



[image: The Warlock Effect by Jeremy Dyson and Andy Nyman]











Jeremy Dyson is co-creator of the West End hit play and film Ghost Stories, and a founding member of the team behind the award-winning BBC series The League of Gentlemen. He has written and script-edited many series, including Killing Eve. He is the writer of a novel and two collections of short stories, one the Edge Hill award winner The Cranes that Build the Cranes.


 


Andy Nyman is co-creator of Ghost Stories, and an actor, writer and magician. He co-created Derren Brown's award-winning TV specials Russian Roulette, The System and The Events, and co-wrote and directed his stage shows, including the Olivier award winner Something Wicked This Way Comes. He has written books including The Golden Rules of Acting.










The Warlock Effect


 


 


A novel by Jeremy Dyson and Andy Nyman


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: Hodder & Stoughton logo]


 


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2023 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Jeremy Dyson and Andy Nyman 2023


 


The right of Jeremy Dyson and Andy Nyman to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


Cover image: Ed Bettison


 


Illustrations copyright © Nicola Clarke


Citations by Tommy Cooper in Chapter 24 © The Tommy Cooper Estate


Text design by Nicky Barneby


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


Hardback ISBN 978 1 529 36477 4


Trade Paperback ISBN 978 1 529 36478 1


eBook ISBN 978 1 529 36479 8


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.










For Nicky, Eve and Poppy – the three miracles in my life.


JD


 


For Sophie, Macy & Preston – you are my whole life. I adore you.


AN
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Hello my friend.


Forgive me for thinking of you as my friend, but first and foremost I think that’s what you are to me. A kindred spirit. Some kind of magic has happened if you’re reading this. The mere act of me imagining that you might one day read this book has brought it about in actuality. That is a miracle.


It’s an act of faith, composing these words. What’s made it happen? What’s helped bring this miracle into being? It’s the fact that we share something, you and I, dear friend, dear reader, something profound.


I’m not used to thinking in this way, but I’m allowing myself to do so now. As I close my eyes and bring you to mind and odd though it may sound, I’ve already spent many hours doing that, this is what I know about you. You’re endlessly inquisitive. You have a genuine sense of fun, which is an underrated quality. I think it may be the secret to a happy life. Most importantly, in fact essentially, you still feel connected to the person you were as a child. And that is why magic appeals to you. It’s a direct line to the wonder we all see at the start of our journey. Magic’s biggest trick is that it keeps us excited and ready to make humdrum moments sparkle, for ourselves and for others.


As I begin thinking about committing these secrets to the page – revealing the real modus operandi that lies behind the headline-grabbing stunts and effects with which I’ve made my name – time and again I find myself reaching the same conclusion. It’s all about simplicity. Everything begins with blankness, with empty space. Empty spaces can be terrifying. The temptation is to fill them with all kinds of nonsense.


But if you open yourself to empty spaces, you can fill them with truth. And the truth is never wrong.


Here’s the truth.


I love you, fellow magician.


What I have to offer to you, these secrets, take them as a gift. I want them to fill you with joy every day.


You are my friend.


I love magic . . .


And I love you . . .










Prologue


It was dark in the dormitory, darker than Ludvik had thought it would be. The silver-painted pipes gurgled above and behind him, presumably some kind of heating system that brought no warmth that he could feel. It had been warmer on the transport boat from Holland, and that was the coldest he’d ever been. How could they let the place be so cold? Maybe England was a particularly chilly country. The other boys clearly weren’t bothered. Their snores burbled and rattled around him. He tried to find comfort in them. He yearned for the relief of sleep, but it wouldn’t come. He was hungry, which didn’t help. He hadn’t been able to eat much of his pudding. When he’d put the first spoon of glutinous custard in his mouth at supper, he’d run his tongue around a hard furry object, which upon inspection had turned out to be a dead wasp. Formerly he would have thought the food disgusting, but the experience of going for three days without eating after he was smuggled out of Germany had changed him. The fear that there might come another time when the food stopped seemed to have stuck, so now he was grateful for anything he was given.


