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Enter THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND, in an all-white suit.

GHOST

I'm Tony. Hi! Forgive the threads – 

your wardrobe options, when you're dead,

are limited. And I am too.

To be here now, to speak to you,

for instance: I was on my knees,

saying a hundred rosaries,

before they'd let me cross the border.

Short-stay visa. Big Man's orders.

It takes some getting used to, this:

in life, I was a Socialist.

In fact, a Labour minister.

I tried to get you all to share:

resources, wealth, and mostly schools.

An education – free for all,

and all the same, in every town

from Millom to the Surrey Downs.

A comprehensive right to learn,

no matter what your parents earn.

It's in my 'Crosland Circular'!

But death is a great leveller,

and now I'm six feet underground

it's funny how it's all come round.

I mean, take this school – take it, please!

Gesturing to the room, the audience – as he speaks, the room begins to fill up with the people and situations he describes. A couple of small tables are brought covered in papers and branded stationery – one placed at the far end of the hall, containing an Apple Mac and some minimalist, incomprehensible objets d'art, belongs to TORBEN. A whiteboard is wheeled on. By the end of the act, there is also a circle of chairs.

It's new. It's free. At least, no fees:

The Water's Edge Academy

invites you all to come and see

its premises. An Open Day,

right here, right now, with a display

of cutting-edge facilities – 

A Promethean Whiteboard? Jeez!

A chance to meet the teachers. Will

the mastermind – one Torben Krill – 

be there as well? Why, yes, he will.

In fact, he's there – meeting and greeting,

shiny spats upon his feet.

Sign up to Torben's vision here,

before the places disappear!

Three kids competing for each spot?

I'd say that seems an awful lot. 

So naturally, the parents come

to state their cases, one by one.

Of course, there can't be room for everyone.
And who's this coming? Could it be – 

it's Jenny, from the Mercury!

Her daughter trailing behind,

caught up as usual in her mind,

and wound so tight it seems she can't unwind.

I'll let them catch up. I'll retreat.

I'll read this information sheet.
He sits ostentatiously and begins reading some of the literature on the tables, unseen by any other characters. STARFISH, JENNY's daughter, sits beside him. JENNY BRISTOW greets TORBEN KRILL with a peck on the cheek. TORBEN has one more button undone than even the most relaxed modern workplace would consider appropriate, and speaks with an accent which is mid-Atlantic if not international.

TORBEN

Jenny! So glad that you could make it out.

The presentation's starting in an hour,

and we're expecting quite an audience,

but I should have some time now, if you'd like – 

JENNY

OK. Let's chat. I'll start recording now.

Well, first, it's an important day for you – 

how are you feeling? Is it make-or-break?

TORBEN

I'm confident to say it will be 'make'.

Of course, I'm nervous – gearing up to share

a place, a project, which you've laboured years

to build (not literally – that was all Keith!)

is bound to bring up certain butterflies.

But mostly, I'm excited. It's a chance

to prove to people that we've done them proud;

that Water's Edge is what they asked us for,

and we've delivered what the town deserves.

The parents of the children of this town

are tired of putting up with just what's there – 
the set menu. They want the a la carte.

They want to taste the lobster – don't write that.

JENNY

But isn't there the danger of a drain;

that you absorb the cash, the lucky kids,

and Redlands is left leached and underserved?

TORBEN

The latest Policy Exchange report

is clear – that free schools buck their neighbours up.

In areas where schools like this have opened,

the ratings have gone up across the board.

I want kids here to feel like they can walk

without a set of shackles on their feet – 

and Redlands too. And that's just what we'll get;

it's like those fish that clamp onto the side

of bigger fish, or are they shrimp – you know? –

they clean their teeth and share their nutrients?

JENNY

I think you mean remoras? That's a little – 

TORBEN

Strange? Sorry Jen. I'm just – I'm just so stoked!

Don't write that. What I said, about the lobster –

why can't they want it? Picture a straight road,

to somewhere so far you can hardly see

its outline, and the journey's dull and long;

it's easy to get tired, to fall behind.

What if we opened up the other paths,

or let them make their own way through the woods?

Discover colours new to them, find life

is wider and more varied than they thought,

and under every unturned stone – 

KEITH and ANGELA MCENTEE have entered during this rapturous moment, their son STRUAN dawdling after. He leans on a wall.
KEITH

A paedo? 

ANGELA

Keith! We're in a school, for God's sake!

STRUAN

You can't say that, Mum, innit. Blasphemy.

JENNY gestures towards her microphone, which ANGELA completely ignores.

ANGELA

It's wonderful to see you, Dr Krill.

What an occasion. Such a special day.

TORBEN

And you, Mrs McEntee, though I must

insist, I don't yet have a doctorate... 

ANGELA

A travesty. Well, neither does my Keith,

as you can tell from that ill-timed remark – 

I must apologise reservedly:

a shameful comment. From a governor!

KEITH

If Turbo's gonna talk about kids roaming freely in the woods, Ang, it's got to be expected. Nonces behind every bush. I built the bloody school, I don't want my name on that. That's not the kind of thing we want in the paper.

JENNY

It's lucky you don't choose what's in the paper.

ANGELA

My husband sometimes struggles with deportment – 

KEITH

I'm always talking about deportment. It's all they bloody deserve.

JENNY

I think you'll find that that's the other one.

TORBEN

Is this your son? Struan! We meet at last!

STRUAN

All right.

ANGELA


All right? Excuse him, Dr Krill – 

TORBEN

It is all right to ask if I'm all right.

Teachers are human too. Are you all right?

STRUAN

Top notch. Did someone say that there were snacks?
TORBEN

The snacks, and literature, are over here.

And since you're here, why not come for a tour?

Unless your dad's already shown you all – 

STRUAN

He hasn't shown me nothing. 

At a look from ANGELA.





Anything.
TORBEN

Then follow me. I'll catch you later, Jenny.

Perhaps you'd like to meet some of the staff?

You'll find, I hope, that unlike other schools,

we'll try to make the system work for you...
TORBEN leads STRUAN out of the room. THE GHOST OF ANTONY CROSLAND steps up, crossing the stage.

GHOST

A place for every single child?

Be sensible. That would be wild.

But how then can one climb the heap?

A new free school; that can't come cheap.

This Struan seems a risky bet.

His place should be secured – and yet...

Expelled from Redlands? Lord, what next?

At least Mum doesn't read his texts...
The GHOST exits to track down KERRY. JENNY is visibly trying to leave. ANGELA's verse-speaking here is highly affected, emphasising its social role.

ANGELA

I'm sorry to admit I never knew

that you were also blessed with motherhood.
Are those the same earrings you're wearing in

your byline picture? They're adorable!

A-dor-a-ble. But is your daughter here?

JENNY

She's by the door, so I should – no, they're not – 

ANGELA

Perhaps I'm thinking of a different pair.

Did I see you at the Town Hall last week?
JENNY

I don't have a campaign to represent.

ANGELA

No criticisms? How strange... 

JENNY





Angela,

I'm sure that we can catch up later on.

ANGELA

Of course, your daughter's prospects wouldn't make – 

KEITH

She's probably on the roof, isn't she?

ANGELA

Oh, Keith! That is extremely inapprop – 

KEITH

Looking at the art. She did that painting. Big ugly mouth or something. Hope I hung it the right way up. The competition winners' art – come on Ang. You don't forget a name like Starfish Bristow. We put all the paintings up there under the glass – so we don't have to look at them! Ha, ha, ha! No but actually it's quite impressive. Turbo said you can see them from space. Or Google Earth, or something. What did you think I meant, Ang?

JENNY, baffled and a little concerned by the implication, sneaks away. STRUAN wanders back in.
ANGELA

What? Did I say something? I don't remember – er – recall – 

I don't recall I ever said a word.

