PORT OUT; STARBOARD HOME
by

AJDesmond
SCENE  AUTONUM    A Ship corridor - 1916
rob stands in a ship corridor.  There is the sound of running water, and a siren

Rob:
It’s the same scene, night after night. (pause) Like I’m stuck in a loop. (pause) I’m standing in this dark, unfamiliar corridor. Unfamiliar despite the number of times I’ve been here. My silhouette framed by red emergency lights and my ears ring with the warning sounds of a ship’s siren.

I’m disorientated and unbalanced. The floor and walls seem to be tilted off the horizontal. I could be in the funhouse at some south coast resort; separated by a few thin sheets of ply-board from the sickly smell of candyfloss, the crackling sparking dodgems, and the manic stares of the merry-go-round horses as they whirl by. I could be but I’m not.

I’ve had this dream so often that it feels like the only reality I’ve ever known. But the thing that unnerves me? (BEAT) It’s the water. The two or three inches of ice-cold water that slosh around my bare feet. Always at this point I think that it’s going to be a hell of a job drying out the corridor’s deep-pile carpets. And then I begin running.

F/X:
feet running through water

My feet splash through the water. Up the corridor, always up the corridor. Disorientated as I am, I seem to know instinctively that danger waits at the lower end of the passage. I’m passing cabin doorways and intersections at regular intervals but I don’t look down them. I can’t allow myself to become distracted. I must go on.

ROB (CONT'D):


And that’s when I bump into her, literally. She runs out of a side passage straight into me, knocking me against the wall. When I’ve recovered I turn to face her. She’s almost as tall as me with long black hair that looks almost blue in the red lighting. She’s pretty. And so scared it’s contagious. I look into that wonderful face, every night, and each time I realise that it’s the moment that condemns me to this eternal replay.

Sarah:
Help me, please. We have to get up on deck.

Rob:
What’s happening? Where are we?

sarah:
We’re sinking and everyone’s leaving.
F/X:
Feet running through water

rob:
So I grab her hand and we run. We look like two children splashing through the shallows at the beach, all except the laboured breathing and the frightened white faces.


Up the corridor, always up, while the water rises and the walls tilt further to the side. Through the water, red as cochineal, and the eerie creaks and groans of metal under stress.

F/X:
Metallic groans, creaks
ROB:
Then we come to the door. A heavy steel door. I push at it but it won’t give. She joins me and we push together.


Push!

F/X:
Rob and Sarah groan in effort
ROB:
Still it won’t move. We might as well be sinners at the Pearly Gates for all the effect we’re having. But it’s hard to get a purchase on the wet sloping floor. We need a breather. 


I take the chance to glance behind us. The corridor seems shorter than I remember. Either that or the lights are going out, one by one, as the water creeps higher. She looks at me and we know it’s time to give up. We stop pushing.


I want to sob but I stay strong. For her sake. I don’t even know her but it’s the gentlemanly thing to do; or at least, it’s how I imagine it. Somehow, I can’t imagine Captain Scott or General Gordon facing their doom, crying.

sarah:
What’s your name?

rob:
Hmm?

It’s the first time we’ve spoken since the brief exchange at the intersection.


I’m Robert, Rob Jones from Hackney. Yours?

sarah:
Sarah Miller, Maidstone.

rob:
Sarah, is there another way out? Can you remember?

sarah:
No. We’d have to go back; then cut across to the other side of the ship.

rob:
There are only two lights left, and the passageway she mentions is now completely submerged. I pull her close.

sarah:
I don’t want to die. (pause) I can’t. I have to get back for my mum. She’s old, you see, and Dad died. She’ll never cope, Rob. Not with dad and me both gone.

rob:
I’ll get us out, Sarah. Somehow.

sarah:
Promise?

rob:
Promise!

Sarah:
Are you a man of your word, Robert Jones?

Rob:
I like to think I am.

Sarah:
That’s good to hear. Can’t stand gentlemen that lie, I can’t.

Rob:
But we both know that they’re just words. Empty and meaningless. When you’re waiting to die, you’ll say anything.  Believe me, you will! (pause) There’s just one light now.


