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         demands’ The Times

      
      ‘Dyson’s surreal short stories are proper tales of the unexpected, spinning out from the mundane to the extraordinary within
         a few pages. Edgy fairy tales for adults populated by characters who expand in significance beyond their physical limitations.
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      Ne bízzál a njúlban. Játékszernek tünik miközben 
rávár a termésedre.
      

      
      Never trust a rabbit. They may look like a child’s toy 
but they eat your crops.
      

      
      HUNGARIAN PROVERB

   
      
      for Nicky

   
      
      Introduction

      
      Why ‘Never Trust a Rabbit’? A good question. A legitimate question. With a conjuror’s reluctance at the giving away of a secret
         I shall return to the answer shortly.
      

      
      I suppose it’s rare for an author to get a chance to look back at his work with some distance between him and it. Maybe it
         depends on the individual but with things I’ve written I tend to feel more comfortable with them on the shelf than in my hands.
         That having been said, I’m fond of this one. Always a slow starter, it took me a number of years to coalesce the stories that
         make it up. The oldest amongst them ‘City deep’ was begun in 1990 I think, or even 1989. That puts nearly a decade between
         it and ‘A last look at the sea’ which, as I remember, was the final story to be completed. Four of the pieces pre-existed
         the commission and in part brought it about. My then editor Sarah Such knew of my desire to do such a book and, despite the
         prevailing publishing wisdom that short stories don’t sell, arranged a small advance to encourage me to finish it. Fired up
         by the opportunity, I wrote the remaining seven and a half (I had half of ‘The cashpoint oracle’ and had got stuck with it)
         remarkably quickly (quickly for me that is). We were making the second series of The League of Gentlemen at the time and I surprised myself by adopting a monastic rigour – rising daily at five or six in the morning and doing a
         couple of hours before going on set. I handed the finished manuscript in just as we completed editing the League.
      

      
      I think it was my idea to have the stories illustrated. The first books I ever loved were collections of ghost stories supposedly
         for children but chock full of the most disturbing fiction one could imagine – stories by Manley Wade Wellman, H. G. Wells,
         even Robert Aickman. They were often accompanied by scratchy engravings, as troubling as the text (rather like the picture
         that Bernard Sunset shows to his unsympathetic art-teacher Dicky-Bow Dyall in ‘A slate roof in the rain’). I wanted to recreate
         that sense of an artefact. Thankfully the artist we commissioned, James Hood, was wise enough not to listen to me, instead
         making something original rather than the less interesting pastiche I had in mind.
      

      
      As for the stories themselves, it’s hard to know where they came from. There are a couple of obvious exceptions: ‘At last’
         was a vivid dream, written down upon waking; ‘£250,000 electrical clearance’ was a real ‘jam sale’ I wandered into as the
         unnamed narrator does – pretty much everything that happens to him happened to me, including most of the dialogue. The rest
         of them, which I’ve just reread in preparation for writing this, are more of a mystery. They seem even stranger now that I’m
         distanced from their creation. Many began with lines in a notebook, ideas that had a strong feeling attached to them. ‘Story
         about 18th Cent. Automaton of a woman so beautiful and intricate that men fell in love with her. Even had a vagina that yielded
         and gripped’ reads one. ‘Man walks out into an open expanse and can’t get back. It’s huge like The Beyond’ reads another. (The Beyond is a trashy Italian zombie movie with a glorious, sublime ending involving a descent into hell that I saw once when I was
         15.) Interesting to note the ideas that didn’t get written up as I flick through that particular notebook now: ‘Story about
         a cat who deliberately doesn’t eat when boy has to look after him’; ‘Couple who live together, always arguing, gradually regressing into childhood, ending up
         as babies crawling round’; or best of all, ‘Amazing dream about black thing first becoming “Isle of Man”-style legs, then
         blocks, then breaking up mercury-like into pool, then rolling into a ball. It ended up as two flat-bits that fitted inside
         a filofax.’
      

      
      A certain amount of serendipity came into play when crafting the stories. Particularly with ‘The engine of desire’ – the one
         people seemed to like the most. The occupation of its protagonist Jack Sleighmaker, together with his royal benefactor, came
         from a decidedly vile trash/pulp story that I stumbled across around the time of writing, involving forced incest and a decidedly
         obscene use of seafood. The African country house in the story came from an article in an edition of the Sunday Times magazine I found on a seat in a cinema. I often ponder on the seemingly random nature of the little accidents and collisions
         that go into making a finished piece, the absence of any one of which would lead to a completed product quite different.
      