It was easier for him to understand English than to speak it, so the conversations he’d had, such as they were, were halting and brief. He’d hoped the other boys might be friendlier, or at least some of them. They’d decided he was called Fritz, despite him telling them his name was Ludvik. Fritz 129, because here you were known by the number they gave you rather than your surname. It was painted on the end of the iron bedstead. Mr Glückmann in Hull had said this was ‘a progressive school, very modern, that’s why the headmaster’s agreed to take you’. Ludvik had thought there might be some other boys from the boat, but there weren’t. He’d tried to keep speaking to a minimum: ‘who will set a guard over my mouth and a watch over my lips’ – that was one of his father’s favourite sayings.


That morning, they’d all gone to chapel, and Ludvik had had no choice but to keep his mouth shut. He had no idea of the words.


‘Fritz doesn’t know the Our Father,’ said a big ruddy-faced boy who’d fixed him with a stare from the minute he’d arrived.


‘He wouldn’t, would he? Nazis only pray to Hitler.’


‘I’m not a Nazi,’ Ludvik had wanted to say, but the words wouldn’t come out.


He lay there thinking of all the things he was going to have to learn about. He had to make the best of it. He had to make the best of it. He kept saying that to himself over and over again. He heard a muttering in the darkness to his side, where his hand was hanging out of the bed. He stiffened, aware of something, someone moving close to him – the softest of sounds. Then he felt something on his fingers. A dampness, gently enfolding them. They were being dipped in water. Warm water.


‘Don’t wake him. It won’t work if you wake him.’


‘Shh,’ someone hissed.


‘How long do you have to leave it for?’


‘Only a little bit. It works straight away.’


Ludvik lay as still as he could, pretending to sleep. That was preferable to engaging with them. He tried to work out what the best thing to do was. He wanted them to know he could be their friend, could be one of them. He understood why they were doing this to him. It was just what kids did. It would have been no different back home, not that he went to a boarding school there, but he had been to B’nai B’rith summer lodge – before the Nazis shut them down – and there were plenty of those kinds of antics there. He knew what they were trying to do. The theory was that if you immersed a sleeping boy’s hand in warm water, it would make him wet the bed.


‘Has anything happened yet?’


‘You’ve got to wait for a bit.’


‘Let’s not. Leave him.’ This was a younger voice, or a higher-pitched one at least.


‘You’re just scared in case they do it to you, too. Prick.’


Ludvik’s belly iced at the tone of that voice. This was the instigator speaking. Neville, he was called. Neville 117. There was something insidious about him. He was a thinker. Clever. He planned. Like a chess game. Ludvik recognised that way of operating. He knew how dangerous those kinds of boys could be. But if he paid no attention to the fear – though the fear was real – there was something he might be able to do. It wasn’t as simple as trying to get Neville to like him. There was no way you could get someone of his sort to like you. But you could buy him off. As long as you let him think – genuinely think – you were never going to rise above him, that you would always remain subordinate.


Moving his left hand, the one that was under the blanket, as slowly as he could, he reached up, over his shoulder and under the pillow. His fingers came upon what he was looking for, and immediately he felt something like relief. Or strength. What he was touching wasn’t an imaginary talisman or amulet. It had real power. It was something he knew he could rely on, whatever the circumstances, wherever he was and whatever was going on around him. He took a breath, then jerked his other hand out, the one that was dangled in the bowl of warm water. He’d only meant to splash, but he ended up knocking the bowl over, so it tipped up on to whoever was holding it.


‘Bloody Nora!’


‘Shut up!’ This was Neville, hissing. ‘Matron will be in here. We’ll all get done.’


Ludvik tried to sit up as if he’d just legitimately woken. Neville, however, wasn’t fooled. ‘You were awake. Prick! You’ve soaked me,’ he said.


‘What?’ Ludvik had to remind himself to speak in English.


‘You little Nazi prick. Nazi spy prick.’


‘I’m not a Nazi. I was . . . I escaped from them.’


‘Fritz.’


‘Boche bastard.’ This from a smaller boy, Edmund, who was clearly emboldened by being in Neville’s presence, a loyal foot soldier.


‘I’ve escaped. I escaped from the Nazis. They were trying to get us.’


‘That’s his cover story.’


‘Why were they trying to get you?’ The boy who spoke was clearly not entirely under Neville’s sway, or if he was, his curiosity was at least firing independently of that. That was something Ludvik could make use of, surely – the frightening details of his adventure – if he was to turn these boys towards him. But before he could try, Neville had gripped one of his fingers, which was still wet from the bowl of water, and bent it backwards sharply, making Ludvik yell involuntarily.