We’re hugging. We’re babes in the wood. Hopelessly lost, seeking comfort in each other. And when the last light goes out I know she’s crying. She’s sobbing silently, taking great care not to make a sound. I whisper to her, making gentle shushing sounds, like I’m comforting a child.


She’s brave is Sarah Miller. I only knew her for a matter of minutes and I know that this may sound strange but it’s a privilege to die with her. She only makes one noise. A brief moment of panic the first time the water reaches her nostrils.

ROB (CONTD):
I hold her tight, letting her know she’s not alone as she dies but she hardly struggles. And then she leaves me. Alone in the dark. Without even her arms to comfort me. But it isn’t for long. I take one last gasp, and hold it … and hold it … and …

The loop begins again. I’m standing in a dark unfamiliar passage, my black silhouette framed by the red emergency lights. The floor and walls are tilted off horizontal. I’m disorientated and unbalanced. I begin to run.

SCENE  AUTONUM    small irish dock. PRESENT Day.  

Jim and pat work on a boat by the docks.

F/X:
seagulls, boat engines, horns

Jim:
Remember to smile this time, Pat. It’s us providing the service, not them. And they pay. Good money, too!

pat:
Aye, and they gets what they pay for, with me. Ain’t never cheated no one.

Jim:
(LAUGHS) Not knowingly, eh?

pat:
What do you mean by that?

Jim:
Oh, come on, Pat. What about O’Brien and –

pat:
That was years ago, Jim. Why y’er bringing that up now?

Jim:
Last summer, it was. And I always bring it up just before you go and get on yer soapbox.

pat:
I ain’t on no soapbox.

Jim:
Not yet. But I can see that missionary glint in your eyes.

pat:
Anyways, what happened with O’Brien is old news. And I sorted his boat out for him, didn’t I?

Jim:
If sorting it means missing the leak that flooded his engine, then yeah, you sorted it right enough, Pat. Stuck out on the rocks, overnight, in a leaky ol’ tub. Good job the sea was calm. He could have died.

pat:
I paid him for the time he lost. And knowing O’Brien he probably wasn’t watching and drifted onto them rocks all by his self.

Jim:
That maybe so but –
Pat:
And I can’t be blamed for his radio. Or do folk say it was me that took the fuse and batteries out of that, too?

Jim:
No, Pat. You know they don’t.

pat:
If it had been working, I could’ve had him back in an hour. (pause) They should make him put ‘L’ plates on that boat of his.

Jim:
(LAUGHS) Well, if he sails like he drives, then I can vouch for that.

pat:
Come to think of it, O’Brien’s boat hardly goes out these days. Seems a shame after all the extra work I did for him.  For free, too.

Jim:
Then it’s lucky we have the salvage team. Without them, business would be real quiet.

pat:
That’s one way of looking at it, but to tell you the truth, I don’t agree with what they’re doing out at the rocks, Jim.

Jim:
But you still take their money.

pat:
Their money buys my services. It don’t buy my approval.

Jim:
Ever heard the phrase ‘dirty money’?


pat:
If you want t’ look at it like that, then all money’s dirty. But it don’t go making me dirty, too. (pause) What? What you looking at me like that for? Hey, I can sleep at night knowing I worked hard for the ‘taters on the table, and knowing I earned every penny at the bank. But what about those scavengers? They’re robbing the dead out there at the rocks.

Jim:
Oh, Pat, that’s a tad unfair. It’s just a salvage crew. Same thing goes on everyday, all over the world.

pat:
Ain’t concerned with rest o’ the world. Rest o’ the world’s going to pot, and I can’t change that. But this is our place.

Jim:
And the sea belongs to us?

pat:
You know what I mean, Jim. Don’t you go trying to trip me up. The surface? That belongs to us. But the bottom of the sea? That’s for them that rest there. Like the farmers, they’ve put their life into that plot.

Jim:
Ay. Tho’ the farmer does it willingly. Them poor devils? They don’t have a choice where they lay.

pat:
Just cos it’s a ship - an’ an old ship at that – don’t mean them poor souls ain’t entitled to some respect. And some peace.

