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Every man’s memory is his private literature.
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The


CONFABULIST









THERE’S A CONDITION CALLED TINNITUS WHERE YOU HEAR a ringing that isn’t there. It’s not a disease itself, merely a symptom of other maladies, but the constant hum of nonexistent sound has been known to drive the afflicted to madness and suicide. I don’t suffer from this, exactly, but I have a strange feeling now and then that something wrong is going on in the background.


Today’s meeting with Dr. Korsakoff is a good example. He’s a strange little Russian who looks as though he’s never let a ray of sunlight touch his skin, and when he speaks of the human body, I begin to drift. I don’t see how he expects a man of my age to understand him. Thiamine, neurons, gliosis—all of it coated in his throaty accent, well, it goes right by me. I wonder if this is the point of such talk—a reminder that he has completed medical school and I have not. It seems to me that point was ceded upon my arrival in his office months ago. Did I tell him that as a young man I entertained notions



of becoming a doctor? I can’t remember. I was not at all paying attention to him, that much I know. But then, out of nowhere, he said something that was impossible to miss.


“You will in essence, Mr. Strauss, lose your mind.”


I’d been staring at a potted philodendron placed in an awkward corner of his office. The room was even drabber than the hospital as a whole, but the philodendron was exquisite. As he droned I resolved to devise a plan to steal it. But then this “lose your mind” business caught my attention.


“The good news is that it will be gradual, and you likely won’t even notice.” He stared at me. He was probably worried I was going to start crying. I imagine a person in his situation is required to deal with a wide variety of unpleasant reactions.


“How does a person unknowingly lose his mind?”


“Yours is a rare condition,” he said, seeming almost excited, “in which the damage that is being done to your brain does not destroy cognitive function but instead affects your brain’s ability to store and process memories. In response to this, your brain will invent new memories.”


All I could do was sit there. Everything seemed louder and slower. The fluorescent lights were a hive of bees, and footsteps in the hallway thunder-clapped toward the elevator. Somewhere down the corridor a telephone rang a fire alarm. Eventually I was able to ask how long I had.


He shrugged. “Months. Years, even. While you may have some associated difficulties, your condition is not life threatening. You’re not a young man, so it’s possible you might die of something else before it becomes a problem. Although it does appear that other than this you are extraordinarily healthy.”




“Thank you,” I said, which immediately seemed stupid.


“It is a degenerative physiological condition, and there isn’t anything at this time that can be done about it. You might not even realize it’s happening.”


He kept talking, but that tinnitus feeling kicked in. Imagine if your mind was making a noise, not an actual noise but whatever the mental equivalent is. Then add a little fogginess and you have a pretty good idea of where I was. I realized the doctor had stood and moved from behind his desk. It seemed our appointment was over, so I stood too, but I felt that I couldn’t leave the conversation where things were, with me as some sort of dumbstruck simpleton.


“I really like your philodendron.” I stopped myself from mentioning that he should be careful because variegated philodendrons can be highly toxic to dogs and cats. I don’t know how I know this, or if it’s even true, and anyway you don’t see many dogs and cats in a doctor’s office so it didn’t seem like useful information.


He smiled. It didn’t suit his thin lips. “Thank you. I find it very calming.”


We both observed the plant for a moment. One of its fronds fluttered in the breeze from the air-conditioning vent. “So do I.”


“Would you like me to take your photograph with it?”


I would have, but his eagerness unnerved me and I refused. He hid his disappointment well.


And now I’m sitting outside on a bench by the main doors of the hospital. I could go straight home—there’s no one waiting for me, no one whose feelings I need to concern myself with. I can stew away as much as I like in my one-room apartment, and I probably will later on. Right now I can’t find the energy, and anyway I have a feeling I’m supposed to be somewhere this afternoon. If I can’t remember



where, then I’ll have to go home and see if it’s written down in the notebook resting on my bedside table, but at the moment it doesn’t seem particularly important, and if it is I’ll remember soon.


Watching the various people go in and out of the swishing automatic doors is soothing. They all have problems too, or else they wouldn’t be here. Different problems than I, some more serious, some less serious, but problems all the same. One man in particular catches my attention. For some reason the sensor on the door doesn’t register his presence. He continues forward and very nearly collides with unyielding plate glass. He steps back, startled, and waits for admittance. When it’s not forthcoming, he waves his arms above his head and, as though recognizing him from across a crowded room, the hospital swings open its doors and the man ventures through them, appearing afraid they might close at any moment. I know how he feels.


Okay then, what is to be done? I am, apparently, going to lose my mind. Not all of it. I will still know how to tie my shoes and boil water and read and speak. But I won’t remember my life. I don’t know what to make of this. My life has been a mixed bag. I’ve spent much of it trying to atone for a mistake I made long ago as a young man. It was a stupid mistake and I often think that in attempting to settle my debts I’ve fouled things up even more. Other times I think I did the best I could. Likely I’ll never know for certain which is right. But what if all that is gone, if each memory that is mine alone slips away forever? Will my burden be lifted or will it increase? What is a memory anyway, other than a ghost of something that’s been gone for a long time? There are secrets I’ve kept. Maybe they should stay secrets.


No. I will have to tell Alice what has happened, explain myself,



clarify what has been left obscure. She deserves to know the whole story. It has been a mistake to keep it from her for all these years. But I’ll have to tell her properly, or it will only make things worse.


Alice knows most of the story already, but in any story there are details that can be pushed one way or another, and I have definitely pushed them in my favour. There are other details that can be left out entirely, which I have also done when it suited me. The only way is to start at the beginning and tell it as I believe it to be, not as I want it to be. I no longer have the luxury of time. My mind will soon become another door that is no longer open to me.


I deprived her of a father. This she has long been aware of. I could tell her all about him. The whole world knows me as the man who killed Harry Houdini, the most famous person on the planet. His story is complicated, though most of it is widely known. What no one knows, save for myself and one other person who likely died long ago, is that I didn’t just kill Harry Houdini. I killed him twice.













HOUDINI
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EVERY SEAT IN THE OPERA HOUSE IN GARNETT, KANSAS, was filled. Any free place to stand was occupied. The electric lights hummed and radiated heat, every particle of dust in the room whirling as though alive. From where he stood at centre stage Houdini, already a veteran performer at twenty-three, could feel the crowd breathe as a single organism. The room was his to do with as he pleased.


