a moment) What are they for!


  On an impulse he smears the blob of custard all over the screen, blurring the faces.


  DEANIE: Keten had a test.


  NAT (after a moment): What?


  DEANIE: A metabolic test.


  NAT: And?


  DEANIE: I don’t know.


  NAT: Clever kid . . . got two high-drive parents.


  DEANIE: But not like us.


  NAT: How not?


  DEANIE: More slow and . . . quiet. Nat, if she got low-drive—


  NAT: How can she?


  DEANIE: Just if. Nat?


  He says nothing. He glares at the dim faces on the screen. He hits the button and the screen goes blank behind its permanent caption.


  RECREATION AREA


  Along one wall of the Recreation Area is a huge screen, at present filled by an Artsex show. The fleeting glimpse we get of it gives the general idea—a montage of bosoms and swirling drapes, like ‘artistic studies’ in motion but quite unteasing, almost unerotic.


  Nobody here is taking the slightest bit of notice of it. This is a meeting-place for off-duty Output personnel. There are a dozen or so here, all with their backs to the screen. A few are sucking brighteners, others nibbling globular meringue-like confections, sitting or standing round a circular bar, talking animatedly.


  There are two or three things like pin-tables, labelled “Auto-Chess”. A thin young man is settling down at one of them, picking a plastic programmer from a shelf of “Ploys”. He presses it into a slot. Instantly the machine buzzes, and lights up. Its chessmen start to move by themselves, playing both sides of the game at once . The young man crouches, watching concentratedly. He has a sensitive, nervous, tense face.


  Nat and Deanie come into the recreation area. They take brighteners from a dispenser.


  NAT: Fix it for tomorrow if I can. We both go see her, find out about this . . . test.


  DEANIE: Thanks, Nat. (For a moment they say nothing) What girl you got now?


  NAT: Oh . . . some girl name Misch. You?


  Deanie nods at the young man at the Auto-Chess. He is frowning in utter absorption and has not noticed them.


  DEANIE: There, waiting for me. Name Kin Hodder. (The name means nothing to Nat, who shakes his head) Works in Artsex. Got time to meet?


  NAT: Well—


  DEANIE: We quick it up.


  She crosses to the young man and puts her arm round his neck. He starts, then sees who it is and is enormously pleased, like a puppy. He kisses her. He is several years younger than her.


  KIN (indicating the Auto-Chess): Just trying this—no good, no real help.


  DEANIE: Coddy, this—Nat Mender.


  KIN: Oh. Kin Hodder.


  NAT: Sportsex.


  Kin tries to look interested.


  DEANIE: Nat and me got a baby.


  KIN: Oh. (After a moment) You not told me.


  DEANIE: Long time ago.


  NAT: Not a baby now.


  DEANIE: Nine years old.


  NAT: We were picked.


  KIN: I see. Top material.


  Nat shrugs modestly. But Kin does not look as impressed as he should.


  NAT: You work in Artsex?


  Kin nods. He indicates the big screen.


  KIN: That stuff. I do drapes. (They look, without enthusiasm. In Kin’s face there is ironic disgust) See that side, behind her? I fix that side, all that shiny, hanging . . . Ah, real pretty, they said. And she said, it sets off my skin super kingstyle. A real artist, she said. True? True. I work in Artsex so I must be . . . an artist. A drape artist.


  He turns away from them and stares down at the trundling chessmen. Deanie picks up a handful of empty brighteners from the top of the case.


  DEANIE: Kin, you had all these?


  NAT: No hurt if he did.


  DEANIE (concerned): Kin—


  NAT: Effect cancels after number ten.


  DEANIE: But he wanted ’em. (Gently) Kin.


  NAT: I better go now.


  Kin twists round to face him. He looks wretched.


  KIN: No, wait. Nat Mender, you like this Deanie? Anywise, you did then. So maybe we got some ideas the same.


  NAT: Maybe.


  KIN: You in Sportsex, the top show. You can help me.


  DEANIE (firmly): Kin, he got to go.


  KIN: He can help me! (To Nat) Tell me why to do this. Give me a reason. Make me want to do it!


  His hand is outflung at the screen. Nat is conscious that talk has stopped round about. They are being watched.


  NAT: Hard to make it all clear right now.


  KIN: You make it clear . . . ever? You can?


  NAT: If you quiet down.


  KIN: Oh. Then you tell me? No need to tell me when you start like that. I can guess it.


  NAT: What you mean?


  KIN: “Quiet down”! You want to quiet down the whole world, all the time. All them outside. We got to do our work for them, that it? Keep ’em like the rule says, cosy and comfy?


  NAT: We got to, you know that.


  KIN: And if not?


  NAT: There be tension.


  KIN: I want tension!


  There is a faint gasp at this raw heresy from one or two of the onlookers. Deanie grabs Kin by the arm and pulls him aside. She looks appealingly to Nat and he follows.


  DEANIE: Come sit down—


  NAT: Tension! He know what he’s saying?


  DEANIE: It gets him like that, crazy—


  NAT (to Kin): Listen, you not happy? You want to switch jobs?


  KIN: I want to do . . . what I want.


  DEANIE: I tell him, try for Patterning.


  NAT: Good idea. That’s artistic—


  KIN: Patterning?


  NAT: They do a lot. They need people—


  KIN (with contempt): Help computers, make little moving shapes? In between the shows, to keep the audience calm and—(Almost pitifully) Know what I want to do? I want to make pictures.


  NAT: Well, that’s making pictures.


  KIN: Pictures that stay. (Baffled, Nat looks to Deanie) She knows.


  DEANIE (with a drawing gesture): He makes them.


  KIN: When I get what to make them on. (Suddenly, fiercely) I want to show them! To them out there . . . to the whole world I want . . . to make ’em see! I want them to hurt!


  Nat stares at him.


  DEANIE: Nat—you look at them?


  NAT: They hurt?


  Deanie nods.


  DEANIE: They do more than that.


  NAT (after a moment): Let me see ’em.


  Even at this small gesture of help Kin’s aggressiveness suddenly melts. He gives a quick grin. He looks vulnerable and almost young enough to be Deanie’s son, not her current lover . . .


  INSIDE NAT’S ROOM – NIGHT


  We seem to be on the summit of Mount Everest with Nat and Misch. Both are wearing parkas made of brightly coloured fun-fur, which flutters in the howling wind.


  The pair turn, watching the moving panorama of icy peaks. And we see that apart from their fun-fur hats they are wearing hardly anything else at all.


  Misch points to a likely peak and shouts above the roar of the wind:


  MISCH: That the North Pole?


  NAT (points to another): No, that one.


  MISCH: Which one?


  NAT (pointing to yet another): Over there.


  Misch turns to look. He gives her a sudden shove from behind. She throws up her arms, fighting for balance and squealing with delicious fright. Recovering, she makes a little rush at him and he totters in his turn. He drops out of sight . . . then bobs up into shot again, waving his arms.


  NAT: Save me! Help!


  She studies him coldly for a moment, arms folded. Then she grabs him to her and kisses him, almost violently.


  MISCH: Poor coddy! Nearly fell off the top! (Then, rapidly losing interest in the kiss, she looks bleakly about) Think it real? True?


  NAT: What?


  MISCH: All that. Any place look like that? All that white? Crazy. Oh, change it. (Nat presses a button on the remote-control unit he holds. The background performs a zip pan and they are in space, standing in their near-nudity to look down at the earth from a height of several hundred miles. Misch is immediately bored) Oh, not this again! This old space thing! Try again! (Nat presses the button. Another zip-pan and they are staring at the glittering ice-shelf of the Antarctic. Misch is furious) Not more white! Nat!


  NAT: The way it’s set . . . Hey, look at this!


  They are bathed in crimson light. Behind them a volcano is in full, thunderous eruption. Great gobs of molten rock shower everywhere.


  MISCH: Going to fall on us! Oh . . . super-king! I can feel them! Lovely! (She throws up her arms, abandoning herself to imagined tactile sensation) Nat, the tickler! Put the tickler on too!


  Nat does. Something like a giant collapsible Christmas tree unfolds itself and sways into shot, slowly revolving. It has innumerable fronds designed to provide tactile sensation . . . silk . . . hair . . . plastic . . . feathers . . . a score of materials.


  Caught in a hail of movement, between the volcano and the whirling tickler, Misch squeals with delight. She throws herself down on a huge bowl-shaped bed. The tickler sways automatically after her. She screams with laughter and excitement, wriggling away from the smothering fronds . . . and finds herself in Nat’s arms. With the tickler fluttering over them, they cling together passionately . . .


  A few minutes later, Nat and Misch are lying in the bed under a single silver sheet. The screen is switched off. The tickler stands silent and collapsed.


  MISCH (caressing him): Nat. Nat . . .


  NAT (drowsily): Mmm?


  MISCH: I like that new tickler. A lot better. It’s a good one.


  NAT: Mm.


  MISCH: I like to feel things. (Nat throws his arm round her. Misch kisses him. Then she grows thoughtful) They get ticklers out there?


  NAT: Mm.


  MISCH: People out there . . . you know . . . they ever get ticklers and things?


  NAT: What? How can they?


  MISCH: Why not?


  NAT (irritated by her stupidity): Well, the whole idea . . . they the low-drive . . . don’t you see?


  MISCH: Put ’em off?


  NAT: What else? They got to be. You start giving ’em ticklers and things . . . phew!


  He flops down again. She snuggles against him.


  MISCH: Glad we not get put off. (After a moment she decides to complete the pleasure by indulging in a little sentimentality) You know . . . now and then I get sad about ’em all. So sad.


  NAT: You? Sad?


  MISCH: I do! About the young ones out there . . . the ones that just grew up. They make love?


  NAT: The young ones . . . yes.


  MISCH: Like us?


  NAT: Mmm. For a while.


  MISCH: No.


  NAT: Eh?


  MISCH: Not like us. Faces on the sample . . . they never been . . . Don’t want ’em to be like us.


  NAT: They . . . low-drive.


  He looks thoughtfully away.


  MISCH: Glad I not low-drive!


  She giggles. She tickles Nat, pulling him back out of his thoughts. He grunts, chuckles. As they scuffle together beneath the silver sheet a buzzer sounds. They ignore it but it repeats insistently. Nat sits up and presses a button. He pulls a garment over him as he gets up.


  Their visitor appears through the shadows. It is Kin Hodder, clutching a bundle. He shows no embarrassment at finding them like this. Nor do they.


  NAT: So, Kin Hodder.


  KIN: So. (To Misch) So.


  NAT (a perfunctory introduction): Misch.


  Misch dimples.


  KIN: Deanie said not to come, but—


  MISCH: Deanie?


  NAT: He got her now.


  MISCH: Oh.


  KIN: She said it’s late.


  MISCH: Okay, we’re through. For now.


  KIN (oblivious): Anywise, I got ’em. (He lays the bundle on a bench seat. It is an odd assortment . . . pieces of limp PVC plastic . . . collapsed computer card . . . even a plastic tray with “Output Area 27” stamped underneath) See, I got to make ’em on any old stuff . . . computer cards and . . .


  MISCH: What are they?


  NAT: Pictures.


  She joins them to look, draped in the silver sheet.


  MISCH: How can they be pictures, not moving?


  KIN: Don’t want ’em to move. Look!


  He unfolds a strip of computer card. On it is the face of a man, sketched boldly, frozen in pain or a silent scream. It has great power, something of Francis Bacon, something of Goya. He displays it to them proudly, watching their faces.


