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ACT ONE





      

        
Scene One





        The Hippodrome Theatre. New York City. 1920.




        A golden pool of light illuminates a rectangular hole in the stage.




        A body slowly emerges through the hole.




        HARRY HOUDINI lies on his back, tightly buckled into a straitjacket. Still and expressionless, like a mummy. A heavy, rusted chain descends from the ceiling, stopping by his ankles.




        Mademoiselle Beatrice (HOUDINI’s wife, BESS) struts on, dressed in performance sparkle. She attaches the chain to HOUDINI’s ankles. The chain ascends, winching HOUDINI, feet first, into the air.




        He twists and writhes, performing an inverted dance of death, as he begins his escape from the straitjacket. The image is macabre, he looks like a hanged man, albeit from his ankles not his neck.




        Eventually, HOUDINI has the jacket off, he hurls it into the audience. For a second he hangs motionless, arms outstretched, like Christ crucified upside down. BESS kneels below him, Mary Mother of Jesus praying for her son.




        A coffin rises through the rectangular hole in the stage.




        The chain descends again. HOUDINI is lowered into the coffin. He folds his arms over his chest like a corpse. BESS unclips the chain from his ankles and closes the lid on her husband. She holds up a hammer to the audience, then nails the lid shut. The bang of her hammer is percussive as she sings her signature tune:




        BESS.


Rosabelle, sweet Rosabelle


I love you more than I can tell.


O’er me you cast a spell,


I love you, my sweet Rosabelle.




        She fastens the rusted chain to the coffin. The coffin rises into the air, high over the audience’s head.




        Suddenly there’s an explosion and the coffin bursts apart. It swings vertically, the lid gaping open. The coffin is empty. HOUDINI has disappeared.




        Another explosion. Gold stars and coloured smoke pour into the air. HOUDINI steps out of the smoke, centre-stage, immaculately dressed in tails, starched white shirt, high collar and white bow tie.




        He flings his arms out wide. Powerful, exultant.




        HOUDINI. I am Houdini!! The greatest mystifier since the dawn of creation!!




        Blackout.


      




      

        
Scene Two





        Houdini’s dressing room. The only crucial details are a poster of Jack Dempsey, the Heavyweight Boxing Champion of the World, taped to his make-up mirror – signed by Dempsey himself. And a punchbag, ready for use, in the middle of the room.




        HOUDINI is on the move, still energised. BESS, on the other hand, sits quietly… rolling a joint.




        HOUDINI. You think he’ll come?




        BESS. Dunno, honey.




        HOUDINI. Hope he does.




        BESS. I hope so too. He’s the bee’s knees.




        HOUDINI (pointing at BESS’s joint). No weed in the theatre, Bess.




        BESS. Just rolling for later.




        HOUDINI. Don’t know why you need to do it.




        BESS. You love my laugh, Harry.




        HOUDINI. I do.




        BESS. Dope makes me laugh.




        HOUDINI. You laugh when you’re not stoned.




        BESS. Not as much as when I am stoned.




        HOUDINI. You know what they say. Too much of a good thing. I may start to hate your laugh.




        HOUDINI goes to the door and looks out.




        BESS. No sign?




        HOUDINI. No. He ain’t coming.




        HOUDINI paces, BESS rolls.




        One of the hinges was stiff on the back panel. Any stiffer, I’d have had problems getting out.




        BESS. I’ll talk to Jim.




        HOUDINI. You gonna make a note of it?




        BESS. Sure.




        HOUDINI. And the stitching on the bow tie.




        BESS. To the collar?




        HOUDINI. It’s loose.




        BESS. Okay.




        HOUDINI idly picks up a pack of cards. He shuffles – the shuffle is a thing of beauty.




        HOUDINI. I thought he would, Bess, I really thought he would.




        He puts down the cards, goes to the punchbag and launches a series of punches.




        Show me some respect, Sir Arthur, c’mon.




        He punches the bag again.




        We got stuff to talk about.




        He skips, bobs and weaves. He boxes like a pro.




        It’s at this moment that SIR ARTHUR and LADY CONAN DOYLE cross the stage and wait outside Houdini’s dressing room.




        (CONAN DOYLE is 6’3” and sports a walrus moustache. He exudes benign avuncularity. LADY JEAN is a handsome Home Counties wife. This first impression of the Doyles is almost completely inaccurate.)




        HOUDINI continues to pound the punchbag.




        CONAN DOYLE. A man after my own heart!