Of course, not now, you must locate – 

STRUAN






She's gone.

KEITH

I have to hand it to you, Ang. You really shit the bed on that one. I've seen some shit beds in my time, but – that was disgusting.

STRUAN

From all the bumming, eh, Dad?

KEITH gives him a long, awkward stare.

KEITH

What's wrong with you? Do you have the first idea what we're trying to do here for you, while you just lounge around, leaning on the walls, licking Rizlas like a Pole on payday?

Pause.

Drink, Ang?

ANGELA

Mine's a white wine spritzer.

KEITH

They won't have that. It's a school. And if they do, I'm not bloody carrying it.

He exits in search of a refreshments table.

ANGELA

Do you know anything about this... Fish?

STRUAN

Most of the time, she's just a little swot.

ANGELA

And what about the rest?

STRUAN




Then she's a bitch.

ANGELA
livid
Why are you trying so hard to mess this up for us? 

STRUAN

I didn't say I wanted to come, did I?

Fine. In my year. Top set for everything.

Stick up her arse or something, like her mum – 

that's her, the journo, 's got it in for dad?

And unlike her, she isn't even fit.

You know she used to be in FHM?

The mum, I mean. The girl, I wouldn't touch

with someone else's – 

ANGELA




Struan, I will turn

the Wi-Fi in your room off for a month!

STRUAN

It doesn't work like that. It's on my phone.

ANGELA

I'll take your phone then, won't I?

STRUAN





… Don't do that.

ANGELA

You think you've got a done deal here Struan, but you haven't, you've made things very difficult for yourself and now we can't trust anyone. 

ANGELA storms out and STRUAN wearily follows. STARFISH appears: a younger-looking girl, reciting something under her breath which gradually becomes more audible as her panic intensifies, while counting on her fingers. 

STARFISH

Physics Challenge, Silver Medal,

Semi-finals county netball,

Youth Ambassador to Calais,

ten years tap, eleven ballet,

Dance Against Domestic Violence,

prison bakesale, sponsored silence,

Grade Eight clarinet and oboe,

Human Rights for All Bonobos

(only member still campaigning)

National Cadet Force training,

ten-on-one debating winner,

always back in time for dinner,

Teenage Vegan Essay Contest,

Cuckoo drowning in a swan's nest.

JENNY enters, sees what state STARFISH is in, and puts her hands on her shoulders to soothe her and guides her gently away. The GHOST re-enters during this speech.

GHOST

I like her style, but that sounds tough.

Is one instrument not enough?

She's got a lot to think about. 

But who is this now, stepping out

of a two-doored S-reg sedan?

Could it be – yes, I think it can! –

it's Kerry Waters, activist

extraordinaire – here, in the midst

of what is really not her scene.

You'd think she'd find it quite obscene,

but for some reason – well, you'll see.
KERRY WATERS enters, clearly ill at ease. She paces nervously around, idly picking up items and putting them down again, and finds herself drawn to TORBEN's desk. Her daughter MARTHA follows, looking embarrassed by this behaviour.
I'll just... 
He heads off to put some tasks in motion. Pops his head back in.


Don't think you've heard the last of me.

KERRY picks up a small grey item about the size of a pebble.

KERRY

What is this? Martha? What on earth is this?

MARTHA

I don't know. Does it matter?

She inspects it closely.





Paperweight.

I think, some kind of Swedish paperweight.

You're being weird, Mum, now put it down.

KERRY

Why would he need a paperweight?

I don't see any paper here, do you?

These people – they've abolished paper, Martha.

MARTHA

Mum, please – just try to keep an open mind?

Look, this must be an integrated board – 

the ones they mentioned on the local news?

KERRY

I don't know if I saw that – 

MARTHA





Yes, you did.

They said these are a first, in any school.

I know it's sad, to get excited by

a whiteboard – 

KERRY



I can't say I understand.

I'm sure you'll tell me all about it, though.

MARTHA

It's meant to streamline everything we do,

or would, if I got in. The register – 

you just tap in, then go and start your day.

The canteen – press a picture on the screen,

then get it from the hatch. Debits my card – 

KERRY
My card, you mean. And what about the staff?

Will all the dinnerladies in the world

be swept aside by this chrome overlord?
MARTHA

Don't call them that, that's really sexist, Mum.
KERRY

At least when they were called that, they got paid.

'Support staff' hardly ever unionize – 

part-time contractors haven't got a shred

of job security, but never mind – 
MARTHA

Well, anyway, it lets you buy your food,

you scan to say you're staying for a club,

it notifies you when to pick me up...
KERRY

That was one time! And I was sick that day.
MARTHA

You were asleep. And Dad could always come.
This rapidly makes things uncomfortable. KERRY waves around the thing she's holding, side to side like she's managing a crossing.

KERRY

Is this some kind of robo-lollipop?

A holographic crossing engineer?
MARTHA laughs.

You're humouring me.

MARTHA




Thanks for coming.

KERRY







Well,

You did insist on being here yourself.

The least that I could do is get a feel

for what exactly goes on in this place.

At least, it's admirably clutter free.

If that were my desk – 

TORBEN bounds up to them. STRUAN and ANGELA settle down in seats in the background.
TORBEN




Then you'd pay my bills!

Not interrupting am I? Torben Krill.

He extends a bold hand to KERRY, who looks as if she is about to give it a limp, perfunctory shake before deciding to crush it firmly. TORBEN winces slightly. 

And you, of course, are Kerry. Great to meet you.

Getting to grips with the optical mouse,

I see.

KERRY looks at the item, still in her hand, and drops it like contaminated waste.
MARTHA


I'm Martha.

TORBEN




Great to meet you too.

KERRY

She's just been telling me about your screens.

TORBEN

Oh yes! A really nifty bit of tech – 
conspiratorially
Tim Cook wishes he'd got there before us!

MARTHA laughs, partly out of awkwardness. She picks up a flyer from a table.

KERRY

I don't know who that is.

MARTHA




The CEO

of Apple. 

KERRY


Granny Smith, or Braeburn?

MARTHA






Mum,

didn't you say you'd like a cup of tea?

I think that there's a table over there...

KERRY

I'm not a dinner lady – sorry, not

a catering support assistant – 

MARTHA





Mum!

I'll get the tea then, shall I? OK, bye...

TORBEN smiles at MARTHA and she leaves, following directions on the flyer.

TORBEN

Well, Kerry, Kerry, Kerry, Kerry, Kerry.

I'm so glad you and Martha could be here.

I want to take the chance to say I'm honoured.

A legend in your own community:

the voice of – well, the voice of everyone.

TORBEN is trying to meet KERRY on her own terms.

KERRY

How would you know about this community? You look like you were born on a sun lounger. 
TORBEN

Kerry – 

KERRY

It's Ms Waters, thanks.

TORBEN

Noted! Duly noted. Ms Waters – I know you've been heavily involved in things around here for a long time, on a grass-roots level. This is a grassroots movement. As parents, community leaders, we're taking the tools of production into our own hands. Trying to get that real independent spirit you exemplify, that autonomy, that energy.

KERRY

And you think this 'public-private education partnership'... this third-sector mooncalf... reflects the spirit of my activism, do you?

TORBEN

Ms Waters – would you consider yourself self-educated?

KERRY

Yes.

TORBEN

Well, you're a very intelligent woman, Ms Waters. And your path might not be all that different from my own. Surely you'll appreciate that by going outside the traditional system – Doing It Yourself, if you will – 

KERRY

It's very well promoting DIY,

but if that term is known for anything,

it's causing accidents. People get hurt,

they smash themselves with hammers in the thumb, 

splinters leap up and catch them in the eye. 

And there's a reason most work in the home

will still be done by trained professionals.