His wife, Bess, sat in a chair to his right, shrouded by a sheet. It was for effect—the spirit reading they were doing required no such concealment, but a little misdirection never hurt. These parlour tricks were all about the showmanship. He disliked them. There was no point to it if there wasn’t any skill involved.





Three years earlier, when his new bride had still been superstitious and ignorant, he had begun to teach her the tricks of a false medium.



Her sister’s fiancé had died as a result of what Bess believed was the evil eye. At first he’d thought she was joking, but when he’d realized the extent of her belief he’d decided to show her what a simple matter deception was.


He waited until it seemed that Bess had cried herself out, and then smiled at her. “You’ve never told me your father’s first name,” he said. She opened her mouth, but he hushed her. “Write it on a piece of paper and fold it up.”


As she wrote he paced away, appearing lost in thought. He couldn’t understand how people believed such things. No, he could. There was a time he believed as she did. Maybe he still did a little.


He’d been gutting it out in the low-end museum shows of vaudeville for years without success. His brother Dash had been his partner, but once Houdini married Bess there wasn’t room in the show for three people. The act could barely support two—their one-room tenement was evidence of that. It pulsed with smoke, rats, and clamour. In a few days they’d give it up to go back on the road.


He turned back to her. She was trying to act calm, but he could tell she was nervous. She held a folded square of paper.


“Burn it on the stove,” he said.


She did as he directed, and he rolled up his left sleeve.


“Very few things in this world are as they seem,” he said. “But that doesn’t mean there isn’t an explanation for them. We are surrounded by what we do not understand. We will always be surrounded by what we do not understand. The mind plays tricks on us, makes connections that aren’t there. We must remain on guard against the deception of our own minds. If we can stop our minds from deceiving us, then we can stop the treachery of others.”


Houdini went to the stove and put his fingers in the burned



remnants of the paper. He rubbed the ash from the paper between his thumb and fingers, and then briskly up and down his forearm. He extended his arm toward her. Her face went from grief to rage and then, unexpectedly, to fear. Bess slowly backed away from him, hands outstretched, until she reached the door and ran from the room. On his forearm the name Gebhardt rose from his skin.


Houdini lowered his head and closed his eyes. Bess was prone to these sorts of outbursts, but he hadn’t intended for this to happen. So often this was the case; he thought he was being reasonable and full of sense but now he’d only made things worse.


He caught up to her on the street. Where she was going he had no idea, but when he finally stopped her they were both panting.


“The devil, you are the devil—my husband has been taken!” She kicked at him, and tried to bite him as he embraced her.


“It’s me, Bessie. I’m no devil. Come back and I’ll show you how I did it. It’s just a trick.”


She didn’t believe him, but she came with him anyway. Her eyes flitted from left to right, plotting escape. But he could see her realize that if he was the lord of darkness then escape was not possible. If the devil asks you to dance, you dance as well as you can. He could feel her resignation and fear.


With his arm around her they walked back up the street and ascended three flights of fetid stairwell, stepping over a man passed out on the second-floor landing. Back in their room he sat her down in the chair by the stove.


“Look here,” he said. He rolled up his left sleeve and took a vial of clear liquid and a toothpick from his pocket. “When you were writing down your father’s name, which I have known since a few days after we first met, I was doing this.”




He opened the vial and poured the liquid on his forearm. “Salt water,” he said. He breathed hard on his arm and the water evaporated. Then he took the toothpick and scratched out a message on his skin. “You have to wait until the initial redness fades,” he said. “It only takes a minute or so.”


There was nothing visible on his arm now. “It will bear inspection. It’s key to know just how hard to press into your skin. Too hard and your markings will be visible. Too soft and the effect won’t work.”


He took some ash from the stove and rubbed it over his arm. “You can use varnish thinned with turpentine and paint the name on your arm—then the ash will stick only to the varnish, but I find the effect lesser.” She read what he had written and held out her hand.


He placed the vial of salt water and toothpick in her palm. She did as he had instructed, waiting for the water to disappear and then etching into herself with the toothpick. She refused to look at him. It seemed to him that much more time than was necessary went by before she dipped her hand into the ash and moved it over her arm. She hid her arm from his view and looked at him. His arm read


Forgive me


The fear and skepticism left her face. Her shoulders dropped and her whole body seemed to slacken. She stepped toward him, her arm extended.


I do


She’d lost her sense of superstition after that, becoming a valuable part of his show. Their modest act took them from shabby dime museums into larger theatre engagements, though they were still living hand to mouth. Houdini now felt sure he was on the verge of a breakthrough. He signed on with Dr. Hill’s California Concert



Company, but soon heard rumours it was about to go bankrupt. In Garnett, Kansas, Dr. Hill asked Houdini for an act that would fill the house. So Bess agreed to another séance, even though it was risky.





From behind the sheet, Bess spoke, her voice high and ethereal.


“Is there a Harold Osbourne present here tonight? And his wife, Mary, as well?”


There was a rustling sound as people looked around to see who among them was being summoned.


Houdini stepped forward. “Is there anyone here who wishes to receive this message?” He made a show of peering out like a man looking through fog for a ship.


A couple in their late twenties and modestly dressed stood up. The man held out his arm to support his wife, and Houdini couldn’t tell if they were afraid or excited. “I’m Harold Osbourne, and this is my wife,” he said, firm and clear.


Bess waited for the crowd to quiet. “I have a message from little Joe.”


“Is this message for you?” Houdini asked, pointing at the couple. The man tried to speak, but either changed his mind or was unable. After a moment he nodded his head.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” Houdini said, “please give your full attention to the stage, as the spirit world has a message for our dear Osbournes. It is of utmost importance that you allow the spirits to speak now, for the sake of both the spirits and these good people.”


Bess didn’t move. People whispered, shifted in their seats. The tension in the room reminded Houdini of holding a wishbone with



one of his brothers, each pulling it apart, knowing it would snap but not when. Bess remained quiet until the theatre was completely silent. “Little Joe says he’s in a happy place,” Bess intoned. “And he says, ‘Don’t cry, Mama. There will soon be another to take my place.’”


Those in the room who knew the Osbournes gasped, and the woman lost hold of her husband’s arm and slumped back. Word circulated that the couple had recently buried their six-year-old son, Joe, and that Mrs. Osbourne was two months pregnant. Slowly the furor rose, with cries of “Can you get a message from my father?” and “My wife, is she there?”