  Misch is immediately uneasy. She moves closer to Nat. Nat himself is plainly gripped. Kin picks up another, on a plastic sheet that he struggles to keep taut.


  This one shows several small figures picked out against a great nebulous dark that recalls the general atmosphere of Output in a sharp, frightening way.


  MISCH (clinging to Nat): They shudder me.


  Enjoying his power, Kin unrolls another sheet of PVC. Haunted, hollow faces in a harsh glare of light.


  Nat is excited. Another picture is put before him . . . and another. Misch buries her face in his shoulder.


  MISCH (whimpering): Nat, don’t look . . . !


  NAT: I want to.


  Kin lifts the last item. Misch peers sidelong and is comforted by the stencilled mark.


  MISCH: That’s a tray—


  Kin turns it over. She gives a yelp.


  There is an electrifying study of a man in agony . . . of pain or despair. It recalls the first he showed but it is a far more powerful piece of work.


  KIN: I did it tonight.


  MISCH: No-no—take it away! (She strikes out at it, to knock it to the floor. Kin dodges clumsily. Then Nat grabs the girl. She is shivering with alarm) Nat! Make him go! Make him go!


  Nat pushes her on to the bed and turns to where Kin is scrambling to save his drawings.


  NAT: Let me see—


  It is the one on the tray he wants to see most. Behind them Misch lies shaking, between fear and rage, in the grip of something outside her experience.


  MISCH (moaning): Nat, get him away . . . !


  NAT (softly): Like something you . . . remember but you . . . never seen. How . . .


  MISCH (shrilly): Nat!


  KIN: You like ’em? You do. (Nat nods) You help me?


  NAT: Eh?


  KIN: Help me show ’em. They all got to see now, they must!


  NAT: No.


  KIN (confused): But . . . just help me.


  NAT: No.


  Kin’s face hardens into contempt.


  KIN: Cause of her?


  Nat looks at Misch moaning on the bed. He considers. It will do for an answer. He nods.


  Kin snatches his pictures together. As he makes his way out Misch twists in her silver sheet and spits at him . . .


  ANTE-ROOM, CHILD ENVIRONMENT CENTRE


  The atmosphere of the Child Environment Centre is as vague as everywhere else in Output. What little it has suggests luxury, like a boarding school for the children of rich divorcees.


  This ante-room is set aside for parents to visit children—only by arrangement on special days. A huge teddy-bear presides reassuringly and the few furnishings are covered with shaggy synthetic fur. A wall screen shows a Patterning programme of slowly moving abstract shapes, accompanied by soft music. In the distance children can be heard playing, shouting, singing.


  Nat paces up and down as he waits with Deanie.


  NAT: What could I tell him? “Kin Hodder, you’re in the wrong world!” Tell him this?


  DEANIE: He thinks you . . . well, cause Misch got upset . . .


  NAT: Better to think that.


  DEANIE: So you let him?


  Nat doesn’t answer. He paces again with rising irritability.


  NAT: Why we got to wait!


  Deanie glances about the ante-room, at the screen.


  DEANIE: Patterning.


  NAT: Um.


  DEANIE: We talked about it, again last night. If he can switch jobs—


  NAT: Him? Do that? (A snort of laughter) Listen, what you got to do is stop him—not let him make any more of those—if he can’t show ’em, better not make ’em!


  DEANIE: Nat, you liked ’em.


  NAT: Liked?


  There is a sharp chime. The screen goes momentarily blank and the face of a young nurse appears on it.


  NURSE: You waiting to meet a child?


  NAT: Yes.


  DEANIE: Keten Webb.


  NURSE: Webb . . .


  DEANIE: Like me, Deanie Webb, the mother.


  NURSE: Sorry, no health check-out in that name. For a visit they got to check out—


  NAT (sharply): Look, I fix this. They said all clear—she been sick but all clear now—


  The nurse’s face has gone. In its place on the screen is a rapid succession of little girls’ faces, as fast as a flickergraph. The only constant factor in them is a small letter “H” stamped in the corner of each. The stream of faces slows.


  NURSE’S VOICE: Wass, Wayman, Wynn, York, Zerling. Sorry . . .


  NAT: This is crazy—!


  The faces have gone. The screen is blank.


  NURSE’S VOICE: Oh, just a minute—I think I see what—


  Another burst of flickergraph faces, this time all marked with a tiny “L” in the corner. Not so many of these. The flicker slows to a stop—on a timid, sensitive little face.


  DEANIE: That’s her, that’s Keten! (To Nat with relief) Just got the wrong set—


  The flicker resumes and ends.


  NURSE: Okay, that was her check-out card. She’s right here, be with you in a minute.


  NAT: What that “L” mean? (The screen goes blank. He turns to Deanie) You see it? A letter “L” on all these, instead of . . . (To the blank screen) What for? What—?


  There is no reply. The Patterning programme resumes, bland and soothing. They look at each other.


  DEANIE: That test.


  Nat’s indignation is, curiously, on their own behalf.


  NAT: What they try to show? You and me, we got some sort of a—?


  DEANIE: Say nothing. To her.


  Keten comes in, looking back to someone behind her for reassurance. She nods to the unseen nurse and advances timidly, almost reluctantly, towards the near-strangers who are her mother and father.


  DEANIE: So, Keten.


  KETEN: So.


  She looks doubtfully at Nat.


  DEANIE: You know Nat Mender.


  KETEN: Yes. My father.


  NAT: So, Keten.


  Keten sits where Deanie indicates, beside her. She looks up at the giant teddy bear.


  DEANIE: All better now?


  KETEN: Yes.


  Deanie picks up a plastic toy wrapped in plastic and presents it to Keten. The little girl takes it with a faint, formal smile but does not attempt to open it.


  DEANIE: You got that one?


  Keten nods. Deanie signals to Nat, indicating the Toy Dispenser nearby. Like animal-snacks at the zoo, its contents are all too familiar to the recipients. But Nat has another go. He gives the resulting toy to Keten.


  NAT: How about that?


  She takes it with the same small formal smile.


  DEANIE: Got that too?


  Keten nods. She looks at Nat, wishing to please. She starts stripping the plastic packing off the toy. It is tough. She struggles with it silently.


  DEANIE (to Nat): They know all the toys from that machine. (To Keten) You get other toys? (Keten nods) What you like best?


  KETEN (with a secret smile): Timbo.


  DEANIE: Timbo? What’s a Timbo?


  KETEN: Name Timbo.


  Deanie shrugs, smiling at Nat.


  DEANIE: Name she got for it. (To Keten) That right? (Keten nods) You take . . . Timbo to bed? (Keten nods) What is it—a doll?


  Keten’s whole attention is on removing the plastic covering. She is almost red in the face and she is biting her tongue. Nat can stand it no longer. He pulls the toy from her and rips the plastic coating off. He pushes it back in her hand. Keten stares at him in alarm. He crosses to the Toy Dispenser and throws the torn plastic into the disposal cavity below. Something occurs to him. He turns to Keten, tapping the machine’s fascia.


  NAT: You read this?


  KETEN (slowly): Toy . . . Dis . . . pen . . . ser.


  NAT: You like to read?


  Keten shakes her head.


  DEANIE (quickly): Who does? (To Keten) Like stories on tape? (Keten brightens) Like to make stories?


  KETEN: I like to listen.


  Deanie smiles. But Nat is alerted by this answer.


  NAT: Just listen? (Moving closer) What about math . . . measuring . . . simple computation? Like those?


  Keten shakes her head. Then she brightens.


  KETEN: Soon be no more of those.


  NAT: No more?


  KETEN: Next year I not do any. All finish. (Happily) No more reading, no more learning.


  NAT: Who said so?


  KETEN (proudly): We had a test.


  Nat looks at Deanie, appalled.


  NAT: They can’t! They got no—! (He draws away from the child as if she is suddenly proved unclean) If she get sent out there . . . !


  DEANIE: Nat!


  NAT: It all goes on my record! And your record too! What about that!


  For an instant Deanie hardly grasps his meaning. Then she is on her feet and is at his shoulder, whispering fiercely:


  DEANIE: Stop it! Think about her!


  NAT: “L” for low-drive! It was!


  DEANIE: Nat!


  NAT: Thing like this, they start to recap the lot! All your past checks! Genetic feedback, they name it—


  KETEN: Who gets sent?


  She is listening, tense, not understanding yet but afraid of their sudden alarm. And rapidly working it out.


  DEANIE (clutching his arm): See, you upset her—


  KETEN: Who gets sent?


  DEANIE: Nobody.


  KETEN (dogged and shrill): You said she!


  Nat stares at the child, dimly recognising her apprehension as something like his own. She stands there twisting the plastic toy in her hands. Her eyes are round and accusing. For the first time she is a real person to him.


  DEANIE: Keten—


  KETEN: Who’s she? What do you mean?


  It suddenly seems vital to get in between her and the knowledge. As soon as Deanie touches her she stiffens.


  DEANIE: He—he got it all mixed up, Keten. He got it all wrong. (She looks to Nat for support) Take her hand. Tell her.


  Nat comes forward. He is surprised by the smallness of the hand. Surprised, too, to find himself so moved when he addresses her directly by name.


  NAT: Keten. I got it all wrong.


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  To the tune of the standard march-lullaby, numbered bodies are squirming on the big screen. Nat and Lasar Opie are at the control desk. Misch is in her plastic dome.


  MISCH: . . . Ylla Basie and Don Goon. Don’s one of the new top finds of Area 27 . . . since he teamed up with Ylla he come a long way.


  OPIE: Pretty. Real pretty style, this two.


  Nat hardly notices. He is still deep in his spasm of self-discovery. He turns to the Audience Sampler. The usual faces are there, heavy and vacant. There are young people among them, quite young anyway. As apathetic as the rest but still young . . .


  INSIDE NAT’S ROOM


  Nat is lying on his back on the bench-shaped seat in his room, lost in thought. The big screen is bright with an Artsex show accompanied, musically, by a twee and gracious version of a bump-and-grind. Misch is standing in front of the screen, imitating the motions of the performer, though she is fully dressed.


  MISCH: What got you, coddy? (Nat does not reply) You sick?


  NAT: No.


  MISCH: You look sick or tired. Is it work?


  NAT: No.


  MISCH: Olympics bother you? (He turns away without replying) Grumpy coddy! (She continues her copied poses. We do not see the screen now, only guess what it shows from her attitudes) She got a big shelf, this bubby. Real jumbo shelf. (Comparing her own bosom) Not so pretty, though. Walks funny, too, sort of lope. (She walks up and down in savage imitation) Where they get this talent! Talent . . . ! Look at that . . . stands like a dispenser out of order! (Swaying grotesquely) Oooh! Hold me up, somebody! Lemme hang on the drapes . . . ! (Laughing) Where they get ’em! Bet they got this last one out there.


  Her words register with Nat at last.


  NAT: Out there?


  MISCH: Oh, coddy—you awake? (Sarcastically) Super-king!


  NAT: What about out there?


  MISCH (still gyrating): They find much talent out there?


  NAT: Not much. Got to be high-drive. Just odd ones turn up.


  MISCH: This bubby real odd. They need to throw her back. (To get away from it, Nat rises and throws himself face down on the bed. Misch turns with a lecherous squeal) That better! Just a minute, I be right with you . . . just watch this bit . . .


  NAT (wearily): Knock it off.


  MISCH: Knock what off?


  NAT: Don’t like the show—so knock it off.


  But Misch, having finally got his attention, is turning coquettish.