The risk you take by fobbing off skilled labour

and taking matters into your own hands

is ending up inside a waiting room,

your finger in a bowl of frozen peas.

TORBEN

You think, it seems, that if one size fits all,

we've got no business offering a choice?

KERRY

My problem's who you're offering it to.

A pretty leafy catchment area.

TORBEN

Where you live, right?

KERRY





I think I've done my part.

You want to talk about restricted choice?

I left school at 16. Answered men's phones.

Heard Scargill on the radio one day

and thought 'Well, where's that for the typing pool?'

It's not till I got into social care

that someone told me we could do the same,

and I became a rep. You know the rest.

TORBEN

I do. But can you say the same for me?

KEITH arrives and slaps TORBEN on the back.

KEITH

All right, Turbo. Kezza. Don't think I've seen you since you gatecrashed the recording of Antiques Roadshow. Angela was really miffed. She could have made a few bob on those plates. What was on your little sign again, love? The badger cull?

KERRY

Neo-colonialism.

KEITH

Knew there was a cull in it. That's the spirit.

Beat.

I was sorry to hear about Nick, by the way. You keeping all right? We're putting up an industrial estate down Leyland Fields if you want to come down and chain yourself to something. Just a heads up, if you need a boost.

KERRY

I think that's probably a matter for the council now, Keith.

KEITH

Bloody hell, you have gone soft. Turbo, come with me. [Quietly] Inspector isn't sure about this roof...

They exit together, and KERRY, at a loss, turns towards where MARTHA last went off. From this direction enters MADEMOISELLE TATLOW, a Bohemian woman in her late 50s, with a large handbag. KERRY smartly turns and exits the other way before she can speak to her. JENNY comes on with a set of car keys, looking worried.

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW

Ah, Jennifer! Mon dieu, how you look beautiful!

Was that Madame Kerry des Eaux? My little joke.

JENNY

I'm sure it must have been; her daughter's here.

Mine's in the car now, so – what did you want?

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW

Always in such a rush, mon petit Jennifer.

It seems you've found your niche at last. Efficiency!
Vite, vite! The glitz, the clamour of the Local Desk!

'Hello? A story? Yes, of course, I'll come at once!'
JENNY

Could we get to the point? My daughter's – 
MADEMOISELLE TATLOW







Oh, bien sur!

A daughter of your own – can you imagine it?

JENNY

I can. She's my own, after all. And working hard,

as usual. Homework. Making a headstart.

Your bag, is that – 

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW



The young! It is so nice to see

the young, their freedom – ah – to do what we cannot.

And your youth – oh, what memories we all have, yes.

Is it a comfort now, to have your... photographs?

Preserving, in your prime – 

JENNY





Ms Tatlow, please.

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW

It's Mademoiselle Tatlow! T'as tout oublié?

Although I always had lacunae in my mind...

For instance – who's that builder man? McEntee? Yes.

He did my extension. Now my house is smaller.

JENNY

Was it Keith that you wanted to discuss?

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW

No, Jenny. It was you, now that I think of it.

I thought the contents of this bag might interest you.

A trip down memory lane.

JENNY





For me?

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW






 For both of us.

JENNY

What's in the bag?

MADEMOISELLE




A DVD. Security.

Recordings from a period of months, which show

our golden boy Headmaster, Torben Krill, engaged

in what – discreetly, I may call it jouissance – 
with somebody whose face I found... familiar.

Could it be – Jenny Bristow, from the Mercury?
Hours of footage.

JENNY



It's not me.

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW





I watched it all.

JENNY

And was that necessary? Never mind.

It isn't me. I don't know why you're telling me.

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW

For leverage.

JENNY



What does that mean?

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW






It's from the French.
Lever. To raise. You never learnt that song at school?
Je me leve, je me lave, je me brosse les dents...
And it would be a shame, I think, for you to find

your former... image catching up with you.

JENNY

How did you get this?

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW




Come, now come, mon petit chou,

It really doesn't matter how I got the tape.

JENNY

Was it illegal?

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW



No.

JENNY




Immoral then.

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW






Perhaps.

What matters is what I can do with it.

JENNY's phone goes off in her bag.
MADEMOISELLE TATLOW

I'd answer that, if I were you – your poor poisson?
A shame for her, as well, if this should come to light.

You've worked so hard to put it all behind, for her.

To spare her this – would one job be so much to ask?

JENNY

You're doing this so he'll give you a job?
MADEMOISELLE TATLOW

I'd be discreet. Restrained. Respect the boundaries.

I'd never take a drop when on school premises.

I never did, in fact. It wasn't seen that way.

During this reverie JENNY exits, much concerned.
I only want another chance to work again.

I shouldn't need to tell you, I'd do anything.

Jennifer? Gone. They all leave in the end...

TATLOW drifts off, satisfied that she has made her point. KEITH comes forward. TATLOW winks at KEITH as she leaves, who tries to ignore it. His phone goes off and he answers it, looking worried.

KEITH

Pavel, mate, you know I can't understand you when you speak that fast. The inspector's in the car park now? Fuck's sake, I said tomorrow, there are people here. All right, I'm coming, hold your horse and cart...
He exits as KERRY enters, alone and infuriated. She takes out an old brick of a phone and tries to call MARTHA.

KERRY

Where is she? It's starting in a minute.
Having failed to reach her, she is alone onstage. She struggles to lock the phone so she can put it away.
KERRY

Piece of shit...

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND appears behind her, this time dressed head-to-toe in black, an otherwise identical costume. He winks at the audience before he speaks, in a shlocky ghost voice.

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND

Perhaps, my friend, the piece of shit is you,

Your power ceded to that buzzing block,

Your weakness seeded in the shit you buy.

KERRY

Who the hell are you? What are you doing?

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND

I am Anthony Crosland's spirit's shade,

Condemned a certain time to walk the earth

To shake and shame you from complacency.

Stand up and look around: why are you here?

What country did we build after the war

If all has crumbled to this monstrous husk

Of what we fought for - what I know you did -

The public good and private enterprise

Rapaciously entwined and misaligned.

KERRY

This isn't funny. Martha? Is that you somehow? Is this... one of your computer things?

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND

The name Martha is meaningless to me;

But when the ether hums and sparks, we wake.

KERRY

You're dead. You can't be here.

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND

The word 'ghost', friend, is generally used

To signify an entity returned -

KERRY

I know what 'ghost' means. Why are you talking like that, like them?

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND

I have few pleasures in the afterlife;

God, it transpires, is not a socialist.

The turn of phrase is my prerogative.

KERRY

If I find out that's Martha in a suit -

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND

Could Martha in a suit do this, my friend?

THE GHOST crushes TORBEN's optical mouse in the palm of his hand.

KERRY

Shouldn't that have just gone straight through your hand?

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND

Lack of imagination is a wide

Affliction of the modern Left. Rise up, 

Kerry Waters, fight again for what is true.

Reject this place before it crushes you.

*

TORBEN is on a raised stage in front of a large electronic whiteboard, with a teacher, MR BIDWOOD, sat beside him. JENNY sits watching in audience, nervous, with STARFISH by her side; ANGELA keeps shooting them sideways glances. STRUAN is on his phone, occasionally looking over at JENNY who does not return his gaze. KERRY is tense, looking for potential exits. MARTHA is the only person actually watching the board. The offstage audience can be co-opted to make the room feel fuller. KEITH and MADEMOISELLE TATLOW are nowhere to be seen.
TORBEN

And now, it's what you've all been waiting for – 

the interactive whiteboard demonstration!

Our Enterprise Liaison Manager, 

James Bidwood, fresh from a computing firm

you might have heard of... 

MR BIDWOOD





Glad to be here, Torben.

If I can briefly introduce myself?