Jim:
Amen.

Pat:
Amen?

Jim:
I agree.

pat:
Then why bring up O’Brien an’ all that?

Jim:
Aw, it helps pass the hours. You know there ain’t a man in town don’t look up to you. Even the doctor.

pat:
That’s cose I’m taller than them.

Jim:
You know what I meant.

pat:
Ay, tho’ I don’t know why.

Jim:
Cos you’re straight, Pat. As straight as they come.

pat:
(SIGHS) I only wish that were true.

jim:
Anyway, here they come, so best behaviour. And please, smile.

crew member:
(ESSEX ACCENT) Hi, guys. Any news about the boat?

Jim:
Af’ernoon, sir. Engine’s still cutting out and now we’re waiting for parts from Cork.

crew member:
Any idea on timescales?

pat:
Take ‘til tomorrow, at least.

crew member:
You know I hate to put pressure on you guys. It’s just the rest of the crew feel naked without that supply boat.

pat:
Anything wrong with the one you hired from us?

crew member:
No, good heavens, no. It’s great, but you know how superstitious sailors can be. Touch wood, and all that.

jim:
Yeah, we know. It’ll be done by tomorrow.

crew member:
That’ll be great. Tomorrow then.

jim:
Yeah, tomorrow.

pat:
(CLOSE) How was that? Happy enough for you?

jim:
(CLOSE) A grimace ain’t a smile. Bloke must have thought you was passing a kidney stone, or summat.

pat:
Tha’ ain’t too far from the truth.

JIM:
Eh?

pat:
Ain’t too far from the pain I think they are.

Jim:
(LAUGHS) Twenty years I’ve worked with you Pat, and you’re still a hard man to fathom. If you’ll excuse the pun.

SCENE  AUTONUM    The computer room on the salvage vessel.  

Steve and Mark usE a robotic camera to explore the wreck of ‘the Empire’

Mark:
Bingo!

Steve:
What?

Mark:
The wreck. We’ve found her.

Steve:
The Empire? Where, Mark? I can’t see a thing on this monitor.

mark:
And that’s the difference between you and me. When it comes to underwater cameras, I trained to see these things.  Whereas you? You’re just an amateur.

steve:
Hey, I’ve got my field of expertise and you’ve got yours. That’s why we need each other. It’s a strange concept, I know, but it’s called teamwork. Here, I’ll write it down for you. You may want to look it up in the dictionary someday.

MARK:
And your field of expertise is?

STEVE:
Antiques. 

mark:
Antiques? I think not, Steve. Without me at the controls you wouldn’t be able to bring anything up from there.

Steve:
And without me, you’d retrieve tat. You wouldn’t be able to fund a car boot sale, let alone a salvage operation.

mark:
Rubbish!

steve:
Exactly. Rubbish is what you’d bring back. (pause) Oh, look. There she is!

mark:
Duh! Hello? That’s what I said two minutes ago.

steve:
No! I mean I can see her too.

mark:
And don’t mention the ‘T’ word, because there’s no comparison, okay.

steve:
The ‘T’ word?

mark:
Earth calling button moon. Wake up, Steve. The ‘T’ word. Titanic.

steve:
Oh right! (PAUSE) Why not?

mark:
The Titanic, deep water, middle of nowhere, littered with bodies. But ‘The Empire’? Now there’s a different story. Torpedoed in 1916, off the west of Ireland, as she came in to port. She lies in comparatively shallow water, less than five miles offshore. The result being: Titanic, pig of a job; The Empire, peach of a job.
steve:
And bodies?

mark:
She has her fair share but nothing like the Titanic. They were close to shore. They had lifeboats. Only thirty or forty drowned or missing. Okay, let’s start recording this.

steve:
The VCR’s set.

F/X:
Pressing buttons, flicking switches

steve:
Okay, recording. For the tape, the date is Wednesday, June the twenty third; and the time is eleven thirteen. Okay Mark, we’re going to start on the decks, and work our way through to the most likely areas for booty.