  MISCH: Not like it? Why not? Not her, maybe, not this one bubby, but I like Artsex. I like to watch. So don’t tell me to knock it off—(Undemonstratively but effectively, Nat covers his ears. She has turned back to the screen and does not notice) I got an idea. Nat . . . what say I switch to Artsex? Not just talkie-talk but do her job? Do it a lot better than that . . . better than her. I walk better . . . got a better shape . . . move better when I—!


  She breaks off with a frightened scream.


  It penetrates Nat’s ear defences and he springs up to see her shrinking back from the screen in horror. The screen is filled with Kin Hodder’s latest picture, that he drew on the tray . . . the stark and awful face of the man in agony.


  Misch’s shocked screams go on, shorter and sharper . . .


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  Co-ordinator Priest frowns down at the ratings strip in the control desk. Its light throbs.


  PRIEST: Look at that. Ratings still jumpy after 20 hours! (He turns sympathetically to the Audience Sampler, where a certain amount of uneasy movement is detectable) They got a real upset.


  The big monitor screen shows only random, unfocussed movement, as the studio below is readied for the evening’s Sportsex. In the pod with Priest are Nat and Lasar Opie.


  OPIE: Find him yet?


  PRIEST: Kin Hodder? No—ran off as soon as he did it. Must be hiding up. Lots of places. Store sections, casings . . . (Guessing what Nat is thinking) We checked on Deanie Webb.


  NAT: Oh.


  PRIEST: Not gone there.


  OPIE (hungrily): What happens when you get him?


  PRIEST: We help him.


  NAT: If you can.


  PRIEST: If we can. (A new girl introducer pushes past on her way to the domed booth) Where’s Misch?


  NAT: Still a bit in shock.


  OPIE (to desk): Studio, start warm-up.


  He goes to help the girl get settled in the booth.


  PRIEST: Not the only one, a long way. Out there it was bad, bad, bad. We got reports in from all areas that picture got to . . . they shudder me, Nat. Nat, were you mixed up in it?


  The question is shot in so quickly that Nat is taken aback.


  NAT: Me?


  PRIEST (quietly): He showed it to you. Some others too.


  NAT: Who said? (He glances at the unaware Opie, then:) Not Deanie. Misch?


  PRIEST (admitting it): She’s not so much in shock as you think. Well? Did you put him up to it?


  NAT: No . . . no.


  PRIEST: I buy that. Glad to, Nat. This is a dirty thing—to throw that at a quiet, cosy audience right in the middle of a—


  NAT: Did you see it?


  Priest nods, with an expression of extreme distaste at the memory.


  PRIEST: Later. It was made on a tray.


  NAT: I saw them all. (Priest clucks sympathetically) They were . . . we not got words for them, Co-ordinator. Maybe you got some. Old-days words.


  PRIEST (grimly): I got some. Filthy. Disgusting. Offensive. Foul. Disturbing. And all those add up to one word . . . the worst word of the lot. Tension!


  NAT: Tension. That was what he said. “I want tension!”


  PRIEST (appalled): He said that . . . !


  THE RECREATION AREA


  Priest and Nat are gulping down brighteners in the Recreation Area. There are a number of other Output personnel present, talking more animatedly than usual. The big wall-screen shows a Patterning programme, with soft music.


  NAT: Still not feel I got . . . the right words for it. They got to be some place. Where they go, Co-ordinator? Why they go, all those words?


  PRIEST: People didn’t need ’em. They got out of having the thoughts, so the words went too.


  NAT: Thoughts . . . (Slowly, making a discovery) Those pictures were thoughts!


  PRIEST: Eh?


  NAT: That what they felt like. Old, old thoughts you had . . . real jumbo thoughts but you forgot you ever had ’em . . . until you saw!


  PRIEST: Bad thoughts.


  NAT: Why bad?


  PRIEST: If they upset people.


  NAT: Just the way they came out. You know, I can feel ’em now . . . in my head. I can think ’em. But I got no words for ’em.


  PRIEST: They hurt?


  NAT: No. (He considers) Well, a bit.


  PRIEST: Bad.


  NAT: Maybe . . . maybe we need ’em just the same. Maybe we need to try ’em . . . try all kinds of thoughts.


  PRIEST: Maybe is a terrible word. Oh Nat . . . (He sighs and turns away, to fetch up by the Auto-chess. Most of the other people have drifted out of the Recreation Area. He takes a plastic ploy at random and shoves it into the slot to make the chessmen start moving) I remember . . . no, I don’t, but I remember the people who do remember. The time before Apathy Control. That was the real “maybe” time. Everything got tried then. Bombs and books and prayers . . . and love and the last of the politics. It all added up to tension. And the more tension, the more people they got. They were just building up the explosion.


  NAT: Crazy!


  PRIEST: It shuddered them all. And they tried more things to stop it. You know—(He splutters with laughter)—you know, they even tried to stop it with the Pill!


  The sheer absurdity of it makes Nat burst into laughter too.


  NAT: Not the Pill!


  PRIEST: Tried to force it, and they got the Virility Wars! Tried dropping it in the drinking water and they got revolution! (He wipes his eyes, chuckling and gasping. He looks at the cluster of dead brighteners clutched in his hand. He wheezes) Thought these things . . . supposed to cancel out.


  NAT (nods hazily and happily): After ten.


  PRIEST (chuckling again): Must be on top of . . . all the strain. (They are both as if slightly tight. Priest tries to sober himself, and instead drifts into a faintly maudlin mood) Anywise, we got Apathy Control. Good old Apathy Control. Saved us all. (He looks earnestly at Nat, who is sucking another brightener, and takes one more himself) It did, Nat.


  NAT (equally solemnly): Keep Cool, Cool the Audience, Cool the World.


  PRIEST: It was what the world wanted. Just to call a big halt. No more . . . progress. It was done kindly. Not by lasering foetuses . . . chemical conditioning . . . electrodes . . . threats. None of that. Just by gentle discouragement. (He looks fuzzily at the crunched brighteners) They meant to cancel. (He takes another and sucks it) The world having a rest, Nat. All them out there, waiting. You know what they are? A reservoir . . . of genes. A huge genetic stockpile . . . just . . . waiting till it’s safe to go on again.


  NAT (taking it in): I said: What are they for? And that’s it—


  PRIEST: That’s it. To give humanity a chance to . . . survive a million years. Just to draw level with the least successful dinosaurs!


  NAT (after a moment): Dinosaurs?


  PRIEST (too tired to explain): Oh . . . some old-days things. (They look down at the chessmen, who have come to a halt. Priest pushes another ploy in) Get on. (As the chessmen start off again) It’s a trust, Nat. So . . . no Kin Hodders. No Kin Hodders?


  Nat shakes his head. Priest claps his arm about Nat’s shoulders and they go out together. The Recreation Area is left deserted.


  After a moment a hand appears over the edge of the bar, then a face. It is Kin Hodder. He looks pale and frightened. He snatches some of the globular meringue-like confections from a half-empty dish and gobbles them . . .


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  It is a time between shows. Opie and Misch are consulting in a corner of the pod. Priest comes in and joins Nat where he is staring gloomily at the Audience Sampler.


  PRIEST: When you last see ’em laugh?


  NAT: Laugh?


  PRIEST: Not in a long time?


  NAT: Not much.


  PRIEST (grimly): It’s what they got to do! (Confidentially) Computer findings, just in. (He suddenly seizes Nat’s hand and claps it against his own stomach. He gives a loud, deep-based guffaw. Uttered quite without humour, it is a little alarming) Feel that shake? Real calisthenic. It’s comfy, it’s cosy, good for lungs and belly. But right on top of all, laughing is safe! (He turns to Opie and Misch, who are looking mildly startled) Get it, Misch? Pal Opie? We got to make ’em laugh!


  OPIE: Computer findings?


  PRIEST: My findings. (Smiling at his little joke) Computer of course. But I go along with it. To agree with the computer, that gladdens me.


  OPIE: Make ’em laugh . . .


  PRIEST: Perfect minimal stimulant. But they don’t do it. Even the Hungry-Angry Show, not even at that. Now this we got to fix!


  OPIE: If it what they need . . .


  PRIEST: What they need, what they got to get! In all shows. Sportsex too. Well, pals?


  MISCH (aghast): I got to be funny?


  OPIE (quickly): We can fix it, Co-ordinator!


  PRIEST: Good talk. Good talk, pal Opie! Nat?


  Nat turns from his glum regard of the Audience Sampler.


  NAT: It’s a dare.


  PRIEST: Right . . . that’s right! A real jumbo dare!


  INSIDE FOODSHOW STUDIO


  The foodshow studio is a mess. The air is thick with flying joke food. A long refectory table is loaded with dishes of custard . . . giant pies . . . mushy fruits. Actors in an extraordinary medley of period costumes, from Roman togas to doublet-and-hose, are hurling the stuff at each other with great speed and dexterity. As they duck and dodge and smother each other to grotesque Spike-Jones-type music, the result is quite funny.


  Studio attendants stand by with more custard in buckets and tubs. Priest and Deanie are watching, both dressed in transparent protective clothing.


  PRIEST (chuckling): History is crazy!


  DEANIE: History?


  PRIEST: Old-days. (Happily) This just got to do it! (But when he turns to the Audience Sampler, his face falls. There is no laughter there. He signals desperately to Deanie) Sure they getting it? The show is live now?


  DEANIE: Yes—


  PRIEST: Step it up! Let’s go!


  She waves the studio attendants into action. Buckets of custard are flung at the actors to build up the effect. Even Priest himself snatches up some pies and lets fly. As he turns anxiously to the screen again, a gobbet of stray custard spatters over him. The Sample Audience is still not laughing.


  PRIEST (hissing at them): Come on, laugh! See it hit him in the eye then? Not funny?


  The music speeds up. The actors move even faster, in a medley of frantic sight gags.


  PRIEST (to the Sampler screen, almost pleading): Whatta matter with you? Come on, come on! Let go, you pigs! It’s what you need! It’s what you want . . . !


  But the Sample Audience is quite unmoved.


  A few minutes later, the show is over and the set looks like the aftermath of a custard blizzard. Panting actors are moving away, glistening and dripping. Priest and Deanie are peeling off their protective clothing.


  PRIEST (angrily): Hah!


  As he passes the Sampler monitor he switches it off, glowering. The attendants move in to mop up. Deanie presses a combination of micro-switches on her wrist contact.


  DEANIE: Nat? Not able to try before. No, not a laugh. But listen. It’s Kin. Kin Hodder. (Guardedly) He got here somewise . . . No, he gone now but what he said . . . Nat, he could try some crazy . . . Nat, if you see him, stop him . . .


  THE STUDIO CATWALK


  A disused caption board with the huge word “Sportsex” painted across a photomontage of lithe bodies hangs flown to the studio roof. A catwalk runs past it. On this Kin Hodder appears, his drawings rolled beneath his arm. He peers cautiously round the caption board, down through the steel ropes and lighting cables.


  NAT’S VOICE (booming, magnified): Stand by, studio . . .


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  In the pod, Nat repeats the instruction to the control desk.


  NAT: Stand by.


  OPIE: Was that Deanie? (Nat nods) Kid okay? (Nat nods again) Deanie calls you a lot. (Nat looks at him) I said Deanie . . . calls you a lot. Deanie.


  Nat is wondering what all this repetition of Deanie’s name is for. Then he sees the reason. Misch has entered, and Opie has noticed her first.


  MISCH (crossly): Deanie? That old bubby still! Nat, you sick and shudder me!


  She makes for her booth. Opie grins.


  NAT: Funny.


  OPIE (innocently): What’s funny?