My job is to connect – not in the way

this system does, from node to node to node –

I mean – connect what's happening in here 
he taps his head
for all of you, to what's happening here
he gestures around the school building
and to the real world outside those doors.

That's why we're happy to part-fund this school.

There is a fiction which claims there's a wall

between this building and the world of work – 

KERRY
under her breath
Oh, that's why, is it? Thought this place was cold.

MR BIDWOOD

I don't believe it helps your children's growth

and I'll establish workshops, seminars,

and training partnerships with local firms:

a clear and structured pathway to success

which puts their creativity to use.

But that's enough from me. Torben – the board?

TORBEN

I can't compete with that, James, but I'll try.

This is the first equipment of its kind

available in public education. Whiteboards,

connected to the speakers, to the doors,

the library, the sports suite and the gym,

to pupils' laptops – total integration,

a one-touch system, geared for the future,

an interface smooth as a baby's – cough – 

if journalists are in, I didn't say that.

JENNY rolls her eyes.

ANGELA

It seems the press for once have no objections!

TORBEN

No clunky processes, no loss of data,

and each hand knowing what the other's doing:

our staff are free to focus on the job,

put paperwork behind them. We respect

the time our teachers need to simply – teach.

We'd rather they did that than fill in forms.

KERRY

Heaven forbid a record should be kept...

MR BIDWOOD

This keeps a record for them. Just one click – 

MR BIDWOOD presses a button. Nothing happens.

TORBEN

Ah, teething troubles. Just a minute, please – 

perhaps if we just turn it off, and on

again, would that – 

MR BIDWOOD




I'll try it.

He does as requested.






Nothing doing.

KERRY

Well, that's not very interactive, is it?

MARTHA
under her breath
Come on Mum, don't be so embarrassing.

TORBEN

Mr Bidwood, is this... new to you?

MR BIDWOOD

I tested it this morning. It was fine,

but now it isn't. Gremlins, I expect.

TORBEN

I thought we were past gremlins, Mr Bidwood.

STRUAN
ogling JENNY
Are they the ones that get wet after midnight?

TORBEN

Does anyone have questions while we wait?

I'm sure with Mr Bidwood's expertise...

So – questions? Yes? Mrs McEntee, please – 

ANGELA

First let me thank you for your presentation.

Illuminating, as I'm sure we'd all agree.

Can we applaud?

STRUAN




What are you on about?

The big screen isn't doing anything.

My mate's went like that. Dodgy torrent porn.

ANGELA 

I said, can we applaud?

She leads a round of applause, somewhat frantic, unsure what else to do.
TORBEN




Was that your question?

Thank you. Is there a hand up, at the back?

KERRY

Aside from all this flashiness, which now

is proving it's not really up to much – 

what do you teach? Not the Curriculum.

It's good enough for others. Why not you?
TORBEN

I don't really believe in 'good enough'.

The National Curriculum, you see:

it's like a bike with training wheels on,

and what we want to do is lift them off

and let their learning ride.

KERRY




That sounds… unstable.

TORBEN

We won't let anybody graze their knees,

not least your daughter. She'll be in safe hands.

MARTHA squirms at being discussed like this in front of everyone.
How are we doing, Mr Bidwood? Fixed?
MR BIDWOOD

It isn't recognising some components.

The doors are playing up as well – connected,

that's the thing with integrated systems.

It's like there's been some tampering inside it.

Perhaps some little prankster – 

TORBEN





Martha, no!

How could you? 

MARTHA



What – I didn't – 

TORBEN






Just my joke.

(I've heard there's a tech wizard over there.)

Well, for her sake as well as all of ours,

in this hiatus, I'll try to respond.

He wanders around the stage, sketching out his vision in the air. KERRY sits down, reluctantly.

TORBEN

See, what I mean is freedom – after years

of desks in lines and one man at the board

and targets, tests, the tedium of chalk,

we're taking matters into our own hands,

nourishing individuality.

Open the windows, let in light and air;

eat lunch for breakfast, Kerry – we don't care!

Why shouldn't we? Because the man says no?

Because some suit looked at his boring chart

and said 'Top button' and 'Keep off the grass'?

We don't have ties. We don't even have grass!

And why? Because we took a step ourselves,

broke out of LEA control – 

KERRY can't listen to any more and leaps up.
KERRY






Control!

Control, control, control, control, control!

That's all you people talk about – control!

TORBEN

Oh really? I remember saying 'freedom'...

KERRY

You're freeing it to take it for yourselves,

gazumping it.

TORBEN




Gazumping?

KERRY





Yes! It's been gazumped. 

MARTHA
trying to stop this
Could I ask something?

KERRY
overriding her



Education is 

a function of the State. A common good,

a system which belongs to all of us

in equal measure. What's all this about?

Taking our birthright out of our 'control'.

You'd put a brand on it and say it's yours,

your little space of 'individuality',

you call the shots, it's under your control,

and who are you when you're at home, my friend?

TORBEN

The same as in the workplace: Torben Krill.

Beat. KERRY sits down, defeated.
This has been stimulating, honestly,

but I'd like everyone to have a chance

to have their questions answered

while we – yes?

STRUAN





I've got a question.

For Biddie. Biddie! Can we play Unreal?

MR BIDWOOD

I'm sorry, I'm not sure I understand?

STRUAN

At Redlands, in the final IT lesson

of the term, they let us play Unreal.

Unreal Tournament – remember, guys?

ANGELA

I don't think that's important for the moment – 

some other issues are more pressing – 

STRUAN






Yeah,

but this is just what all the kids are thinking.

Come on, guys! It's an end-of-term tradition,

to let off steam. Mostly by blasting zombies.

MARTHA

They're not zombies.

STRUAN




Guys, did you hear something?

Nobody knows who even put it there –

this old thing hiding, deep in the machine –

The graphics suck, like, 1995,

but anyway, somebody made a map.

It's meant to be of Redlands. In the dark

it's hard to tell, but basically you roam

the corridors and try to frag your classmates.

It's fun because it looks as if it's real,

though everybody's wearing weird armour:

you shoot them in the back behind the vendors,

or blow their head off in the science block.

Well, suit yourselves if it's just me who cares,

but IT wouldn't be the same without it.

TORBEN

...Well, thank you for that interesting proposal.

Mr Bidwood, this might be one for you – 

ANGELA

A gun game in a school? That's monstrous! Doctor,

can we assume if any student here

designed such filth, that child would be expelled?

TORBEN

Of course, we should encourage innovation – 

the technical accomplishment itself – 

At a stern look from MR BIDWOOD

But yes, the state of mind would raise concerns,

and counselling might be – 

STRUAN





What? Counselling?

Don't look at me like that. I'm not a nutter.

You're looking at me like I want to do it

in the real world – but that's the point,

it isn't real, the clue is in the name.

ANGELA

I think I speak for everyone concerned

in utterly condemning – 

MARTHA




It's quite fun.

We've all played it. We know it's just a game.

But sorry. Carry on. 

ANGELA




Thank you – I will.

This school would never – 

A sudden blackout. Powercut. THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND appears briefly on the screen, laughing, points at KERRY, then disappears again. When the lights come back on, the hall is in disarray. Everyone is out of their seats, many of which have been turned over, looking around in horror.

ANGELA




WHAT THE HELL WAS THAT?!

I'm sorry, I try not to swear in public – 

JENNY

Did you see that!?

MR BIDWOOD




Stay calm. It's just a glitch.

TORBEN

Given the circumstances, maybe we

should break for nibbles, reconvene in five?

MR BIDWOOD continues tinkering with the board. TORBEN heads for the doors, starts to pull them – nothing happens. He keeps trying, then eventually gets MR BIDWOOD over to inspect them. From this point on, no one leaves the stage.

A little sticky! Talk amongst yourselves...
The others break into small, confused groups. STARFISH drifts through the centre of the hall, as if magnetically drawn to KERRY. JENNY follows her. 

