
The Panic Office.

By Jonathan Moreland.

Overview.

Man - short, with thinning hair and a poor tendency to drink. A round belly, almost always covered with a pale blue shirt.  He has a sad desperation in his eyes, akin to bird stuck in a glasshouse - seeing the sky, but unable to fly in it. He spends his days working at The Panic Office. An eerily calm set of desks and computers and phones encased in white plastic dividers and grey breezeblocks. At night he sits at home watching documentaries over and over. He cooks ready meals in his stained microwave. He washes his dishes, and lets them drip dry.

This should be shot with very long, slow takes with as little shake as possible. Place emphasis on the rhythmic parts of his life. Ticking clocks, dripping taps, the rolling of a tape recorder, the empty sound of static, the click of a car indicator…

First Scene.

INT. His living room. Evening. A cramped room with one small imitation leather sofa and two deck-chair like contraptions placed at opposite ends of the room. On the floor facing the leather sofa is a shin high MDF table upon which, sits a small 16 inch television and a dvd player.  Under the table is a collection of around ten or twelve dvds. Adjacent to the leather sofa is a door leading to the hall, which contains only a coat hook, a set of stairs (taking you to the one bedroom and bathroom), and the swollen front door. On the same wall as the television is a door leading into the small kitchen, and the back yard. The over all feel of the house should be that of dankness, an overwhelming sense of bleakness highlighted by the harsh overhead lighting, casting strange shadows in the corners of rooms, which we are shielded from only when he is watching television late at night. 

He sits on the leather chair, cutting at a steaming, sloppy looking lasagne with a fork and carefully guiding it to his mouth. He does this while keeping his eyes planted on the television which is showing a complex diagram of the earth beneath Chernobyl while the monotonous male narrator explains.


Narrator: Unable to contain the fire, the soldiers sent in doused the site in lead. This, while reducing the flames, caused other problems for the men as the lead evaporated under the extreme heat and-


Finishing off his lasagne, he puts the fork down on the plate, and sets the plate onto the floor next to his glass of whiskey which he picks up and drinks from in large gulps. He moves forward in his chair, using his arms as leverage to get him out of the seat. He bends over, picks up his dinner things and takes them to the kitchen and cleans them in the scratched aluminium sink. Above his head are three cupboards and beside the drainer is a small white fridge freezer with no photos or notes or letters of any kind decorating it. Washing the dishes takes a matter of 40-45 seconds. This time can be counted by the amount of ticks the second hand makes on the clock that hangs above the fridge-freezer. The brush makes muted scratching noises underneath the sound of the running tap. He sets his plate and cup and fork on the drainer, switches off the tap - which continues to drip - and turns off the light and closes the door.


INT. Living room. Night. The man sleeps on the sofa, the light from the television illuminating the room, varying in degrees of intensity. Outside, the sounds of cars and busses and ambulances are filtered through the one window in the room, situated above the television. Through it we can see his back yard. A small spit of concrete with a very high wall running along the left hand side, round the back and meeting the house on the right. Atop it sits a thin roll of barbed wire. At the back door are several bottles of beer and a small black bin. On top of the bin are a few crushed boxes of wine, the silver foil inside them peeking through the soaked and mushy cardboard. Orange light from the ally behind contrasts with the pale moon-light that offers an argumentative glow. 

INT. Car. The man is driving, with a plain but pretty woman seated next to him. In the back seat is a child, about 3.


INT. The narrator is outlining briefly the damage left behind by Chernobyl. The credits roll. The screen goes back to the Menu option. The sudden lack of noise wakes the man up. He lies still, opens his eyes and looks around the room calmly. He rubs his eyes and his stubble and scratches the back of his head. He sits up, then stands up and walks to the dvd player and switches it and the television off. He closes the door. He lumbers noisily up the creek-y stairs in the hall and switches the hall light off in the landing. 


INT. Bedroom. Night. He enters his bedroom, switches on the light and walks to the window to close the curtains. His room is fairly small. Just enough room for a single bed against the wall opposite the window, and a wardrobe on the same side as the door. He sits on his bed which creeks and takes off his shoes and socks. He unbuttons his shirt, stands up, and puts it in the wardrobe. He unbuttons his trousers, unzips them and pulls them down. He steps out of them and hangs them up and puts them in the wardrobe with the shirt. He goes to his bed, lifts the one pillow and puts on a black Ché t-shirt and pulls back the duvet and gets in. He gets comfortable in a foetal position facing the window. He closes his eyes. The house continues to drip, and tick and creek.