  NAT: Why people laugh. You laugh like then, when you drop somebody in it. (Nods at Misch) She laugh . . . at people cause they fat or old or . . . not like her.


  MISCH (indignantly): I laugh cause they funny!


  PRIEST (entering): What’s about funny?


  NAT: Why people laugh. They say: “It not happened to me!” So they glad, so they laugh.


  PRIEST: Right. Fruit-skin.


  NAT: Fruit—


  PRIEST: You see somebody fall on a fruit-skin, you laugh. It didn’t happen to you. That’s the idea. (He glowers at the Audience Sampler) But out there, it seems they not got the idea yet! Hear about Foodshow?


  NAT: Yes.


  PRIEST (shivers): I never see so much slop go. And all shot real king . . . smack in the eye, smack in the eye, smack in the eye! Nearly made me laugh. But them! (He shoots the Sample a look of loathing, then:) Misch, bubby. Make ’em laugh!


  She dimples. The plastic dome descends over her head.


  THE CATWALK


  Kin Hodder is testing a steel rope, that its fixing is secure.


  NAT’S VOICE: Five seconds, studio.


  Kin jams the roll of drawings into his belt. The studio below suddenly echoes with the brassy Sportsex music. He puts one leg gingerly over the security rail, then the other, and starts climbing down the rope.


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  Opie is turning down the opening music to allow Misch to begin. Nat turns to Priest.


  NAT (innocently): Any word of Kin Hodder?


  PRIEST: No.


  Misch’s face fills the main screen. She beams brightly.


  MISCH: Tonight’s the night, everybody! So was last night. So’s tomorrow night. Never let up, do we?


  Opie forces a dry giggle.


  PRIEST: Trying hard.


  MISCH: Anywise—we got a real crazy super-king show here, and we give it to you! All we want is your eyes and your ears—how about that for a swap? (She laughs aloud to set an example. From her place under the plastic dome she can see the Audience Sampler. The others in the pod are watching it too. Not a ripple on the faces there. Misch sets her grin) We got a run of real top pals for you! So here we go—Round One, and guess who! Duppy Zorn and Greg Bailey! (The first two competitors flash on the screen behind her, acknowledging their round of synthetic applause. Then her own face reappears there) Been on the Sportsex Show a jumbo lot of times, this two. But here’s a crazy laugh—first time they came they got lost! Went this way, that way. Duppy lost Greg. She got in Artsex, doing this—(An instant impression of an Artsex performer, posing and twirling)—and Greg got in Foodshow, all over slop!


  She ducks and dodges before an imaginary barrage of custard. She rolls her eyes, squints, mugs furiously. Nat turns to the Audience Sampler. There is no reaction whatever. He looks at Priest, who shakes his head hopelessly.


  INSIDE THE STUDIO


  A studio hand walks along a steel gallery set high in the wall. The instant he passes out of sight, Kin Hodder slithers down a tied-off rope and drops on to the gallery. He glances about, then creeps off in the opposite direction.


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  Misch has run out of invention.


  MISCH: . . . Next we got Nell Garner and Diggy Wilson. Now in hard training for the Sex Olympics, this top two took time—phew, my top teeth stuck—took time off to join our show—


  While the next competitors acknowledge their applause, a warning lamp flashes fast and repeatedly on the desk. Opie flips a switch.


  VOICE OF STUDIO CREWMAN: Somebody up the studio wall.


  OPIE (sharply): Who is it?


  VOICE OF STUDIO CREWMAN: Dunno. Do we get after him?


  NAT: Hold it!


  He turns to a small shutter in the wall of the pod and flips it open. Priest scrambles across to another. Isolated in her plastic dome, Misch stares wonderingly. Opie flaps a hand at her to carry on.


  MISCH: . . . And . . . and next, that super kingstyle two . . . that top pal team . . . my pals and your pals . . .


  No use. She has dried. She looks out and shrugs.


  Priest starts excitedly.


  PRIEST: Tell them quick. Get him!


  Nat turns to give the instruction. But in the three paces back to the desk something happens to him. He halts, strangely, and then moves on.


  On the big screen are the faces of the next two competitors, looking about them in some confusion.


  Nat motions Opie aside. Opie defers, puzzled. Nat deftly handles the controls—and the main screen cuts to a blur that sharpens rapidly in to a shot of Kin Hodder. He is climbing down a huge rectangular frame towards the plastic competition booths just below.


  PRIEST: Nat! Are you crazy! (Nat ignores him) Don’t you see—he got those pictures—he going to try—! (To Opie, waving frantically at the control desk) Stop it! Stop him!


  Opie makes a loyal dive at the controls. Nat grabs him. Neither man has the least skill in fighting, but Nat gets a hand over Opie’s face and flings him suddenly back. Opie crashes down with a howl. Nat turns to find Priest moving closer on the other side, and crouches protectively over the controls.


  NAT: Get back!


  Priest staggers back in alarm against Misch’s dome. It flies open and Misch screams. Nat flips the controls to hold Kin Hodder in vision. He is at the bottom of the frame now. He wedges himself and pulls the roll of drawings out of his belt.


  PRIEST: Look at him!


  The cry inspires Opie. He claws his way to the desk and yells before Nat can stop him.


  OPIE: Production pod to studio! Get that man!


  He twists round to protect the flush-fitted microphone from further interference, covering it with his back. Nat grapples with him.


  On the screen behind him studio crewmen, who have only been waiting for the word, start scrambling down the frame towards Kin Hodder. He sees them and tries to escape, clinging to the frame with one hand and waving his unrolled drawings in the other. He is shouting something indistinct.


  Nat thumps Opie’s head against the desk, stunning him enough to push him aside. The shouts into the microphone.


  NAT: Kin Hodder! Show them!


  Hodder looks wildly about, as if wondering where the shout came from. Hands are grabbing at him. He holds up his drawings, guessing at the direction. One of them goes fluttering away.


  Nat tightens the shot.


  Then, with a cry. Kin loses his grip and drops.


  Nat drops the shot past the pursuing studio crewmen on the frame, down past the shaken competitors, to where Kin is lying. The image boosts to a shock close-up.


  Blood is streaming from the young man’s ears and mouth. He lies quite still.


  Nat stares.


  Then he hears a strange sound. For a moment he hardly takes it in. He turns slowly to the Audience Sampler. The faces there are breaking into life . . . laughing! They are coughing and spluttering with the unaccustomed sound they are making. It comes trickling, then flooding, from the monitor.


  THE STUDIO FLOOR


  Competitors, huddling in their drapes round the body, look up in amazement as the studio is flooded with the roars of laughter. It continues as studio crewmen, who have been joined by a First-Aider, examine the crumpled body.


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  Priest comes forward, his outrage at Nat’s behaviour already overlaid by wonder at this new phenomenon. He and Nat gaze at the convulsed, streaming, uproarious faces on the Audience Sampler. Opie is on his feet again, equally amazed.


  NAT (in horror): Laughing at him . . . on account he’s dead!


  PRIEST: No. No . . . it’s because they’re not. (Wrapt excitement in his face) You know . . . I think we just found the fruit-skin!


  He looks from one to another, eyes shining, sharing his discovery.


  THE STUDIO FLOOR


  It is a short time later. A grotesque white outline painted on the studio floor marks the place where Kin Hodder’s body lay. The body has been lifted on to a metal trolley and covered with a silver sheet. Deanie is there with it, looking at the face. She is dry-eyed.


  MISCH’S VOICE (echoing behind): . . . There they are . . . tonight’s overall winners . . . Polly Miro and Karl Chen! (Synthetic applause) So, till tomorrow night, everybody—so!


  A blast of closing music.


  Competitors pass, arguing among themselves, hardly giving Deanie a glance. The First-Aider approaches. Deanie lowers the sheet over Kin’s face as the man prepares to wheel the trolley away.


  DEANIE: The pictures? (He stares at her) Who got his pictures?


  The First-Aider shrugs as he wheels the body away. Deanie looks up towards the production pod . . .


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  The show over, Misch frees herself from her plastic booth. Opie switches off the monitor screens. Priest is walking up and down, profoundly pleased with himself. Only Nat, seated at the desk, is brooding.


  NAT (gnawing his knuckles): Sorry.


  PRIEST: Eh? No matter all that now. You just got upset.


  NAT (distinctly): I’m sorry on account of . . . maybe I helped to kill him.


  PRIEST (in concern): Nat! (Turns to Opie) We need some brighteners—get ’em. (Opie hastens to obey) Nat, we just made a great breakthrough! That's what matters!


  NAT: Breakthrough?


  PRIEST: To perfect Apathy Control!


  NAT: It was accident.


  PRIEST: We got the laugh! You heard it! The classic laugh—the fruit-skin. They don’t expect it—it happens—they glad it not them—jumbo relief, jumbo laugh! In the whole area—! (Tapping the desk) See those ratings? Toppest in six months!


  NAT: What we do? Kill somebody every night? They soon get fed up with that—(He turns. Opie is back, with a fistful of brighteners, and Deanie is with him. Nat comes to his feet)—Deanie.


  DEANIE: Where are the pictures?


  Nat turns to Priest. Priest is almost surprised to be asked.


  PRIEST: Gone.


  DEANIE: Disposed?


  PRIEST: What else? (Her eyes flash with anger. Priest takes a couple of brighteners from Opie and offers her one. She shakes her head) Go on. You’re in shock. (She shakes her head emphatically. He sucks one himself) Deanie, take time off. We get his life record up for you. Run it. Think about him. Do you good.


  DEANIE: More than him . . . is what he made.


  She looks from Priest to the others, searching for a response. She finds it only in Nat, unspoken.


  PRIEST (solemnly): What he made most of all . . . what he give us here today . . . was this breakthrough. (Deanie turns away. Nat moves closer to her) Our job is to act on it.


  OPIE: Find how to make it happen?


  PRIEST: On cue.


  MISCH: Look, I try to make ’em laugh—


  PRIEST (kindly): I know, bubby, you nearly bust. It needs more.


  MISCH: What kind of more?


  PRIEST (less certainly): Let’s just pick it over. We get One, shock. Two, glad-it-not-me! Three, the boffo.


  MISCH: Boffo?


  PRIEST: Old-days name. Top jumbo laugh.


  OPIE: Wait a minute—maybe there more to it. (Concentrating) Lemme—lemme get to this. Like . . . some deep-down pattern. Old-days, the world was totally randomised—all life—?


  PRIEST: Right. Nobody knew what’d happen next.


  OPIE: Maybe that what they miss. Deep down.


  PRIEST: I dunno . . .


  MISCH: Lasar, you crazy!


  OPIE: Why?


  MISCH (pointing to Deanie): Her coddy’s picture was like old-days. It just upset ’em.


  OPIE: They got no feel of “It-not-happen-to-me”. That did happen to ’em. It hurt ’em.


  PRIEST: True. (Considering Opie) Maybe you on to some—


  MISCH: We got to shock ’em but not upset ’em. Easy! How we do it?


  A silence.


  OPIE: Maybe . . . randomised computers . . .


  Nat’s eyes are strange.


  NAT: Suppose . . .


  PRIEST: Nat?


  NAT: Suppose you got just a few people to live like old-days? And watched ’em, to make a show?


  OPIE: Out there?


  PRIEST: Need to be right out of everything. Like savages. Wild men.


  MISCH: Ugh!


  NAT: But alone. Nobody ever tell ’em what to do, nobody come near.


  MISCH: Not ever?


  NAT: Not ever. Get their own food, make things they need—


  PRIEST: No help at all?


  NAT: No.


  PRIEST: At total risk?


  MISCH: Get sick? Even die?