STARFISH

This is where it looked – it found her.

Something in the air around her,

humming like a tumble-dryer:

conscience burning, thoughts on fire.

JENNY

Sorry. My daughter sometimes gets like this

at moments of high tension. It'll pass.

STARFISH

It'll pass but this won't leave her,

watch it pin her, prod her, grieve her,

hold her head under the water,

stifle her just like her daughter.

MARTHA

What do you mean? [quietly] She's always like this, Mum.

JENNY

Come on – let's get you home.

MARTHA





You OK, Starfish?

I think I know what's happened with the board.

I want to see if I can help.

KERRY





Go on,

go push your magic buttons...

She storms off towards MR BIDWOOD, feeling belittled; BIDWOOD has just gone to help TORBEN.





Martha, wait – 
She is about to follow her. STARFISH jabs her in the chest.

STARFISH

Hollow like a gutted carcass,

Bleary, tired, no clear target,

swaying like a dying flower,

something in her draining power.

JENNY

It's time to go. We've heard enough, I think.

Excuse her, Kerry: it's been a long day.

KERRY

It's fine. We could all stand to get more sleep.

I know I could. Are you and Martha friends?

STARFISH

We all have our separate sickness.

Yours is knowing you can't fix this.

JENNY drags her away to the door, smiling apologetically. KERRY goes up towards MARTHA. 

JENNY

Torben, I think we'll have to miss the speech;

as you can see, my daughter isn't well.

I would have loved to hear it, but the gist

is probably what's in our interview?

She waves her microphone. Then, very quietly:

Speaking of tapes, we need to have a word.

Quite soon. It's pressing, but it isn't – well – 

I'll have to call you when you've got a break.

Do you get breaks? D'you ever take a break?

On the word 'break', a hairline crack opens down the centre of the stage, from the whiteboard to the front. The lights flicker wildly, and the GHOST appears onscreen again, this time with a similar line down the middle of his face.

What was that? Damn it, get out of the way!

She pulls the door.
TORBEN

It isn't going to help you if I do.

JENNY

What are you talking about?

TORBEN





Jen – it's locked.

JENNY

What!?

TORBEN

Can I have everyone's attention please?


Ladies and gentlemen, the doors are locked.

I don't know why, but we can't get them open,

the system override code doesn't work,

but please stay calm – 

JENNY





The fucking floor has cracked!

How can we stay calm when the floor has cracked?

I told you not to use that cowboy builder,

but did you listen?

ANGELA




Hey! That man's my husband.

And watch your mouth, we're in a school, you slut!

JENNY

How dare you? When my daughter's – 

TORBEN





Ladies, please!

I know it's a high-pressure situation,

but Mr Bidwood's gone to call a locksmith

and we'll be free in minutes. So just – 

STRUAN






Balls!

ANGELA is about to scold STRUAN when she sees what is happening – MR BIDWOOD runs all the way across the stage with a racquet, trying and failing to rebuff a stream of tennis balls which are being pelted at him, before cowering in a corner.

MR BIDWOOD

I just opened the sports equipment cupboard

and they came flying at me – make it stop,

Torben, shut the machine down, make it stop!

TORBEN

It's automated, James, you know I can't!

The tennis balls keep coming, and slowly putter out.

It seems the cupboard isn't fully stocked.

Does anybody here collect those vouchers?

Maybe it's not the time – 

JENNY picks up a fire extinguisher, waves it at the door.

JENNY




I'll smash it!

ANGELA's phone goes off.

ANGELA






Keith!

TORBEN wrestles the extinguisher from JENNY's hands – she falls back onto the floor.

TORBEN

Sit down! Just breathe! It hasn't come to that.

Stay here.

JENNY


Where would I go?

MARTHA





Let's check the fuses.

Maniacal laughter erupts from beneath the stage as everyone runs around like headless chickens trying to deal with these situations. MARTHA and the bruised MR BIDWOOD attempt to fix the computer system, TORBEN rifles through the drawers of his desk to find something to make JENNY a drink, taking a long time. STARFISH sits on the floor, staring into space. KERRY, unable to help, wanders around, somewhat dazed, at a loss. STRUAN uses the opportunity to approach JENNY. Their conversation is intercut with ANGELA's phone-call however the director wishes.

1. STRUAN AND JENNY
STRUAN

You're Jenny Bristow, aren't you?

JENNY






Yes? I am.

STRUAN

It's nice to meet you, miss. You're looking – fresh.

JENNY

I don't know what that means.

STRUAN





Um. Never mind.

JENNY

No, tell me what that means. What did you mean?

I'm very stressed here, Struan McEntee,

so when you sidle up and talk to me

as if you know me, which you really don't,

I think it's fair to ask you what you mean.

STRUAN

I don't mean nothing. Anything. Unless – 

JENNY

Unless what?

STRUAN



Wow, it's getting hot in here.

And weird. All the balls and stuff. The floor.

I read a book once about Armageddon.

JENNY

You read a book?

STRUAN



It might have been a film.

JENNY

You saw the film called Armageddon.
STRUAN






Yes.

It was a bit like this. People were scared.

Stuff breaking everywhere. Are you scared? I'm not.

But if you were. I'm strong. I could protect you.

JENNY

You're strong?

STRUAN



I'm into kayaking and stuff.

Look at my arms.

JENNY




I won't be doing that.

I think my daughter really needs some help.

She has these spells, where – 

STRUAN





I could lift her up?

JENNY

Don't do that. Can you just call 999?

STRUAN

The signal's gone.

JENNY




Shit. Shit.

STRUAN





You swore, in school!

Hey, don't be sad. Don't cry. Or cry on me?

People do that. You know, sometimes, I've heard

people do crazy things when the world ends.

JENNY

How would you know? It hasn't ended yet.

STRUAN

In films. It's like – they'll just do anything!

They'll tear their clothes off and jump in a lake,

or dance beneath the moon like, proper nude,

cause maybe when you think you're going to die

you don't like, follow all those stupid rules

about like, clothes and that.

JENNY





Is there a theme?

Does your mum know you're trying this on me?

STRUAN

What? Trying what? 

JENNY gives him a long, hard stare.




Fine. Seen 'em anyway.

JENNY

How old are you? 15? How would you like

His eyes light up briefly.
to be expelled before you even start?

A teenage drop-out, claiming JSA,

furtively wanking while his mum's downstairs?

Do you want that? I'll tell the Head right now,

and that's where you'll end up, you hopeless – 

STRUAN







Please.

Two hundred euros for a single flash.

I've never touched one. I might die tonight.

JENNY

Why do you have – and no, of course I won't!

I haven't done that work in 15 years.

If that's your gameplan – really, very smart – 

I think you'd better call a prostitute.

STRUAN

No signal.

JENNY



Yeah, well – 

STRUAN





And the doors are locked.

Ah, fuck it. You're a bit old anyway.

Hey Starfish, what's up?

JENNY




You are such a bastard.

STRUAN

You love it really.

JENNY




Get away from me.
2. ANGELA'S CALL

ANGELA

I thought it would be Keith, Mademoiselle.

It's really not a good occasion, no.

What? What about her? No, I can't come out.

It's not the etiquette, we're bloody stuck!

But go on, what about her? That's the one.

How interesting. But, this 'gift' you have...

A DVD? What is it? No, I know,

we've got a DVD player at home – 

yes, I don't think we had fair warning either,

the switchover – it all happened so fast!

The DVD, though, please – er, s'il vous plait?

It's her and who? And doing what? And where?
Here! No! Good God! That is abominable!

The desk from which mine own son will be taught?

A box of textbooks? That's a sacred thing!

Where is he? I'll demand a full report – 

and her, the trollop – she's talking to my son!

