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EDGAR & ANNABEL


Sam Holcroft










Characters


NICK, male, late twenties


MARIANNE, female, late twenties


MILLER, male, older than Nick and Marianne


TARA, female, late twenties


MARC, male, late twenties


ANTHONY, male, late twenties, similar in appearance to Nick


CLAIRE, female, late twenties, similar in appearance to Marianne


Setting


The action moves between Edgar and Annabel’s kitchen and various meeting places.


Note on Text


Dialogue in [square brackets] is unspoken.










Scene One


EDGAR and ANNABEL’s kitchen.


Someone has gone to great lengths to artfully blend old with new. Clear signs of affluence sit next to bohemia. There is a recycling bin. A kitchen table with chairs stands in the centre of the room.


MARIANNE stands at the countertop mixing fresh herbs into a decanter of salad dressing. She licks her fingers. She hums contentedly to herself.


A key is heard in the lock. MARIANNE smiles and whisks her dressing. The door opens and NICK enters wearing a raincoat. He carries a heavy shoulder bag, an umbrella and a plastic shopping bag.


NICK. Hi, honey, I’m home.


MARIANNE. Hi, darling.


On seeing him she stops short. He meets her gaze. They stare in startled silence. Eventually NICK tries to break the silence.


NICK. Something smells good.


Beat.


Is that fish?


Beat.


Is that fish?


Pause.


Is that…?


MARIANNE. Chicken.




NICK. Fish?


MARIANNE. Chicken.


NICK. Fish.


MARIANNE. Fish.


NICK. I thought so. Smells delicious. No, don’t kiss me, I’m soaking wet. It’s raining cats and dogs out there.


NICK retrieves two bound documents from his bag and offers one to MARIANNE. She stares at it.


(With emphasis.) I’m sorry I’m late. But I had to stand in a doorway for fifteen minutes.


MARIANNE takes the document. It is a script. Unless stated otherwise, from hereon in they both read from the scripts.


My umbrella blew inside out.


MARIANNE doesn’t say her line and so NICK continues with his.


You know how that always makes you feel like a right idiot? (Beat.) I know, it’s so embarrassing. (Beat.) Yeah, I did.


MARIANNE. Did… did you get the salad?


NICK (relieved). Yeah, I did.


MARIANNE. You remembered?


NICK. Yes, of course.


NICK hands her the plastic bag. She takes it.


The checkout is a nightmare during rush hour; the queue stretched all the way down the aisle.


On opening the plastic bag MARIANNE appears confused. She then scans her script and, understanding, she reads on.


MARIANNE. I asked for salad.


NICK. Yeah, I know. I bought a bag of salad.


MARIANNE. These are stir-fry vegetables.




NICK (feigning surprise). What? No…?


MARIANNE. This is a bag of stir-fry vegetables.


NICK. It can’t be, it looks like salad.


MARIANNE. It’s a bag of stir-fry vegetables. Here, it says on the front, ‘Shredded vegetables for stir-frying’. Did you read the front?


NICK. I… I…


MARIANNE. Did you even look at what you were buying or did you just grab the first bag that you saw?


NICK. I… I was in a hurry.


MARIANNE. Edgar, can you look at what you’re buying?


NICK. Yes.


MARIANNE. Can you please look at what you’re buying, Edgar?


NICK. Yes.


MARIANNE. Can you?


NICK. Yes, Annabel.


MARIANNE. Thank you.


MARIANNE opens the oven and removes the roasting dish inside. They both turn the page; NICK fails to do this quietly.


I have a job too.


NICK. Yes, I know.


MARIANNE. I work just as hard.


NICK. You do.


MARIANNE walks the roasting dish to the table. NICK follows, helping her to hold her script and read.


I’m sorry.




MARIANNE. But I still find time to read the labels on your food.


MARIANNE places the roasting dish on the table; in it sits a large roasted chicken.


NICK. Delicious. Is that…?


MARIANNE. Salmon.


NICK. Delicious.


Pause.


So. How was your day?


MARIANNE. I got some more recycling bags.


NICK. Great.


MARIANNE. I hate having to throw all that plastic away. I don’t know how people do it.


NICK. Is there any mayonnaise?


MARIANNE. It’s such a waste.


NICK. Mayonnaise?


