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ROPE


ACT I


The scene is a room on the first floor of the house in Mayfair shared by BRANDON and GRANILLO. The room is a combination of a study and a drawing-room. It is furnished in a luxurious and faintly bizarre manner and on no discernible model. Nevertheless, there are really many good things about if you care to look for them. At the back, to the right, there are long French windows. To the left of these a fine grandfather clock. Next, against the wall, is a wireless set. Next, a large divan. Door left. Fireplace left.


In the corner, up stage R., is a piano—baby grand. Against wall R., a sideboard, with glasses and drinks on it. Table down R. with a lamp on it. Armchair left of table. Another small table down L., also with armchair. Down stage, in the centre, is a large chest. Red curtains. Red upholstery. The clock, when the curtain rises, stands at eight-forty at night. The action of the play is continuous, and the fall of the curtain at the end of each Act denotes the lapse of no time whatever.


CURTAIN RISES on room completely darkened save for the pallid gleam from lamplight in the street below, which comes through the window. Against this are silhouetted the figures of GRANILLO and BRANDON. They are bending over the chest, intent, working at something—exactly what you cannot discern. The silence is complete. Suddenly the lid of the chest falls with a bang, BRANDON goes over to window and draws the heavy curtains to. Complete black out. They continue whatever they are doing, BRANDON murmurs “All right, all right,” but there are no other sounds. Pause, BRANDON comes down R., and switches on the light at the little table.


GRANILLO (at chest). Put out that light ! Put out that light !


[Instantly it goes out.


BRANDON (voice from darkness). Steady, Granno.


[No reply from other, BRANDON is down right, GRANILLO is somewhere centre. Pause, BRANDON suddenly lights a match and applies it to his cigarette. The cigarette glows in the darkness. He is now seated in the armchair. Pause.


BRANDON. Feeling yourself, Granno ?


[No answer.


BRANDON. Feeling yourself again, Granno ?


[No answer.


BRANDON. Granno.


GRANILLO. Give me some matches.


BRANDON. Matches ? Here you are. Coming. (He throivs the matches over.)


[They can be heard rattling in the air andfalling on the floor, GRANILLO picks them up and lights his own cigarette. The two pin-points of light are all that come from the darkness. Pause.


It’s about time you pulled yourself together, isn’t it, Granno ? Sabot will be here in a quarter of an hour.


[Pause.


GRANILLO. You fully understand, Brandon, what we’ve done ?


BRANDON. Do I know what I’ve done ? . . . Yes. I know quite well what I’ve done. (He speaks in a rich, easy, powerful, elated and yet withal slightly defiant voice.) I have done murder.


GRANILLO. Yes.


BRANDON (continuing in same voice). I have committed murder. I have committed passionless—motiveless—faultless—and clueless murder. Bloodless and noiseless murder.


GRANILLO. Yes.


BRANDON. An immaculate murder. I have killed. I have killed for the sake of danger and for the sake of killing. And I am alive. Truly and wonderfully alive. That is what I have done, Granno. (Long pause.) What’s the matter ? Are you getting superstitious ?


GRANILLO. No. I’m not superstitious.


BRANDON (suavely). Then I may put on the light ?


GRANILLO. No. You mayn’t. . . .


[Their figures may now be dimly discerned in the faint glow from the fire.


Brandon ?


BRANDON. Yes ?


GRANILLO. You remember when Ronald came in ? . . .


BRANDON. What do you mean—“when Ronald came in” ?


GRANILLO. When Ronald came in here . . . when he came in from the car. You were standing at the door.


BRANDON. Yes.


GRANILLO. Did you see anyone standing there ? . . . Up the street . . . about seventy yards ?


BRANDON. No.


GRANILLO. There was someone. There was a man. I saw him. I’ve remembered.


BRANDON. Well, what of it ?


GRANILLO. Oh, nothing. . . . Brandon . . .


BRANDON. Yes ?


GRANILLO. When I met Ronald. When I met him—coming out of the Coliseum—when I met him, and got him into the car—why shouldn’t someone have seen us ?


BRANDON. What do you mean by someone ?


GRANILLO. Oh, someone. Anyone. Did we think of that, Brandon ?


BRANDON. I did.


[GRANILLO is now seated in armchair L. Pause.


GRANILLO. It’s in the room, you know. Do you think we’ll get away with it ?


BRANDON. When ? To-night ?


GRANILLO. Yes.