Excuse me just one moment. How dare you – 

She marches over to interrupt the conversation between STRUAN and JENNY, but is stopped in her tracks by the sudden appearance on the screen of KEITH, terrified,  seemingly glued to the wheel of his 4x4. JENNY takes advantage of this to deal with STARFISH, and TORBEN brings her a drink.

ANGELA

Keith! Are you OK?

KEITH

Do I seem OK? The door won't open, I can't take my fucking seatbelt off – 

STRUAN

Dad! What's happening?

KEITH

It's like there's some kind of magnetic field around the car, like someone's put a spell on it – I'm really scared, Ang. I can't open the windows. I can't turn the engine off. That's how people suffocate, isn't it? 

STRUAN

You've got to break them open, Dad, you have to.

ANGELA

I'm coming out! Darling, I'm coming out!

STRUAN

The doors. You can't.

ANGELA

I'll damn well try! Oh, Keith, this would never have happened if you hadn't used that dodgy contractor, they failed the inspection in Banbury, I said you couldn't trust them and you didn't listen, why didn't you listen?

KEITH

For the love of God, Ang, do you want to go into my business practices now? I might be dying. What if that was the last thing you ever said to me, you selfish bitch?

ANGELA

I'm coming, love, I'm coming!

She runs off in a futile attempt to get out. 

STRUAN

Dad! Speak to me, Dad, say something, please, I love you, Dad, you have to say something. 

KEITH stares into space, thinks for a while, comes up short, tries again.

KEITH

Don't wear a tailored suit – it makes you look smaller – and never trust an Indian plumber. They're just not used to it. 

Pause.
I do love you, son. Whatever you – 

The screen flickers and goes black. STRUAN looks at it in stunned silence for a second, then goes to follow his mother. They hammer at the doors. A low alarm begins to sound. MARTHA gives up, utterly frustrated, and goes to find KERRY.

MARTHA

It's not responding. This is anarchy!

Well, Mum, that's what you wanted, isn't it?

KERRY

That isn't – no – why would you say that, Martha?

When have you ever heard me call for that?

MARTHA

It seemed to be where all of it was tending,

the marches and the stickers on the car,

the empty pizza boxes on the floor

when you'd gone out to picket over pay

and left my dad to do the washing up...

it sounded cool. I bought a little badge,

but I don't think you ever mentioned it.

Maybe I didn't get the details straight,

but now isn't the – 

KERRY



Martha, anarchy

is just another fancy word for nothing.

It isn't cool, it's not a pretty logo

to spray on walls and stitch onto your jeans:

it's what is left when everything is gone,

the structures, all the systems of support,

and nobody can honestly want nothing:

is that what you want?

MARTHA




I want everything.

KERRY
steeling herself for a big speech, but doubt is beginning to creep in.

That's right. The time has come to make a stand.

Can I have your attention please! Who's here?

Is anybody listening? Oh well.

Ahem. It's time to speak out, comrades all,

because you are – you may well think you're not,

but this concerns each one of us – 

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND
appearing on the screen





Correct.
KERRY

and only all together can we fight – 

but Martha, did you mean – 
THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND





Get on with it.
KERRY

Yes, comrade. We must seize this chaos here,

grip it in our raised fists and cast it out.

It all starts here, the job of taking back

the future that was going to be ours,

before they shunted it off to one side

and took a piece for him, a piece for her,

carved up our birthright like a wedding cake

then pulverised it like an Eton mess

- but Martha, what exactly –

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND





Jesus Christ.

I've met the man, and for all of his faults

at least he didn't beat about the bush.

Now tear this whole thing down, before I do.

KERRY

Right – right – see, what I meant to say

to everyone is: these are not your friends,

despite their smiles, despite their shining hair,

they might make jokes on Twitter like you do,

they might watch Breaking Bad and like The Smiths,

but these are just the tricks of replicants,

a veil glossing over what this is:

a creeping evil shod in Birkenstocks

which claims the name of freedom when it's not,

and when your guard is – Martha, tell me, please,

but – just a minute, I'll come back to this – 

what are you saying? Do you like it here?

MARTHA

Mum, please, I don't think we should do this now.

The walls are closing in, you're going mad,

you're talking to yourself. It's scaring me.

We need to get – 

KERRY




It's good to hear you talk,

that's all, I know we haven't had the time

these last few months, what with your father's... 

and all your... things...

MARTHA




What things?

KERRY






Oh, I don't know.

I want to know what matters in your life,

I want to understand – 

MARTHA




You want that now,

now that the roof is falling on our heads?

Well: fine. Look. I don't want what you want, Mum.

For starters, my own flat: a place that I

can actually afford, that I can buy

and fill with objects that belong to me;

a car that doesn't throw a hissy fit

at every pothole, with an iPod dock.

And how will I get that? I'll need a job,

which pays enough to cover student loans – 

or are you helping there? I didn't think so – 

the kind that has a private healthcare plan,

security, and bonuses at Christmas.

Yes, I would like that: are you horrified?

I can't just put my faith in someone else:

in you, the NHS, the welfare state,

to pick me up, to always lend a hand.

Life isn't like Unreal – you can't respawn

if you're unlucky. If you die, you die,

and why should anybody save my skin?

I have to be my own protector, Mum.

I'm not saying I like it, but it's true.

That's why I'm here. To learn something. Aren't you?

KERRY looks lost, seemingly defeated. ANGELA grabs TORBEN by the neck and drags him to the centre, with JENNY on the other side of him.

ANGELA

I'll drag your reputation through the ooze.

JENNY

I'll skewer you in black ink if you do.

ANGELA

You'll neither of you ever work again.

JENNY

You'll leave this town so fast your feet spit sparks.

ANGELA

You're going to do what I tell you to.

JENNY

You haven't got a single shred of proof.

TORBEN

I don't know why you're even doing this.

JENNY AND ANGELA

We only want the best thing for our children.

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND
appearing
Don't we all?

The screen begins to display grainy, blurred footage of TORBEN and JENNY having sex in his office, occasionally shorting out and interspersed with the face of the GHOST. Everyone gathers around to watch it.
ANGELA



This is astonishing!

How can you talk about integrity

and values when it's clear that you have none?

JENNY

You're just upset he didn't go for you.

ANGELA

How dare you? I've been married twenty years,

the man I love is dying in the car,

and you just stand there, brazen as you like,

and cast aspersions on – 

TORBEN drops to his knees and screams. He screams for a long time, until it's clear that nobody will interrupt him. The lights around him frazzle and burn out one by one, until he is spotlit, centre stage. As the speech goes on, the video images become ever more explicit, making his evasion harder and harder to sustain.

TORBEN

Does anybody else have things to say?

Or can I have the floor? I'm sorry, but

this needn't be the end of everything:

and yes, my actions may have fallen short

of what you are entitled to expect

from one in my position, in my role,

but I am just a man like other men,

not flawless, not immaculate, not free

from what the shrinks call the 'erotic drive',

and if you have the slightest evidence

that my conduct has been unscrupulous,

that one single decision I will take

will not be above board and rubber-stamped

then mea culpa, heaven strike me down – 

The sprinkler system kicks in overhead.

All right! All right! Can I tell you the truth,

explain to you what all this was about?

Kerry! Come here. Your system – look at me – 

your system that treats everyone the same,

it isn't meant to fail. It failed me.

As if we all could ever be the same!

As if there was as much difference between

one child's and another's growing mind

as two desk chairs, or two pencils or pens,

and not an iridescent span of lives,

more possibilities than you could count

or even see, all spreading out like stars

across the great expanse of what might be.

In junior high, I was a hopeless case,

a shoplifter, a pothead and a chump.

Nobody cared about me in that place – 

to them, I was a number on a chart. 

