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 A Load of
Balls

 


I guess that
most jobs become routine eventually. There must be relatively few
folk whose daily lives are more often exciting than not. Maybe if
you're a high wire performer in a circus, or a deep sea diver, or,
perhaps, if you're a brain surgeon or a Hollywood actor you get
more exciting days than most people, but even these jobs probably
have their share of routine if you look closely.

Now, I'm not
complaining. This isn't a rant about how boring my job is. I love
my job.

I've been
working as the janitor in the Vertigo Research Labs ever since they
were first built. In fact, the Director and I are the longest
serving staff members here. That's why I get to call him Sir and he
gets to call me anything he damn well likes. Sorry, that's just my
little joke. The Director usually calls me Jeph, just like everyone
else round here, that's with a J at the front and a ph at the end
by the way, or, sometimes, J.T. Them's my initials, of course. J.T.
Jepherson Thomas. The days I get worried are when he calls me
Jepherson. That usually means either he wants something, or I've
done something wrong.

Now, what was I
saying? Oh, yeh. Routine. Well my job has certainly got plenty of
that and it suits me fine. You probably remember that our labs are
built like three spokes on a wheel around a central tower. The
Director and I live on the top floor of the tower, the only
difference being that he has a grand office with a panoramic view
across the Science Park and mine is more of a cupboard, where I
keep my cleaning stuff, but I do have a very small window, a kettle
and a chair, which is all I need.

There's a
canteen and offices on the first floor and the three labs lead off
the main Reception Area on the ground floor. There are toilets down
in the basement, and it was down in the basement a couple of years
ago that the scientists here first created a Reversal Field by
accident when their Anti Gravity experiments and Magnetic
Levitation experiments unexpectedly interacted. That was the day we
all ended up trapped below ground, when a Reversal Field appeared
on the staircase. The Reversal Field, you'll recall, reverses the
direction of anything that enters it. Ever since that day, the
scientists here have been trying to understand the Physics behind
the Reversal Effect and both the AntiGrav lab, often known locally
as the 'upwards' lab, and the MagLev lab, more often called the
'onwards' lab have been working to be the first to produce a
practical device which exploits the Reversal Effect.

Now, according
to the Director's instructions, the two labs should be cooperating
in this work and, it's true, there is a certain amount of
collaborative activity that occurs. There is also, in each lab, a
secondary work plan that is, supposedly, unknown to the other, in
which each lab is striving independently to be the first to build a
functional appliance. Of course, they both know that the other lab
is hiding something, but they don't know exactly what.

Anyway, I'm
digressing.

My duties
aren't particularly onerous. Mainly I'm responsible for keeping the
public areas like the stairs and the Reception area looking clean
and tidy. I do the small maintenance jobs around the place,
replacing bulbs, tightening radiator valves, polishing the windows
and handrails etc. We have a couple of contract cleaners who come
in every evening to clean the toilets and the canteen and vacuum
the offices. Neither the contract cleaners nor I do the cleaning in
the labs. In theory, the labs take care of their own cleaning. In
practise they do as little as possible.

My other job is
security. I have to make sure that the building is all locked up at
the end of the day, with doors and windows shut and alarms turned
on. In the mornings, it's me that unlocks the building again before
the scientists and staff come in. Of course that means that I work
a pretty long day, but it suits me. I get plenty of time in the day
to sit down and have a mug of coffee in my little room and read a
book or a magazine.

I have a set of
master keys, of course, which unlock every door in the building,
except the doors to the three labs. They all have iris recognition
systems and if your eyes aren't recognised, the only way in is by
invitation.

From time to
time I do get called in, to replace a bulb, or repair a faulty
latch, or if there's been a spill of some kind that needs clearing
up, so I have a chance to see what's going on inside all the labs.
That's how I know they're all working on their secret Reversal
Field projects.

Now, I'm not a
scientist, of course, so I don't pretend to understand the half of
what they're doing, but I can see that both 'onwards' and 'upwards'
are making some progress. Their apparatus looks less Heath Robinson
than it did and a whole lot smaller. They each seem to be taking
different approaches. The AntiGrav lab seems to be trying to layer
one Reversal Field on another. This is following the lead given by
the late Dr Ratt, who disappeared into a layered Reversal Field
he'd created, which appeared to be bigger on the inside than it was
on the outside. The Maglev lab appears to be working on some sort
of oscillating device that involves switching the field on and off
very quickly to shuttle a small metal ball between two node
points.

For the life of
me I can't see any practical application for either of these
approaches, but, like I said, I'm just the janitor around here.

On the whole, a
janitor is pretty much invisible, unless something needs fixing. I
don't mean that the scientists were deliberately elitist or rude,
but they usually had their minds fixed on some higher plane and
tended not to notice me, beyond a friendly 'Hi, J.T.' if we should
pass on the stairs. That means that I get to overhear all sorts of
comments that aren't intended for public consumption. That's mainly
how I know what both labs are secretly working on, not that I can
understand much of what they're talking about. I don't consider
myself a stupid man, but I've never had the advantage of the sort
of education that these folk have received, which is why I'm
polishing the windows and they are firing metal balls.

I do have a
curiosity, though, and I have a stack of magazines in my 'office'
that I've picked out of the trash from the labs. New Scientist,
Scientific American and Nature mainly. Over the years I've picked
up a few bits of knowledge about such things as Heisenberg's
Uncertainty Principle, Conservation of energy, Simple Relativity,
and even Quantum Tunnelling. I'd be a good guy in a pub quiz team
in the popular science rounds.

Anyway, I'm
digressing again.