  NAT (nodding): That’d be the show.


  They look at each other. Priest chuckles, drawn to the fancy of it. Opie gives a humourless splutter of laughter.


  OPIE: Who you get to do it?


  DEANIE: I’d do it.


  Her voice is cold and serious. She looks at Nat. After a long moment he nods . . . and nods again.


  MISCH (screaming): Nat—!


  INSIDE PRIEST’S OFFICE


  Pictures of islands flash before us on a giant screen. Flickergraph-style, there is a rapid succession of rocky islets, palm-covered atolls, volcanic piles, grassy flat islands. They are of many shapes but have one thing in common. They appear to be completely isolated. The flicker stops.


  The island that is held on the screen is bare and steep-cliffed. It swells to fill the frame.


  PRIEST: This is the one . . .


  He is in his office with Nat and Deanie. It is not an office in our sense, of course. The screen is the dominating object in it, and instead of a desk there is a low-level projection-and-tape complex. Priest being an old-days man, a few antiques make up the rest of the furnishings—some chairs and art objects from the late 20th century.


  PRIEST: . . . We ran over two thousand islands. This came out best. Computation said, not got to be too warm, too easy. Now this place is cold but not too cold. Things can grow.


  DEANIE: Things?


  PRIEST: To eat. Get fish in the sea there, too—big fish, not like custard krill. You got to go down those rocks and get ’em, catch ’em.


  DEANIE: You can fall—


  PRIEST: You can fall a hundred metres. Do that and you’re dead. (Drily) But as to living—there’s a place for that, too. Old-days place. No auto-conditioning, you need fires.


  NAT: Fires?


  PRIEST: Flames . . . like . . . you got to make. You find out. And you need clothes. Not joy-rigs like you got here. Thick, heavy things to keep warm. Or you get sick.


  NAT: Not easy.


  PRIEST: Not easy. Like you said, that’d be the show. (He switches off the screen and turns to them, seriously) Now. We got the okay on this.


  NAT: You did?


  PRIEST: Today. (Nat and Deanie look at each other, tensing) For a pilot run.


  NAT (half-relieved): Just a pilot?


  PRIEST: Be for a year, to start. Then . . . you stay on, if you want.


  NAT: How long?


  PRIEST (reluctantly): No limit. (It is what they have been waiting to hear) Now you got three days to back out.


  NAT: Not needed.


  DEANIE: Co-ordinator, we done all the talk and thought.


  NAT: We want to do this.


  PRIEST: Crazy!


  NAT: We mean it.


  PRIEST: You don’t know what to mean. (He sighs) Okay, it fixes problems—you get away from the ones you got now, but . . . Old-days once, I went that far. Listen—(He holds up a hand for silence)—You hear?


  NAT: Nothing.


  PRIEST: The noise of Output Area 27. You don’t hear it cause you never not heard it. And the standard smell, you don’t smell it. But out there . . . it was terrible. Know what I did? I sat and cried for that smell. And the noise . . . and the shelter. (Moved by the memory, he fumbles for a brightener, then turns on them almost angrily) What’s it for? You not kids on heat—you had your spell together, you know each other—


  NAT: No, we don’t! Maybe on that island, not here. Not ever here. Nobody knows anybody.


  After a moment, Priest gives a small, bitter smile.


  PRIEST: Or even . . . himself.


  NAT: No.


  PRIEST: Okay. I get things started . . .


  THE CLOTHING STORES


  Steel shelves are laden with heavy protective clothing . . . jackets of synthetic fur and nylon . . . vests, seaboots, knitted caps, canvas coats. An attendant is helping Nat to get kitted up. The chosen clothes are being packed in a huge basket.


  Nat looks round. Misch is approaching. She stands watching uncertainly.


  MISCH: I never see rigs like this.


  NAT: Kept for special trips.


  MISCH: Like yours? Fun trips?


  NAT (wearily): My trip is real.


  MISCH: Fun. You start here and you end there and in between you not go anyplace. I know you, Nat. (Nat doesn’t argue. The attendant helps him into an enormous Arctic-style fur-lined coat. Misch feels the fur sensuously) Mmmm! Room in here for two. Coddy, let’s go back and try it? (No reply) Funny hats, too.


  She pulls a knitted cap on, rakishly. And a canvas coat over her shoulders. Their coarseness contrasts with her fragility. She giggles and strikes an attitude. Nat looks at her coolly.


  NAT: You come with me, Misch? (The giggle dries up) When I go? For all our life?


  She stares at him.


  MISCH: You gone real madhead! (Angrily incredulous, she tears the things off as if they are dangerous. The attendant picks them up and takes them to the basket. Misch throws herself against Nat’s chest) That true, then? On an island all your life? Alone?


  NAT: Not alone.


  MISCH: Worse than alone, with that Deanie. I don’t get you, Nat. Just one girl—when you sick of her, be nobody else. Listen, she might have kids—a lot of kids!


  NAT: Yes.


  MISCH (desperately): Nat, she get old, she get so awful!


  NAT: I get old, too.


  MISCH (with distaste): Both . . . aagh!


  She draws away. Nat goes after the attendant, peeling off the fur-lined coat. Misch glances about. She pulls a furry parka from a shelf, throws it round herself. Nestling her face luxuriously in the hood, she drifts away . . .


  PRIEST’S OFFICE


  It is the last briefing. Priest faces Nat and Deanie. Lasar Opie is in attendance, too.


  PRIEST (briskly): . . . Living quarters all checked. Enough food there to start you off. Seed for growing. Full instructions.


  NAT: And the show?


  PRIEST: Starts as you go in. It’s all wired up. Right, Lasar?


  OPIE: The links are set.


  PRIEST: He runs it.


  NAT: Oh. Good.


  OPIE (smiling): In safe hands, Nat.


  NAT: Yes.


  OPIE: Goes out on a special channel, non-stop. We call it the Live-Life Show. (To Priest) Title okay?


  PRIEST (nodding): Passed. (To Nat) We see you all the time, but you won’t see us. Miss you, Nat, on the Sex Olympics—


  NAT: Just one thing. Nobody left behind? No technical staff?


  OPIE: Nobody.


  PRIEST: Why?


  NAT: Oh. Want to be sure . . . it’s just us . . .


  ANTE-ROOM, CHILD ENVIRONMENT CENTRE


  As before, Keten comes through to the ante-room. This time a nurse is holding her hand, and transfers it to the waiting Deanie as they reach her. The nurse has a plastic pack of the child’s belongings.


  Keten is clutching a bedraggled, chewed rag doll.


  DEANIE: Keten. (To seem friendly) What this?


  KETEN: Timbo.


  DEANIE: Can I see? (Keten offers it for inspection but Deanie can make nothing of it except faint distaste) You come with us now?


  KETEN: Timbo sleep in my bed. I said to you last time.


  DEANIE: Oh. Yes. Keten, you and me and Nat Mender, we go a long way.


  Keten looks doubtfully at Nat waiting in the doorway.


  KETEN: Timbo my best friend.


  DEANIE: Timbo? (Failing to recognise defensive evasion, she is at a loss. To the nurse:) She been told? (The nurse nods. To Keten again:) We want you to come. We be . . . something called a family. (An apologetic glance at the nurse) Old-days.


  KETEN: Out there?


  She seems rigid with fear.


  DEANIE: What is it? (With sudden instinct, she pulls Keten close to her for the confidence she must make, and whispers:) What’s wrong, Keten?


  KETEN (whispering): They send children out there. I know. Some of the big ones.


  Deanie clutches Keten to her, unable to answer for a moment. She is surprised at the strength of the forces rising in herself.


  DEANIE: Not you! Not in the Audience! You be with us, right out past all that. You be with us all the time . . . !


  IN THE PRODUCTION POD


  Opie is at the control desk. Priest sits beside him.


  A giant caption fills the screen, and for the many who cannot read, a voice repeats it boldly:


  “THE LIVE-LIFE SHOW”


  The island fills the screen, as from a helicopter speeding down upon it. A small thatched cottage appears, coming closer . . . and closer.


  OPIE: Going inside . . . now.


  He flips a switch.


  INSIDE THE COTTAGE – DAY


  We are inside the cottage. For the first time we are in an actual, hard set, lit by sunlight beaming brightly in through the tiny windows. The walls are lime-washed. It is the sort of primitive one-room building, little more than a stone hut, that might be found in many parts of the world—the Hebrides, the South Atlantic, North Japan.


  As the aircraft roars outside, we take in the detail . . . from a high central shot, panning round, to represent the basic Output vision equipment.


  At one end of the cottage is a huge open hearth, where an iron cooking pot hangs over a log fire, set ready to light. In the middle of the room is a crude table and some solid, rough chairs. Shelves hold plates and other crockery, but there is no sink, only a large bucket beneath the stone chopping-slab. At the far end of the room are two beds, a big double one and a small narrow one, both roughly carpentered. They are covered with heavy bedclothes, bolsters, patchwork covers. Any detail that seems to identify a particular part of the world is cancelled by some other that denies it. But the cottage has a strong character of its own.


  The door is unlatched, cautiously opened. And there are Nat and Deanie and Keten, dressed in their heavy sub-Arctic clothing. Nat comes in first, wary of the total unfamiliarity, looking watchfully about. Deanie follows with the child.


  Outside the aircraft roars. Nat turns quickly back to the doorway.


  NAT: Hey, they gone?


  He waves. But it is roaring rapidly away. He lets his arm drop.


  DEANIE: You want to ask ’em?


  NAT: About instructions.


  He raises his wrist in the habitual gesture, but there is no contact on it. He grins at his forgetfulness, smoothing the unwontedly bare skin.


  DEANIE: They said, everything inside.


  NAT: Yes. (Their eyes pucker in the strong light as they peer after the aircraft. A sharp gust of wind blows in their faces) Feel the air move against you, so fast.


  DEANIE: Cold.


  KETEN: Look at the floor.


  DEANIE: That’s the grass, like they said.


  NAT: Better get the gear inside.


  He tenses himself and goes. Keten moves closer to Deanie.


  KETEN: Deanie . . . (Deanie holds her in the new way she has learned) . . . Too big.


  Deanie takes her inside. Nat follows, dragging a big basket by its straps. He is panting. Deanie helps him get it through the doorway.


  NAT: Floor all rough. That grass.


  The sound of the aircraft has finally died away in the wind and the constant, distant crash of breakers on rocks. Seabirds screech from time to time.


  Nat bangs the door shut. They are enclosed again, safe. Or they should be. But the feel of the surfaces under their hands and the air in their lungs are both raw and harsh.


  NAT: Cold. All cold.


  DEANIE: Yes.


  She moves a chair and the heavy grating noise startles her. She smiles, embarrassed.


  KETEN (pointing): The screens! (But what she is pointing at are the small windows on each side of the door) Mini-screens. They all funny.


  DEANIE: They not screens.


  KETEN: How not?


  DEANIE: All real what you see out there. Real, Keten.


  NAT: Sort of holes to look out. They called . . . called . . . I dunno.


  But, reminded, he glances quickly about for what will tell him. On the table lies a familiar object, a tiny recorder. He picks it up, gaining immediate confidence from the feel of it. He presses a button.


  OPIE’S VOICE (distorted): Instructions. In sound only. Set to erase after two weeks, so memorise. First, the fire. Keep fire at all times or you lose calories. Fire now set. Light with match. When matches gone, use tinder as follows—


  Nat switches off. He finds the matches in a metal box by the hearth. They are big, like Bengal matches.


  DEANIE: Know how?