MARIANNE. It only takes two minutes. It makes me so angry.


NICK. In the fridge?


MARIANNE. Yes, but it’s not home-made. I’ll get it. (Approaching with an electric carving knife.) Would you please carve… the salmon?


NICK. Sure. The news today must have had you spitting?


MARIANNE slows to a stop.


MARIANNE. What, in the papers?


NICK. No, on the news.


MARIANNE. I didn’t see it.


NICK. They’re saying the level of plastic in the ocean is killing a million seabirds a year.


MARIANNE. A million?




NICK. Every year.


MARIANNE. That’s awful.


NICK. Isn’t it? And just this afternoon the police arrested five more people on charges of anti-government conspiracy. (With emphasis.) That’s right, five of them.


MARIANNE stares in alarm.


But don’t worry, if it’s anti-government charges we won’t be seeing them again. Not a single one. I expect they were conspiring to scare us out of our own city. Well, I’m never leaving this neighbourhood, this is my house now and I’m here to defend it. Against troublemakers.


NICK switches on the carving knife. The sound rings out. NICK motions to urgently make haste. Covered by the sound, he passes her the shoulder bag and a set of documents. He mouths the words ‘Hide them. Hide them now. Where do they go?’ MARIANNE is paralysed.


(Unscripted.) Annabel. I can’t carry this; I’m trying to carve. Help me.


Finally MARIANNE takes the bag from him. She hides the bag and documents behind various false panels and in unexpected places in the kitchen. NICK switches off the electric carving knife. They stand in silence a moment before returning to their scripts.


MARIANNE. Right then. Shall we sit?


NICK. Napkins?


MARIANNE. Yes. They’re clean out of the wash.


She grabs a roll of paper towels and moves to the table. They both sit.


MARIANNE coughs to cover the sound of tearing strips of kitchen towel.


NICK. Hungry?


MARIANNE. Starving. And I do so love salmon… sliced.




Scene Two


A meeting place.


MARIANNE and MILLER alone.


MARIANNE. Where is he?


MILLER. He’s gone.


MARIANNE. Where is he?


MILLER. Where are any of them, Marianne?


MARIANNE. Who else?


MILLER. I can’t give you their names.


MARIANNE. There were four others.


MILLER. You don’t need their names; they’re not coming back.


Beat.


MARIANNE. How?


MILLER. They were in a café and they were overheard.


MARIANNE. What were they saying?


MILLER. Nothing specific.


MARIANNE. Carl didn’t talk about the house?


MILLER. They were talking about the election, making jokes. That’s anti-government conspiracy now.


MARIANNE. You sure that’s all they said? I’ve spent the last two days expecting the police to kick my door in.


MILLLER. They’re not going to kick your door in; nothing was said about the house, about any of the houses. They were just talking and they were unlucky. We move on.


MARIANNE. But what if they break him, what if they link Carl to me?




MILLER. The paper trail leads nowhere and he’s trained, Marianne, he’ll withstand it.


NICK enters.


Were you followed?


NICK. No.


MILLER. You sure?


NICK. I wasn’t followed.


Beat.


MILLER. Okay, listen up. I don’t have long. These arrests were meant as warning. And they won’t be the last. They’ll be aiming to pick us off one by one so that come the election there’s no one left to dispute it. Word from above is to keep your head down, no more unwanted attention.


NICK. How do we retaliate?


MILLER. We don’t.


NICK. They arrest five of our people and we don’t retaliate?


MILLER. No. We’re stepping back, that’s the plan. We’re being vigilant, not reactive, okay? You’ve got to be extra vigilant, even when you think –


NICK. Why wouldn’t we send a warning in response? Otherwise they’ll just keep going, we’ll just keep disappearing, one by one, like you said.


MILLER. Not if you keep your head down.


NICK. If they know we’re intent on retaliation they’ll think twice before doing it again.


MILLER. Look, Carl was a friend of mine. I don’t take it lightly. But the election’s more important than the individual. Our priority, and by extension your priority, is to remain politically legitimate at all costs. We give nothing away, nothing. And that way Adam has a chance of taking us across the finish line, okay? If you suspect yourself of being followed, you call it in. If you suspect yourself of getting comfortable, you call yourself on it. Watch each other; they’re going to be listening intently, now is the time for continuity.