Houdini let this go on for a while, and when the crowd reached a frenzied pitch, he announced that the medium was spent and would rest for the night. He thanked the audience and made a pretense of removing the shroud and helping an exhausted Bess from her chair. She looked out into the theatre at the parents of the dead boy, her face blank. She didn’t resist him as he guided her offstage, nor did she go of her own accord. Her body remained stiff to the touch, like an overstarched collar, until she could no longer see the couple; then he felt her relax. The curtain fell and they stood there, listening to applause punctuated by desperate shouts. After ten minutes there was still no sign of anyone leaving. Dr. Hill, fat, white-bearded, and professorial, ushered them down the hall, breathless and grinning.


“It’ll be full houses from here on in,” he chortled, his jowls rolling. Bess glanced at Houdini and he knew that look, fuming and inflexible. He worried she was about to go off on Dr. Hill, so he stepped between them and put his arm around the promoter.


“I’m glad, Doctor. We did our best.”




Down the hall Houdini could hear a commotion, at first indistinguishable from the raucous crowd but gradually becoming distinct. He turned his attention from Dr. Hill to see the dead boy’s father hurtling down the hallway, closely followed by a pair of theatre attendants who had been roughed up.


“Houdini!” the man shouted. Dr. Hill shrugged off Houdini’s arm and stepped away. Mr. Osbourne was much larger than he remembered. His bulky hands were in tight fists. He stepped into Houdini and swung at his head. Houdini ducked and slid to the side. He struck back at the man’s stomach, connecting hard. The man fell to his knees, gasping, as the attendants and a few others caught up and stood around him.


“Let him alone,” Houdini ordered. He took a moment to prepare himself for what was about to happen. Once the man regained his wind he got to his feet and brushed the dirt from his clothes. None of his rage had lessened, but the fight was out of him.


“Why did you say those things? Why would you put my wife through all that again?”


“Look, Mr. Osbourne. May I call you Harry?” Houdini smiled.


Osbourne clenched his fists. “No, you may not.”


Houdini took a step forward, keeping his palms open and visible. “That’s fine, Mr. Osbourne. I just thought I’d call you Harry because that’s my name too. But it’s okay. I understand how you feel, about the name and about what happened just now.”


Osbourne shook his head. “I don’t think you do.”


“You’d be surprised. A lot of people, myself included, are taken aback when the spirits speak to them. It’s a common reaction.”


“No!” shouted Osbourne. “You don’t understand at all. I came



tonight because my wife believes in all this nonsense. I know it’s all malarkey. But she believes. And now she thinks that our son, Joe, has spoken to us.”


Houdini saw Bess out of the corner of his eye. She was about to speak. “Mr. Osbourne,” he said, quickly, “what if I could prove to you that there is no deceit behind my wife’s words?”


“I doubt very much that you could.” Osbourne was becoming more and more agitated. Dr. Hill and the theatre attendants had backed off. A crowd of other members of the California Concert Company had gathered down the hall. This type of encounter had never happened to the Houdinis before.


“Have a seat here beside me,” Houdini said, motioning toward a row of chairs set outside a dressing room.


Osbourne reluctantly sat. Houdini sat beside him. Bess stayed off to the side.


“I readily admit that there is an element of showmanship in what we do,” he said. “The sheet covering my wife or me, depending on who is contacting the other side, for example, is completely unnecessary. But people pay for a show, and we feel compelled to give them one. Will you allow me to dispense with all theatrics for the moment?”


Osbourne’s shoulders were set and stiff. “I wish you’d ditch both the theatrics and the false hope you give people.”


Houdini smiled, placed his hands on his knees, and closed his eyes. He counted to twenty, exhaled, then opened his eyes and stared at Osbourne.


“You were born in Tennessee but moved to Kansas when you were still an infant. Your father and mother died ten and twelve years ago, respectively. You had a twin brother named Alphonse who died



when you were six. Your son, Joe, died of a fever and your wife stayed in bed for three months afterward. There is a scar on the back of her leg from a burn she received from the fire poker. You have an older brother whom you haven’t spoken to since your father passed, whose wife died this past winter, and your mother says you should give him back your father’s watch, as it belongs to him as the oldest son.”


Osbourne jumped out of his chair, shaking. “How do you know all this?”


Houdini rose as well, placing a hand on Osbourne’s shoulder. “They told me. How else could I know?”


“You can really speak to them?”


The disbelief drained from Osbourne’s face. He slumped back into the chair, put his head in his hands. No one said anything. Osbourne looked up at Houdini, his face wet. “My son. He is happy?”


Houdini paused for a moment. “Very. He misses you and his mother, but he is happy and knows he will see you again someday.”


Osbourne began to weep again, and Houdini sat beside him and offered his handkerchief. Osbourne took it and after a while managed to pull himself together. He gave Houdini his hand. “I’m sorry about before. But you don’t understand. When our son died, my wife … it was like she was gone too. And then, slowly, things began to get better. She began to recover. We’re having a new baby. I didn’t want to come tonight. Joe is dead, and there’s nothing to be done for that. But he’s not, not really. I see that now. Thank you. Thank you.”


Houdini saw Bess turn and leave.


He started after her, leaving Dr. Hill to deal with Osbourne. She retreated to their dressing room at the back of the building. They were one of only a few acts to have their own room—a recent development that Houdini was very happy about. He and Bess argued



often, and it disturbed him to do it in front of others. A magician should cultivate a certain air of mystique.


He reached their room just behind Bess, in time for the door to slam shut in his face. He did not hear the lock click into place behind her—she knew that a lock was no impediment to him—but he knew her temper well enough. It would be best to wait until she had calmed herself somewhat.


Houdini didn’t dare risk leaving the theatre yet—people would be waiting for him at all exits, anxious for a reading or a favour. Possibly one or two might even be planning to give him a battering, as Harold Osbourne had been.


As he climbed the back stairs to the catwalk that ran above the stage, he wondered what exactly he had done. When people went to see a magic show, they knew the magician didn’t have supernatural powers, and that nothing they saw was real. If he passed it off as such, it was nothing more than showmanship, which they’d paid to see. If he offered them anything less, he’d be cheating them.


He chose a perch on the catwalk with a view of the stage. The theatre was empty now save for a couple of custodians sweeping up. In a few moments the stage and back of house would be broken down and hauled to the train station, where in the morning they would depart Kansas for an engagement in Cedar Rapids.


Tonight’s endeavour was little more than the culmination of some clever research and bribery. All over North America travelling spiritualists could, for a few dollars, purchase tests from others in their trade. These shorthand logs about local individuals were dutifully maintained and circulated by a network of charlatans. It was amazing what could be overheard in a tavern, what a drink could buy from a man, what people said without realizing. A trip to the local graveyard,



a few coins in the hand of the right person—like magic, most people’s secrets were out in the open.