      
      And then the title of the book. The biggest mystery of all. Titles can often be tricky. They’re either there at the start
         or you have to sweat white beads to create them. I had a title, so bland and unmemorable that I can’t recall it now. Sarah
         Such made it clear it wasn’t good enough and told me to try again. In desperation I did a kind of free-association exercise
         and spewed out random arrangements of words and phrases. This produced a long list, which I faxed to her. There was one title
         that stood out from all the others. She rang later that morning, excited. ‘It’s obvious, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘Yes,’ I agreed,
         waiting to hear the one I had selected. But she hadn’t gone for that one. She had chosen ‘Never Trust a Rabbit’ instead, a
         piece of stupid nonsense that was directly below ‘Never Love a Dragon’, also on the list. ‘You can’t call it that,’ I said,
         horrified. But her will prevailed. I made up the proverb to go with it in an attempt to justify the phrase. I got Sam Leek,
         the League’s production runner at the time to ring the Hungarian Embassy and get it translated. Gradually the title won me round. Like
         the stories themselves there seems to be a lesson in it. The pieces I most enjoyed re-reading seven years on were the ones
         that weren’t strained for, that flowed with relative ease. ‘Don’t try, let,’ said Emmett Fox – the noted American metaphysician.
         Now, a few days from my fortieth birthday, I think I’m beginning to understand what he means.
      

      
      Jeremy Dyson

      
      Yorkshire

      
      June 2006
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      James Wood
      

      
 

      We who walk through walls

      
      Johnson couldn’t say exactly when it had begun but he knew he was being followed. At first there had been nothing but a slight
         sensation in the centre of his back. Then the sense that his footsteps had acquired an inappropriate echo in an empty street
         one night as he walked back to the small basement room he rented on Wilberforce Road. Finally it was the sight of the same
         dark-suited man three times in one day, each time looking shiftier and more furtive than before.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me,’ Johnson said to the old lady who sat opposite him in the workmen’s café, ‘but can you see a man in a dark suit,
         looking at me through the window?’
      

      
      She held on to her blue knitted hat and craned her neck over his shoulder. When she spoke it was with a light East European
         accent.
      

      
      ‘Yes!’ She grabbed Johnson’s wrist with a white-gloved hand. ‘Yes! He is there. He is there.’

      
      ‘I thought so.’

      
      ‘You poor young man. Who is he?’

      
      Johnson shrugged. ‘I don’t know him.’

      
      ‘Are you in danger?’ A look of maternal concern had crossed her heavily made-up face.

      
      ‘I’ve no reason to believe that.’ Johnson smiled. Seeing that he was not frightened, the old lady’s face softened.

      
      ‘I recognise your face. Where is it from?’ she asked. Johnson gestured in such a way as to suggest he didn’t know. ‘Your accent? You have a slight accent.’
      

      
      ‘Czechoslovakia. Going back a long way.’

      
      She clicked her fingers triumphantly. ‘I thought so. I was born in Seberov.’ Johnson raised his eyebrows. ‘You know it?’ The
         old lady looked thrilled.
      

      
      ‘I know where it is.’ He smiled again.

      
      ‘Your family. Would I know your family?’ she inquired.

      
      Johnson’s smile became apologetic. ‘They are mostly dead, I’m afraid.’

      
      Her expression joined his in sadness. ‘Mine too,’ she nodded. Then, after a moment, she smiled again. ‘Your friend has gone.’

      
      ‘That’s good. Will you let me buy another cup of tea?’ he asked.

      
      She looked delighted. ‘You are a mensch, Mr …’
      

      
      ‘Johnson.’ This too made her smile.

      
      By the third day, Johnson had come by a second shadow. This one also wore a dark suit but carried a camera, which he failed
         to conceal on several occasions. Their pursuit was so overt that Johnson wasn’t sure how he should act. At one point they
         sat opposite him on the Tube, staring. The day after that Johnson took himself to Regent’s Park zoo. It was the one tourist
         attraction that he had promised to himself during his stay. It was a grey, cold January afternoon, so cold that most of the
         cages he stood before seemed empty – their occupants hiding beneath layers of straw, or in the corner of their interior enclosures.
         Eventually he found himself at the reptile house. Although clearly it was once grand, there was something faded about the
         structure now. Inside the dimly lit walls of tanks, a few snakes were coiled uncomfortably against the glass. There were patches
         of the place that were not lit at all. It inspired nothing but sadness in Johnson. He was standing in front of a large anaconda waiting to see if it moved on the mouse that had been dropped in front of it when he felt the tap on his shoulder.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me, sir. Could we talk to you?’ Johnson whirled around. There were his two followers. He had not thought that they
         would be so bold as to simply walk up to him.
      