        BESS (looking up, a large spliff in her mouth). Oh hello.




        HOUDINI stops boxing and holds out his hand to CONAN DOYLE, a huge grin on his face.




        HOUDINI. Sir Arthur! Welcome to New York City!




        CONAN DOYLE. What a magnificent performance, Mr Houdini.




        HOUDINI. Just ‘Houdini’ please. Thank you so much for coming to my show.




        CONAN DOYLE. I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.




        HOUDINI. It’s a great honour to meet you. This is my wife, Bess. Bess, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.




        BESS. We think you’re the cat’s pyjamas, sir!




        CONAN DOYLE. I’m flattered. (Introducing LADY JEAN.) This is my dear wife, Jean.




        HOUDINI. How do you do.




        BESS. What do I call you?




        LADY JEAN. Call me?




        BESS. Dame Jean? Lady Jean?




        LADY JEAN. Just Jean.




        BESS. Just Jean, okay.




        LADY JEAN. Well… Jean.




        BESS. I get ya.




        HOUDINI. In my humble way, I think of myself as a writer… in the foothills, you know, and I look up at the peaks around me and there you are… Everest.




        CONAN DOYLE (a tiny smile). Well…




        HOUDINI. I have first editions of all the Sherlock Holmes stories in my library, well not all, I’m missing A Study in Scarlet, but two shelves dedicated to the great detective. I read them aloud to Bess.




        BESS. Hound of the Baskervilles three times!




        HOUDINI. Greatest story ever told. I truly believe that.




        BESS. If I wasn’t married to Harry, I’d wanna marry Dr Watson. He is cute.




        LADY JEAN. We so enjoyed your performance.




        CONAN DOYLE. You are a marvellous, extraordinary phenomenon. One day you must tell me how you manage such feats of dematerialisation.




        HOUDINI (enigmatic). Well… it is what it is.




        CONAN DOYLE. I’ve no doubt.




        LADY JEAN. I am of course completely flummoxed. How did you do it?




        HOUDINI (faux-mystical). With a little assistance from the other side.




        LADY JEAN (very serious). My husband certainly thinks that’s the case.




        HOUDINI. He does?




        HOUDINI laughs, CONAN DOYLE doesn’t.




        No, I’m afraid there’s nothing magical about it, just a lot of hard work.




        CONAN DOYLE looks at HOUDINI steadily.




        CONAN DOYLE. I wonder.




        CONAN DOYLE smiles benignly and walks over to the punchbag.




        I have a punchbag in my ‘writing room’. When the creative juices are a wee bit sluggish, I’ll box for twenty minutes. It liberates the brain cells.




        LADY JEAN. My worry is that it liberates them permanently.




        CONAN DOYLE taps the poster on Houdini’s make-up mirror.




        CONAN DOYLE. The Manassa Mauler.




        HOUDINI. Jack Dempsey.




        CONAN DOYLE. Oh, I know who he is. I love all sports, but boxing transcends them all. It’s a glorious thing, to see two pugilists after ten rounds, faces battered, lips bleeding, muscles like tree roots. It’s brutal, yes, but there’s a spiritual side too. To witness the limits of human endurance and courage is a lesson in itself.




        HOUDINI. I agree with that. Go to the edge of the cliff and something special happens. I really agree with that.




        CONAN DOYLE. I see the Mauler’s signed your poster?




        HOUDINI. Jack is my good friend. The greatest fighter in the history of the ring.




        CONAN DOYLE (a smile). Carpentier’s quicker. Tunney’s more intelligent.




        HOUDINI. They don’t come close to Jack. People think he’s just a street fighter, but I tell ya, he’s a boxing scientist. He taught me how to deliver a punch with maximum power. Would you be interested in hearing what he told me?




        CONAN DOYLE. I’d be fascinated.




        HOUDINI (making a decision). Show me your guard.




        CONAN DOYLE (smiling). I think we’re going to rub along well, Houdini.




        CONAN DOYLE takes guard. It’s a powerful but old- fashioned boxing stance – head back, right arm extended.




        HOUDINI. Terrific!




        BESS pulls over a chair for LADY JEAN.




        BESS. Why don’t you sit down, Jean, the boys are gonna be in the playground for a while.




        HOUDINI (examining CONAN DOYLE’s guard). You left- handed?




        CONAN DOYLE (raising his left fist in the air). Southpaw!




        HOUDINI. Who’s your favourite lefty?