It was one
evening, when I was doing my final walk around, that I discovered
we had an intruder. Someone had left a window open on the ground
floor. The intruder wasn't hard to find. She was sitting on the
Reception Area counter top washing her face as bold as brass.

It was a cat,
of course. A black cat with a white blaze on it's chest.

Now I'm a
sucker for little lost souls and I figured that she'd come in
looking for something to eat. I stroked her head and she rolled
over onto her back with all four paws in the air purring loudly. I
told her to wait there while I went up to the canteen to find some
milk and a ;piece of ham, but she must have followed me up the
stairs, because when I came down, she was gone. Since I'd already
closed the window, she couldn't have gone back outside.

Apart from the
cat and me, the building was deserted, so I had to begin looking
for her before I could lock up.

To my great
surprise, I saw that the door to the MagLev lab was open. That was
unheard of. I hadn't noticed it open when I'd first come down and I
suspected that the cat had found it slightly ajar and forced her
way inside. I don't think I can ever remember finding one of the
lab doors left open before and I'd certainly have to report it in
the morning. Meanwhile I still had a cat to find.

The lights came
on automatically when I entered the lab. Inside it was the normal
chaotic mess. Cables dangling from the ceiling and looped around
skeletal metal supports framing an assortment of coils, magnets and
black boxes. The centre of the lab was dominated by the
experimental MagLev track, but there were smaller experiments set
up on benches at the sides.

A crash in the
distance suggested that the cat had indeed found it's way into the
lab. Lord knows what damage it could do if I didn't get it out.

Now, I confess
that I don't know the best way to catch a cat that doesn't want to
get caught. What I do know, though, is that cats can get into very
small spaces when they've a mind and jump over very wide gaps. They
can also climb.

For ten minutes
I tried to coax it out with the saucer of milk I was still
carrying. I tried laying a trail of tiny bits of ham, but the cat
was more interested in playing. The lab was so cluttered that there
were hundreds of places for her to hide from me.

Periodically
there were small crashes as the cat, or I, dislodged various items
from the bench to the floor. Some of the crashes sounded
terminal.

I decided to
try a new approach. If I could shepherd the cat back towards the
door, I could maybe flush her back out into the Reception Area
where there was less chance of causing expensive damage. I could
probably herd her right through the main door and back outside,
even.

Unfortunately,
she decided that this was just another game. Each time we got near
the door to the lab she would simply make a couple of agile leaps
and get past me again.

Plan C, for I
had already exhausted Plans A and B, was to try to trap her in a
large empty cardboard box that I'd found just inside the door. She
wouldn't want to know what Plan D would be.

I managed to
manoeuvre her into the back corner of the lab, the corner where the
'secret' Reversal Field kit was being constructed, but,
unfortunately, she wedged herself in behind it. I should tell you,
in case you are fearful for the cat, that she then began to preen
herself, licking a paw and wiping it on the side of her head. If
anyone was stressed around here, it certainly wasn't the cat.

Since I could
see no way of enticing her from behind the apparatus, I figured
that the best thing to do would be to hop up on the bench myself,
drop the open box over her and trap her inside.

That was a
whole lot easier to say than to do. I think my days of hopping up
onto benches probably passed a good few years back. In fact, it's
probably the case that hopping in general is now just a distant
memory for me. Anyway, I lined up a chair and a stool, watched by
the cat, and clambered onto the bench. I was about the drop the box
when she sprang over the apparatus and landed neatly on the floor.
In my surprise I dropped the box and it clipped the corner of the
equipment, which, to my horror, began to hum.

I had no idea
how to stop it. As I watched, a row of red lights began to
illuminate, one after the other, as though something was charging
up. I stood on the bench in complete indecision as the hum
increased in pitch, until the line of lights was completely
lit.

A small steel
ball began to oscillate slowly back and forth between the two ends
of the equipment. I guessed it was being bounced from end to end by
an alternating Reversal Field, though of what possible practical
use this might be, I couldn't guess. I wondered if I dare turn off
the power.

The cat,
meanwhile, decided that this was a new game and jumped back onto
the bench, causing me to step back in surprise. I grabbed for
something to steady myself and found the only thing in reach, which
was the power supply cord for the humming equipment, which was
looped down from the ceiling. As I stumbled and pulled on the cord,
the whole apparatus was pulled towards me and began to overbalance.
I tried to steady it with my foot, but, whatever it was that my
foot was pressing on, appeared to be turning up the oscillation
frequency.

The steel ball
began to bounce between the two nodes with increasing speed. I
could see that my foot was pressed against a rotary dial which was
the only thing preventing the whole kit and caboodle crashing to
the floor. For a second or two I was more or less balanced, until
the cat decided to rub itself, purring, against my supporting
leg.

My involuntary
flinch when I felt the cat caused the dial to twist a little
further.

The pitch of
the oscillations increased again and a steel ball ejected itself
from the shrieking equipment and shot off down the lab.

I'm not sure
which of us jumped the most, me or the cat, but the net result was
that everything overbalanced a fraction more, causing the dial to
twist another couple of degrees. Another ball was ejected and
ricocheted down the lab.

I couldn't
understand how this was happening, since there had only been one
ball in the apparatus to begin with, as far as I recalled.

More silver
balls were being thrown out of the machine as it continued to slip
little by little off the bench. With each small slippage, the
frequency control dial twisted a little further. The ball inside
the machine was now moving back and forth so rapidly between the
Reversal Field nodes, it was just a blur.

Balls were
flying out of the machine like machine gun bullets and bouncing off
walls and floor in all directions and there were sounds of breaking
glass in the distance. Somehow the balls were multiplying just like
in that scene from the Sorcerer's Apprentice in
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