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    Characters




    FEN, owner of Harford House


    MARVA, an Authenticator


    ABI, an Authenticator
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Scene One





      The Small Library in Harford House.




      FEN, the owner of Harford House, shows ABI and her research assistant, MARVA, into the room. Six ancient leather-bound journals are laid out on a desk. Both MARVA and ABI are obviously delighted to see the artefacts.




      FEN. Here they are: all six of them. One for each year of his residence on the Jamaican farm.




      MARVA. Did you really find them in a cardboard box?




      FEN. When I was clearing out what my brother calls the Dungeon. Can you imagine?




      MARVA. You had no idea that they existed before that?




      FEN. Not a clue. I assume my brother had some hare-brained scheme for them that he never got round to executing.




      ABI. You must have felt… How did you feel when you realised what they were?




      FEN. It’s impossible to put into words. You must get this all the time, when you handle historical documents.




      MARVA. Handling documents in an archive is very different to discovering them in cardboard boxes in your family home.




      FEN. I dare say it is. I was shocked and thrilled. As you say, it’s not an everyday discovery.




      FEN puts on archival gloves; then, to ABI’s consternation, picks up one of the journals and riffles through its pages.




      They’re actually rather beautiful objects, aren’t they? His handwriting is meticulous.




      Would you like a closer look? Oh.




      FEN takes off the gloves and hands them to ABI.




      MARVA. It’s actually better to handle them without gloves.




      FEN. Is it?




      ABI. Gloves can damage the paper, Miss Harford.




      FEN. James Warrener wore gloves when he handled them.




      ABI. We can look at them from here, if you’d prefer?




      FEN. No, no. And please call me Fen.




      MARVA takes a furtive glance at ABI before eagerly taking the diary. She opens it carefully. She skim-reads the page she’s on. She is immediately immersed.




      I’m afraid the contents are incredibly boring. Endless lists regarding the day-to-day running of the farm. If you want to know what the weather was like on any given day between 1756 and 1762, these diaries will tell you.




      ABI. It might not read like Jane Austen but journals like these are incredible historical sources.




      MARVA. You can say that again.




      FEN (to MARVA). Found something interesting?




      MARVA. He’s made an inventory of his livestock. He lists people alongside pigs and cows.




      FEN. I’m afraid I’ve only skimmed the first volume, so I don’t really know what’s in them.




      MARVA. You always knew that a man who owned a farm in Jamaica in the eighteenth century was an enslaver though, right?




      FEN. He was actually more known for his philanthropy. The Harford Foundation made huge donations to various abolitionist causes.




      MARVA. I didn’t know that Henry Harford was an abolitionist?




      FEN. Not an abolitionist as such. But when he leased out the Jamaican farm and returned to England he was definitely a reformed man.




      ABI. Like John Newton.




      FEN. Sorry, who?




      MARVA (to ABI). Volumes full of lists don’t read like a Damascene conversion to me.




      ABI (to FEN). Thank you for giving us this private view. We really appreciate it.




      FEN. That’s all down to Madge. Ever since we discovered the diaries she’s been fielding requests to view them. Your letter stood out. Not least because we share a surname, but also because of your podcast where you said that your grandfather was an amateur historian with a special interest in Harford House.




      ABI. It was my research assistant Doctor Harford – Marva – who actually wrote the letter. I am Doctor Adeyemi – Abi.




      FEN. And a very good letter it was too.




      MARVA. My grandfather loved English country houses. When I was a child we visited a different one every weekend, but this was his favourite.




      FEN. How wonderful. And yours too?




      MARVA. I can barely remember. I do remember that he said that your café did the best cream teas.




      FEN. And does he still visit country houses?




      MARVA shakes her head.




      MARVA. He’s no longer with us.




      FEN. My sincere condolences.




      MARVA. He went out to buy the Daily Mirror one morning and never came back. Vanished off the face of the earth.




      FEN. That’s terrible; not to know what happened to him.




      MARVA. My condolences to you too. For your brother.




      FEN. At least with my brother it was quick and decisive.




      ABI. I’m so sorry.




      FEN. We weren’t that close considering we were twins. (To MARVA.) Madge reckons his death was murder.




      ABI. Really?




      FEN. She thinks it was the house taking revenge on him for all the renovations. The reality is far more prosaic: my brother kept putting off getting the roof repaired until the inevitable happened. The primogenital order crushed by a pile of bricks. I’m the only Harford left standing.




      MARVA. We’re both orphans, then.




      FEN. Are your parents gone as well?




      MARVA nods.




      MARVA. At least they have gravestones I can visit. Grandad disappeared without a trace.




      FEN (indicating the diaries). Please don’t stand on ceremony. Get stuck in.




      ABI picks up one of the journals and opens it.




      I couldn’t understand half of it. It might as well have been written in another language, but I suppose you’re used to that.




      ABI. They do say that the past is another country.




      MARVA. What are you going to do with them?




      FEN. I haven’t decided. Madge says the first step is to have them authenticated.




      MARVA. I heard you’d asked James Warrener to do it.




      FEN. How did you know that?




      ABI. Our field is very niche. Word gets around. Professor Warrener is held in very high regard.




      FEN. So I’m told.




      MARVA. Just because Warrener’s written loads of books on the subject doesn’t mean he knows anything about enslavement.




      FEN and ABI look at MARVA, surprised.




      FEN. According to Professor Warrener, authentication is more a chemical process than one of historiography.




      MARVA. That says it all.




      ABI. It actually requires both.




      MARVA. Warrener wrote an article called ‘Burial Sites’ where he goes on about how there are no graves of enslaved people to be found in Jamaica. If he’d talked to ordinary Jamaicans they’d have shown him the graves of their ancestors.