      
      ‘We have a car outside. Naturally we will refund your admission fee. We will take you wherever you wish to go.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry?’

      
      The taller of the two stepped forward. ‘It is a matter of mutual benefit, sir. I assure you it will be in your interests to
         accompany us.’
      

      
      Johnson looked at them quizzically. The first one offered him a mobile phone. ‘I promise you, sir, you are not in any danger.’
         He stabbed at the keypad with a gloved hand. The device bleeped feebly three times. ‘This is the emergency number for the
         police in this country.’ He swung the phone towards Johnson and showed him the display. ‘I’m going to give this phone to you,
         sir, and if you feel threatened in any way, you merely have to press this button to obtain assistance.’ He looked at Johnson
         appealingly. ‘But I would be grateful if you would accompany us and hear what we have to say.’
      

      
      They walked silently out of the zoo, past the red Victorian buildings that appeared to Johnson more like libraries or public
         baths than lion houses or parrot enclosures. His companions were not exactly inconspicuous in their suits and dark glasses.
         A group of children, their arms held aloft by silver balloons, stared after them as they passed.
      

      
      A shiny black sedan car was parked on Regent’s Park Way. A uniformed chauffeur got out when he saw them approach and he opened
         the back door for them.
      

      
      ‘Is there anywhere in particular you would like to go, sir?’ asked the taller man.

      
      Johnson shrugged his shoulders. ‘You can take me home if you like.’

      
      The smaller man leant forward and whispered to the driver. The other reached for an attaché case that lay on the floor of
         the car. He placed it on his lap and sprang it open. He removed a large manilla envelope and passed it to Johnson. He gestured
         that Johnson should open it. Inside was a glossy ten-by-eight black and white photograph of a man wearing a large fedora.
         His face carried an expression that suggested supreme confidence coupled with an insouciant smile. The man looked remarkably
         similar to Johnson.
      

      
      ‘He looks like me.’

      
      ‘Do you know who he is?’ The two men were leaning forward, gazing at Johnson expectantly.

      
      ‘I know it’s not me.’ The men turned to each other. Their expressions suggested mild disapproval.

      
      ‘Have you never heard of Trapido?’ The tall man seemed particularly indignant.

      
      ‘Trapido who?’

      
      ‘Just Trapido.’

      
      ‘Should I have done?’

      
      ‘Trapido is quite simply, sir, the greatest magician the world has ever seen.’

      
      Johnson thought for a moment then said: ‘I’m not a fan of conjurers.’ Both men looked suddenly piqued, even offended.

      
      ‘I assure you, sir, Trapido is not a conjurer.’ The taller man sat back in his seat. ‘Conjurers entertain at the parties of screaming children. Conjurers pull
         silk handkerchiefs out of wooden cabinets. Trapido is no conjurer.’ The taller man sat forward again. ‘He is a magician. He
         is an enchanter. He is an artist.’ He reached back into the attaché case and removed a large and glossy perfect-bound brochure,
         which he handed to Johnson. He then nodded, implying that Johnson should examine its contents.
      

      
      The brochure was glossy and expensive. It was titled in gold copperplate gothic The Art of Wonder. Beneath was a large photograph of Trapido, wearing oriental silk pyjamas. His legs were crossed and he stared intensely at the camera with a commanding
         expression as if he were saying, ‘You will believe me.’ Johnson opened the brochure and turned the crisp pages that still smelt of printer’s ink. In order to get to
         the text he had to flick past several more photos of Trapido in various exotic costumes and locations. Here he was in South
         America atop an Inca pyramid, in head-dress and ceremonial robe, his arms folded defiantly. Now in the Australian outback,
         naked but for aboriginal loincloth and face-paint. Here in a primeval-looking rainforest, squatting before a fire, clothed
         in animal skins, holding a carved staff aloft. Next to this was a page of beautifully rendered calligraphy. It read:
      

      
      
         Obeah. Shamanism. Thaumaturgy. Necromancy. There are as many names for magic as for God. But as with Him this diverse nomenclature
               has but one referent: the great mysterious source from which all flows. Over the years of man’s brief tenancy of this whirling
               globe there are those who have learnt to tap this current, to conduct it for their own ends, whether fair or foul.

         Come. Meet Trapido. Conduit of the Power.