Mark:
Why did you have to say that?

Steve:
What?

Mark:
Booty.

Steve:
Because it is.

Mark:
This is supposed to be a serious scientific operation.

steve:
No. According to our bosses, it’s a seriously profitable scientific operation.

Mark:
You make it sound so base, like we’re hi-tech pirates.

Steve:
Well aren’t we?

mark:
No. On all my previous jobs no one’s ever called it booty.

steve:
Okay, Bluebeard. What should I say? Swag, loot, plunder?

Mark:
Just say nothing. (PAUSE) I mean it.

SCENE  AUTONUM   - SUBMERGED SHIP’s CORRIDOR
rob’s monologue

rob:
For the first time, as far back as I can remember, my dream is different. I see a dim light, moving unnaturally, and it scares me more than the skull lying to my side, more than the glimpse of the anemones and starfish that cling to the ship’s corridor walls. Before me, I can see the door that refuses to open night after night in the recurring nightmare. It’s just in front of me. Close enough to touch.

You know it’s odd but the predictability of the trap – the door that won’t open – never dulls the terror each time I realise that Sarah and I are going to die. Never! Each time the pain, the loss, is fresh; fresh as December winds or a gaping cut.


Then the strange light goes out. And I’m back in the darkness. And the loop replays again. I’m standing in a dark, unfamiliar passage, bathed in red light. The floor and walls are tilted off horizontal. I’m disorientated. I begin to run. Oh God, help me. Again. And again. And again.  
SCENE  AUTONUM    An irish pub.  night. 

Pat and Jim are drinking.  

Pat:
Cheers, Jim.

Jim:
Cheers

They drink.  They notice o’brien.


Say, isn’t that O’Brien at the bar.

Pat:
T’is too. Hey, O’Brien. (pause as o’brien approaches) What brings you over to this side of town?

o’brien:
(CHEERFULL) The way you talk, Pat, you’d think it was New York we lived in. T’is only a small town this, isn’t it Jim?

jim:
That it is. Though I was telling Pat that you and I recently bumped into each other.

O‘brien:
Oh, it was only a small knock, Pat. Tapped him, is what I did.

jim:
A tap? You smashed my indicator.

o’brien:
Aw! You never used to use them, Jim, now did you?

jim:
Ain’t got no choice now, O’Brien.

o’brien:
(CALLS OUT OVER CROWD) A whiskey for my friends, barman. (SPEAKS TO JIM AND PAT) You’ll raise a glass with me, yes? By way of an apology, Jim.

Jim:
Yes.

Pat:
Yes. (pause) How’s the boat, these days?

o’brien:
(pause) (THE CHEERFULNESS NO LONGER EVIDENT) Not bad, once you fixed the leak.

Pat:
Now, now. I did a good job. And if the radio was working we’d have both been happier. I ain’t seen you go out with the boat for a while. It was every weekend at one time.

O’brien:
(sighs) Ay, I loved my fishing. But (pause) to tell you the truth I haven’t been out on the sea that often since the night I spent at the rocks.

PAT:
Sorry to hear, not your health I take it?

o’brien:
Dear god! No. (pause) To tell you the truth, I lost my appetite for the sea that night.

Jim:
What d’you mean?

o’brien:
To be honest with you lads, the sea scares me these days. And more than a bit, too.

jim:
Gotta treat it with respect, we all know that.

o’brien:
I don’t know if Pat ever told you, Jim, but he paid me for that lost night. And part of the next day.

Jim:
Yes, he’s a good man. He’ll always see you right.

o’brien:
But I wouldn’t spend another night out there now, not for all his money. Whether the radio worked or not.

jim:
Why’s that?

o’brien:
I haven’t told anyone else. They’d think I was mad.

pat:
What happened?

o’brien:
(CLOSE) The ocean sang, Pat. All night. Low and metallic. Like the groan of plates and cables. Like the sound of an old ship in high seas. But melodic. It sang, Pat. It sang.

pat:
Are you sure?

o’brien:
Oh, I’m sure. It wasn’t loud but it was in the air I breathed, it echoed in my bones, in my –
jim: (UNSYMPATHETIC)
Head? Sorry but I’m off to the gents.