In the case of Harold Osbourne, a cursory examination of the family plot revealed a fresh grave for little Joe, and an overheard conversation between the town doctor and Osbourne’s still bitter brother yielded the rest. It wasn’t even the best test Houdini had, but it was the best of the people who showed up that evening. His local contact had, of course, informed him of Osbourne’s presence before the show had begun. After he’d punched Osbourne, while he was down on the floor, he’d retrieved a square of paper from his coat pocket containing the relevant details, memorized them, and then palmed the paper. If Osbourne chose to believe he had supernatural powers, well, that wasn’t his problem.


But he had the feeling, a feeling he often had, that his mother wouldn’t approve. She might have viewed such things as dishonest. She was usually right. Her disapproval stung, no matter how implied or imagined it was.


Still, he had no choice. They needed this job. Signing on with Dr. Hill’s California Concert Company represented the first real break he’d had in years. Hand-to-mouth—it was always hand-to-mouth, but this was the sort of show that could lead to bigger things. He had promises to keep, promises that a magician’s poverty could never keep.


Below, the crew was beginning to break down the stage. He cradled his hat in his hands, turning it over and over, a habit he’d developed and continued to keep his fingers nimble. Most magicians he knew kept their hands in almost constant motion.


He’d never had any money. No one in his family had. His father worked all his life, and was honest and treated everyone square and



still died poor. Rabbi Mayer Weiss came from Hungary to America to improve his lot but was reduced to menial jobs for most of his later years. He never stopped believing that riches were right around the corner.


When he was nineteen, Houdini had been called to his father’s deathbed. His father looked at him without recognition, his body worn out by its sixty-three years. “Who’s there?” he called.


“It’s me, Ehrich.” Houdini moved closer so his father could see him.


“My boy,” he said. “Good, good.” He held out his hand, and Houdini took it. It felt like paper.


His mother came up behind him. “See? He’s here. I told you he’d come straight home.”


“I came as quick as I could,” Houdini said. He’d been working a sideshow in downtown Manhattan, barking people in. A kid came up to him and told him his father was dying. “Go home, magician,” the kid said. He’d had to borrow money for the cab uptown, took the steps three at a time for five flights, then stopped outside his door and almost couldn’t go in.


Inside, he found his brothers and sister waiting. He’d fix it, and if he couldn’t, then it couldn’t be fixed. He smiled at them and walked into their parents’ bedroom as though nothing was wrong.


His older half brother Herman had died of consumption seven years earlier. His brother Nathan should have taken on the role of oldest son, but he was quiet and weak, and Houdini assumed the role, to Nathan’s relief.


His father’s eyes were glassy, betraying none of the sharp intelligence that had once been ever present. He was gazing at an empty space between Houdini and his mother.




“Ehrie,” he said, so quietly Houdini could barely hear him, “you must promise to look after your mother.”


Houdini leaned in, his mouth close to his father’s ear. “Of course I will. You have my word.”


His father smiled and motioned for Houdini to pass him the glass of water sitting beside the bed. Houdini held the water to his lips, cracked and nearly white, and his father drank. His mother could not prevent a sob.


When his father spoke again his voice was stronger. “You hear that, Cecilia? It’s going to be all right. Ehrie will fill your apron with gold.”


His mother shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. All the gold in the world doesn’t make a difference.”


But his father continued to smile. He died three hours later.


All Houdini could remember now was his promise, a promise he still hadn’t made good on. He’d tried it all. He’d done card tricks, close-up magic, larger stage illusions. He’d been the wild man at a dime museum, done handcuff escapes. None of it had led anywhere. Dr. Hill’s California Concert Company was almost a proper touring company. It could have been their break. It still might be.


He looked at the theatre below him. He’d always thought a theatre felt strange without people in it. With its seats empty, its lights up, and its air still, it reminded him of a dead body.





They were booked with Dr. Hill for fifteen weeks and were only halfway through their run. Two months earlier they’d nearly lost the job completely. They were due to join the California Concert Company in Omaha and needed to change trains in the middle of



the night. But their train was late, their connection was an express, and there was no time to load all of Houdini’s trunks. For Houdini, though, proceeding otherwise was impossible. A magician without his tricks is nothing.


“I must insist,” he told the porter, a boy barely old enough to shave. “My baggage must be loaded.”


The porter shook his head. “I’m sorry, sir. The train is leaving.”


“No,” Houdini said, “it’s not.”


He walked to the front of the train, stepped onto the tracks, and grabbed hold of one rail with both hands.


The porter gaped, then rushed off. He soon returned with another railwayman, a large fellow who stood six inches taller than Houdini and outweighed him by a good sixty pounds. “Get off of there, sir, or I’ll move you myself.”


“I’ll get off when my baggage is loaded,” he said, “and, no, you won’t be moving me.” Bess crossed her arms and then marched away; off, he presumed, to board the train.


The railwayman surged forward and grabbed Houdini’s arm. He was strong, but Houdini didn’t budge. The railwayman stepped back, seized Houdini by the back of his coat, and pulled, but still Houdini wasn’t moved. The man took off his jacket and tried again, grabbing Houdini’s arms and legs in several places without success. The porter tried as well, on his own at first and then together with the railwayman. Houdini had both hands gripped on one of the rails and his feet wedged into the other rail. It looked as though he were doing a push-up. He’d move slightly when one or both of them tried to pull him off, but was otherwise immobile. It was an old sideshow trick. They could bring out a dozen men and they wouldn’t move



him. All he had to do was move the fulcrum of his body against their efforts, and his strength was magnified a hundredfold.


Eventually the conductor came out to see what the commotion was. “Why are you on my rails?”


“I have a ticket for your train, but they won’t load my trunks,” Houdini said, shifting his weight to account for the railwayman’s renewed efforts.


The conductor watched for a moment as the railwayman, red-faced and sweating, heaved away at Houdini with no effect. He turned to the porter, shaking his head. “For God’s sake, load the man’s damned bags and let’s get moving.”


Bess wouldn’t talk to him for the rest of the trip, but they arrived on time for their first show, and by the end of the night it was like nothing had happened. That’s how things went with her. He’d do something bold, brash, or possibly stupid, and she’d react by punishing him as if he’d failed. He ended up having to fight two fights—one with his task or feat or problem, and another with her afterward. It exhausted him.