      FEN. Are you saying that Warrener isn’t a good choice?




      MARVA. He’s all right. But we’d be much better.




      ABI (embarrassed). Ms Harford has already made her choice, Marva.




      FEN. I haven’t actually made a final decision.




      ABI. I’m sorry about my colleague’s bluntness.




      Suddenly we hear rapid gunshots.




      MARVA and ABI drop to the ground.




      MARVA. What the fuck?




      FEN (amused). Don’t worry, they’re just filming a music video.




      We hear the sound of a driving bass, music.




      ABI. I nearly had a heart attack




      FEN. A grimy artist called Phallus-E.




      MARVA (pronounces it ‘Fallacy’). Phallus-E? I tried to book a ticket for his concert. I couldn’t afford it.




      FEN. You can watch Mister Phallus here for free.




      MARVA rushes to the window for a moment.




      MARVA. That’s insane. He’s all dressed up as an eighteenth-century dandy.




      FEN. What does the E stand for?




      MARVA. Edwin, or Edward.




      FEN. Perhaps he should have just called himself Dickhead?




      MARVA laughs.




      MARVA. You’re funny.




      FEN. Does that surprise you?




      MARVA. Yeah. I like it.




      FEN notices something out of the window.




      FEN. Oh God, he’s in the fountain. I told them it was out of bounds. Excuse me.




      FEN makes a call on her mobile.




      Madge. They’re in the fountain. Just tell them… Why not?




      Frustrated, FEN ends the call.




      I’ll have to sort this out myself. Will you excuse me for one moment? I’ll be right back.




      FEN goes. ABI and MARVA seem to breathe a sigh of relief.




      ABI. What’s got into you?




      MARVA. What? I’m just being myself.




      ABI. You’re showing off. I couldn’t believe it when you said that we should do the authentication instead of Warrener.




      MARVA. If you don’t ask you don’t get. And what about you? You’ve gone all speaky-spoky. ‘What beautiful grounds.’




      ABI. They are beautiful grounds. And I am always speaky-spoky as you put it.




      MARVA. That was one of Grandad’s words: speaky-spoky.




      MARVA is wandering round the room, looking at things, touching objects. She looks at a painting.




      ABI. Isn’t that Thomas Vickery the abolitionist?




      MARVA. I don’t know. Is it?




      ABI. What better way to rehabilitate yourself than to have your portrait painted with an abolitionist?




      MARVA picks up an ornament.




      Put that back, Marva. Don’t touch anything.




      MARVA replaces the ornament. ABI walks around the table looking at the diaries. MARVA looks out of the window again.




      MARVA. My friends are going to go mad when I tell them that Phallus-E was here. (Amused.) Come and look. She’s giving them all a right telling-off. What a character.




      ABI. Your opinion, Doctor Harford. What’s this cover made of?




      MARVA remains looking out of the window.




      MARVA. I’d say it was pure calfskin.




      ABI. Very good. And who made these diaries?




      MARVA. The Turkey Mill in Dorset.




      ABI. You know that because…?




      MARVA. There’s a watermark on the front page.




      ABI. Well done.




      MARVA. I’m not being rude, Professor Adeyemi, but that’s pretty basic stuff.




      ABI. It may well be, but it’s always a useful starting point. Why do you always call me Professor?




      MARVA. If there was any justice in the world that’s what you would be. What if she says yes?




      ABI. She won’t.




      MARVA. You’d really be able to stick it to the Dean. He calls you into a meeting and says, ‘I’m sorry but I’m going to have to give your department the chop,’ but you go in and lick him with news that we are going to authenticate the newly discovered Harford Journals.




      ABI. Experience tells me that hell would freeze over before she’d choose us over James Warrener.




      They hear FEN returning. They quickly gather themselves and affect to look at a painting in the room.




      FEN. So sorry about that.




      MARVA. No problem. We were admiring this painting. Isn’t that Thomas Vickery the abolitionist with Henry Harford?




      FEN. Well spotted. By all accounts they were very close. Have you seen enough? Can I tempt you both to lunch? We have a new menu. (To MARVA.) You can tell me if it’s as good as you remember?




      ABI. We should be getting back. I have to attend a meeting with the Dean.




      MARVA. I am feeling a bit peckish, though.




      FEN. I’ll get Madge to ask Chef to make you up a plate.




      MARVA. And what about the authentication?




      FEN. You’re certainly much keener than Warrener was. And a lot more… animated.




      MARVA. Warrener’s got one foot in the grave. No wonder he’s obsessed with burial sites.




      ABI. Marva.




      FEN. He was rather doddery. He kept going on about the difference between wood pulp and rag paper.




      MARVA. We wouldn’t do that. We’d just get on with it. I really think you should reconsider.




      ABI. Please, Marva…




      FEN. Why not? I’ve made up my mind. Why not?




      ABI. Really? We’ll have to get permission from the Dean.




      MARVA. As if he’s going to say no. We accept.




      FEN. It’ll be fun.




      MARVA. Much more fun than Old Warrener.




      FEN. I would rather the diaries not leave the premises so I suggest you stay here for the duration of the authentication.




      ABI. Subject to the Dean’s approval, of course.




      MARVA. We’ll have to set up a lab.




      ABI. Nothing much. Just a computer and a few pieces of equipment.




      FEN. Tell me what you need and I’ll try to source it. I will talk to your Dean and we’ll come to some agreement. I’ve got a good feeling about this. I’ll get Madge to take you down to the restaurant. Welcome to Harford House.




      MARVA and ABI wait for FEN to leave, then MARVA executes a little jig of victory. Holds up her hand for a high-five, which ABI reciprocates.
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