      

      
      Johnson flicked past some more extravagantly staged photographs and arrived at a page of biography. Trapido was born in Liverpool,
         England where from an early age he was fascinated by all aspects of the occult and the macabre. Shunned at school for ‘being
         different’ he spent many long hours in the public library deep in study. By the time he was fifteen he already had an encyclopedic
         knowledge of the great sorcerers of the past: Aaron; Nostradamus; John Dee; even Crowley. By the age of eighteen Trapido had
         developed a lifestyle of rigorous discipline. According to the brochure he practised Vipanassah Meditation for two hours daily
         and abstained from all pollutants: masturbation, alcohol, tobacco. He mastered Latin, Greek and Talmudic Hebrew. He then worked in a variety of mundane jobs in order to save the money to travel to India.
         There he studied in a Tantric monastery for five years, before relocating to America. He had now acquired his mission – to
         re-enchant the world, to teach it wonder, which had been obliterated by science and industrialisation. His shows began on
         a small scale in New York for private clients. He quickly acquired an impressive reputation, his performances becoming highly
         fashionable events in chic loft apartments of SoHo. But soon he found a wider stage and he performed an extended run of shows
         in Las Vegas, where he accumulated the money to further his vocation. He knew he had to conquer television, because this was
         the medium through which he could reach the widest audience. His first show had been a disaster. Commissioned by NBC, the
         ratings had been so unexpectedly low that they had attempted to sue for recovery of most of Trapido’s fee. But a Canadian
         producer had been so impressed by Trapido’s abilities that he immediately began developing a second extravaganza. This time
         the programme exceeded all expectations. It was a sensation around the world and soon Trapido had gone into partnership with
         his producer, together plotting his meteoric rise to the position he held today – that of one of the world’s highest-paid
         and most powerful entertainers.
      

      
      Johnson flicked forward and found some reproduced reviews of Trapido’s shows that described a number of the dramatic set-pieces
         for which he had become most famous. One told of a performance recorded inside the great pyramid of Giza. Trapido, dressed
         in authentic ceremonial robes, was wired up by radio transmitter to a cardiogram. He then lay in a sarcophagus and a team
         of surgeons entered, proceeding to stop the magician’s heart. The golden lid was then slid over, sealing the casket on the
         now-dead Trapido. All attention was fixed on the cardiogram’s screen. Thirty seconds passed. Forty. Forty-five. A minute was marked. Then the white line flickered and the double-beep of a heartbeat echoed around
         the ancient stone chamber. Immediately the lid of the sarcophagus was slid open, revealing it to be empty. At that point the
         camera cut to the pyramid’s exterior revealing a triumphant Trapido standing at its apex, holding his arms aloft.
      

      
      ‘It makes for impressive reading.’

      
      ‘Even more impressive viewing,’ said the taller man.

      
      The shorter one reached into the attaché case and pulled out another envelope. ‘Sir. We have a matter we’d like to approach
         with you. Would you be good enough to hear us out?’
      

      
      The car slowed as it turned off Brownswood Drive and approached Johnson’s flat. It pulled up outside. The two men followed
         Johnson inside.
      

      
      The interior of Johnson’s flat was very sparse, but beautiful. The walls were painted white and the floorboards were bare,
         covered in simple grey rugs rather than stripped and polished. His mattress filled one corner and there was a small pine table
         in another. The only ornamentation was a tall vase containing two lilies. Their particular, bleachy odour filled the room.
         Johnson gestured that they should sit at the table. He offered them each a glass of water, which they declined. He filled
         one for himself. Both his visitors were clearly surprised at the décor.
      

      
      ‘How can you live like this?’

      
      ‘Like what?’ Johnson looked querulous.

      
      ‘Don’t you have a television?’ The smaller man’s face carried an expression of appalled disbelief.

      
      ‘I like to read,’ was Johnson’s reasonable response. His guests looked at each other incredulously, then turned to face Johnson
         again.
      

      
      ‘Sir,’ began the taller one, ‘I am Mr Grimalkin and this is Mr Jackanapes.’

      
      ‘Are they your real names?’

      
      They looked taken aback. Mr Jackanapes shifted uncomfortably in his chair. ‘They are the names we have taken in service of
         Trapido.’
      

      
      ‘I see.’

      
      ‘We, and many of our brethren –’

      
      ‘Your brethren?’ Johnson interrupted.

      
      ‘Our associates who are also in the service of Trapido.’ Mr Grimalkin’s voice suggested tetchy indignation. ‘We have been
         scouring all parts of the earth in search of –’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, it’s just that I thought you might have meant you were part of some religious order or something,’ interrupted
         Johnson.
      

      
      Grimalkin and Jackanapes looked at each other, both clearly irritated by what they considered irreverence. Grimalkin continued:
         ‘We’ve been in search of people who bear a likeness to Trapido. You, if I may say so, bear the most extraordinary similarity
         to him any of us have yet encountered.’
      