MARIANNE. So why have you assigned him? If attention to detail is a priority.


NICK. Excuse me?


MARIANNE. While I accept Carl had to be replaced, when a complete stranger walks through my door –


MILLER. It’s not your door.


MARIANNE. I also ask for a little continuity.


NICK. I had two hours to prepare –


MARIANNE. And he’s nothing like Carl.


NICK. And for half an hour of it I was having my haircut.


MARIANNE. He’s slow to pick things up: last night he nearly broke the cutlery drawer looking for the bottle opener, the bottle opener doesn’t live in the cutlery drawer.


NICK. I’ve been there two days.


MARIANNE. I came down and he was trying to get the cork out with a fork.


NICK. So what, they can’t see me?


MARIANNE. But they can hear you, every last detail. You make far too much noise when you turn the pages. He can’t even turn –


NICK. Hang on a second; if I hadn’t turned up, Edgar wouldn’t have come home to Annabel that night, would he? And anyone listening would have put two and two together and linked his absence to Carl’s arrest. You might’ve been reunited with him sooner than you’d liked.


Beat.


MARIANNE. He improvises.


NICK. No I don’t.




MARIANNE. He does. He started speaking before he opened the script. He made me say we were eating fish. You knew what I was cooking, you’d written chicken.


NICK. I was trying to fill the silence.


MARIANNE. Couldn’t you smell it was chicken?


NICK. Your chicken smelt like fish.


MARIANNE. He ad-libs, he says ‘Yeah’ and ‘I know’.


NICK. I don’t.


MARIANNE. You do.


NICK. When?


MARIANNE. When it’s not in the script.


NICK. That’s how normal people speak.


MARIANNE. Edgar doesn’t speak like that.


NICK. How can a few words matter – ?


MARIANNE. You sound nothing like him.


NICK. What? Not posh enough?


MARIANNE. No, it’s not an accent thing: it’s a computer, it can’t read accents. It’s your rhythm –


MILLER. The computers process the rhythm of human speech, not dialect or pitch, so you can’t improvise around –


NICK. It’s not like someone’s going to notice a few –


MILLER. It’s not the surveillance teams we need to worry about, they’re working across God knows how many houses. It’s about fooling the computers. Don’t underestimate the technology: any deviations from the norm, lack of fluency, shifts in volume, certain words. It’s all flagged. And if it shows up on the system, someone will play it back. We’ve got no choice, we work on the assumption everything said in that house has the potential to be played back.


NICK. Sure, okay, but the odd word –




MILLER. No.


NICK. I’m not an idiot, I can –


MILLER. It’s too easy to slip up, the transition’s the hardest part. So until you learn Edgar’s speech pattern, we script it. For your own protection.


NICK. Well, how long’s the transition?


MILLER. Depends.


NICK. On what?


MILLER. On how quickly you pick it up. Until then, no improvising, okay? Absolutely no improvising. I include just the right amount of low-level interruption, any more and you’re going to get flagged.


NICK. How long are we talking – weeks, months?


MILLER. Long as it takes.


MARIANNE. Judging by your performance so far, it might be a while.


MILLER. Just stick to the script, okay, then there’s no way they can accuse you of being anything other than a happily married couple of freelancers who met at university.


NICK. Not sure about happy.


MILLER. I’m sorry?


MARIANNE. What’s that supposed to mean?


NICK. If it were me listening, I’d be wondering how a woman suddenly develops a barefaced dislike for her husband overnight. Her disappointment is audible. I mean, unless Annabel is supposed to be a bitch.


MARIANNE. Excuse me?


NICK. Yesterday, in the script, she’s supposed to compliment that new overcoat. She’s supposed to say it made me look like a country gent. She paused after the first syllable in country.




MARIANNE. I did not.


NICK. They’re going to be on the look out for faking it. And she’s not… with the sex.


MARIANNE. The sex?


NICK. Yes.


MARIANNE. Did no one tell you, we don’t actually have to do it?


NICK. She won’t even stand next to me; she’s across the other side of the room. I’m having to make the noises on my own. She’s not putting in the effort.


MARIANNE. I’m not an actor, I do the best I can.


NICK. That’s your best? That’s your best effort?


MARIANNE. Yes.


NICK. Is that what you sound like when you. When you have sex, that’s what you sound like?