        CONAN DOYLE. Tiger Flowers every time.




        HOUDINI. I love Tiger! Great fighter, good friend of mine.




        CONAN DOYLE (dropping his guard for a moment). I saw him fight Billy Hooper at the Auditorium in Atlanta, Georgia.




        HOUDINI. You did? I am a jealous man.




        CONAN DOYLE. What a fight! He carried a Bible into the ring.




        HOUDINI. Oh sure, Tiger is a devoutly religious guy. Show me your guard again.




        CONAN DOYLE does so.




        Okay, so this is a classic nineteenth-century guard.




        CONAN DOYLE. Not surprising, I learned to box in the eighties.




        HOUDINI. I ain’t criticising, I love it, very side-on, extended lead hand, it’s a fine guard. Hit the bag, Sir Arthur.




        CONAN DOYLE removes his jacket and hands it to LADY JEAN.




        CONAN DOYLE. This is not how I thought the evening would end.




        HOUDINI. Hit the bag with a straight left.




        CONAN DOYLE lands a slightly rigid but extremely powerful blow. The bag flies backwards. BESS applauds wildly.




        BESS. On the button! That punchbag ain’t gonna get up! (To LADY JEAN.) Where d’you two live?




        LADY JEAN. Crowborough.




        BESS. The Cobra from Crowborough!




        LADY JEAN (clapping her hands). The King of Crowborough!




        BESS. Beautiful, Jean! The King of Crowborough!




        CONAN DOYLE lands another powerful blow.




        The Crowborough Killer!




        LADY JEAN. The Crowborough Killer!




        HOUDINI. Okay, this is what my friend Jack Dempsey told me. You start the punch with your hand half open, and just inches from your target you suddenly close the hand with a… convulsive SNAP! So when the fist smashes into the bag, it will be steel-hard from the sudden grabbing tension. You got me?




        CONAN DOYLE. I think so.




        BESS (enjoying herself). This is just the elephant’s eyebrows!




        HOUDINI. Most boxers clench their fist before they launch the punch. That true with you?




        CONAN DOYLE. I clench my fist and then I punch.




        HOUDINI. So all the energy in your arm is dissipated. Don’t clench until your fist is inches from your target. That’s how Dempsey generates his power.




        CONAN DOYLE lands two incredibly powerful blows on the punchbag.




        Yeah!




        HOUDINI pulls CONAN DOYLE round to face him.




        Now imagine we’re fighting – you’re Willard, six-six, weighing two forty-five…




        CONAN DOYLE. That would be useful.




        HOUDINI.…and I’m Dempsey, five-nine, weighing a hundred and eighty. I gotta make every punch count.




        They circle each other. The heavyweight and the bantamweight, mismatched but lithe and professional.




        LADY JEAN. This will definitely end badly.




        BESS. I love it!




        HOUDINI. I’m crouching and I do the shoulder whirl, like turning handlebars on a bicycle, left right, left right, I come under your defence, I hit you with a straight right.




        HOUDINI places his right hand on CONAN DOYLE’s chin. CONAN DOYLE retreats and raises his guard. HOUDINI attacks again.




        I never stop moving. Crouching, bobbing, weaving, and I come under again, whirling handlebars, this time I hook.




        But CONAN DOYLE deflects the blow and jabs with his right. He makes contact and hits HOUDINI a little too hard, flush on the chin. HOUDINI is shocked and jumps back. A silence. They stare at each other, then:




        Goddamn… Touché…




        The atmosphere has changed. LADY JEAN and BESS stand. HOUDINI and CONAN DOYLE circle again.




        CONAN DOYLE. Now I come at you, Houdini.




        CONAN DOYLE closes in. An exchange of blows, genuine punches, hitting flesh. The two men realise they are actually fighting.




        Intense concentration on their faces. CONAN DOYLE is now gasping for breath and dripping with sweat.




        LADY JEAN. Arthur…




        HOUDINI is fit as a fiddle, he moves in again, but CONAN DOYLE is ready for him. With his superior reach, he lands a punch in HOUDINI’s stomach.




        HOUDINI. You can hit me there all day, don’t feel a thing.




        HOUDINI advances again, ruthless this time, he crouches under CONAN DOYLE’s defence and lands an uppercut to CONAN DOYLE’s stomach. CONAN DOYLE is instantly winded and drops his guard. Red-faced and exhausted, he struggles to breathe. LADY JEAN tries to get to him.