My dad despaired. They sent me to my aunt,

to stay with her and get myself on track.

Her town had opened its first charter school.

It was like nowhere else I'd ever been.

I was respected, cared for, valued there.

The teachers knew my name, and I knew theirs – 

their first names. They talked to me, man-to-man,

not pedagogue to child. The cloud dispersed.

I'd thought I had nothing to give the world,

that whatever the universe contained,

whenever it was offered up to me,

was being pissed up quite an ugly wall.

Here's what I think. Those teachers saved my life.

They saw into the mess within my chest,

that churning void with nowhere else to go,

and pointed me towards a better self.

And how? Because they had the time to teach – 

not tick, not cross, not fold into a box,

but hold me up and let the light shine through.

And Kerry, all your check-ups and your charts,

your 'special measures' – I don't want to know.

I won't stand back and watch these children fail,

the way that I was failed. That's what I said.

And now – well, now, it's up to you, I guess.

I've failed you. Sorry. Sorry. What a mess.

Stunned silence.

ANGELA

I will, of course, inform the ombudsman.

JENNY

It's independent. Out of their control.

ANGELA

Who let that happen?

JENNY




You did.

ANGELA





What?

STRUAN






Who cares?

JENNY

At least, let me explain my side of things.

The GHOST appears on the screen.
GHOST

In this, as in so much I see these days,

the problem is a lack of clarity.

He makes himself visible to the rest of the cast, who panic and scream, before they are distracted by the even more otherworldly entrance of MADEMOISELLE TATLOW.

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW

Messieurs, mesdames, il est l'heure de m'annoncer:

Mademoiselle Tatlow, professeur de Francais!

J'ai l'honneur d'accepter ce poste estimable

sous un directeur visionnaire, admirable...

JENNY

I won't be shamed for what I did, but you – 

how dare you taunt me with that video?

I tried to help. Could you not wait one hour?

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW







Pardon?

I don't know why you have to look at me like that.

Like I'm an emissary from the nether world.

It's only outre-Manche – 
JENNY




You come from Leamington!

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW

How dare you, Jenny? Putain! Zut alors!

TORBEN

It's too late now, Janine, it's too late now.

The game is up. You won't be working here.

ANGELA

And nor will you!

MR BIDWOOD




And nor will anyone...

This could have been a flagship, could have been

a beacon. It's become a travesty.

TORBEN

Just leave it, James, all right? I'll get my things.

I'll take that fire extinguisher and slam

it at the door until I break it down,

and in the morning, doubtless, somebody

will order that a full and frank review

should be conducted into my affairs.

Now if you'll stand aside and let me go – 

KERRY

We will do no such thing! The time has come

to stand up for the future we deserve,

to hold you to account and claim – 

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND
appearing






Too late.

You've had your chance. It's time to play Unreal.
The alarm sounds much louder than before. The sprinklers become a torrent. The hairline crack down the centre of the stage splits open, breaking the set in half, glowing red like a medieval hell-mouth. The light increases to a fierce intensity, then snaps off, during which the characters exit or are swallowed up, leaving the whole stage broken and bare. 
*
A shattered version of what went before, if possible bathed in a weird blue light. The space is no longer completely locked down – characters can come and go but their world is still enclosed. 

Suddenly, everyone has guns of different sizes and, if possible, weird armour. They are in the cartoonish world of the videogame Unreal Tournament. Throughout the section, distorted clips play from the game soundtrack: 'Eat that', 'Rampage!', '[Player Name] killed her own dumb self!' etc.
MADEMOISELLE TATLOW

Ca commence!

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW shoots MR BIDWOOD five times in the head. He collapses in a wash of red light.

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND

First blood! Free for all!

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW




I'm sorry – did I blow

Your head apart?

TORBEN



Good God – James – no! 

The 'body' of MR BIDWOOD suddenly rolls over, and leaps up, clearly in the fullest of health.

STRUAN







Wait – wait –

Biddie respawned!

MR BIDWOOD




Damn right I did, Janine.

I'll shoot your face off.

STRUAN




Not if I shoot first.

Yeah, Biddie, eat my burning plasma death!

He shoots MR BIDWOOD in the back of the head, who drops, lies still for a few seconds, then leaps up again.

KERRY

What's happening?

STRUAN




I could do this all day.

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW
C'est faux. And chéri, next time – use a bigger gun.

She shoots STRUAN and runs off gleefully, with BIDWOOD in pursuit. ANGELA bursts into tears.

ANGELA

My boy – how could you – 

STRUAN 'respawns'.

STRUAN





Jesus, Mum, I'm fine,

Don't look so serious. I can't get hurt.

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND

You'll lose, though.

STRUAN



What's the limit?

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND





Fifteen frags.

STRUAN

Aw, shit! I'd better get a move on then!

He runs off.

KERRY

What is this? Martha, please – what's happening?

MARTHA

This is a Deathmatch.

KERRY




Each man for himself?

MARTHA

Or dinnerlady, yes. But we'll be fine.

I've got a team. Blood Reavers. Follow me.

She takes her mother off, guarding her, very alert.

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND

That isn't in the spirit of the game.

STRUAN
offstage
Who's not a zombie now, eh?

We hear gunfire.
THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND





Double kill!

That's better. 'Cowards die a thousand times;

The valiant never taste of death but once.'

I'll bet they don't teach that in schools these days.

TORBEN

In fact, we've got a varied cult– [ural]

STARFISH shoots him.

STARFISH






Shut up!

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND

Good work. Don't try to reason with me, Krill.

You're Starfish, aren't you?

STARFISH





That's my name.

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND

How do you find my little game?

I fear you're somewhat – overstretched.

STARFISH

I'm fine. I know what's coming next.

I've seen Battle Royale.
THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND




What's that?

STARFISH

Some classic film. It's quite old hat.

You haven't seen it?

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND




Alas, no – 

When we check out, we really go.

STARFISH

You're here now, though.

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND





But not for long;

And once I go, I'm really gone.

We don't have books there, or TV.

Just... common comfort, endlessly.

What I spent my life fighting for.

STARFISH

You're bored of peace?

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND




Yes. Back to war!

TORBEN leaps up, and STARFISH runs. He puts down his weapon – he's trying to find a way to help her – but she's gone, and he runs off after. The GHOST goes and sits in the audience to enjoy the action as it unfolds. JENNY and ANGELA are left alone onstage, on opposite sides.
ANGELA
nervously
The things kids do, I'll never understand,

I knew he shouldn't watch The Hunger Games,
if I could be inside his head, but no,

I wish I, wish I, wish I – 

JENNY

Angela, come on, you don't have to – it's me, Jenny, come on now. Come on, come over here.

ANGELA

You're not going to shoot with me with... that thing, are you?

JENNY

Please. I wouldn't even know which end was which. Besides, I've always believed the pen is mightier than the [she looks at the weapon she has been allocated for the first time] 'Impact Hammer'. Shall we sit?

ANGELA

I don't know if we're allowed to sit. I don't know what the rules are. It's all got away from me. Excuse me, Keith is – what if he's – 

She gets out her phone, tries to dial.
JENNY

Don't, don't think about that, you won't be able to – is that him, that picture? Is that Struan? Show me? 

ANGELA

What are you going to do with it?

JENNY

I'm not going to do anything, Angela – I just want to – look, here's mine, here's Starfish. On a swing in the park, see?

She hands her phone over, and ANGELA reciprocates.
ANGELA

What park? Oh God, is that the Rec, down Tyler Road? Takes me back. We used to live about two minutes away, when we were still on the Carl/

JENNY

/Carlisle estate, yeah. Me too, not long after, when my girl was little. Something of a starter place, I guess.