MARIANNE. That’s what I sound like.


NICK. Like you’re ordering from a menu?


MARIANNE. Have you ever been in a long-term relationship? Have you? Cos this kind of predictability is very normal.


NICK. You’re certainly painting a picture of your life here.


MARIANNE. They’ve been together three years, okay? Three years, okay? That’s a long time, and the effort I put in is, is realistic, actually.


MILLER. Okay, all right.


MARIANNE. Actually.


MILLER. All right. This isn’t working.


MARIANNE. Exactly, thank you.


MILLER. This is what they call ‘bad casting’.


MARIANNE. What?




MILLER. You’re much more convincing at each other’s throats. We need to make this dynamic work for us.


MARIANNE. You need to find me a new partner.


MILLER. No, I just need a reason for the hostility.


MARIANNE. Surely the most important –


MILLER. You know as well as anyone, the people listening are relationship experts. Couples that stop connecting for no reason are a dead giveaway. It’s a sure sign there’s been a switch.


MARIANNE. So find me someone who can –


MILLER. He’s not being replaced. And we can’t afford to wait while you come to terms with it.


NICK. Can’t she get a throat infection?


MARIANNE. What?


NICK. Then she just wouldn’t talk.


MARIANNE. No, Annabel can’t get a throat infection.


MILLER. It’s relatively simple; I just need to shift the power balance a little. I’ll take care of it, and don’t worry, I’ll write out the sex.


NICK. Why, what are you going to do?


MARIANNE. You can’t change it.


MILLER. It’s a matter of earning potential, that’s all.


NICK. ‘Earning potential’?


MILLER. Right now they both have good jobs, draw a decent salary. They’re both financially independent, but also rely on the other for the shared income. They need each other, okay? And while that stands, there’s no reason for anything other than regular, if uninspiring, sex. We have to upset that natural order.


MARIANNE. So Edgar should lose his job.




NICK. What?


MARIANNE. He’ll get depressed. It’ll lower his sex drive.


NICK. Why doesn’t she lose her job?


MARIANNE. It doesn’t work the other way round.


NICK. So you’re telling me if you lost your job the first thing you’d want is a shag?


MILLER. If Annabel lost her job she might not want sex, but Edgar still would. In fact, he might even want more, what with her being so teary and clinging to him for reassurance. Long term it might do the same damage, yes, but in the short term he’d want to comfort her and most men consider sex a comfort.


MARIANNE. Unfortunately.


NICK. That’s bullshit.


MILLER. Financial mobility is integral to their success as a couple. Annabel might even feel obliged to have more sex with him because she’s no longer got financial assets to keep her attractive. But we want to be subtle, we want a promotion. Annabel gets a promotion.


NICK. Annabel?


MILLER. At the same time Edgar expresses dissatisfaction with his own job prospects. He’s just turned thirty and his wife’s more successful than him; it’s perfectly conceivable that he’d have some kind of crisis.


NICK. If she’s supposed to be so experienced, why can’t she have the crisis?


MARIANNE. It doesn’t work the other way round.


MILLER (speaking over them). It’s bad enough I have to rewrite; I’m not wasting time arguing as well. Just get on with it.


NICK. Get on with what, you won’t allow us to do anything?




MILLER. Your job.


NICK. I thought my job was to –


MILLER. Your job is to draw as little attention to yourself as possible. Your job is making this transition as seamless as possible. (To MARIANNE.) Your job is to trust that, in the absence of Carl, we have chosen the right man to play Edgar. Nick, allow me to introduce Marianne. Marianne, this is Nick; he is ex-army. An explosives expert. Unless either of you want to go the way of Carl, you keep your head down until the election; if it doesn’t go our way, then we use your expertise. But you need to last that long. Okay? Are we agreed? Marianne?


MARIANNE. Fine.


NICK. Fine.


MILLER. Good. Fine.


Scene Three


EDGAR and ANNABEL’s kitchen.


NICK stands at the countertop chopping vegetables. He chops in stony silence. The key is heard in the lock. He begins chopping more vigorously. The door opens and MARIANNE enters. When the door is closed she slides a script out of her bag. She forces a smile. Unless stated otherwise, they both read from their scripts.


MARIANNE. Hi, honey.


NICK (without turning). Hi.


MARIANNE. Something smells delicious. What is it?


