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ACT ONE








Kevin’s bedroom.


Kevin is in bed, reading aloud.




Kevin   ‘… Rockfist Slim, ace detective, fought like a crazed tiger. Whap! One evil-looking, scar-faced opponent crashed to the ground, floored by a powerful Rockfist special. Thwang! Doinng! Another thug reeled back, thudding against the wire-mesh screen. Ooof! Thunk! Boof! A knife-wielding heavy ran headlong into the concrete wall as Rockfist stepped nimbly aside. Aaaargggh! A fourth flew helplessly through the air, victim to our hero’s well-oiled combat skills. Aaarrggh! Uuurrg! Grroof! Soon the old warehouse was strewn with the groaning bodies of defeated opponents who had learnt the hard way not to tangle with Rockfist Slim. But still they kept coming. It appeared that the underworld leader known only as the Green Shark was this time taking no chances. Eventually, sheer weight of numbers bore Rockfist to the ground. Semi-conscious but still struggling, Rockfist was dragged across the concrete floor. He was dimly aware of a heavy iron door screeching open. The next moment he was thrust inside one of the disused smelting ovens.


The door clanged behind him. Rockfist found himself in deep, impenetrable darkness …’


Dad   (off, calling) Kevin!


Kevin   (calling) Dad!


Dad   Is your light still on?


Kevin   (switching his bedside light off immediately) No, Dad.


Dad   It had better not be. It’s half past ten, son. Now, go to sleep. I’ve told you before, if you want to read, read in the daytime.


Kevin   Yes, Dad.


Dad   Goodnight then, son.


Kevin   Goodnight, Dad. (He waits a few seconds, listening. When he thinks the coast is clear, he reaches out and switches on the light again.)


Dad   (immediately) Kevin!




Kevin switches off the light swiftly.





I won’t tell you again!


Kevin   I was just – looking for the light switch, Dad.


Dad   Go to sleep.




Pause. Kevin puts the book away on his bedside shelf alongside five others.





Kevin   How can I go to sleep in the middle of a story? I can’t go to sleep till I know what happens to Rockfist. He could be dying. He’s trapped in an oven. There mightn’t be enough air in there. He could suffocate. Or maybe they’ll light the oven. Then he’d be roasted to death. (He ponders.) Or they could flood it with water, or gas or … anything … The trouble is … with a book, it’s not like a film … with a book … a good book … it’s up here, inside your head … and you’re like … inside the book … it becomes … part of you … real … really real … really … really … really … real … (He falls asleep. He tumbles forward. His bed disappears. He wakes up with a cry.) Wah! (He looks around him. He is in a small pool of light. Everywhere else is in darkness. He gets to his feet.) Where am I? What is this place?


Voice   (from the darkness) Hold it right there, kid.


Kevin   (jumping) Who’s that?


Voice   I said, don’t move. I’ve got a .22 in my sock, a .38 in my vest and a .45 pointing straight at you, so don’t move a whisker, kid, or you’re target practice.


Kevin   Who are you?


Voice   Put up your hands and throw down your gun.


Kevin   I can’t do that.


Voice   Do as you’re told or you’re dead puffin.


Kevin   It’s an impossibility. How can I put up my hands and then throw down my gun? It’s physically impossible.


Voice   (after a slight pause) OK, then. Throw down your gun, then put up your hands.


Kevin   I can’t do that either.


Voice   (angrily) Now listen, kid, this ain’t negotiable …


Kevin   I can’t. I haven’t got a gun. (He holds out his arms. He is clearly unarmed.)


Voice   Who are you? What are you doing here?


Kevin   My name is Kevin Carter and this is my bedroom.


Voice   Your bedroom? This is your bedroom?


Kevin   Yes.


Voice   What are you? Some kind of weird hermit?


Kevin   (suddenly doubtful) At least, I think it’s my bedroom. It was a minute ago. Anyway, I might ask you the same thing. Who are you and what are you doing here?




A cigarette lighter clicks in the darkness. The room fills with light, revealing Rockfist in snap brim trilby and trenchcoat.





Rock   The name’s Rockfist Slim, kid.


Kevin   Rockfist –? You’re Rockfist –? You’re Rockfist Slim? Rockfist Slim?


Rock   (impatiently) Yeah, Rockfist Slim. Rockfist Slim, OK? Who the hell are you?


Kevin   I’ve told you, I’m Kev –


Rock   Yeah, Kerry Carthorse, OK. But what are you doing –?