Pat:
Don’t listen to him, O’Brien. Did you see or hear anything else?

o’brien:
Why do you ask?

pat:
Just curious.

o’brien:
You don’t think I’m mad, Pat?

pat:
Not when it comes to the sea. The sea is different. The same rules don’t apply down there as they do here.

O’brien:
There was one other thing.

pat:
Lights in the water?

o’brien:
You’ve seen it too, Pat, haven’t you?

pat:
Once a long time ago, when I was young.

O’brien:
And did the sea sing for you too?

Pat:
No! It held that back for you. Was it beautiful?

o‘brien:
As beautiful as the faery queen. And twice as terrible.

Pat:
I’m sorry to hear that.

O’brien:
Oh, it was a while back now and I’m careful. (pause) Is that the time? Well, Pat, I’m off. Cheers.

pat:
Cheers.

Jim:
Where’s O’Brien going?

Pat:
Home. He was in a state, else he wouldn’t have spoken about his night with the sea.

Jim:
And you believed him?

Pat:
Whether I do or don’t, what he told us isn’t to be spread ‘round.

jim:
Puh! He spooks too easily.

Pat:
Maybe so but perhaps you should spend a night out on the rocks? (pause) See if you sing a different tune afterwards.

Jim:
Maybe.

SCENE  AUTONUM   computer room on the salvage vessel. Day.

Steve and Mark usE the camera to explore the wreck of ‘the Empire’.

steve:
There! There! To the left. That’s the stairwell to the second class passenger cabins.

mark:
Okay, Steve, calm down. I saw it. (pause) So what do you think of my skill at spotting the more valuable items, last few days?

Steve:
As I said, tat and disco glitterballs is all you notice.

MARK:
What about the silver cutlery I discovered?

steve:
Silver? They were stainless steel.

Mark:
And the gold ornaments?

Steve:
Brass.

Mark:
How can you tell?

Steve:
Do I tell you how to operate that camera?

Mark:
No.

Steve:
Then don’t question how I do my job. I know how to spot the good stuff. Believe me. That’s what I’m paid for. Hey. Watch that corner. You’ll clip it.

Mark:
Backseat drivers.

Steve:
Somebody’s got to look out for the kit. (pause) Okay. We’re looking for a left turn. Should be coming up next ten or twenty feet.

Mark:
Doesn’t this spook you, Steve?

Steve:
Not in the least. It’s exciting. Why should it spook me?

Mark:
It’s creepy enough just watching it on the monitor but down there it’s cold. And dark. And quiet. Down there the only snooping and prying possible is through pipes and wires and gadgetry.

steve:
Then it’s the ideal place to live if you’re a rock star or a footballer. A paparazzi-free paradise. Perfect isolation.

Mark:
Perfect isolation? (Close) It’s my idea of hell.

steve:
You’ve done plenty of salvage and this is my first time. How come it’s you that’s scared?

Mark:
I’m not scared. I just think that it’s not right. Poking around in dead men’s graves. It unnerves me. Doesn’t it bug you too?

Steve:
Me? (LAUGHS) No. So, Mark, why do the job if it’s at odds with your principles?

Mark:
Cos I can’t afford principles. Very few can. And they’re usually the rich.

steve:
Then you haven’t got principles.

mark:
All right, then what have I got?

steve:
I don’t know but it’s not principles. Principles don’t come with a price tag attached.

Mark:
(LAUGHS) Thanks, Pal.

steve:
You’re welcome. Oh Damn! There’s a door and it’s sealed. Can this machine open it?

mark:
No chance. It’s just a glorified camera with a few scoops and grabs. It’s going to take dynamite to shift that.

Steve:
Alright, swing it round and we’ll go the other way. (pause)  Whoa! Whoa! Stop. Did you see that?

Mark:
What?

steve:
Something moved.