It wasn’t always this way. When they’d met, she’d reacted to his predilections with enthusiasm. That was part of what he liked about her. This tiny, beautiful woman, who looked as though a light wind could break her in two but who in reality was stronger than any man wedged onto railroad tracks. When his brother Dash had first suggested a blind double date with a couple of girls from the Floral Sisters, a song and dance act, he was reluctant.


He often told people that with Bess it was love at first sight, but that wasn’t true. He had seen her several times before he ever really noticed her. But the night of the arranged date, sitting at a table with



his brother, Dash’s date, and Bess, there was an instant when he looked at her and recognized that she was the mirror image of himself. Not the opposite but a perfect complement; her strengths addressed all his weaknesses, and he knew he did the same for her. And then, as unbelievably to him then as it remained now, Bess looked at him, and he could tell that she had seen the same thing he had. It was as close to a moment of real magic as he would ever experience.


“Do you like our act?” Dash had asked.


“Yes,” Bess said, “very much. I think you are destined for greatness.” She looked at Houdini as she said this, and her girlfriend giggled.


A week later they were married.


He felt bad about Dash sometimes. He’d picked Bess over his brother, but he didn’t really have a choice. It was the way he’d parted ways with Dash that troubled him—he had to concede he’d lost his temper.


Their signature trick at the time was the Metamorphosis. It was a standard cabinet switch where members of the audience would be invited to inspect a large velvet bag that Houdini would then get into. Dash would tie up and lock the top of the bag, and Houdini would be placed in a trunk. The trunk was inside a large cabinet, closed on three sides with the fourth side open to the audience. Once the trunk was securely locked Dash would address the audience, draw a curtain across the open side of the cabinet, and step inside, and in an instant the curtain would reopen and Houdini would appear in Dash’s place. The trunk would then be unlocked and the velvet sack opened to reveal Dash.


It was a good trick, and they often performed variations on it, sometimes with Dash starting in the bag. One night, playing to a



large crowd, they were doing the version where Dash went first. But Dash somehow managed to get stuck in the trunk, so when Houdini stepped into the cabinet he was alone.


He couldn’t quite believe it. It was such a simple switch. You are out of the bag before the trunk is locked, and then out of the gimmicked back of the trunk before the curtain is even closed. Once the curtain closes the front man ducks behind the trunk and inside, wriggling into the sack while the reveal takes place. But there was no Dash.


Until the day he died Houdini would hear the jeers of the audience. Even after he freed Dash and eventually did the switch, it was clear to all that something had gone wrong. A dime museum crowd loved seeing a magician screw up. Sometimes he thought that’s what people came for. To see the magician fail, to experience the thrill of seeing someone trapped just as thoroughly as they were.


He was so angry afterward that he could barely even look at Dash.


“I’m sorry,” Dash said. “The gimmick jammed.”


“Well then, that’s fine, Dash. We’ll just explain that to everyone. Once they hear that the problem is you’re incompetent they’ll understand.” He looked at Dash, who was going to either start a fight or cry, then pushed him aside and stomped out. They were fired from the balance of the remaining shows, but he’d already decided to replace Dash with Bess. She was smaller, a woman, and more versatile, all of which made for a better show, plus she was his wife. He’d been foolish to wait this long to make the change.





The stage was fully struck now. He’d best return to Bess. He hoped enough time had gone by. The duration of her anger was not something



he could divine. He clambered down the stairs and made his way to their dressing room. On the way he passed several other performers, but none met his eye. They all knew what had happened between him and Harold Osbourne. No one wanted to become involved. That was how things worked. They were a troupe, but really it was every man for himself. Dr. Hill’s California Concert Company wouldn’t last forever, or likely much longer. Friendships were as much an illusion as any stage magic.


When he reached their room Houdini paused. He and Bess had a system for dealing with these matters, which he disliked but found necessary. He opened the door slightly, about a foot, and tossed in his hat. He then opened the door all the way but stepped out of view.


Almost immediately he heard a shuffling of feet, the snap of fabric, and his hat flew into the hallway. He closed the door and bent down to retrieve it. Fine. If that was how she was going to be, there were better things to do, even in this nowhere town, than sit and listen to his wife tell him all the many ways he was a failure.


He checked his watch. It was just after midnight. A walk was an idea. His overcoat was still inside the room but it wouldn’t be cold out, and if he kept the brim of his hat low he wouldn’t be recognized by the few who would be out at this hour.


The back door of the theatre led into an empty lot. He could see his breath, and he walked briskly through the lot and down the street, away from town, his head down and his hands in his pockets.


He’d backed off doing the escapes for a reason. He doubted there was anyone around as good at them as he was, but escapes were difficult and dangerous. This worried Bess to the point of sleeplessness and he’d calculated that it was wise to appease her. Besides, escapes



could quickly go wrong. When they did, the stakes were a lot higher than in tricks like the Metamorphosis.


The last time he’d done a handcuff trick was six weeks earlier in Halifax. It was a publicity stunt for that night’s show, where in front of a crowd he was handcuffed and tied to a horse. The plan was to have the horse trot out of sight, where Houdini would free himself and ride back, triumphant. But the horse had other ideas. The second it was able, it took off at a full gallop toward the outskirts of town. Houdini managed to get himself free of the ropes, but he couldn’t hold on to the horse and pick the cuffs, so he had no choice but to let it run itself out. It was a full half hour before he returned and most of the people had left, except for the newspapermen. Because of the amount of time he’d been gone, it was generally assumed that a confederate had freed him. He was about to explain the truth when he realized that what had happened was worse than what they thought. He’d been outsmarted by a horse, so it seemed preferable that they think him incompetent. His show that night was one of his best, but it didn’t matter. The feeling of helplessness that overcame him while at the mercy of the horse was the worst thing he’d ever encountered, like a noose tightening around his throat.


A man passed by him on the street, and he worried that he might be recognized, but if the man knew him, he didn’t show it. Houdini veered away and headed south, toward a small lake that was most likely deserted.


Since he was a boy he’d been good with locks, a talent discovered when his mother tried to prevent him and his siblings from eating a pie by locking it in a cupboard. He was so adept that at the age of eleven he’d been apprenticed to a locksmith named Hanauer in



Appleton, Wisconsin. At first Hanauer wouldn’t let him near anything but the simplest lock, and even then only to clean it. It seemed that all he wanted was someone to sweep up and watch the shop when he was out. Then one day the sheriff, a perpetually winded baby face named Shenk, came in with the largest man Houdini had ever seen. The giant was nearly seven feet tall and must have weighed at least two hundred and eighty pounds, most of it muscle. He was unshaven, his hair was mussed, and his hands were shackled in front of him.