Kevin   Carter. Kevin Carter.


Rock   Yeah, OK. So what are you doing here?


Kevin   I was – I just … (looking around) What is this place –?


Rock   You don’t know?


Kevin   No.


Rock   I thought it was your bedroom.


Kevin   I – well, it isn’t any more. It’s … Where are we?


Rock   We’re in what we term in my line, kid, a tight spot. A place they only let you out of feet first. Generally they leave you to die.


Kevin   (in wonder) It’s the old smelting oven …


Rock   Believe me, it’ll smell even worse in an hour.


Kevin   You’ve been shut in here by the Green Shark’s men, haven’t you?


Rock   Green Shark? What do you know about the Green Shark?


Kevin   Quite a bit.


Rock   (menacingly) You working for the Green Shark?


Kevin   No! I’m just … I’m …


Rock   How do you know about the Green Shark?


Kevin   I’m – I’m reading the book.


Rock   Book? The Green Shark’s brought out a book?


Kevin   No – it’s – hard to explain. I –


Rock   Listen. Just level with me, huh, kid? What are you doing here?


Kevin   I was – You’re not going to believe this …


Rock   Try me. I’ll believe you. If you tell me the truth, I’ll believe you.


Kevin   (rapidly) I was in bed reading a book called Rockfist Slim and the Case of the Green Shark and I was halfway through it when my dad told me to turn out the light or he’d get cross, and so I turned out the light and I was sitting there in the dark, thinking about the story, and then suddenly I was falling, falling and the next minute I ended up here.


Rock   I don’t believe you.


Kevin   Told you, you wouldn’t.


Rock   Whoever you are, you shouldn’t be here. You may be crazy but you shouldn’t be here.


Kevin   I know I shouldn’t. I just seem to have – fallen in.


Rock   OK. So fall out.


Kevin   I can’t. I don’t know how to. I don’t know how I get home.


Rock   Listen. I’d like to help you. But I can’t keep you around. I’ve got problems of my own. I’m locked in here, there’s no way out and I have less than seventy-two hours before the Green Shark destroys half the planet. All you’ve got to do is get home. I’m trying to save the world here, kid.


Kevin   I know.


Rock   You know?


Kevin   I’m halfway through the book. It’s very serious.


Rock   You bet it’s – Book? Listen, what’s with the book?


Kevin   It’s – Well, you see. You’re in a book.


Rock   I’m in a book.


Kevin   Yes. This is a book. We’re both in a book.


Rock   We’re both in a book.


Kevin   Right.


Rock   Are we both in the same book, by any chance?


Kevin   At the moment. I think we are.


Rock   I don’t think we are. I don’t even think we’re on the same planet. Less than seventy-two hours to go and I’m trapped in an oven with a lunatic kid. What am I doing here? I don’t even like kids. I hate kids. Get out of my oven. Get off my planet. Let me out of here.


Kevin   Listen. I’ll do a deal with you.


Rock   A deal? What kind of deal?


Kevin   If you – if you help me to get home – I’ll help you solve your case.


Rock   Oh yeah?


Kevin   How about it?


Rock   How do you plan to do that?


Kevin   Because back home I have – your book. If I got home I could – find out what happens.


Rock   How do you do that?


Kevin   I’d skip on ahead.


Rock   Skip on ahead?


Kevin   How about it?


Rock   Kid, would that life was that simple. We’d all be skippin’ on ahead, believe me.


Kevin   I could. I could do it.


Rock   You could do that?


Kevin   Easily. Trust me. Please.


Rock   Don’t get me wrong, I’m used to being in books. I been in thirty-four books thus far. But generally when they get around to writing the book it’s after I’ve solved the case. What you’re propositioning here is that someone’s got in ahead of me. Like God or the IRS. Still. Anything’s worth a try. Given this posthumous information at your disposal, could you find out the identity of the Green Shark?


Kevin   I’m sure I could.


Rock   If I knew his identity I could stop him. But he moves like he’s invisible. You can never see him. He could be anyone. He could be a she. He could be a dog. He could be you. (staring at Kevin) No, he couldn’t be you.


Kevin   Why not?


Rock   Because the Shark’s intelligent –


Kevin   I’m intelligent –


Rock   If you’re so intelligent what are you doing trapped in an oven with me? Come on, let’s find a way out of here …


Kevin   Listen, if I help you, you have to help me …


Rock   Maybe.


Kevin   Is it a deal?


Rock   (reluctantly) It’s a deal.




They shake hands.