MARK:
A lot of things move down there, Steve. If you’re trying to scare me you’re doing a good job. (pause) If my hands shake much more I’ll crash two-fifty k’s worth of kit.

steve:
I’m telling you something moved. Play it back, I saw something move.

F/X:
buttons being pressed

MARK:
Oh grief. We’ve got bodies.

Steve:
Where? Where? Show me.
mark:
I’ll have to play it slow mo. Look to the bottom of the screen as the camera makes its last turn.

F/X:
buttons being pressed

steve:
Oh my god! Did you see that? It moved. One of the skeletons moved.

mark:
Calm down, Steve. You’ll have the rest of the crew abandoning the ship, talking like that. It’s probably a glitch with the video player. Here I’ll replay it.

F/X:
buttons being pressed

steve:
There it is again. One of the arms moves. (pause)  You’d swear it was shielding its eyes from the lights.

mark:
What eyes? Skulls have no eyes. And maybe it was moving around in the current.
Steve:
There is no current inside the ship. Hey, what are you doing with the camera?
Mark:
Look at the clock. It’s thirty minutes ‘til shift ends. I’m bringing it back. We’ll start again tomorrow. And I’ll bet that the skeleton doesn’t move next time.

steve:
What’s the matter, Mark? As you said, it’s probably just a glitch.

Mark:
It’s not right. That pile of bones used to be somebody.

steve:
Used to be two people. There were two bodies.

mark:
Doesn’t matter. The point is we’re intruders. We’re peeking in on the private death throes of someone that had parents, children, a wife, perhaps.

steve:
Or a husband, too.

Mark:
What gives us the right to pick and choose over the goodies down there … and while we’re at it peek at the dead like an old-fashioned freak show?

steve:
We’re virtual voyeurs.

mark:
Not funny. What if that was your body?

steve:
Then I’d be thinking I need to gain some weight.

Mark:
Get out, Steve. I’ll bring the camera back alone.

Steve:
Touchy. I’ll get your food ready down in the mess.

mark:
Yeah, do that.

Steve:
What do you want?  Spare ribs?

Mark:
Go!  Now!

SCENE  AUTONUM    Rob and Sarah in The ship.

Rob:
The dream begins again. The passageway. The intersection.  Sarah. I grab her hand and we run. Up the corridor, always up, while the water rises and the walls tilt further to the side. And then we come to the door. I push at it but it won’t give. She joins me. And we push together. And this time it gives.


I thought I knew terror, standing before this impenetrable barrier, night after night. With the rising water and the failing lights. With a girl called Sarah Miller who dies in my arms. And this being just the prelude to my own moment. That faltering nervous step into the great abyss of death.


Once upon a time, I really believed that I knew terror. But now the loop is broken and everything is new. And for the first time I realise life is more terrifying than the thing we call death. Death is the absence of choice. And that’s comforting to us all, sometimes. Where’s the element of danger, peril, when you have no choice? Life is to choose and loose and suffer the consequences for now … and eternity.


And for one crazy moment I long for the safe, secure torments of the loop. Until she speaks.

sarah:
Rob. We have to go.

ROB:
Once more we run. Splashing through the water. Not half-hearted like previous times. This time we run for our lives.

F/X:
running through water

rob:
Not far away there’s a stairwell and we haul ourselves up it. Our pounding feet fill the stairwell with a hollow metallic clanging.
F/X:
Feet on metal

rob:
My heart palpitates with exertion and fear. We’re so close. So close. I can see the night sky as we near the exit. And suddenly I can see stars. Oh god. Stars. I’d forgotten the stars. And there on the deck, for one brief moment, her beauty fades beneath those lonely points of light set in the eternal dark.


I glance at the horizon and in front of us are the harbour lights; reflecting over the water. Reds and blues and greens and ambers. The harbour lights call us home. And the ship responds. It forges through the waves towards them.


I’m keeping my promise, Sarah.

sarah:
I never once doubted it, Robert Jones.

rob:
Not once?

sarah:
Not once.
SCENE  AUTONUM    dockside pub near closing time.

Pat and jim drink. O’Brien runs in.