        LADY JEAN. Arthur!




        BESS. Enough, boys!




        CONAN DOYLE collapses onto HOUDINI. Arms round his neck. Their faces are close. HOUDINI starts laughing. CONAN DOYLE is gasping, but now giggling like a schoolboy. HOUDINI laughs helplessly, he pats CONAN DOYLE’s head.




        HOUDINI. Hey, you’re good!




        CONAN DOYLE. You’re ‘no’ bad yersel’’.




        HOUDINI. Oh boy! Boxing with my hero!




        BESS. You only met ten minutes ago.




        CONAN DOYLE. And now we’re friends.




        HOUDINI. Good friends.




        The two prize fighters lean on each other – CONAN DOYLE, so happy but still struggling to breathe.




        CONAN DOYLE. I can’t breathe! I literally can’t breathe!




        LADY JEAN. Very foolish.




        CONAN DOYLE. Fun though.




        HOUDINI leads CONAN DOYLE to a chair. He lowers his massive frame and sits. HOUDINI sits beside him.




        CONAN DOYLE loops an arm round HOUDINI’s shoulder. His chest is still heaving but he’s happy. The two men continue to laugh, like boys sharing a private joke.




        LADY JEAN. Loosen your tie, Arthur.




        CONAN DOYLE does what he’s told.




        Undo your top button.




        He obeys. The two men are comfortable in each other’s presence, as if they’ve known each other for years.




        CONAN DOYLE. Thank you for your letter.




        HOUDINI. You’re welcome.




        CONAN DOYLE. And for the book.




        BESS. Did you send him the new one, honey?




        HOUDINI. Nothing to do with my writing.




        BESS. Harry’s writing a crime story, but he’s kinda stuck. He wants to ask your advice.




        CONAN DOYLE. Your husband sent me a history of spiritualism.




        HOUDINI. It’s your subject, Sir Arthur.




        CONAN DOYLE. It is. (A beat.) Is it yours too?




        Silence. They seem to be sizing each other up.




        What interests me, Houdini, is that not only do you have two shelves in your library dedicated to Sherlock Holmes, but I understand you also have the biggest private collection of spiritualist literature in the world. Over two thousand written records of séances held since 1848.




        HOUDINI. Hey, you did your research!




        CONAN DOYLE. Am I correct?




        HOUDINI. You are. Would you like to see the collection?




        CONAN DOYLE. You know I would!!




        HOUDINI. You’d be very welcome. Bess and I would love to entertain you at Houdini House, while you’re on this side of the puddle.




        CONAN DOYLE. That would be wonderful! Thank you.




        BESS. Oh yeah! What a swell idea!




        HOUDINI. I got a lot to show ya!




        CONAN DOYLE. I can’t think of anything more exciting! (Slumping back in his chair.) My goodness, I am absolutely exhausted.




        HOUDINI. We need to get you in shape.




        CONAN DOYLE. Too late. Old and creaky.




        LADY JEAN. One of these days your heart will just stop.




        CONAN DOYLE. Well, if it does, it does. I expect boxing to be a priority in the spirit world, so keeping in trim is an investment.




        CONAN DOYLE clasps HOUDINI’s hand.




        This has been… a wee bit spiritual, don’t you think?




        HOUDINI. Edge of the cliff, Sir Arthur!




        They smile at each other. HOUDINI suddenly lifts CONAN DOYLE’s hand into the air, like a boxer at the end of a bout.




        Edge of the goddamn cliff!!




        Blackout.


      




      

        
Scene Three





        Houdini’s library at 278, W.113th St, Harlem. Houdini memorabilia everywhere, two rows of old theatre seats provide seating.




        CONAN DOYLE is awestruck. He stands in front of a ‘wall’ of books and documents. HOUDINI watches as CONAN DOYLE gently examines some of the volumes.




        CONAN DOYLE. Frederick Hockley, Alfred Wallace – (Taking down a book.) Natural Magic first edition, 1658! This is extraordinary! (Selecting another book.) Mina Crandon the Medium by Malcolm Bird. Have you met Mrs Crandon?




        HOUDINI. I always wanted to.




        CONAN DOYLE. She is the finest medium I’ve ever sat with. I’d love you to meet her.




        He replaces the book.




        (A third book.) Oh my goodness, The Discoverie of Witchcraft, first edition again, 1584!




        HOUDINI. Not bad, huh?




        CONAN DOYLE. Absolutely extraordinary. How long has it taken?
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