      
      ‘Why are you in search of such people?’ asked Johnson, sipping at his water. The two men looked at each other, as if seeking
         a mutual permission. They both nodded and Mr Grimalkin reached into the attaché case once again. He produced a fat A4-sized
         legal-looking document.
      

      
      ‘Sir. I have here a contract which has been drawn up by the firm of Sweetman and Sweetman – Trapido’s lawyers in California.
         We have been authorised to offer you employment in the service of Trapido for a period of three months, with an option to
         extend for a further year.’
      

      
      Johnson laughed and shook his head. ‘I’m quite happy as I am, thank you, gentlemen. I have no particular desire to serve your
         Trapido.’
      

      
      Grimalkin looked incredulous. ‘What is your current employment, sir?’

      
      ‘I am a student.’

      
      At this Grimalkin’s eyes brightened. ‘I think you’ll find the fee we are offering will help cover your graduate expenses. How long do you have left before you complete your studies?’
      

      
      ‘That’s very hard to say exactly, but the answer is, I suppose, however long I have left alive on this earth.’ Grimalkin’s
         face twisted in exasperation. Seeing this, Johnson softened his response. ‘All right, all right. I understand you have a job
         to do. Just out of interest, what am I being offered financially to do this work, whatever it is?’
      

      
      Jackanapes stretched himself in his pine chair. He had clearly been looking forward to this moment. ‘One and a quarter million
         dollars.’
      

      
      There was a long pause. Johnson sipped his water again. Eventually he spoke. ‘That seems a lot of money. Presumably then there
         is some danger, or discomfort, or illegality involved.’
      

      
      ‘No, sir,’ said Jackanapes proudly. ‘I can assure you that the work is none of those things. Part of the payment is rather
         to secure your silence. Your employment will bring you very close to Trapido and he has to be confident that you are trustworthy.
         Therefore we must pay you well. Also included within the contract is a clause to the effect that if you were to make any unwelcome
         revelations, you would immediately become liable to have your tongue surgically removed by a physician of his choosing then
         delivered to Trapido.’
      

      
      ‘I see.’

      
      ‘Another part of the fee is to cover the fact that we cannot inform you in advance of the nature of your work. It is a goodwill
         payment. Finally Trapido requests that if you take up his offer, you have your hair cut short, and you grow a substantial
         beard and moustache.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps I could …’ Johnson gestured to be handed the contract. Grimalkin obliged. He flicked to page one and began to read
         it.
      

      
      Johnson read very slowly and very carefully. Mr Grimalkin and Mr Jackanapes could barely disguise their growing excitement. It began to get dark in the flat. Johnson paused in his scrutiny and turned on the single white paper lantern
         that sat on the table. Grimalkin and Jackanapes shifted in their chairs with increasing agitation. Eventually Johnson reached
         the last page. He closed the pages and put it on the table.
      

      
      ‘Well, why not,’ he said smiling.

      
      A month later Johnson was sitting at the front of flight VS24 Virgin Atlantic to Los Angeles. He was stretched out in a seat
         that moved like a dentist’s chair when he pressed the buttons in its arm. He was offered champagne, and Belgian chocolates
         and crackers with smoked salmon at fifteen-minute intervals. He was given a device that sat on his lap and allowed him to
         screen a film of his choosing at any time he wished. All these things were very pleasant, he thought to himself, but the most
         marvellous thing was when the plane flew over the edge of Greenland. Johnson had never seen such a landscape, at once so barren
         and so beautiful. Viewed from thirty-eight thousand feet a desolate freezing wilderness of stone and ice was transformed into
         a stupendous fractal mural inspiring within him a feeling of infinite wonder.
      

      
      Johnson had never been to Los Angeles. It was hard to get a sense of it from the air. It was flat and even and draped in haze.
         Once in the absurd stretch limousine that Trapido had provided, it was easier to get a better idea of the place. It did not
         strike him as one of the world’s more beautiful cities. Or even as being a city at all. There seemed to be not quite enough
         buildings spread over too large an area – a thin layer of jam scraped over a dry dusty slice of toast.
      

      
      It hadn’t taken long to settle his affairs in London. He’d packed his possessions into one small suitcase, and treated himself
         to a book for the flight – a new translation of Julian of Norwich’s Revelations of Divine Love. (Whilst reading it he had come across one phrase in particular that he liked very much indeed: ‘All will be well, and all will be well, and all manner of things will be well.’ He repeated it to himself several
         times when the plane hit a nasty spot of turbulence over the Atlantic.)
      