F/X:
pub clamour, glasses chink, traditional irish folk band play. Door slams open.

jim:
Shut the door O’Brien, there’s one hell of a draught.

o’brien:
Qu (BEAT) Qu (BEAT) Quick. Look at the dock.

Pat:
Calm down, man. Come, have a drink with us.

O’Brien:
Look at the dock. It’s The Empire. She’s coming in.

Jim:
Oh grief. I guess we’ll be taking him home, Pat. He’s well drunk. (pause) Holy mother.

pat:
What? Now you, Jim? Let’s have a look.

F/X:
clamour dies down, music comes to a halt. Ooh’s and Aahs. A glass smashes.

jim:
(AWED WHISPER) Is it? Is it The Empire?

pat:
(WHISPER) What kind of a stupid question is that?

Jim:
(WHISPER) There must be an explanation.

Pat:
(WHISPER) Oh my god. Do you see people?

JIM:
(WHISPER) Yes.

Pat: (NARRATES)
Not a single man left the inn sober that night. Not that any man ever left that place sober in its three-hundred-year history. But especially not that night.


It was a night we locals never talked about except in the corners of quiet pubs during lock-ins. Or around kitchen tables on long summer evenings when no-one had to brave a walk home, alone in the dark. We all recognised the ship; us silent watchers with our faces pressed to the windows, and our Guinness and malts untouched on the bars.


We watched for twenty minutes. The ship seemed to glow. It shimmered like the air above tarmac in June. We watched people mill around on the docks in front of the liner. It was a carefree summer scene played out in the dark of a Celtic night. Mysterious, magical, enchanting, beautiful; but not so beautiful you’d want to get up close.


Then as quickly as she came, she left. There were one, two, three long mournful blasts from the liner as it disappeared into the distance. And that was that. Show over.


On a night when so many wrongs were being righted, there was one thing I knew I had to do.
SCENE  AUTONUM    The computer room of the salvage ship.

Steve and Mark resume the hunt.

F/X:
buttons pressed

steve:
Okay, recording on VCRs one and two. Day twelve. Time zero nine hundred hours. Continuation of survey of second class cabins. (pause) Feeling calmer now, Mark?

Mark:
Yes, no thanks to you.

Steve:
I’m sorry. I was out of order.

Mark:
That you were but it’s okay. In a way you did me a favour.

steve:
I did?

mark:
Yes. This is my last job. I’m going to move onshore.

steve:
I was only kidding.

mark:
I know and it’s not your fault. I’d have eventually plucked up courage. You helped clarify my position. (pause) Steve, do me a favour. Can you tell me if the GPS tallies with the coordinates on the camera?

STEVE:
Yes, why?

mark:
Because it’s no longer there.

steve:
What’s no longer there?

mark:
The ship, Sam. Remember? The Empire? It’s gone.

Steve:
It’s a windup. You’re getting me back for yesterday.

mark:
Do I sound like I’m winding you up?
Steve:
Maybe we’ve drifted off-course?

mark:
Even if we had, the GPS would tell us. To the nearest metre. (pause) The camera’s on the seabed. There’s the channel the ship carved as she hit the ocean floor.

Steve:
Could it have shifted? Maybe resettled or slid deeper?

mark:
No chance. (pause) There’s the depression formed by the hull. (pause) Steve, it’s gone.

steve:
We’ll widen the search pattern, relocate her.

mark:
What do you mean, we?

steve:
We, you and me. We’ll widen the search.

mark:
Hey, I’m out of here, Pal. Now. On the supply boat.

Steve:
You can’t be serious?

mark:
Hello? Steve? You seem to be missing the point. A liner has disappeared from the ocean floor. What we see here is not a movement, a shifting of position or a realignment of a rather large, heavy piece of metal. This is a degree of magnitude larger. This is more like migration, and Steve, before you ask, wrecked ocean liners don’t migrate.

F/X:
gear being packed, movement.

steve:
Where are you going?

mark:
I’m packing. I’m getting out of here before our ship decides to follow The Empire’s example. And if I were you I’d pack too. Because it’s just a guess but by dinnertime I think you’ll be the only person left on this tub. Sailors are a superstitious lot.
SCENE  AUTONUM    The Dockside.  Day.

jim and pat talk.