ANGELA

We lived there about nine years. Took us a long time to... start. But he loved those swings. Wouldn't come off sometimes unless I promised him a bourbon. Pure bribery. Your hair in this! You wouldn't know that it was you, except – well, never mind that now. Lovely eyes she's got. When did she get the glasses?

JENNY

About a year later. They had some psychiatrist in at the school – Gifted & Talented – you know. Or – anyway. I took it to heart. Gave her a reading list a mile long. In retrospect, it probably wasn't the best thing, but no one tells – didn't he have chubby cheeks? 

ANGELA

I don't know the last time I saw him smile like that. 

JENNY

He looked pretty happy the last time I saw him.

ANGELA

I suppose he did. Jenny, if we ever – if you want to – 

MR BIDWOOD bursts in, yelling.

MR BIDWOOD

My house! Let's rock!
Before he can do anything, TORBEN snipes him from behind.
TORBEN
reflectively, astonished



I just slaughtered that guy.

ANGELA

Don't shoot!

TORBEN


Why would I?

JENNY




What?

TORBEN





That isn't – look.

I can shoot you, and you can shoot me back,

and nothing much will change – but is it fair,

for me to wave my Flak Cannon around – 

ten rounds a second roaring through the air – 

while you two struggle with your pistol clips,

take timorous aim, and I tear you to shreds?

MR BIDWOOD rolls over, sees TORBEN, and swiftly exits.
And every time, you respawn with the same – 

there's no promotion, no, no random chance;

it's square one. Shoot me. 

JENNY and ANGELA exchange glances. JENNY's says 'After you'. ANGELA shoots. He drops, rolls, respawns.





Watch me as I wake,

and rise, heavy artillery in hand.

You'll never not be born with what you've got;

a starter arm, a handicap. Some kids – 

I've seen them – rocket launchers in their teeth,

blast six before they catch a single shot,

they wade through gore, through flames, like they were born

to coast above it, cloaked in golden shields.

It's not a glitch. That must be the design.

Tell Kerry that, the next time that she tries

to say I should treat every child the same. 

KERRY enters and takes all three of them out, MARTHA just behind her. STARFISH enters from the other side, clearly relieved and delighted to find her mother again. KERRY shoots her too.

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND
distant
Killing spree!
KERRY

Tell her yourself. Now run, before they're back.

MARTHA

You didn't have to do that, Mum.

KERRY






I know.

I only want what's best for you, love. Run.

I've got your back. I always do. Run.

MARTHA






No.

KERRY

Why won't you?

MARTHA



I can't run forever, Mum.

There'll be another fight; another shot,

another death, another rising up.

The bodies on the floor start to move. MARTHA is blocking KERRY's aim.
KERRY

They're moving now. Get back. I'll shield you. 

MARTHA

I'm staying here. I'll take whatever comes.

KERRY

But you're my girl – 

MARTHA




I know. I know. I know.

I love you, Mum. Give me a hug. 

KERRY warily does so, looking all around her. Swiftly, MARTHA wrenches the weapon from her hand and throws it across the floor. The others respawn in time to see this.






Now stop.
KERRY

They will destroy you!
TORBEN




I won't if you won't.
KERRY

Why won't you?
TORBEN




Have you seen the world out there?

It's scorched and blasted. Rubble everywhere.

Blood flecked on desks – 
MARTHA




Not flecked. Splashed. Puddled. Drenched.

I led you through it, trying not to flinch.

You nearly fainted, Mum – did you forget?

The kids think they're immune – they fall and bounce,

spring back in fury, but the blood is real.

In one classroom I saw a globe ripped from

its sockets, stuffing hanging out. I saw

a beaker smashed, blue powder, reddened glass.

I saw a diorama of our town

trampled and scuffed, the houses brittle, charred.

I want no part of that, and nor do you.

So here's what we can do. We'll build a fort,

and I don't mean some feather pillow shit.

I mean a fort, with tables stacked like shields,

with sentries and a slit for keeping guard.

The six of us can hunker down in here,

and anyone who wants to join us can.

Is that OK with you? Then get inside. 

They start building their fort. 
ANGELA

What can I do to help?

MARTHA




Take this, and this.

JENNY

I saw a welding iron. I could fetch –

TORBEN

If anyone should go it should be me.

JENNY

What do you mean?

TORBEN




It's my fault, isn't it?

I never thought of saying no to you.

What could have been, was all I – 

JENNY






Torben Krill,

this martyrdom is getting tiresome.

Not least the implication: I'm just bait,

who led you from the right and proper path?

I made a choice, so don't diminish me.

We both did. Deal with it. I'll get some tools.

TORBEN

No, Jenny, wait! I didn't – 

JENNY




Never mind.

She has turned around to find MR BIDWOOD and MADEMOISELLE TATLOW either side of the group, aiming weapons. During this exchange, STARFISH has drifted away.

Starfish? Where is my daughter? Angela?

MADEMOISELLE TATLOW

A charming girl. I hope nothing's befallen her.
Mon dieu! Your English verbs are so irregular...

What was I saying? James?
MR BIDWOOD





Get on your knees.

Game over.
MADEMOISELLE TATLOW



Suckers.
MR BIDWOOD





This is not a drill.
From offstage, the sound of a very large and very powerful drill. Chinks of light appear in the back wall.

KEITH
offstage
Cut through the wires, Pavel, for God's sake, and then you'll be able to kick down the fucking door! How else are you going to bloody open it? What are they teaching you these days?

ANGELA

Keith!

KEITH
offstage
I'm coming, Ang!

ANGELA

Where's Struan? Struan?

KEITH
offstage



Fire in the hole!

A huge burst of light, and the whole Unreal system starts to glitch and break down. Characters move in jerky, inhuman postures, babble unintelligibly, and the GHOST starts spouting random fragments of the game dialogue – 'Rampage! M-m-m-monster kill!' – before glitching and collapsing with the rest. In the commotion, the stage is cleared of all characters. Then in one corner, a small torch illuminates STRUAN, left alone in the empty school, rocking back and forth.

STRUAN

Remember when we climbed through Chiggie's window

and put a plastic sex doll on the roof?

Remember when we messed with Watkins's clock

so everybody left ten minutes early? 
Remember – guys – in Year 9 PE,

when André did that Michael Jackson dance

and then got rugby tackled to the ground?

Remember that – that time – he hurt his spleen,

went on for weeks about hurting his spleen?

Remember when Chris bet that Courtney Key,

he wouldn't eat a tissue full of snot

and for five pounds, he did? Remember, guys?

Remember when John Sturman drew a dick

on Niall Lambert's wallet? Guys? Guys? Guys?

Remember when – that time – remember – guys?
STARFISH comes over to him with the torch, and quietly leads him away. The GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND steps forward with a thick document wallet in his hand, back in his original black suit.

THE GHOST OF ANTHONY CROSLAND

The kids these days – they get so stressed.

It comes from teaching to the test,

in my opinion, anyway.

How did you find the Open Day?

I've been to worse. I've been to better.

The council sent around a letter:

apologies to all concerned,

free counselling, and lessons learned.

Well, now – that's why this place was built.

Committees met, apportioned guilt:

who, me? Get real. I don't exist.

Not in a document like this. 

Read it! It lays out just what went

on in this place. An incident

of mass hallucination – well,

the stories that we have to tell...

A problem with the software, and

they panicked. Things got out of hand.

The governors grovel and repent.

The building seeks new management. 

And as for those held liable,

will they stay down, lie where they fall,

be shamed away by public scorn?

Of course they won't – they'll just respawn!

And other opportunities

will come, of course. But what of me?

I'd take the job: but as you see,

I'm quite the liability.

For all my visions, dreams, and rage,

I'm surplus to the modern age.

So don't you worry – I'll subside,

go back to where my kind should hide.

I'll leave you to tie up the threads.

It's better when the dead stay dead.
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