      
      Trapido had installed him in a huge hotel in Pasadena that resembled an Italian castle. Folded on the bed in his opulent room
         was a copy of Variety International. A letter poked out from amongst the pages. Johnson opened the magazine and withdrew the letter. There was a news item announcing
         Trapido’s latest extravaganza. Johnson unfolded the creamy vellum paper. It was from Trapido.
      

      
      
         September 18th

         My dear Mr Johnson,

         I am very much looking forward to meeting you. I have a table reserved for us tonight at The Sky Bar at 8.30 p.m. We will
               talk and generally get to know each other.

         God bless you.

         T

      

      
      Johnson put the letter down and picked up the article. It was written by someone called Alan W. Mozart and was entitled ‘Trapido
         To Win World With Wonder Show.’ It read:
      

      
      
         The world’s most famous magician Trapido has secured an historic deal with his just-announced extravaganza ‘Walking Through
               Walls’. Described as ‘a revolutionary new concept in the presentation of magic on television’ Trapido will broadcast live
               around the globe through deals signed with several leading digital and satellite broadcasters. The show will be available
               to a potential audience of three quarters of a billion viewers. It will feature a ‘feat of genuine sorcery the like of which
               has never been seen on television’. This climax will take place in the Old Jewish Cemetery in Prague.

         Trapido has a record of staging previous extravaganzas which have included stunts as varied as the swallowing and excreting of a live cobra – a feat recorded in the Brazilian rain-forest
               – and apparent immolation at the stake in the center of Barcelona. This is the first time he has ever planned a live broadcast.
               The event will be produced by Trapido’s own company, Hegemony.

      

      
      Johnson took the magazine with him while he went to run a bath. On the lavatory he flicked through the rest of it and concluded
         this was a strange country indeed.
      

      
      ‘Mr Johnson, Mr Johnson. What an absolute, unqualified pleasure.’ Trapido grasped his hand far too firmly. ‘Come, join me,
         join me.’ Unlike his pictures the man appeared relatively small in the flesh – the same height as Johnson in fact. He sported
         a beige-coloured tailored suit, and his hair – which was much longer now than in his photographs – was swept back, slick with
         pomade. He nodded to the assistant who had brought Johnson through the crowded bar towards him. The man nodded back, turned
         and left. Trapido slipped his arm through Johnson’s as if he were his lover and led him towards their dinner table.
      

      
      The tables were lined up in long parallel rows across a veranda, which overlooked the rest of Los Angeles – a huge and distant
         circuit board that flickered in the evening haze. Johnson thought it looked much better in the dark. Trapido sat him down
         with a certain amount of force, as if fearful that left to make his own mind up Johnson might have scarpered out of the restaurant
         and off down Sunset Boulevard.
      

      
      ‘And what would you like to drink?’

      
      ‘Just water, thank you.’

      
      ‘Still, sparkling, a twist of lime?’

      
      ‘However it comes.’ Trapido was studying Johnson’s face as he spoke. The waiter came over and took his order. Johnson was surprised to discover that his host was imbibing vodka and cranberry juice.
      

      
      ‘I don’t mean to be rude, Mr Trapido –’

      
      ‘Trapido’s fine.’

      
      ‘I don’t mean to be rude, but when I read your minibiography it said that you had given up all “pollutants” – alcohol included.’

      
      Trapido smiled, revealing a striking set of teeth. ‘Indeed, when I was a younger man, taking my first faltering steps on this
         path, it eased the way to cultivate such discipline. I’ve found since that a more relaxed approach is beneficial. To paraphrase
         Trotsky – speaking in a different context I admit – “whilst we struggle to change life, let us not forget the reasons for
         living.”’ Johnson nodded and smiled but said nothing further. He was intrigued by Trapido’s voice, which was a disconcerting
         mix of Liverpudlian twang and LA drawl. ‘It is remarkable.’ Trapido was still lost in wonder, studying Johnson’s face. ‘They say that every man has his double somewhere
         on this planet. I’ve truly located mine.’
      

      
      Johnson said to himself: This man is clearly better acquainted with his reflection than I, but he refrained from expressing
         the thought.
      

      
      Trapido’s reverie was broken by the arrival of their drinks. He held his vodka and cranberry juice aloft. ‘If you resemble
         me in spirit as much as you do in looks, sir, you will be itching to know what the nature of your engagement is. But before
         we get to that, I propose a toast – to a long and fruitful collaboration.’ Before Johnson had a chance to raise the glass
         of elaborately prepared water he held in his hand, Trapido had clinked his drink against it.
      