‘Shut up, Fritz. If Matron comes in here because of you, you’ll get it. I don’t believe anything you’ve got to say anyway.’


‘Why were you running from the Nazis?’ the other boy asked again.


Perhaps aware that he had one final moment before he lost the crowd, Neville jerked Ludvik’s finger back harder.


‘I’m a Jew. I’m a Jew, OK?’


Silence amongst the gathered boys. They seemed to move back slowly. There was a look of cold disgust on Neville’s face, caught in a slice of thin moonlight from a transom window high above.


‘I was put on a train. And then a boat. And now I’m here,’ said Ludvik, catching his breath.


‘Prove it.’


‘What?’


‘Prove it.’


How could he prove it? Show them his cock? But before he’d even turned his mind to trying to solve that problem, another urge took over, and he heard himself praying: ‘Shema Yisrael, adonai eloheinu, adonai echoed, baruch she’m covid machoto, le’olam va ed . . .’


The other boys stared at him as if he was some exotic animal in a zoo. As he came to a halt, he realised he was still clutching the item under the pillow. He pulled it out – a battered pack of Piatnik playing cards – and used the confused and slightly resentful silence to change the agenda.


‘Would you like to see something?’ His English was suddenly more fluent. He had already rehearsed this script in his head. He’d used it as an exercise on the boat to practise his language skills, running over the lines again and again until they came fluently, as fluently as the moves he was about to execute. With a deft flowing gesture, he unsheathed the pack of cards from their box and went straight into a single-handed fan, which he offered to Neville. It was a risky strategy, but he was confident it would work. ‘Take one,’ he said lightly, nodding at the cards.


It was a reflex response he knew he could rely on: what does anyone do when they are offered a spread pack of cards? After only a moment, with suspicion still in his eyes, Neville reached out and resentfully took a card. Immediately he clutched it to his chest. He wasn’t going to make anything easy for Ludvik – whatever was about to transpire.


‘Show the others. Go on. I won’t look.’


As Neville did so, having committed the card, whatever it was, to memory, Ludvik felt his hands prepare the pack for the next stage of the trick, which he had found in the pages of the American magic magazine The Phoenix. No thought was required. He had done it so many times that every stage was habitual.


‘Now put it back, anywhere.’ He closed his eyes, turned his head away and offered the spread pack to Neville again. As the card was reinserted, his fingers conducted the necessary movements to bring the chosen card under control. He went straight into a relaxed-looking overhand shuffle to disguise the move, and thought unexpectedly of his father, the smell of his Calabash pipe: ‘I know, I know, you think your hands aren’t big enough to hold the deck. That’s got nothing to do with it. You learn by doing, and practising. Each time you master another sleight, it’s the same. You think: I’m never going to be able to do this. But you keep going. You hammer away at it, and then one day – something clicks. You’ve got it!’ He’d leaned forward, his eyes glowing. ‘And then it’s yours for the rest of your life.’


Neville’s card was now at the top of the pack, where Ludvik needed it to be. All he had to do was make it look like it wasn’t. He riffled the edge of the pack in preparation for bringing that about.


‘I’d like to try a little experiment. An experiment in probability . . .’ He noticed that the boys who had moved away at the revelation of his outsider status as a Jew had now moved back towards him; if anything, they were closer to him than they’d been before, drawn by the promise of diversion, and perhaps wonder, that he was offering them. Closest of all was Neville 117. ‘You placed your card back where you chose to; I didn’t influence that. Agreed?’


Neville looked at him. If there was a moment when he was going to quibble about who was now running things, the momentum of the trick itself and the promise of magic had erased it. He just nodded.


‘I’ve shuffled the pack freely and fairly. If I cut it one, two, three, four times . . .’ for each number he made a one-handed cut, delivering the words and the divisions of the pack at such a pace that it would surely be impossible to keep track of any single card, ‘it would be impossible, wouldn’t it, for the top card of the deck to be the one you chose?’


‘Yeah, it would.’ Neville obviously liked the challenge of this – the thought that Ludvik might be caught out by his own cleverness and end up failing.


Confidently Ludvik turned the top card over – or at least that was what his impromptu audience saw. ‘The six of hearts,’ he said triumphantly.