  Nat nods. He strikes one. It flares like a firework and Keten shrinks back with a little cry. He applies it to the dry grass that is stuffed beneath the peat and driftwood in the hearth.


  DEANIE: Take these rigs off now?


  NAT: Not yet.


  They watch little flames curl and spread.


  DEANIE: Flames, Keten. See.


  Reassured, the child puts her hand towards the fire. Neither Nat nor Deanie react strongly.


  NAT (dubiously): Better not.


  DEANIE: Little ones maybe cool—


  She touches one of them herself—and whips her hand back with a cry, stung. She gets to her feet, sucking the finger.


  NAT: Hurt?


  DEANIE: Not much. Got a patch, like for a cut?


  NAT: We got no patches, (she stares at him) That’s the deal. (After a moment) Maybe, in the instructions . . .


  He snaps the recorder on again.


  OPIE’S VOICE: . . . Tinder is dry stuff to catch a spark . . .


  Nat presses a button to change tracks.


  OPIE’S VOICE: Seed. Vegetable seeds are in table drawer, seed potatoes outside in—


  Nat presses button again.


  OPIE’S VOICE: Vision units. Set inside and outside the hut. Main unit inside is set in roof. (High shot as Nat looks up. He is looking straight at us. Deanie notices and comes to look too. And Keten, who has been freeing the doll Timbo from her anorak. Nat points) Take care to make no damage to this unit. It is vital to the show.


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  The identical shot is on the big screen in the production pod. Priest and Opie are still watching. Misch has joined them, sitting beside Opie.


  PRIEST: Found the unit . . .


  DEANIE (on screen): Must be on now. Must be able to see us.


  NAT (on screen): Whole network can see us.


  He glares up.


  OPIE: Look . . . thinking what to say.


  He flips controls. The shot tightens on Nat.


  NAT (on screen): We here now and it started. We know you here too. To watch. We . . . we got each other and . . . it’s up to us now. (He turns away, and then back to add:) Nothing you can do to us any more.


  Misch grimaces. Opie widens the shot. The three on the screen are peeling off their topcoats. Nat tackles the basket.


  OPIE (glancing at the ratings strip): Ratings are good. They like it. (Priest turns to the Audience Sampler, where animated interest is being shown) When she touched the flame.


  MISCH: That really jumped ’em. They hard to jump but that jumped ’em.


  PRIEST (gratified): Yes. I think we got a show!


  Misch turns to Opie and kisses him . . .


  INSIDE THE COTTAGE – NIGHT


  They have eaten. Nat sits at the table by the light of a single candle, watching as Deanie settles Keten in her small bed. Keten holds the doll tightly, close to her face.


  DEANIE: Still cold?


  KETEN: No.


  DEANIE: What is it?


  KETEN: Noises.


  DEANIE: Just air . . . and . . . water. We get used to ’em.


  KETEN: You not go out? (Deanie shakes her head) Nat?


  DEANIE: We both be here. Always, (she pats the other bed) We sleep here. Now you sleep. (Keten buries her face in the doll’s ragged shape. Deanie joins Nat) Frightened. She be okay. (She studies the candle, touches the tall stem of it. She smiles) Not hot. Can we make these when we got no more?


  NAT: Yes.


  DEANIE: What out of?


  NAT: Like the food . . . things I got to see tomorrow. Save it.


  He blows the candle out and they sit in the glow of the dying fire. Deanie looks up at the vision unit.


  DEANIE (softly): Think they see us now?


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD – NIGHT


  A duty engineer sits alone at the control desk. A warning lamp flashes on the desk. He adjusts the controls, brightening the big screen ahead of him, where Nat and Deanie look up from the table. The duty engineer yawns and stretches. He turns to the Audience Sampler. There are only three or four faces watching, but they are alert, interested . . .


  INSIDE THE COTTAGE – NIGHT


  Deanie is in bed, and Nat swings himself in after her. He glances across at Keten.


  NAT (whispering): Asleep.


  DEANIE: That not asleep.


  NAT: What?


  DEANIE: That thing.


  NAT: Forget about it.


  He pulls the patchwork quilt up over them both.


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  The duty engineer watches, bored, sucking at a brightener.


  INSIDE THE COTTAGE – NIGHT


  Nat puts his arm round Deanie.


  NAT (surprised, whispering): You . . . all shaking.


  DEANIE: Shivering. Like they said.


  NAT: The cold?


  DEANIE: No matter.


  He pulls her closer to him. He looks into her face. He kisses her, not casually, almost ritually. And she returns it. They draw slightly apart and look into each other’s eyes.


  A few moments later he sees she is shaking again. But this is different. She is laughing silently to herself. She smiles with a small, secret triumph.


  NAT: What is it?


  DEANIE: Not cold. (Moving closer) We got the laugh. On them, Nat. If we just go on and on, and we got fun . . . and they got to watch.


  Nat grins. Then the grin fades.


  NAT: It can be hard for us.


  DEANIE: We learn. Take time and learn it all. We be okay, Nat. I know.


  NAT: How?


  DEANIE: I know. (She puts up her hands to hold his face and speak to it tenderly) We got our . . . place.


  Nat nods solemnly through her hands. She smiles. She raises herself in the bed to look at her sleeping daughter . . . and then round her home. She gives the holographic unit a last, almost contemptuous glance. Then she settles back with Nat . . . in a warm, gernerous embrace . . .


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  The duty engineer has lost interest in the screen. He is almost asleep in his seat . . .


  INSIDE THE COTTAGE


  Nat and Deanie lie asleep in each other’s arms . . .


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  It is the following morning. Opie is back at the control desk and Priest is just joining him.


  PRIEST: So, Lasar.


  OPIE: So. He’s outside.


  On the main screen is a wide exterior shot of the landscape in front of the cottage. Nat is there, with Deanie and Keten watching him nervously from the doorway as he starts to explore. He is carrying a plastic water bucket.


  Opie zooms in to a tighter shot of Nat, who seems unaware of any holographic apparatus out here, or is simply ignoring the possibility. He peers watchfully at the gulls that scream overhead.


  OUTSIDE THE COTTAGE


  Nat grins to cover his uncertainty, glancing back at the cottage. Then he moves warily on towards the sound of gurgling water nearby. He is as watchful as a cat, ready to run back into shelter at any sign of danger.


  A few yards from the cottage, just past the tiny vegetable patch with its stone-wall surround, a spring of clean water bursts from the ground. It splashes among worn stones.


  Nat studies it. He waves the others forward, to watch as he places the bucket under the trickle of water.


  NAT: See? Got to do this every day.


  DEANIE: Automatic.


  NAT: No. Not automatic. It just . . . runs.


  They feel a creeping awe of the forces that this tiny spout may represent. Nat leaves the bucket to fill and turns to the bank that rises behind the cottage. He tests his footing, tries to climb. He slithers back on his bottom.


  Deanie and Keten watch in some alarm as he scrambles up and tries again, clawing at the long grass and heather. In a moment he is a yard or two up the bank. He holds out his hand to Keten. She takes it and he pulls her up. Deanie follows suit. They help each other along, as unfamiliar with the ground beneath their feet as explorers on the Moon . . .


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  Priest and Opie are watching absorbedly . . .


  THE CENTRE OF THE ISLAND


  In the foreground now is the shaggy form of a horned sheep. It suddenly turns and bolts. Nat comes into view, watching the sheep running away across the thin, broken turf. It stops a short distance away. He turns to Deanie and Keten, who are hesitating a few yards behind him.


  NAT (calling): Must be a sheep. Like in the instructions. (Pointing) More of ’em. See?


  KETEN: They real jumbo.


  NAT: They just run.


  He makes a sudden bound and the sheep bolts again. Keten bursts into relieved laughter. Nat and Deanie laugh too.


  KETEN: Where the other animals?


  DEANIE: The rabbits. Like it said.


  Nat shakes his head. He pulls the recorder from his pocket and switches it on as they talk.


  OPIE’S VOICE: “. . . The big animals named sheep are wild but harmless. Small animals named rabbits live in holes. You kill these for food, both sheep and rabbits. Cut off skins and . . .”


  Nat switches the recorder off, less on account of Keten’s feelings than his own.


  DEANIE: Kill . . .


  KETEN: What’s kill?


  Nat jams the recorder back in his pocket . . .


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  Opie smiles to himself as he operates the controls . . .


  A BARE HEADLAND


  We zoom slowly towards the three figures moving along the skyline, dwarfed by the harsh, bare immensity of the landscape.


  A closer shot as they move together across a broad, level stretch of turf. It seems safe here. The wind that blows in their faces is getting familiar and exhilarating. They walk faster, eager to see what is ahead.


  The shot widens . . . and widens . . . to show that the broad level they are walking on is the top of a towering cliff. The rock face drops sheer to the sea. They pull up at the edge and peer cautiously down. Far below, huge breakers crash against the rocks and hurl up spumes of spray.


  Surprisingly, as Nat steadies her, Keten laughs. They turn back, all three holding hands, running together, amused by the clumsiness of their steps . . .


  A STONE CIRCLE


  Great outcrops of rock jut like teeth from the hairy, weathered turf. Somewhere below the sea roars. Nat, Deanie and Keten appear, walking separately again. They stare about them, speechless at the strangeness of the place.


  A circle of low standing-stones is set in the turf . . . an ancient relic of . . . what. They look at each other and have no answer. Keten runs among the rocks, enjoying the springiness of the turf. She keeps close enough to her parents to be sure of them. But she goes on her own, no longer afraid.


  Nat touches the lichenous rock, taking pleasure in its harsh coldness. His to enjoy. He looks about with a new sense of possession, and at Deanie to see if she shares it. And knows that she does.


  OUTSIDE THE COTTAGE


  All three of them are cheerful and breathing fast as they scramble down the bank towards the cottage. They are gaining in confidence, learning to cope with the strange surfaces.


  Nat picks up the full bucket from its place under the spring. He points to the little vegetable patch inside the dry stone wall.


  NAT: We got food here, see? Little plants they left. Soon grow, we can eat ’em, then sow more seeds like it said.


  DEANIE (happily): No need to kill ’em.


  Nat throws the door open—and stops short. Deanie gives a strangled shriek and clutches Keten.


  INSIDE THE COTTAGE


  There are two people in the room, a man and a woman. The man is a huge fellow with a wild, grizzled beard. He is clad in roughly dressed sheepskins. The woman is a sombre creature, with a stillness about her that suggests an American Indian, Lapp or perhaps Patagonian. She wears elaborately worked garments of leather, that she must have made herself.


  They stand quite motionless.


  NAT: Who are you?


  MAN: Name . . . Grels. (He pronounces it like “else”. His voice sounds genial. He points to the woman) This Betty.


  NAT: How you get here? (Grels seems puzzled) Where you from?


  Grels seethes with amusement. He turns to Betty, but her face hardly changes from its immobility. He faces Nat again.


  GRELS: Been here always. (He points) Other side island.


  Nat and Deanie exchange glances.


  DEANIE: But . . . they said . . . you see the men who came?


  NAT: They see you?


  Grels nods. He seems faintly puzzled by the question.


  GRELS: They say you come. Man, woman, child. You Nat?


  NAT: Yes.


  Grels points at Deanie, running his eyes over her till she almost shrinks.


  DEANIE: Deanie. This is Keten.


  KETEN (pulling the doll out of her anorak): Timbo.


  It breaks the spell. Grels roars with laughter. Even Betty smiles.


  GRELS (to Nat): You got food?


  NAT (guardedly): Yes.