“Afternoon, Sheriff. What can I do for you?” Hanauer asked, obviously nervous about the man Shenk had in tow.


Shenk leaned against the wall and picked at his thumbnail. “I need you to get the cuffs off this fella. Judge says he’s innocent, though we both know that’s not the case, don’t we, Goliath?”


The giant said nothing, keeping his gaze on the floor.


“You lose the key again?” Hanauer moved to the drawer where they kept the master keys.


Shenk shook his head. “Worse. Key broke off in the lock.”


Hanauer closed the drawer and took a closer look at the handcuffs. “You don’t need a locksmith, Sheriff. You need a hacksaw. Ehrich, you get the saw and free this man while the sheriff and I get ourselves a beer.” He turned to Shenk. “Should take him about an hour.”


Houdini stepped back, bumping into the workbench. “You’re leaving me alone with him?”


Shenk shrugged. “Sure, why not. Apparently he’s done nothing wrong.”


Hanauer let out a small chuckle and left with Shenk.


Houdini got the hacksaw from the back room. The giant stood



immobile. He hadn’t moved at all since entering the shop except to step aside and allow Shenk and Hanauer to leave.


There was a small vise attached to a workbench on the far wall, and Houdini motioned the giant toward it, but the man wouldn’t go.


“I need you to put the cuffs in the vise so I can saw them.”


The giant looked down at him and Houdini could see that he was afraid. “You’ll cut me.”


“I won’t. At least not on purpose. I’ll try to be careful.”


“No.”


Houdini put down the saw. “What do you want me to do?”


The man stared at him. “Dunno.”


He was stuck for options. If Hanauer came back and the man was still in the irons, there’d be trouble. But Houdini would hardly be able to convince the behemoth to do anything he didn’t want to. “Can I see?”


The giant held out his hands. Houdini stepped forward, then stopped. “What did they say you did?”


The giant looked down at the floor. “Stole.”


“Did you?”


The giant looked at Houdini and smiled. “Yep.”


Houdini smiled back, mostly because he didn’t know what else to do, but he didn’t move closer.


“I won’t hurt you,” the giant said. “I just want out of these cuffs so I can get far away from this town.”


Houdini could relate. He’d twice run away, and twice returned to Appleton, not because he wanted to but because he had failed to make anything of himself. He stepped forward and examined the cuffs.


They were a fairly new pair of what he would later come to know



was a Berliner figure-eight-style handcuff, shaped like a number eight that had been placed on its side and cut in half horizontally. On one side of the bisected eight was a hinge, and on the other side was the locking mechanism. Each loop of the eight encircled one of the giant’s wrists.


The key had indeed broken off in the lock. If he was lucky, he could get it out and use the master. He fetched a pair of fine-point pliers and tried to grasp the piece of key. He succeeded in moving it around the keyhole enough so that the plug was partially exposed, but all his attempts to free it were fruitless. He’d have to pick it, though he wasn’t sure if he could. The cuffs themselves were simple enough—a fairly standard pin and tumbler lock, probably with three pins. If he could get something past the broken key and into the plug he’d have a chance.


Although he’d never actually opened or even seen a pair of handcuffs up close before, he’d taken apart enough of these sorts of locks to know how they worked. A series of pins, in this case three, prevented a round metal plug from moving inside a larger cylinder. It was like he’d made a fist with a hole large enough to stick his thumb into, and then put toothpicks between the fingers of the fist and sunk them into his thumb.


So that the plug can turn and the lock will open, each pin is broken in two at a specific point. When a key is inserted into the keyhole each pin is pushed upward a set distance so that the break is exactly between the plug and the cylinder, allowing the plug to turn and release the locking mechanism. If a little tension is applied to the plug, like a turning key, it creates a tiny ledge for the rising pin to rest on so that it doesn’t fall back down into the plug. From there it is a relatively simple feat to push up on each pin until the point at



which it cleaves is found. Get all three pins up and the lock opens. That was the theory, but he knew that what is simple in theory is not necessarily so in practice.


The broken key made using a conventional pick almost impossible, as it prevented him clear access to the plug. He fetched a piece of stiff wire he’d seen on the back workbench earlier that he thought he could bend to his purpose. But he needed some tension placed on the lock and the broken key left nowhere to get a tension wrench into the plug.


He looked at the giant. “What’s your name?”


“Jim Deakins.”


“I’m Ehrich Weiss.”


Deakins held out his arms and for a moment Houdini didn’t know what to do. Then he realized that Deakins meant for them to shake hands. He let the giant grasp his right hand and was surprised when his grip was gentle. He had an idea.


“I need you to pull your hands apart. Not a lot. I just need a little force on the lock.” He took back his hand. It was warm.


Deakins flexed his arms and twisted his hands apart.


“Easy. Not so much. Less.” If there was too much torque the pins wouldn’t move freely in their shafts.


“Sorry.” Deakins relaxed a little.


Houdini worked the tip of the wire past the broken key and into the blank. He closed his eyes. It helped, he believed, if he visualized the inside of the lock. Nothing he could see was of any use anyway—everything of import was hidden to him.


He felt the first pin. With a light twist he eased the wire under it and pushed it upward. At first he felt no sign of any change. He raised the pin a millimetre, then another, and heard a small click.




“Did you hear that?” he asked Deakins.


“I didn’t hear anything.”


“Just keep your arms the way they are.” If Deakins let off, the pin would fall and he’d have to start over.


He moved on to the second pin. The bend of the wire and the difficulty of access to the plug made this one more difficult, but eventually he got underneath it and brought it up. Again he heard a click.


“That’s two.”


Deakins looked at him, confused. “Two what?”


The third pin would be the hardest. The angle made getting the wire under it nearly impossible. He used a pair of pliers to bend a hook into the tip of the wire, hoping that would get him to the right spot, but it didn’t work. After ten minutes it became apparent that the pin was not going to be raised. He took out the wire.


“Why are you stopping?”


“It’s not working.”


Deakins frowned. “It has to work. I get to go. The judge said so. I can’t keep wearing these things.”


Houdini stepped back. “Let me think. Don’t move.”


He closed his eyes. He visualized the plug, saw the small ledge the pins sat on when there was no key inserted, saw the pressure Deakins was applying create a slight twist between the plug and the cylinder that kept the top half of the pins up and open. And he saw the one remaining pin that was keeping the lock from moving. One tiny piece of metal sitting inside a shaft.