Jim:
Oh well. (SIGHS) Business is going to be quieter with them bloodsuckers gone.

Pat:
Ay, it will. (pause) Makes it harder to say what I need to say, Jim. But say it I must.

Jim:
Uh-oh. Sounds serious. (pause) Oh! It is serious, I can read your face like a book, Pat.

Pat:
Remember the ship, two nights ago? (pause) Come on, Jim. Don’t make me say the name.

jim:
Like I’d forget. But what’s that to do with what you’re going to say?

pat:
A few weeks ago, you said that people look up to me.

jim:
And they do.

pat:
But they shouldn’t.

jim:
Now Pat, don’t go talking nonsense. You’re well-liked. You’re honest as they come.

pat:
I’m not a good man, Jim. The ship was a sign. Don’t you see?

Jim:
Err. No.

Pat:
When The Empire sank, some of the passengers were lucky but some were (pause) not so lucky. The unlucky ones were picked out of the water by my grandfather. Do you get my drift?

Jim:
Nope.

Pat:
Jim, you’re a good friend and if I have to tell someone then I’m glad it’s you. My grandfather, he charged for rescuing them. He refused to take them on until they offered him money.

jim:
Oh!

pat:
But it gets worse, or at least I think it does. I can’t prove it but I think he robbed from the bodies in the water and on the shore.

Jim:
But that don’t make you a bad man.

pat:
Where do you think the money came for this business? You were right, Jim. It’s dirty money. All of it. All the business profits, too. I want to make it right before I pass on.

Jim:
You ain’t gonna win a hundred yard dash but you’ve still got a sparkle to your eye.
pat:
I’m sixty two but I feel much older. Perhaps it’s my punishment but now I just want to make it right.

jim:
What do you plan on doing?

pat:
I’m giving the business to you. You can have my share.

Jim:
Now you can’t be doing that, Pat. You’re sickening for something is what you are. By next week all this will have blown over.

Pat:
Listen, if I am sickening then the sickness is in my soul. I have no children. The line ends with me. Praise be for small mercies. But I want one thing off you in exchange. Something I’m afraid to do alone.

jim:
I’ve never known you to be scared. You’re a lion, Patrick. A lion.

Pat:
And two nights ago? With the ship in the dock? Was I a lion then?

Jim:
We were all scared. We’ll never see another night like that again. Ever.

pat:
One thing is all I ask.

jim:
You know I’ll do it, Pat. Whatever it is.

pat:
Come with me to the rocks. Tonight. I want to return some property. Property I had no right to have in my possession.

jim:
I’ll be there.

pat:
Thanks.

SCENE  AUTONUM    The sea.  Night.

Pat and Jim are on a boat by the rocks.

F/X:
waves breaking on the boat, gulls cry.

pat:
We’re here. Cut the engine. (PAUSE) Will you say a few words for them … for me, Jim?
Jim:
You’re the one that enjoys getting into his pulpit.

Pat:
Not tonight.

Jim:
Okay. (pause) Lord, take these things in the spirit they are given. Have mercy on us and those poor souls beneath. Amen.

Pat:
Amen. Thanks.

F/X:
Objects drop into the water.

Jim:
Is that all of them?

PAT:
Ay.

JIM:
Feeling better?
pat:
Much.

Jim:
Let’s go. Leave them in peace. They’ve been disturbed enough as it is.

pat:
Ay, and let’s hope they’ll be left alone.
SCENE  AUTONUM    Rob Closing monologue.

rob:
I close my eyes and all I see is black. And the memory of her face. I no longer dream in loops. I just see black. And I’m content with that.


Sometimes I feel something like loneliness, although not quite. But then I recall the stars, blazing out in the dark on that night, so long ago. Blazing out with no other reason than to shine. Blazing, never knowing if any eyes would see them as they consumed themselves in their thankless, selfless task.


I think of them. And then I am not alone.
END
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