NICK (still without turning). Stir-fry vegetables.


MARIANNE. Oh, great. Thanks, babe.




NICK continues to chop. MARIANNE retrieves materials for the resistance from her handbag: petrochemicals, weaponry, wiring, etc., and secretes them around the room as she speaks.


Just vegetables?


NICK. Sorry?


MARIANNE. No chicken?


NICK. No.


MARIANNE. Or prawns?


NICK. Nope.


MARIANNE. Okay…


NICK. Something wrong with vegetables?


MARIANNE. No, nothing.


NICK. Then why the voice?


MARIANNE. What voice?


NICK. You don’t want a vegetable stir-fry?


MARIANNE. No, it’s just… you should have rung me; I would have picked something up.


NICK. I wanted to cook a vegetable stir-fry.


MARIANNE. You didn’t have to use it just because it was in the fridge.


NICK. I didn’t.


MARIANNE. Honey…


NICK. I didn’t.


They both turn the page; NICK achieves this silently.


MARIANNE. If you wanted prawns you could have asked me to buy them; it would’ve been my pleasure.


NICK. We should be eating more vegetarian meals.




MARIANNE. Yes, but…


NICK. We’ve talked about how we should be eating more vegetarian meals.


MARIANNE. I know, but –


NICK. So don’t insist on having everything with prawns.


Beat.


MARIANNE. There aren’t even any mushrooms.


NICK. What?


MARIANNE. You haven’t even got any mushrooms. Are we just having cabbage, peppers and noodles?


NICK. And mangetout.


MARIANNE. Four mangetout. (Picking up the packet.) There are four mangetout in here. (Beat.) Is there any sauce?


NICK. Soy sauce.


MARIANNE. Soy sauce?


NICK. And butter.


MARIANNE. Oh good, that’s all right then, for a second there I was worried you hadn’t thought this through, but now I understand, we have butter. (Beat.) Why don’t I just order us a Chinese?


NICK. No, thank you.


MARIANNE. You’ll eat that over a real Chinese?


NICK. Yes, thanks.


MARIANNE reaches for a bottle of wine and glass on the countertop. In doing so she gets in NICK’s way.


MARIANNE. Oh, come on; just let me buy us dinner. There’s no point in being a martyr.


NICK. What? What do you want?




MARIANNE. What?


NICK. I’m trying to cook, what do you need?


MARIANNE. I want a glass of wine.


NICK. Well, I’ll get it, ask me and I’ll get it.


MARIANNE. What’s the matter?


NICK. I can’t cook if you’re all… up in my…


MARIANNE (reaching for the bottle). I’m just getting a glass of wine.


NICK (pushing her back and reaching for the wine). Let me do it.


MARIANNE. Stop it.


NICK. Can you just… just give me your glass?


NICK grabs her glass to pour the wine.


MARIANNE. Stop it, you’re being so –


NICK accidently spills wine all over her script.


(Unscripted.) Fuck’s sake, Nick!


Beat.


Edgar. Fuck’s sake, Edgar.


They stare at each other immobilised.


NICK (attempting a rescue). Don’t lose your temper with me!


NICK is off script until stated otherwise. MARIANNE shakes her sodden script; the pages are glued together. She looks at him, paralysed with panic.


Don’t be so… patronising.


MARIANNE. I… I…


NICK. I have a job too.


MARIANNE searches for words.


I work just as hard.




MARIANNE. Yes… I know.


NICK. And I still manage to come home… and, and try and cook you dinner. You can’t even be nice about it.


MARIANNE. I… No…


NICK. And then you have a go at me. That’s, that’s rich.


MARIANNE. I’m sorry.


NICK. I was doing my best.


MARIANNE. I know.


NICK. I was trying.


MARIANNE. I’m sorry.


NICK turns back to his script to find a place to pick up the thread.


NICK (reading from the script). Sorry isn’t good enough.


He approaches and shares his script; pointing to her line. They have to stand close.


MARIANNE (finding the line). Edgar…


NICK. Don’t ‘Edgar’ me.


MARIANNE. Don’t be upset.


NICK. Of course I’m upset! If I came home and criticised your cooking I’d never hear the end of it.


MARIANNE. I know, but you have to admit you’re very sensitive at the moment. I feel like I’m walking on eggshells.
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