That was it. The shaft. All he had to do was move the pin in the shaft. He went into the back and returned with a ball peen hammer.


“Hey, hold on,” Deakins said.




“You’re skittish for a giant,” he said. “Hold still.”


He held the cuffs at the lock with his left hand, and with his right he struck the underside of the plug with the hammer. Lightly at first, and then harder. On the fourth strike the lock sprung open and the cuffs fell to the floor.


Deakins stared, his mouth open. He looked at Houdini the way a man looks at someone who’s just told him a lie. Then he rotated his hands, loosening his wrists, and stretched back his shoulders. He grinned.


Houdini bent down and picked up the handcuffs. They were undamaged. Now he could remove the broken piece of key from the keyhole. He sat at the workbench and began to disassemble the cuffs.


“Thanks,” Deakins said.


Houdini didn’t look up. “You’re welcome.”


“What just happened?”


Houdini paused. He’d nearly got the cuffs apart. “I think I just discovered how to open handcuffs without a key.”


He twisted out the broken key, put the cuffs back together, then went to Hanauer’s drawer of master keys and handed the key to Deakins along with the handcuffs.


“Lock them on me.”


Deakins shook his head. “I don’t want to put anyone in these.”


“I want to try something.” He held out his wrists, palms down. “Please. Before Hanauer and the sheriff come back.”


Deakins still appeared reluctant, but he reached out and snapped the cuffs onto Houdini’s wrists. They weren’t intended for a boy and were too large for him, but it didn’t matter. Deakins locked the cuffs and Houdini walked across the room toward the workbench.


He closed his eyes and pictured the inside of the plug, the three



pins, the cleave in the pins, and the cylinder. There was an angle he wanted to achieve, and after a moment he knew what it was. Then he opened his eyes, twisted his wrists in opposite directions to place some torque on the plug, and slammed the cuffs down hard on the workbench.


The cuffs leaped open and clattered to the floor. Both Houdini and Deakins stared at them. The hooves of a horse clopped by out on the street, and the wind creaked at the door. Deakins nudged the cuffs with his foot as if they were a dead animal. “Huh,” he said.


Houdini didn’t say anything for a while, unsure of what to do. “We shouldn’t tell anyone how this happened,” he said.


Deakins nodded. Houdini could tell that he would keep the secret. He picked the cuffs off the floor and returned the master key to its drawer. Deakins didn’t move for a while, and then seemed to realize that he wasn’t in anyone’s custody.


“I guess I’ll go then,” he said.


The giant stared at the boy for a moment and then walked out into the street. Houdini took out a jar of polish and began to clean the handcuffs. He was finishing up when Hanauer and Shenk returned. It was obvious that they’d had more than one beer.


Shenk looked startled. “Where’s the prisoner?”


“He’s gone,” Houdini said. “You said the judge let him go.”


He handed the cuffs to Hanauer, who gawked at them in amazement. “How did you open these?”


“I picked the lock.”


“Impossible.”


“Not impossible, sir.”


Shenk took the cuffs from Hanauer and slapped Houdini on the



back. “Good work, boy. Saved me a pair of cuffs. Can you make me a new key?”


Houdini looked at Hanauer. So far he hadn’t let him cut keys, though it was a relatively simple task. Hanauer nodded at the sheriff. “He’ll bring it by later this afternoon.”


After that Hanauer began to teach him. In less than a year Houdini had become a master locksmith. When he left Hanauer’s employ the man actually wept.





Houdini smiled to think of it now. He hadn’t seen Hanauer in years, and had learned more about locks than Hanauer could ever conceive of. He understood that he wasn’t the only one who knew how to slam handcuffs, but he took pride in having figured it out on his own.


He reached the small lake. He’d visited here the last time they were in Garnett. It was during the day, and he and Bess had walked around the lake several times. There were a lot of people about, particularly children, and at one point a girl of about seven had come running around a corner fast, being chased in a game by some other children. She’d slammed into Bess, knocking her sideways into him. They’d both kept their feet but the girl tumbled over and skinned both her palms. As Bess rushed to her the child began to cry, apologizing through her tears.


“Don’t worry, dear, don’t worry. I’m fine, and you’ll be all right too. It’s just a little skin.” She held the girl close and after a while was able to calm her, but Bess was quiet for the rest of the walk and that night in bed he heard her sob. He didn’t let on that he was awake and eventually she fell asleep. He’d lain awake for the rest of the night



with a dull ache in his stomach, and as he looked at the lake now it returned. He turned around and started back toward the theatre.


They hadn’t been married even a year when they found out they couldn’t have children. Bess’s ovaries were underdeveloped, the doctor said. It was all Houdini could do not to punch him in the face. He’d expected Bess to go into hysterics but she sat dead faced. Later when he’d tried to talk to her about it, she gave him that look again; and in the years since, they’d never spoken of that day or of children. But the memory was always there.


When he’d confided the news to his mother, she’d clutched him and wept with an unexpected ferocity.


“I’m so sorry, Ehrie. I can’t imagine a life without my children.” But when she’d stopped crying she’d told him that he would be fine, that there were many who loved him and many more who would love him.


“You are remarkable, my son. Your Bess knows it, and I know it, and that is enough. But in time many more will know it too.” He could tell she believed her words, and the ache in his stomach lessened. What would he do without her?


And what would he do without Bess? It sometimes seemed a possibility. There were days he knew he could never be without her, and days he thought he could.


Before they’d found out they couldn’t have children, they’d been working for the Welsh Brothers Touring Company. It was a shoddy setup. But it was there that he’d mastered the Needles.


Evatima Tardo was one of the other performers at Welsh Brothers. She was an arrestingly beautiful woman of no discernible ethnicity. Her act consisted of resisting pain and being immune to the bites of poisonous snakes, a popular attraction.




Evatima was watching from the back when he did the Needles for the first time. He could see her clearly, and while he was used to other performers watching him this was a new trick and there was something about her that was different.


He showed the audience a package of sewing needles and a length of thread. He then put the thread in his mouth and, one by one, the needles. Bess brought him a glass of water and he drank it and opened his mouth to show he’d swallowed the needles. Then he looked out into the audience as though something had gone horribly wrong, reached into his mouth, and slowly pulled out a bit of thread. He pulled the thread some more, and out came one, two, three, and eventually a fully threaded string of needles. He looked out into the crowd and saw Evatima smile, but the audience barely reacted. He was perplexed—it had gone off without a hitch, and he knew it was a good trick. When he and Bess moved on to the Metamorphosis, he saw Evatima leave.