  GRELS: Not much. They tell me. (Chuckles) Listen, I help! I show how to get eggs, gull-eggs. I show you to get fish, too. Down the rocks I get crabs, big crabs! (Nodding at Keten) She like to eat. Listen, I bring hooks and we go for crabs. Eh?


  NAT (relieved): Yes—


  GRELS: Soon, soon. (He turns to Betty, nods at the door) Now we go.


  She follows him obediently. In the doorway he turns to wave to Keten. Then they are gone. Keten runs to the door to watch.


  NAT: He said nobody.


  DEANIE: Who?


  NAT: Lasar.


  DEANIE: A mistake. Nat, they seem okay. Palwise. If he can help, this Grels, help get food—


  NAT: He said nobody. (He makes for the vision unit, glowers up at it) You in Output. Lasar Opie, anybody, we made a deal! You trick on this, I do it too! I can smash this unit, stop the show! Now!


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  There is Nat’s face on the main screen in the production pod. Opie and Priest are watching.


  NAT (on screen): You hear?


  He moves away. Priest frowns at Opie.


  PRIEST: Who this two? Who this man Grels?


  Opie pushes a mini-recorder across to him.


  OPIE: Dossier.


  PRIEST (picking it up, suspiciously): We made a deal. No interference.


  OPIE (agreeing): No interference. Just a bit of scene-setting.


  PRIEST: That all?


  OPIE (evasively): It’s a show. Something got to happen.


  The recorder is a confidential model with an earpiece extension. Priest applies it to his ear . . .


  ON THE SHORE


  A large crab is pulled out from the seaweed where it hides, on the end of a heavy hook stick. Grels dangles it triumphantly for a moment before dropping it in the sack of woven rushes that Nat holds ready.


  Grels shoulders the stick. He and Nat wade along in the shallows at the foot of the cliff. Grels peers and pokes into crannies. He points to the mussels clustered on the rock face, cracks some with his stick and devours the contents. He offers a broken shell to Nat, who tastes and spits the mussel out. Grels roars with laughter.


  GRELS: Okay, you can boil ’em first. Now, look here—(They come to a steep pebbly beach with a scatter of driftwood. Grels picks some up) Good for your fire. Burns good.


  Then they are climbing up a steep cliff path, clutching heather roots for support. As they reach the top, Nat is sliding and panting. Grels reaches back and grabs him, pulls him up to safety. Glancing back, Nat is glad of his help.


  The cottage is just ahead. They make their way towards it.


  GRELS: Some time I show you how to get a sheep. Got to be quick and trick ’em. Then . . . you get a lot of meat. And the skin—like this—


  With satisfaction, he pats the rough sheepskin that covers him.


  INSIDE THE COTTAGE


  Deanie is watching at the window. She runs to the door to meet them.


  DEANIE: Nat!


  She is almost collapsed with terror. He drops the sack and takes her in his arms.


  NAT: What wrong? Where Keten?


  Then he sees Keten lying on her bed a few feet away. She looks white and shocked. Her hand and forearm are swathed in a rough, bloodstained attempt at a bandage.


  DEANIE: Fell against the wall. Out there playing when she saw it—and she ran and—


  NAT: Saw what?


  DEANIE: I dunno. Been watching us all the time—for hours—! Something, somebody, I dunno—


  Bulky Grels moves fast. He is outside in a moment, followed by Nat.


  OUTSIDE THE COTTAGE


  Grels scours the landscape, the heavy crab-hook raised like a weapon. Deanie clings to Nat.


  GRELS: Where is it?


  DEANIE (pointing): Out in the mist. Moving across . . . and then back. Sort of hiding.


  GRELS: A sheep.


  DEANIE: No. Saw them too. They ran.


  Grels grunts.


  NAT: Nobody else on the island?


  GRELS: No . . . there was nobody.


  He watches Deanie bury her face against Nat’s shoulders.


  DEANIE (faintly): Just wanted you—come back.


  GRELS: Need a bar on the door. Like this. (He picks up one of the pieces of driftwood he dropped. A Yard of heavy timber)—then you feel safe. I bring tools and make it.


  DEANIE: Tonight?


  GRELS (surprised): Okay. Tonight.


  DEANIE: Come both of you and eat with us.


  Grels nods, pleased. He gives Nat the crab-hook.


  GRELS: Here.


  They watch him move off, then turn back inside, quickly.


  INSIDE THE COTTAGE


  Nat shuts the door and clicks the feeble latch. He goes to Keten.


  NAT: Hurt still?


  She nods, too shocked to speak.


  DEANIE: You better see it.


  As she loosens the bandage Keten whimpers. Instantly Deanie becomes confused and clumsy, worsening things. All the distress they must have shared a few minutes ago returns. The child is afraid of the mother’s incompetance. Then the bandage is loose. Nat stares, at a loss. Deanie forces the words out, nearly sick.


  DEANIE: It was . . . all open. I got some things to . . . some thread and . . . to fasten it . . . together. (Looking at him) What do you think?


  NAT (helplessly): I dunno. Put that back.


  As Deanie bends over Keten to restore the bandage, he turns to the vision unit with cold anger spreading in him.


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  Priest and Opie sit watching at the control desk.


  NAT (on screen): Well? Did they laugh?


  He raises the crab-hook and slashes. The screen goes blank. Unperturbed, Opie flips switches. A low-angle shot of Nat fills the screen. He is slashing at the rafters with the crab-hook, ripping out delicate apparatus and wiring.


  OPIE (to desk): Show now on secondary units. Autolock.


  He locks controls.


  PRIEST: If he finds the others—


  OPIE: All hidden.


  PRIEST: Hut bugged?


  OPIE (nodding): They think the show over. Now it gets real super-king! (Priest frowns) Co-ordinator, the audience. They did laugh . . .


  INSIDE THE COTTAGE – NIGHT


  That night, by the light of a candle that Nat holds close for him, Grels is finishing two massive sockets, one each side of the cottage door. These are to accept the driftwood bar. As he chisels them smooth he grunts with appreciation.


  NAT: You work quick.


  GRELS: Uh . . .


  NAT: Where you been . . . before this island?


  GRELS: Not remember. All I remember, I been here. I like this island. I make stories. (Keten is watching him, wide-eyed, from her bed nearby) You like stories?


  KETEN: Yes.


  GRELS: Mm. She not—(He nods across at the woman)—Betty. Not like stories, her. (His voice sharpens as he calls) Betty! How the crabs?


  Betty is with Deanie by the hearth, holding the crabs ready in a basket. She stiffens at Grels’s call. Deanie peers into the cooking pot.


  DEANIE: Boiling.


  Betty starts dropping the crabs into the pot. But her eyes go constantly across to Grels.


  GRELS (softly, as he works): Big caves down there. You know caves?


  KETEN: No.


  NAT: Like holes in the rock. Real jumbo.


  GRELS: Yes, you saw them. Deep, deep in the rock . . . of the island. The sea goes in, all white . . . and the little fishes. In and out. Where we got to? say the little fishes . . .


  Betty has despatched the crabs. Only the direction of the eyes in her impassive face show that her attention is on Grels. She turns to Deanie then, as if picking her time for some whispered confidence.


  DEANIE (peering into the pot): They gone all red.


  Then she notices the other woman’s unease . . . the eyes that flick between herself and Grels.


  GRELS: . . . And the sea pull at the rocks and tear. Little stones fall. Every night and every day the sea tear. And the caves get more . . . and more . . . and the little fishes come again and say, where we got to now? Deep in the island . . . (He chuckles. He picks up the bar of driftwood and drops it across the sockets. He slaps it finally into place) There! That keep ’em out!


  He grins across at Betty and Deanie.


  KETEN: Who?


  GRELS: Anything.


  Betty stands frozen. Then she turns and peers into the cooking pot, and stirs the crabs.


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  Misch has joined Opie and Priest at the control desk.


  PRIEST (puzzled): What he pretend for? All this about some danger outside—he must know it was just her.


  MISCH: Just who?


  PRIEST (nodding at the screen): Her. His woman there. When she came and just kept hid in the mist.


  MISCH: Why she come?


  PRIEST (uncomfortably): She got frightened.


  OPIE: Got frightened to do it.


  MISCH: Do what?


  OPIE: Warn them.


  He smiles, then looks away. The faces on the Audience Sampler are smiling, too, rippling with expectant laughter . . .


  INSIDE THE COTTAGE – NIGHT


  Hours later. A candle stump is guttering on the cottage table, lighting the picked crab shells that are scattered there. Grels and Betty have gone. Nat and Deanie are in bed. Nat lies awake, Deanie half-asleep.


  NAT: I not get it.


  DEANIE: What?


  NAT: Those two, Grels and—


  DEANIE: She shudders me.


  KETEN: Nat.


  DEANIE (to him): Sssh.


  KETEN: Nat.


  DEANIE (drowsily stirring): Okay.


  NAT: No. She call me. (He gets up, pulling a blanket over himself. Keten is restive. He pours her a cup of water. She drinks thirstily) Feel hot?


  KETEN: Yes. (He takes back the empty cup. She lies with wide eyes) Make a story. Like the man.


  NAT: Not got any.


  KETEN: Just talk.


  Nat is at a loss. The only images he has to draw on are the dry, formless ones of Output.


  NAT: Well . . . lemme see . . . talk about where we come from. In Output . . . back in Output everything automated. You not got to do anything, just program it. One day some man . . . (Apologetically) Try make a story. One day some man . . . he . . . he want something they not got.


  KETEN: What?


  NAT: I dunno . . . (After a moment) A sheep. That do?


  KETEN: Yes.


  NAT: Well . . . how to program a sheep. Push dispenser buttons . . . no good. Control buttons . . . no good. So . . . so he . . .


  KETEN: What?


  NAT: I dunno . . .


  It didn’t work. He has dried up. He is suddenly, absurdly anguished at his inadequacy. He puts a hand to his face.


  KETEN: Talk.


  He looks at her. He puts his hand over her uninjured one.


  NAT: Keten, I like you. (she smiles) I like you, Keten. I like you. (He goes on slowly whispering) I like you. I like you. I like you. I like you. I like you. I like you. I like you . . .


  When he stops her eyes are closed. She is not asleep but reassured. He gets up and goes to the door. He tests the heavy bar in its sockets. He frowns, wondering . . .


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  Opie is still hunched over the control desk, though the duty engineer has come to relieve him. Misch is asleep with her head on Opie’s shoulder. She stirs.


  MISCH (dazed): Coddy . . . what we still here for?


  OPIE: I was right. (The Audience Sampler is crowded, even at this later hour. The faces are comfortably alert) They can take tension . . . even want it. So long it not happen to them. Sadness, worry, fright, pain. I was right.


  Misch yawns. She strokes a hand across his shoulders but he is not to be moved. She looks at the duty engineer and shrugs. As she goes, the duty engineer gets up and follows.


  Opie sits with his head in his hands, staring at the main screen . . .


  INSIDE THE COTTAGE – DAY


  Keten is sick. She lies drowsily while Deanie works on the bandage, now and then moaning with pain. Nat joins them.


  NAT: Ran the instructions. Nothing more.


  DEANIE (worried): Her hand gone all big. (She tries to show him but the child winces) And hot.


  NAT: Looks hot all over.


  DEANIE (puzzled): But in here it’s cold.


  NAT: I get the fire hot. For a fever, keep warm—it did say that.


  He goes to attend to the feeble fire. Deanie lifts the door bar out of its sockets. She picks up a bucket and goes out to get water.


  Nat is piling peat on the fire when he hears her exclaiming outside, and then the bucket clatter. He meets her in the doorway, pointing confusedly.