      
      Whilst they were eating Trapido explained how he had set up the search for his double, nearly a year ago, and how he had nearly
         abandoned it several times. ‘I’ve acquired far too many advisers, Mr Johnson. They mistake the fact that something is very difficult for it being impossible. I have discovered over the years that everything is possible, in one way or another.’
         Johnson opened his mouth to respond but Trapido got in first. ‘I know what you’re going to say. Why now? Why the obsession
         to find me now?’ Actually Johnson had been about to ask Trapido to pass the olive oil, but he didn’t bother to correct him.
         ‘The answer is timing. Timing is all. The idea for this performance came to me fully formed. It was the right time. I am on
         the cusp of reaching an audience five times the size of any other entertainer in my field. Imagine being able to convince
         that many people about the existence of magic – to bring wonder into that many lives. The feat I intend to perform for them
         has been approximated before, but I will show them the actuality. And you, my friend,’ he clasped Johnson’s bread-filled hand,
         ‘you will help me achieve this.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure how.’

      
      ‘All will be explained, all will be explained. Patience is everything. Something else I have learned at cost. Does your beard
         itch?’
      

      
      ‘I’m not quite used to it yet.’

      
      ‘A necessary evil. We could not be seen together in public without it.’ Trapido stuffed a final forkful of sea-bass into his
         mouth and then rose unexpectedly from his seat. ‘I will see you tomorrow morning, my friend. Until then, sweet dreams. Mr
         Thumbpricks here will take you back to your hotel. Feel free to have dessert.’ And with a flourish of napkin Trapido was gone,
         abruptly replaced by another dark-suited familiar who had appeared out of the night and now occupied the seat opposite Johnson.
         The man stared at him stony-faced as Johnson finished eating his meal.
      

      
      The following morning Johnson was chauffeured to an anonymous-looking studio building somewhere in Burbank. Waiting for him
         inside were Trapido – now dressed in black sweatpants and T-shirt, augmented with a white silk scarf – and a gaggle of yet more suited men. This group looked different to the others – they carried a sense of authority and grave
         purpose. In the centre of the room, quite absurdly, was an enormous section of a stone wall. It was standing on a large raised
         platform. Laid on either side of the wall were pieces of turf covering the platform.
      

      
      ‘Mr Johnson. Good morning, good morning. These gentlemen are my representatives from the firm of Sweetman and Sweetman. They
         were very keen to meet you.’ Trapido exhibited the same mixture of effervescence and stand-offishness as he had done the previous
         night. ‘I believe they wanted to judge your soundness before authorising the first payment.’
      

      
      ‘I must confess, sir, we haven’t been able to find out much about you,’ said the sternest-looking of the three men. ‘Hence
         we wanted to meet you and glean a sense of your character.’
      

      
      ‘Do you have any strong religious beliefs, sir?’ inquired another.

      
      ‘Have you ever had any homosexual experiences?’ asked the third.

      
      ‘Gentlemen, gentlemen,’ Trapido laughed. ‘You will have plenty of time to question Mr Johnson on these matters this afternoon.
         If you don’t mind I would like to be alone with him while I explain the details of our impending performance.’ The men nodded
         and quietly withdrew.
      

      
      ‘Honestly, Mr Johnson. They’re so fussy. Even though I’ve explained to them I’m quite wealthy enough to have you disappear
         if I had the slightest suspicion you might open your mouth to anyone you shouldn’t.’
      

      
      ‘And if I did I would have to forfeit my tongue.’

      
      ‘Quite. Although the damage would be done by then.’ For a moment Trapido’s lightness evaporated. He became somebody quite
         different – perhaps closer to who he actually was. ‘Make no mistake, I would have you killed well before that time if I sensed
         you were going to betray me. And I have a very good instinct for these things.’ He reacquired his original persona. ‘But we have no need to talk of such matters. You are a man
         of honour, Mr Johnson. I can sense that. And a man who delights in wonder, if I’m not mistaken.’
      

      
      ‘I find it everywhere.’

      
      ‘I knew it, I knew it.’ Trapido reached for a nearby chair and sat on it the wrong way round. ‘What do you know of the Kabbalah,
         Mr J?’ Johnson cocked his head and frowned uncertainly. ‘The Jewish mystical tradition. An ancient and arcane system of natural
         philosophy. A source of genuine power. Of all esoteric systems it is perhaps the most covert, the most inscrutable.’ Johnson
         nodded to suggest he understood. ‘Let me tell you a story,’ Trapido continued. He was clearly a man who enjoyed the sound
         of his own voice. ‘I want you to imagine yourself in Prague. In the sixteenth century. In the old Jewish Town.’ His words
         coincided with exaggerated hand movements, as if he were telling the tale to a group of primary school children. ‘At one edge
         was a quarter with a bad reputation. Houses of ill-fame stood there. One street in particular, named Hampejzka, which literally
         translated meant ‘brothel’. Paradoxically here also stood the old Jewish cemetery, which had been there longer than the city.
         At this time there was a rabbi – Rabbi Eliazer Ben Ruben – who was very learned in the ways of the Kabbalah. He had acquired
         a certain reputation for being a man of great power, having eschewed a more conventional worldly life and devoted himself
         to study. There were several occasions on which he had invoked mysterious and mighty forces to protect his beleaguered community.
         There were those who said he had even fashioned a golem from the clay of the Vltava, and that it stalked the edges of the old town every night, watching over its inhabitants. The
         rabbi had made many personal sacrifices in order to become a protector. But amongst the Gentiles his reputation was misunderstood.
         Fearful of what they heard a large group of Gentiles had organised themselves in order to find the rabbi and end his threat to their dominance.’
      