OK. Now stand back.


Kevin   What are you doing?


Rock   I’m going to charge that door. (He strikes his lighter again, briefly.)


Kevin   It’s made of iron.


Rock   So am I, kid. Stand back. (He rushes at the door, vanishing into the darkness. There is a dull clang and silence. In a moment he returns, limping and clutching his shoulder.) Let’s start looking for another way out.




He begins to start exploring in other directions.


Kevin stands still, thoughtfully.





Kevin   A smelting oven. Now … Let’s think …


Rock   You going to help me or just stand there talking to yourself?


Kevin   Just a minute. Can I borrow that lighter of yours?


Rock   What do you plan to do? Burn the place down?


Kevin   Please.


Rock   Here.


Kevin   Thanks. (He strikes the lighter. The room is brightly lit again.) It’s bright.


Rock   It’s been recently refilled.


Kevin   (looking upwards) Yes. Look, there is.


Rock   What?


Kevin   Up there. A chimney. This is an oven. So there has to be a chimney.


Rock   (gazing upwards with him) I was just about to say the very same. You any plans about how to get up there?


Kevin   If you give me a hand, I’ll have a go.


Rock   OK. It’s your neck.


Kevin   Not if I fall on you.


Rock   (as Kevin returns his lighter) No problem. I’m made of steel, kid. (He winces, the lighter’s hot. Making a step with his hands) Put your foot there.


Kevin   (doing so) Right!


Rock   And hup!




Kevin clambers up on to Rockfist’s shoulders and grasps the edge of the chimney opening.





Hey! Hey! Hey! Steady, there …


Kevin   (as he struggles) I thought you were – made of – steel …


Rock   Make that tin plate … ow …


Kevin   (triumphantly) Done it! I’ll start climbing.


Rock   Hey! What about me?


Kevin   I’ll be back.


Rock   (to himself) Now he’s left me here. (consulting his watch) Sixty-nine hours and we’ll all be dead and he leaves me here to die … (calling) Hey, kid, where you gone?


Kevin   (reappearing) Here. (He drops a rope down to Rockfist.) Can you climb that?


Rock   (testing it cautiously) Possibly. I was a marine for a short period.


Kevin   Come on, then.


Rock   What’s this tied to?


Kevin   The chimney stack.


Rock   Does it look safe?


Kevin   Fairly safe.


Rock   Terrific.




He climbs up and together they reach the open air. They stand regaining their breath.





Hey. Some view from up here.


Kevin   Yes.


Rock   Beautiful night.


Kevin   Certainly is, after that oven.


Rock   You see up there? That’s Fido, the dog star.


Kevin   (doubtfully) Really?


Rock   Good to breathe fresh air again and feel free to –




A burst of gunfire.





Get down!




They both hurl themselves to the ground.





Kevin   Now what do we do?


Rock   Keep down, keep your head down … (He cautiously raises his head. A burst of gunfire. He flattens himself immediately.) What are we going to do?


Kevin   Can you shoot back?


Rock   No.


Kevin   Don’t you have your .45?


Rock   No.


Kevin   Or your .38?


Rock   No.


Kevin   Or your .22?


Rock   No. They took them all off me. I don’t even have a pocket-knife. Listen, well crawl along the roof here, try and find a way down. Follow me. We stay here, we’re sitting ducks. They’ll pick us off like dead owls.




More gunfire.





Come on!




They start to crawl.





If I know my old disused warehouses, there’s bound to be a flight of emergency stairs or even – at a pinch – a –


Kevin   Rockfist, look out!


Rock   (as he falls) – skyl – i – i – i – g – h – t – t – t!!!!




A silence.


Kevin peers into the hole through which Rockfist has fallen.





Kevin   (tentatively) Rockfist!




A groan from Rockfist below.





Are you all right?


Rock   Yeah, great. Don’t worry about me, kid. I’m made of – titanium. (He winces with pain. Struggling to his feet) Come on, what are you waiting for?


Kevin   Down there?


Rock   Unless you want to stay up there.







More gunfire.





Kevin   Here I come.




Kevin jumps.





Rock   Nice jumping, kid, now let’s get out of here …


Kevin   Which way?


Rock   Who cares? Any way, so long as it’s out.




They start to move off. Monique appears and blocks their path. She is French, beautiful, villainous and holds a gun.





Monique   Monsieur Rockfist Slim, quel pleasant surprise.


Rock   Uh – uh!


Kevin   (under his breath) It’s Monique, deadly number-one henchperson of the Green Shark.