Second Scene.

INT. Morning. Pale light filters through the dirt on his bedroom window as he sleeps on his bed. He is lying facing the wall and when his eyes slowly open he looks at it and then looks to the ceiling. On it he finds an accumulation of dust, soot (from years of smoking in bed) and spider webs. He sighs and rolls over and looks at the clock which reads 8:32. He continues looking at it until the red LCD display changes to 8:33. 


INT. He and the woman from the car are lying in bed. The room is different, there is more light. The camera never leaves the bed though. He is awake and smiling and she is asleep.

INT. He sits up and throws back the duvet, his knees bent a little. He stands up, and walks down the hall to the very small bathroom.


INT. Bathroom. Morning. The room is small and dark lines of grime have gathered between the tiles. There is a radiator on the right hand side of the door. Adjacent to this is the sink and the toilet and opposite this is the small shower. He pulls down his underwear and takes off his t-shirt and turns on the shower which is encased in frosted glass. He gets into the shower and cleans himself with a bar of soap that was sitting beside the tap. He washes his hair with shampoo. 

EXT. Street. Day. Overcast. He walks down a busy street from the north end, dressed in a faded blue shirt and a navy tie and pair of beige chords. If only someone had the decency to tell him this didn’t quite work. His shoes are a dark brown suede. He continues down the street as the cars pass and enters into a block of offices.

INT. The Panic Office. The room is smallish, considering it’s contents. There is a door at the north end of the room, which opens into the space which is about 50 square meters, and it seems as though there is a person at a computer for every meter. The computers are surrounded by a thin plastic wall of white, which does nothing to brighten the room due to the fact that there are no windows, and the walls remain un-plastered. He sits at a desk in the far left corner, tapping things on a keyboard and checking their accuracy on the screen every so often. His phone rings. He does not answer it. It continues do ring. All the phones continue to ring. 

The following sequence should last as long as the first scene.

INT. House. Night. He sits in the same place as the night before, eating his microwaveable lasagne, gulping his whiskey, watching the Chernobyl dvd. 

INT. Kitchen. He washes the dishes and lets them drip dry. 

INT. Hall/bedroom. He walks drunkenly through his hall, and into his bedroom where he changes for bed and gets in and goes to sleep. The house continues to drip and tick and creek.

Third Scene.

INT. A small dining room, night. The walls do not extend much further than the edges of the table, forcing the people sitting at it to maintain perfect posture and squeeze into their space. There are two people at this table. The man, and his mother and they are sitting at either end eating a small roast. They each have a glass of wine in front of them, and a bottle half empty stands in the centre of the table. The man eats carnivorously, this is the first proper meal he has eaten in a while. His mother eats in small bites, taking her time. The same can be said for the way they drink. The man has dressed himself in another pale blue shirt while the woman has draped an olive green dress over herself which unfortunately is the same colour as the wallpaper that covers the three walls we can see, broken only by the one small white PVC window behind her. We never see outside this window however, because the camera will remain in a fixed position for the entirety of this exchange. 


Man: 

So.
Mother: 

So?
Man: 

Well. How are - things?
Mother: 

Things? Things are good. How are your things?
Man (after a pause): 

They’re okay.
Mother: 

Just okay?
Man: 

Well, yeah.
Mother: 

Sure? You paused there. Don’t seem so sure. What’s wrong?
Man: 

Have a guess.
Mother: 

Oh.
Man: 

Yeah.


His mother pushes the chair back into the wall and squeezes out. This should be almost comic. She walks past the camera, and the man continues eating what’s left of his meal and then he sits there in his chair and drinks his wine and grabs the bottle and fills his glass to the brim and takes one large gulp from it and sets it down and waits for his mother. He taps his finger against a spoon that rocks back and forth sending a rhythmic and very quietening sound through the table and into the room. His mother comes back into the room carrying two small plates with a scoop of ice cream on each of them.

Mother: 

Ready for dessert?
Man: 

Yeah, sure (he pushes his plate towards the middle of the table to make space for his ice cream which his mother sets in front of him.)
Mother: 

So, how’s work?
Man: 

Work.
Mother: 

You’re quiet tonight.
Man: 

Yeah.