      
      Trapido paused slightly. The way he was telling his story suggested that its delivery had been rehearsed many times. ‘One
         terrible thunderous night a mob formed and tracked the rabbi to the Old Synagogue on Reznicka. He was deep in prayer. Upon
         seeing them he darted out of a back entrance, but they chased him down Brehova and in the end they cornered him against the
         wall of the cemetery. The crowd gathered in a circle around the fearful rabbi, pausing to catch their breath before they enacted
         their punishment – whatever it might be. In this unexpected moment of quiet the rabbi turned his back on the horde and faced
         the stone. The moment of quiet was extended. Those gathered were surprised by this simple action. But not as surprised as
         they were by the one that followed. Quite casually the rabbi walked forward and into the stone wall. He passed through it
         as if it were made of cloud. The crowd gasped in amazement, then roared in anger. They pelted around the wall of the old cemetery,
         but the nearest entrance was over forty yards away. Once amongst the gravestones there was no trace of Rabbi Eliazer Ben Ruben.
         In fact he was never seen again.’ Trapido concluded his story with a little flourish of his hands that Johnson felt it hardly
         needed. After a moment Trapido continued. ‘They examined the part of the wall where the rabbi had disappeared very thoroughly.
         They brought out measures in order to determine its height and thickness. (It was over nine feet high and four feet thick.)
         They searched every inch of the ground, but there was no clue as to how he had achieved his miracle.’ He paused again, then
         said: ‘We are going to re-enact that miracle, Mr Johnson. We are going to show them that magic is alive.’
      

      
      *

      
      The next few weeks passed in a blur for Johnson. He spent several intensive sessions with a physiotherapist and a choreographer
         who taught him with surprising thoroughness how to move like Trapido. By the end of the sessions he knew how to adopt his
         gait, how to swing his hands, even how to slightly tilt his head as he began any new action. He was then introduced to Wardrobe
         who measured him for a set of suits and costumes that matched his employer’s in every way. Next came the hairdresser, who
         meticulously reproduced the magician’s colouring and then his coiffure. Finally Johnson was introduced to Ness, a tall English
         lady who supervised Trapido’s make-up as well as looking after his general skin-care. She shaved Johnson’s moustache and beard
         and organised several sessions on the sunbed – until his formerly pale complexion came to resemble the magician’s Californian
         tan. The transformation was now complete. Johnson was taken to see Trapido for the first time since he had told his story.
      

      
      They were back in the room with the segment of stone wall on the platform. Trapido sat on the turf holding a bound black and
         white document.
      

      
      ‘The time has come, Mr Johnson, to take you through what is required of you.’ Trapido took a step towards him. ‘It would be
         wrong to continue, however, without acknowledging the transformation that has been effected. Remarkable. Quite remarkable.’
      

      
      ‘It’s still me underneath.’ There was a hint of protest in Johnson’s voice, as if he were resisting being consumed by the
         Trapido mask he had been obliged to don.
      

      
      ‘Oh of course, absolutely. But let’s not forget you have been employed to do a job and there is no reason not to take pride
         in your work.’ Trapido handed him the bound document. It was entitled somewhat grandly ‘Walking Through Walls – a methodology’.
         ‘Now this volume details the whys and wherefores and mechanics of the piece we are going to be performing. But I think it may be quicker if I explain it to you.’ Trapido leapt off the platform and sprang towards Johnson, filled with a
         sudden and apparent enthusiasm. ‘I am sure that since the first moment my organisation made contact you have been wondering,
         Why? Why does Trapido want a double so badly? The truth is, Mr Johnson, I didn’t just require a double, I needed a simulacrum,
         someone to all intents and purposes who was me. I was beginning to think I would have to resort to plastic surgery, until I received the call from England to say that
         you had been found. And with you working for me, miracles are possible. I can literally be in two places at once.’
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