Later he was sitting by himself on a crate, trying to figure it out, when he looked up and Evatima was standing in front of him.


“Your trick didn’t play,” she said.


He couldn’t tell if her tone was sympathetic or lightly mocking. “No, it didn’t.”


“It’s close-up magic. Won’t work in front of a crowd. They all think you palmed the needles before they even went into your mouth.”


Houdini said nothing. He wasn’t about to tell her how the trick was done, even if she guessed correctly.


“I know you didn’t,” she said, as though reading his thoughts, “but for the trick to be impressive everyone else has to know it too.” She gave him a long look and then smiled, just a little, her head



tilted to the left. He could see her tongue between her teeth. She turned and walked away.


For the next show he tried something different.


“Ladies and gentlemen, may I please have a volunteer!” He chose a respectable-looking man in his early fifties. “You sir!”


The man appeared reluctant but was egged on by his wife and children. He stepped forward.


“Good sir, have we ever met before?”


“No, we have not.”


“I am Houdini.” He handed him a package of sewing needles. “Will you please examine this package and say what you find.”


The man opened the package and removed the needles, a dozen of them. He took one, flexed it, and lightly pressed the sharp end into his palm. “They’re needles. And they’re sharp!”


The crowd laughed, a good sign. Houdini removed a spool of thread from his pocket, broke off a length, and handed it to the man for inspection. The man gave it a cursory look, pronounced it common thread, and handed it back.


Houdini then put the thread in his mouth. He held out his hand and the man passed him each of the needles, one by one, as he popped them into his mouth. He made sure that the man saw them go in. Then he called for Bess to bring him a glass of water. She came onstage and he mugged at her, which almost made her laugh. He drank half the water and contorted his face in agony the way a child does when taking medicine. He kept his hands in full view, knowing that people were looking for a switch, and handed the half-empty glass to the man.


“Sir, will you please examine my mouth to verify that it is indeed empty.”




The man stepped close, and Houdini smiled. “Closer, sir. I realize we’re not married and you’re not a dentist, but the good paying folk out there are relying on you.”


“Actually, Mr. Houdini, I am a dentist.” The crowd laughed uproariously at this. Even Houdini cracked a smile.


“Most excellent, sir. I hope you’ll excuse me for not having seen a member of your profession for quite some time.” More laughter rolled toward them.


Houdini opened his mouth wide and let the dentist look at the back of his throat and the roof of his mouth. He raised and lowered his tongue several times to show there was nothing above or under it. He then hooked a finger into each cheek and pulled, showing that there was nothing between his bottom jaw and cheeks, repeating with the upper jaw. Then he pulled up his upper lip and, finally, his bottom lip.


“I apologize for making you work on your day off,” he said. “Are you satisfied that my mouth is empty?”


“Absolutely.”


“And what, in your professional opinion, is the likely outcome of having swallowed a packet of needles?”


The dentist stood up straight. “I would imagine you are soon to be in quite a bit of pain. You will require a doctor, not a dentist.”


Houdini chuckled at this. “Most men would, good sir. But I am not most men.” His face turned serious. He looked out into the crowd and stepped toward them, his body shifting from a casual pose to a stiff and declarative one. He removed his coat and dropped it to the floor, thrust his stomach upward, dropped and then raised his chin, and pursed his lips. He reached up with his right hand, pulled about four inches of thread out of his mouth, turned to the



dentist and gave him the end of the thread. He kept his hand on the dentist’s wrist, and together they pulled the thread until his arm was fully extended and all twelve needles had emerged, dangling fully threaded from the dentist’s hand.


He took the glass of water from the dentist’s other hand and drank almost all of what remained, handing the rest to Bess as she returned to the stage.


This time the audience stood and clapped and shouted. And Evatima Tardo, in the back, stood looking at him with desire.


What happened after would happen numerous times with numerous women. This was the first time, though, and the only time when he’d revealed a secret. He had expected her to behave in bed the way she was onstage—erratic, dangerous, immune. But she was almost the opposite, cautious, almost tentative, and never once did he feel as though she was the one controlling them, though she was. Afterward she’d said something that had stuck with him all these years.


“You can’t amaze anyone if you don’t first make them believe,” she said. “It’s a simple trick, your needles. The simple tricks are the best, if you make them believe.”


He opened his mouth to protest that the trick wasn’t simple, though it was.


“Don’t start with your nonsense. You had loaded needles, already threaded and tied off, in your mouth the whole time, between your lower lip and gum. You added the inspected needles, swallowed the thread, and spit the inspected ones into the water after you drank. Having the dummy hold the half-empty glass was a nice touch, but we both know that it’s almost impossible to see needles in a glass of



water, even if you know to look. When you showed your lower lip you swept the loaded needles into your cheek. Then you pulled the thread out and you were done.”


He gave up. There’s no cheating a cheater. “Yep.”


Bess gave no indication whether she knew about the affair. He’d immediately been overcome by guilt and avoided Evatima as much as possible. She seemed as though she’d expected this and aside from the odd disconcerting glance didn’t approach him again. The Welsh Brothers job lasted only another few weeks, and then it was off to yet another dead end. People liked the Needles, they liked the Metamorphosis, and they liked his handcuff escapes, but none of it was getting him anywhere.





Houdini arrived back at the theatre. It was very nearly two in the morning, and he was tired and freezing. They had an early train and he needed at least a few hours’ sleep. The back door was locked, but a few seconds with a pick and tension wrench gained him entrance. He crept down the dark hallway. A light showed in the crack underneath their dressing room door.


He removed his hat, opened the door, and tossed it inside. Then he shut the door and waited. He thought about Harold Osbourne and his wife, and wondered what they were doing, what he’d done to them. He’d lied to them. They’d come to him for a show, but he hadn’t given them the Needles or a gimmicked trunk. He’d used their pain against them, had taken advantage of them as surely as a doctor selling a false cure. You can’t amaze if you don’t first make them believe. That much was true. But there was more to it. You must make



them believe the impossible, not simply prey on their fears and hopes. One was entertainment, gave people hope and brought relief from the pain of life, and the other was thievery at its finest.


The door opened. Upon entering the room he saw Bess seated on the floor in the corner. Beside her was a half-empty bottle. He sat down next to her but didn’t touch her.
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