BRANDON. Are you suggesting that some psychic force, emanating from that chest there, is going to advise Sir Johnstone Kentley of the fact that the remains—or shall I say the lifeless entirety—of his twenty-year-old son and heir is contained therein ? (Pause.) My dear Granillo, if you are feeling in any way insecure, perhaps I had better fortify you with a brief summary of facts—with mathematics as it were. Let me please give you——


GRANILLO. Listen !


[There is a tense stillness.


BRANDON. What are ——?


GRANILLO. Listen, I tell you ! (Another pause. GRANILLO springs up and goes over to window, where he can be seen peeping through the curtains.) It’s all right. I thought it was Sabot. (He comes down to chair again.)


BRANDON. Sabot, in the first place, will not be here until five minutes to nine, if then, for Sabot is seldom punctual. Sabot, in the second place, has been deprived by a wily master of his key. He will therefore ring. Let me, I say, give you a cool narration of our transactions. This afternoon, at about two o’clock, young Ronald Kentley, our fellow-undergraduate, left his father’s house with the object of visiting the Coliseum Music Hall. He did so. After the performance he was met in the street by your good self, and invited to this house. He was then given tea, and at six forty-five precisely, done to death by strangulation and rope. He was subsequently deposited in that chest. To-night, at nine o’clock, his father, Sir Johnstone Kentley, his aunt, Mrs. Debenham, and three well-chosen friends of our own will come round here for regalement. They will talk small talk and depart. After the party, at eleven o’clock . . .


GRANILLO (interrupting). This party isn’t a slip, is it, Brandon ?


BRANDON. My dear Granno, have we not already agreed that the entire beauty and piquancy of the evening will reside in the party itself? (Pause.) At eleven o’clock to-night, I was saying, you and I will leave by car for Oxford. We will carry our fellow-undergraduate. Our fellow-undergraduate will never be heard of again. Our fellow undergraduate will not be murdered. He will be missing. That is the complete story, and the perfection of criminality—the complete story of the perfect crime. (Pause.) I am quite lucid—am I not ?


GRANILLO. Yes.


BRANDON. The party itself, you see, Granno, so far from being our vulnerable point, is the very apex, as it were, and consummation of our feat. Consider its ingredients. I still don’t think we could have chosen better. There will be, first, and by all means foremost, Sir Johnstone Kentley—the father of the—occupant of the chest. It is he, as the father, who gives the entire macabre quality of the evening. Well chosen, so far. We then, of course, require his wife ; but she, being an invalid, is unobtainable, and we have procured, instead, his sister. The same thing applies to her.


[Telephone rings, GRANILLO springs up and goes over to it in the darkness.


GRANILLO. Hullo. . . . Hullo. . . . Hullo. What ? This is Mayfair X143.. . . What? . . . What? Hullo, (BRANDON turns up lamp.) Put out that light ! Put out that light, I tell you ! [Light goes promptly out.


BRANDON. Steady, Granno.


GRANILLO. . . . Hullo. . . . Hullo. . . .


BRANDON. Will you put down that receiver, Granno ? You’re telling London you’re afraid. (Pause.) Come and sit down.


[GRANILLO puts down receiver and goes over to window and peers out again. Then to door, which he opens. He creeps out into passage. Suddenly a click is heard. He has put on the light in passage, which filters through the door, BRANDON remains motionless. The light goes out again and GRANILLO re-enters the room, shutting the door. He takes his seat again. Slight pause.


GRANILLO. Well, go on.


BRANDON. There are then Kenneth Raglan and Leila Arden. They have been asked for their youth, innocence, and good spirits alone. Also, in Raglan, who went to the same school and is at the same University as ourselves, you have about the most perfect specimen of ordinary humanity obtainable, and therefore a suitable witness to this so extraordinary scene. Unintellectual humanity is represented. The same applies to Leila, his female counterpart. . . . We then come to Rupert. . . . Now in Rupert, Granno, we have a very intriguing proposition. Rupert, in fact, is about the one man alive who might have seen this thing from our angle, that is, the artistic one. You will recall that we even contemplated, at one time, inviting him to share our dangers, and we eventually turned the notion down, not necessarily because it would have been too much for him to swallow intellectually, but simply because he would not have had the nerve. Rupert is a damnably brilliant poet, but perhaps a little too fastidious. . . . He could have invented and admired, but he could not have acted. So he is in the same blissless ignorance as the rest. Nevertheless he is intellect’s representative, and valued at that. (Pause.) Granno . . .
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