Monique   Please. Don’t run away. We still have things to discuss, non?


Rock   I’ve nothing to talk to you about, Monique. Now get out of our way.


Monique   Aren’t you going to introduce me to your young ami? Your friend?


Rock   Monique, this is Keith –


Kevin   Kevin …


Rock   He’s just a kid, you don’t want him. Let him go, huh?


Monique   I think non, Monsieur Slim. Any friend of yours, I’m sure, must be a friend of ours.


Rock   Run for it, kid, just run for it …


Kevin   But what about you …?


Rock   You heard me, run!




Kevin runs off in another direction but collides with Brunt, one of Monique’s henchmen. Brunt chuckles, holding Kevin firmly.





Monique   Non, non, s’il vous plaît. I insist you stay.


Kevin   I know who you are. You’re Monique La Sleek. A blackmailer, thief and murderer.


Monique   (bowing slightly) Also please, forger, bank robber and extortioniste. At your service, young Keith.


Kevin   Kevin.


Rock   Let the kid go, Monique. You’re already facing forty-two charges of murder, you want to add him to the list? You want to deal with someone, you deal with me, OK?


Monique   Hélas, ce n’est pas possible – not possible, je regrette. The Green Shark is most anxious to meet you both.


Rock   Is he?


Kevin   We’re going to meet the Green Shark?


Monique   A great honour, yes? There is, unfortunately one small – what you say – snag. Being a very private person, once you have met face to face, the Shark also insists that you die. Je regrette, sadly one of the rules of the house. Come now. The car is waiting outside, (to Brunt, in some unrecognizable tongue) Pristo beggini, Brunt!


Brunt   Beggini pristo.


Monique   After you, Monsieur Slim. I will enjoy watching you die.


Rock   You’re a charmer, Monique. Remind me to marry you sometime and live miserably ever after.




Monique laughs. They start to leave. Kevin wriggles free from Brunt by stamping on his foot. Monique is distracted.





Monique   Sacré. Stop him! Shakka bakkar!




Rockfist knocks the gun out of her hand.





Rock   Good boy! Go for it, Kieron!


Kevin   (running) Kevin!


Brunt   (pursuing him) Coot huch! Coot huch!


Rock   (blocking Brunt’s path) Oh no, you don’t! Take that, my friend!




He lands a punch on Brunt, who staggers back, recovers and swings a counter-blow which Rockfist parries.





Brunt   Zurt!


Rock   (to Kevin) Get the gun, kid! (to Brunt) Oh, you want to play that game, huh. You asked for it, my friend!




Rockfist and Brunt carry the fight offstage, still trading blows.


Kevin and Monique simultaneously dive for the gun. They wrestle for possession.





Monique   (as they struggle) Ah, non, non, non. Little boys should not – play – with – guns …




Kevin bites her hand.





(in pain) Ah! Mon dieu!




Kevin has the gun and points it at her.





Kevin   All right. Get back. Just get back.


Monique   Donnez-le-moi! Give it to me!


Kevin   I don’t want to hurt anyone, just let us go, do you hear?


Monique   (advancing calmly) Give the gun to me …


Kevin   Get back! I’m warning you!


Monique   Donnez moi.


Kevin   Non. I mean, no.


Monique   Give it to me! You either shoot me or give the gun to me. You can’t shoot me, you know you can’t, so give it to me.







A moment of impasse. Rockfist, somewhat dishevelled, appears behind Kevin.





Rock   Give it to me, kid. I’ll shoot her if necessary.


Kevin   (relieved) Rockfist. Here! (He hands the gun to Rockfist.)


Rock   Thanks, kid. Nice work, (waving the gun at Monique) Now beat it, Madame, before I start shooting.




Monique hesitates.





I said beat it. Go tell your boss you failed.




Monique reluctantly retreats.





Monique   (to Kevin, dangerously) You, I will remember, little boy. We will meet again, never fear. Je reviens. (She goes.)


Rock   (after her) Not if I can help it, you won’t! (to Kevin) You OK, kid?


Kevin   I think so.


Rock   Then let’s go. Which way’s your home?


Kevin   I don’t know.


Rock   You don’t know? Terrific. All right. Eeny … meeny … (making a random choice) This way!


Kevin   Are you sure?


Rock   No. But home is any direction she ain’t, my friend. Follow on.







They rush out. There is a whirl of sound and light and we are very definitely in a new location. The floor is marked with several large light and dark squares, like a chess board. It is a chess board.