  OUTSIDE THE COTTAGE


  Grels is sitting slumped against the wall of the vegetable patch. Nat goes to him, mildly relieved.


  NAT: Grels. (The big man looks at him muzzily, genially) How long you been here? (Grels shrugs and slumps back against the wall. Nat is puzzled) Anywise, glad you are. Need your help, Grels. Kid’s sick. (Grels seems uninterested) Maybe . . . maybe Betty can help. She know anything about . . . fever? Grels, you get Betty to come?


  Grels focuses on him at last.


  GRELS (huskily): She gone.


  NAT: What? Where?


  GRELS (vaguely): I think . . . maybe she went for gull-eggs. Maybe she fell down the rocks. You can fall down the rocks easy.


  It is so blatant an invention that he is not even bothering to make it convincing.


  Nat stares at him, taking in the meaning, working it out. He sees Grels’s gaze shift from himself to something behind him. It is Deanie. She pushes the long handle of an axe into Nat’s hand. Nat brings it round, raises it but not threateningly. Deanie grabs the bucket and fills it quickly from the shallow spring-well a yard or two away. Then she goes back inside.


  NAT: Grels . . . you better go.


  Grels looks at him, and at the axe. He sighs. He gets slowly and stiffly to his feet. It is as if he has been sitting here a long time. Nat waits until he is moving away. Then he goes into the cottage.


  INSIDE THE COTTAGE


  As Nat enters, Deanie is ready. She slams the door shut and drops the wooden bar across. Nat goes quickly to the window.


  NAT: Gone. (He lowers the axe and turns to Deanie) Really think he—?


  She gives a tiny, tense nod like a bird. Her indrawn breath shivers.


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  Opie is still watching in the production pod, haggard but obsessed. Priest is there, too, apparantly anxious to justify himself to a few senior Output personnel who have joined them. He is ill-at-ease.


  The main screen holds a picture of Grels, moving through the heather.


  PRIEST: This big man so quiet now.


  OPIE: Just for a time. On account of he kill his woman.


  Priest turns quickly to draw in his colleagues.


  PRIEST: You got the ratings. (Turns to the screen again) Look at him—like comfy and cosy. Like apathy almost.


  OPIE: For him it is.


  PRIEST (to the others, getting it over): Grels a psycho. Killed his girl in the Olympics twelve years ago. Got put in exile.


  OPIE: Not the Olympics.


  PRIEST: Eh? No, not the main Olympics, just the trials.


  OPIE: No audience to see it.


  PRIEST: No audience. (Taking the point) Or we got all this breakthrough then, twelve years ago. How about that?


  OPIE: Sad for me.


  PRIEST (chuckling): Yes, yes. Sad for pal Opie.


  Appreciative amusement from the senior colleagues.


  OPIE: Look.


  Grels has halted and turned, to crouch in the heather . . .


  INSIDE THE COTTAGE


  Nat is at the window, watching.


  NAT: No sight of him. He not coming back. (He turns to Keten, tossing in her bed) Try and eat now? Eat something? (she does not respond. He joins Deanie at the hearth. The fire is brisk now and Deanie ladling boiling water into a bowl) What you got?


  DEANIE: Powder soup.


  She stirs the mixture.


  NAT: Need to take it easy. We not got so much.


  DEANIE: Got to feed her. (There is a cry from the bed, a sort of chirrup. Its weirdness unnerves them. Deanie pours some of the soup into a cup and takes it to the child) Keten. Try this? (She lifts the child and puts the cup to her mouth. Keten twists her head away. Deanie looks helplessly at Nat) I got to. How?


  NAT: Keten. Like a story? Keten?


  Keten tries to focus on him.


  KETEN: About the caves?


  NAT (struggling): Well . . . about the caves . . . (To Deanie) I can’t do it, I can’t tell his story . . . There were caves, not by the sea. They had a lot of people in ’em . . . (Deanie makes another vain attempt to feed Keten) Sort of old-days time. Well, they were happy. Plenty to eat. They had . . . soup. They liked soup, had a lot of it.


  Deanie shakes her head.


  KETEN (tense): Too many people in the caves!


  NAT: No. Don’t think so . . . a lot of caves, if one got too full they just moved.


  KETEN: Too many people!


  There is a kind of seizure.


  DEANIE: Keten—


  KETEN (to her): Nurse? They come yet? (She clutches at Deanie) Nurse?


  DEANIE: Keten, it’s me, it’s Deanie—


  KETEN: Deanie Webb and Nat Mender, they come to take me out there and leave me—on account of the test!—Nurse, not let ’em, not let ’em take me when they come—


  The words are slurring now, and she is struggling in Deanie’s grasp. Deanie holds her tightly—and the fit suddenly passes. She goes limp and lets Deanie lay her back against the bolster. Deanie rises, white-faced.


  NAT: She not mean this—


  Deanie shakes her head. She can hardly choke the words out.


  DEANIE: What I felt . . . like the arm, all big . . . Nat, it’s everywhere! (She stares at him, helpless) What we do? (Her eyes go to the wrecked vision unit in the roof) Ask Output. But you bust that thing. You bust it!


  NAT: Get no help from Output.


  DEANIE: Yes! Yes, if you let ’em watch and see and hear this—they got to help then! But you bust it! You did it! You! You! You!


  She is battering at him with her fists, weeping . . .


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  OPIE: Old-days, I think they called that “despair”. Right, Co-ordinator?


  Priest nods, numbly. The watchers in the production pod have grown in number. Misch is back with them, sitting beside the hollow-eyed Opie.


  MISCH: She cross, too, that Deanie.


  Opie turns to the senior colleagues.


  OPIE: You see? The danger-force of those bad feelings? We seen “fear” and “anger” and “worry” and “pain” and so on. Soon, I think, one called “grief”.


  INSIDE THE COTTAGE – NIGHT


  That night it is over.


  Nat and Deanie sit huddled together on the big bed, trying to comprehend a sense of loss. Their eyes are fixed on what we do not see, on the smaller bed.


  DEANIE: Now we not ever know—


  NAT: Mm?


  DEANIE: What she said that time. Afraid of us, that we take her away and leave her—


  NAT: She was sick.


  DEANIE: She did think it.


  NAT: Before, maybe, back in the Centre. When she come with us . . . it was okay.


  DEANIE: We not ever know.


  Nat moves forward, with a strange awe of the unseen body, and retrieves the rag doll. He studies it.


  NAT: This knows.


  DEANIE: Nat—


  NAT: In a way. Her closest thing. I got to look at this a lot . . . Till I get the feel she had. Then maybe . . . I get what was in her head . . .


  Deanie looks at him. He seems lightened by the intention. Her voice too softens, with love. She holds Nat tightly.


  DEANIE (whispering): Nat . . . I get more babies, Nat . . .


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  Watching, Misch chuckles to Priest.


  MISCH: That Deanie . . . ! Babies! I warn him . . . !


  Opie is on his feet, haggard but triumphant, keeping himself going with brighteners as he addresses the now crowded production pod.


  OPIE: Now—if the kid just died here in Output those two get no jumbo upset like this. Just a bit of bother, maybe. A date not to keep anymore. But now—(He turns to the two crushed figures on the main screen, clinging to each other)—See? Their total nervous system is put out. Must be all the tension feelings they been getting. Proves those feelings are bad, bad, bad to have. Bad for the audience, bad for us too. Except . . . this way. (He gestures, one hand at the screen, the other at his listeners) Watch, not do. The total proof. You look happy, my pals. They as well.


  He points to the Audience Sampler. All attention goes to that, to the alert, expectant faces on it. At the desk, Opie flicks up the sound of their enjoyment.


  He finds Priest’s face a few inches from his own. It is oddly wracked.


  PRIEST: Why I let you do this? Why?


  OPIE: Do? Is what they need. What they want. What they got to have!


  He flips the Sampler sound higher, drowning Priest’s feeble scruples.


  THE ISLAND


  It is dawn. A wide shot across the misty landscape towards the cottage. Small figures are moving there.


  A closer shot. A little way from the cottage, Nat has just filled in a grave in the turf. Deanie stands watching, holding their weapon, the axe.


  Nat looks round, almost instinctively, for something to mark the grave. He picks up one of the large quartzite stones that lie among the heather, staggers back with it and plants it firmly on the raw mound. As he does so he freezes, listening.


  He looks about him into the mist, remembering the threat. He sees nothing. He joins Deanie and for a moment they stand together in this ancient, incredible duty. Mourners.


  He listens again. This time she had heard it too . . . a scuttling somewhere nearby.


  DEANIE: A sheep?


  Nat takes no chances. He takes the axe from her and waves her back to the cottage. She runs.


  He starts to circle, a man defending his territory. Holding the axe at the ready. She is hardly inside the cottage when he hears her scream.


  He turns and runs desperately towards it. The door is slammed shut—and as he reaches it, he hears the heavy bar drop into its sockets on the inside. And Deanie is screaming, on and on.


  He attacks the door with the axe. Its timbers are resilient, absorbing the blows. He is in a frenzy.


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  The crowded production pod echoes with laughter . . . mostly boosted from the Audience Sampler. Faces there are at a happy peak of vicarious excitement.


  On the master screen we see the interior of the cottage as the door bursts in at last. Then struggling figures and the axe still slashing. But the tide of laughter from the outer world drowns all other sounds.


  INSIDE THE COTTAGE


  Silence now in the cottage.


  Panting, Nat turns from the slaughtered body of his enemy. He was too late. He pulls Deanie towards him and strokes her face and head, the shut eyes.


  NAT: Deanie.


  She will not speak again.


  He is quite alone, crouching in a scene as grotesque and terrible as one of Kin Hodder’s drawings.


  INSIDE THE PRODUCTION POD


  The production pod is uproarious, with triumph now added to the audience’s laughter.


  Opie is being feted. Heated by the aphrodisiac of success, Misch smothers him with kisses—even as he is half-carried out by his new admirers in the senior personnel.


  Priest sits appalled at the control desk, staring at the master screen.


  PRIEST: Look at him. He’s alive . . . (He turns and calls after the others with his frightening realisation) He’s alive! It’s we that are not!


  But nobody listens. He slumps down again in his seat, staring at Nat. Both alone. In two worlds.


  An announcer-voice cuts in through the steady gale of laughter.


  VOICE: So ends the first edition of our new show, the Live-Life Show! Soon be others, bubbies and coddies! Soon be more for you! And now . . . over to Sportsex! . . . to see trials of new talent for this year’s Sex Olympics!


  And we are off into the usual brassy lullaby.
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  THOMAS NIGEL KNEALE (18 April 1922 – 29 October 2006) was a British screenwriter. He wrote professionally for more than 50 years, was a winner of the Somerset Maugham Award, and was twice nominated for the British Film Award for Best Screenplay. In 2000, he received the Lifetime Achievement Award from the Horror Writers Association.


  Predominantly a writer of thrillers that used science-fiction and horror elements, he was best known for the creation of the character Professor Bernard Quatermass. Quatermass was a heroic scientist who appeared in various television, film and radio productions written by Kneale for the BBC, Hammer Film Productions and Thames Television between 1953 and 1996. Kneale wrote original scripts and successfully adapted works by writers such as George Orwell, John Osborne, H.G. Wells and Susan Hill.


  He was most active in television, joining BBC Television in 1951; his final script was transmitted on ITV in 1997. Kneale wrote well-received television dramas such as The Year of the Sex Olympics (1968) and The Stone Tape (1972) in addition to the Quatermass serials. He has been described as “one of the most influential writers of the 20th century”, and as “having invented popular TV”.
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