Mother: 

What’s wrong?
Man: 

What isn’t?
Mother: 

Come on, son. That’s not fair.
Man: 

Yeah, well… If it wasn’t for the airbag.


His mother looks at him, agog, and clearly upset.


Mother: 

That thing saved your life, you need to get over that son. You’re lucky, some people don’t have half of what you have.
Man (nodding, looking at her, trying to re-assure her): 
I know, I’m sorry. Just a bit hard sometimes, y’know? But sure, I’m okay. And work’s okay. I’m just feeling sorry for myself.
Mother: 

Are you sure? Please talk to me more often. Come over for your dinner more often. I’m lonely most nights anyway. You could come around and we can - talk or, I dunno. Talk.
Man: 

Okay, I will. Or - I would but eh - still don’t have a car or anything so - yeah.
Mother: 

Take mine, I don’t use it anyway.
Man: 
C’mon mum, you have to do your shoppin’ and all that stuff.
Mother: 
Ah don’t be silly, I go t’ the spar down the street.
Man: 
Are you sure?
Mother: 
Yeah. Ahk look, your ice-cream’s melted!
Man: 
Oh, well I should go now anyway - there’s a thing on the T.V I want to watch.
Mother: 
Okay, gimmie a kiss. (He pushes his chair back into the wall and struggles out of his seat and moves over to his mother and leans down and gives her a kiss on the cheek).
Man: 
Thanks for the dinner. And I’ll call ‘round tomorrow or day after, okay?
Mother: 
Sure, and don’t forget your keys. They’re on the table on the way out, okay?
Man: 
Sure. I’ll see you soon. (He walks out of the room and she calls I love you to him as we hear a door close. She sits in silence for a bit, then gets up and clears away the dishes.

Final Scene.

INT. His room. He has a cardboard box which he is filling with various items: photographs stowed away in drawers, tickets from concerts long past, a wedding ring kept on top of the wardrobe. He takes them out to his car which is filled to the brim with boxes similar to these. There are so many boxes that the audience may question where all of this has been. He locks his front door and gets into the car and starts the engine.

INT. The Panic Office. He is at his cubicle clearing his things into a small grey plastic container. There are very few items here, so the clear up does not take long. The last thing added to the box is a round white clock, which is forever pointing to 1:23. 

INT. Car. He is sitting in his car at the beach. He watches the waves for a while and the engine is still running. The weather is overcast, grey. He opens the drivers door and gets out and closes the door behind him before opening the passengers door. The light at the bottom of the door is flashing and making that infernal “ping, ping, ping” noise that only occurs when a door is left open while the engine is running. He pulls the leaver on the seat, and it flies forward and he leans into the back and picks up a box, leaving it on the ground. 

EXT. Beach. He is standing by the car and all of the boxes are stacked up around him. He lifts the one closest to him and walks towards the water.



EXT. Beach. All but one of the boxes are gone. We can see remnants of them floating in the water and lying on the sand. His trousers and shirt are soaking wet. He lifts the last box and walks slowly into the sea and empties the contents of the box in. He watches them float there, before being pulled under by the weight of the water. He sees a photo of himself and his wife and their daughter. It is old and faded. He picks it up and shakes a few drops of water off it and walks back towards the beach and gets into his car.


INT. Car. Night. In the passenger seat is a beautiful woman, pale, dressed in creams and whites. The skin around her eyes is a purple/black colour, and she watches him driving. The back is filled to the windows with sand and some of it is spilling into the front. In the sand is various things, a child’s car seat, a few pillows, bed sheets, his clock that reads 1:23... He drives along a street looking for an off license. He finds one and indicates and turns into the curb gets out leaving the front door open and the indicator clicking. Both of the noises out of sync. The woman sits there, looking out at the night in which it is beginning to rain. Each drop making a little tap on the wind shield. As the rain grows heavier she looks out the drivers door in time to see him come back with a bottle of whiskey, drenched from head to foot. He looks at her. She smiles at him. He smiles at her. He drinks the bottle of whiskey and makes a disgusted “ah” noise and closes the door and turns off the indicator. He sits for a moment, tapping the key against his forehead. 


VO (while this is on, he studies the bottle, his keys and looks at the woman in the front with him): I’m in a boat. I’m in a metal boat. (He puts the key in the ignition) My road is a river. (He takes a deep breath) And I’m at the mouth. 


He starts the engine.

THE END