Rockfist and Kevin return immediately.





(staring around incredulously) What the heck …? Where are we now?


Kevin   I’ve no idea. This is your story. You should know.


Rock   I’ve never seen this place before in my life … How did we get here?


Kevin   We sort of – went through a wall – only it wasn’t a wall … It couldn’t have been a wall because it wasn’t really there.


Rock   You reckon we went through a wall that wasn’t there?


Kevin   Seemed to.


Rock   Terrific. Tell you something, why don’t you be a kid that isn’t there, then I can get on with my story. We’ve got – (consulting his watch) – sixty-seven hours till the end of the world and we’re walking through invisible walls.


Kevin   It isn’t my fault.


Rock   Right now, kid, everything’s your fault.


Kevin   If it hadn’t been for me, you’d still be in that smelting oven …


Rock   Nuts! I’d have got out of that –


Kevin   How?


Rock   Somehow! Don’t you worry I’m made of granite …


Kevin   If it hadn’t been for me, Monique would have shot us …


Rock   (over him) Oh, strudel-cake! I’d have fixed her, don’t you worry …


Kevin   (over him) If it hadn’t been for me –


Rock   (over him) If it hadn’t been for you we wouldn’t be standing here somewhere in the middle of nowhere, wondering where the hell we are.




They pause for breath.





Kevin   Well, there’s no point in arguing.


Rock   Who’s arguing?


Kevin   We are.


Rock   No, we’re not.


Kevin   Yes, we are.


Rock   No, we’re not.


Kevin   Oh, this is stupid. I’m not arguing.


Rock   You just said you were.


Kevin   Listen, we’d better keep going …


Rock   How do we keep going if we don’t know where we’re going?


Kevin   What do you suggest, that we just stand here?


Rock   Well, it’s better than walking around in circles, which is what we’ll be doing if we can’t figure the straight line.


Kevin   At least well be going somewhere. If we just stay here –


Rock   We’re arguing again.


Kevin   I know.




Slight pause.





Let’s see if we can find someone we can ask.


Rock   Ask what?


Kevin   Where we are.


Rock   The only person we’re liable to find is Monique. Which would not be good news. Especially for you, kid. She is not a dame to mess with, I assure you.


Kevin   I know …


Rock   She can kill you thirty-six different ways she chooses and none of them are good and all of them are slow.


Kevin   You think she’ll come after us?


Rock   You’d better believe it. Why, in The Case of the Poisonous Piranha, she –


Kevin   All the more reason to keep moving, then. Come on.




A White Pawn enters in a hurry. He sees them.





Rock   (seeing him) What the –? (He draws his gun.) Hold it right there!


Pawn   (agitated) What do you here? What do you here, you pair?


Rock   Hold it right there, mister!


Pawn   (ignoring him entirely) The battle now is all but lost. That way!


Kevin   Battle?


Pawn   








What do you off your squares? Resume thy posts!


I beg thee to return unto thy squares!











Rock   To our what?


Pawn   








The battle’s all but lost! Your squares, my lords!


Lest we lose everything in one foul swoop!











Kevin   Sorry?


Rock   Who is this guy?


Pawn   








One Castle, one brave Bishop and three Pawns


Have lately been dispatched. I fear the Queen


Will shortly follow; I must call her now!











Kevin   I don’t know what he’s talking about.


Rock   I think I’m going to shoot him!


Pawn   (suddenly, urgently) Watch to thy backs! (He pushes them back into a corner.)


Rock   What are you –!


Pawn   I do beseech thee hush!




A moment and then a Red Bishop appears. He is reading a book and is deep in thought. He travels diagonally across the floor, humming to himself. He fails to notice them but goes straight off in the other direction.





(in a muted voice) ’Tis the Red King’s Bishop …


Rock   (loudly) What did he say –!


Kevin and Pawn   Sssshh!


Pawn   The danger’s passed. Praise God he did not see.


Rock   Who was that guy? He looked like some crazy priest.


Pawn   ’Twas the Red King’s Bishop. Curse the day.


Kevin   (thoughtfully) The Red King’s Bishop …


Rock   Does the guy spell trouble?


 Pawn   








He has now ended five good lives today.


I do not doubt he will take more e’er long …











Rock   A serial killer bishop? I don’t believe it.


Pawn   








Yet there is one far deadlier than he;


Red Gareth, fearful horseman to the king,


Who single-handed hath bedrenched this board


With White Pawn’s noble blood. He rides this way …
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