‘No. It wasn’t. Prick.’ Neville had got his wish. But Ludvik, with expert timing, adopted a carefully calibrated expression of discomfort that contained just a whiff of artifice about it, enough to let the onlookers know that the story wasn’t over quite yet.


‘Forgive me. As I said, this was more of an experiment than a piece of magic. Can I give you the six of hearts? One down, fifty-one to go.’ This was delivered more as an afterthought, a matter of little consequence.


Rather than hand the card to Neville, he gave it to the curious boy who didn’t seem to be one of Neville’s acolytes. Then he turned the deck so that the faces were towards himself and ran through the cards, pausing at one and pulling it above the others with its back to his audience. ‘Stupid! It was the nine of diamonds, wasn’t it?’


‘Yeah,’ said Neville, frowning, ‘but—’


‘Maybe you’ll allow me to correct my earlier mistake?’ Ludvik made the lightest of gestures and then turned the card around. It was the six of hearts – the card he’d just given to the other boy. The audience turned as one to face their peer, who looked at the card he was holding for the first time. It was the nine of diamonds.


‘What!?’ he exclaimed.


‘What is it?’ asked Neville, his surliness absent for a moment, as if the captivating trick had made him drop the mask he normally wore, just for a second or two. The other boy turned the card to show him.


‘How . . .?’


The illusion that the two cards had changed places was perfect.


‘Sometimes it corrects itself,’ said Ludvik, in a matter-of-fact way. He’d always been able to act, and whenever he presented this trick, he drew on that ability, playing the part of someone who absolutely believed he’d stumbled across some weird, quirky natural phenomenon yet to be categorised, like a primitive man faced with a magnetised needle swivelling north.


All the boys, including Neville, looked at him with smiles of disbelief on their faces. It was always interesting to Ludvik that mystification generated pleasure – rather than anger, or frustration, say. Everyone smiled whenever he performed this trick.


A low wail began somewhere in the distance, rising simultaneously in volume and pitch. The air-raid siren. The response was conditioned. The boys around Ludvik pelted back to their beds, reaching for their gas masks. A clamorous clattering sound filled the dormitory. It was Matron in a hastily pulled-on housecoat, rattling a steel ruler inside a saucepan. ‘Downstairs. Downstairs. Come on. Come on.’ The rush and hubbub of the other boys waking, going into the automatic routines they were trained for. This was still new for Ludvik. He reached for his own gas mask.


As they raced down the wide stairwell to the ground floor, Neville appeared at his side. ‘Show me how it’s done.’


Was this a command or a request? Ludvik wasn’t yet proficient enough in English to pick up the nuance. He guessed it was probably a bit of both.


‘I can’t just show you,’ he said, knowing this would provoke Neville. But before the other boy could speak, Ludvik added: ‘I’d have to teach you. You’d have to want to learn. Then it would be all right. But you’d have to keep it secret.’


‘I will.’


Ludvik just nodded. They would become co-conspirators, as all magicians were.


The siren was louder outside; there was a chorus of them, one in the school, more in the town, two miles away. But the approaching drone of twin-engine planes and the accompanying screeches of descent were louder. Ludvik knew what caused the latter – so called ‘Jericho trumpets’ fitted to the bombers with the sole intention of making that awful sound. Everyone was looking up, listening as they ran, trying to gauge whether the planes were coming in their direction. Ludvik stood there gazing at the sky.


‘Come on,’ said Neville. But Ludvik stayed where he was, watching. He’d found the flames of one of the engines. It was a clear night. Neville shook his head and ran on.


Ludvik wasn’t afraid of the plane. The only thing he was really afraid of was that he wouldn’t be able to remember his mother. Even now, he couldn’t bring her face to mind.










Chapter 1


The place was silent. Not completely silent, of course; there was the subliminal sound that Louis was so familiar with – a tangible, breath-held hush that the microphones were somehow able to pick up and broadcast to the nation. And there were the noises on stage, too. The creak of the water tank behind him, the water sloshing against its reinforced glass. Even with no music cue playing, one could feel the tense presence of the band waiting to strike up.


Dinah had been lowered head-first into the tank – an upright affair about half the size of a police box. She didn’t need to be in there upside down, but it added considerably to the drama. Louis had worked out early on in his broadcasting career that what the audience in the Camden Palace radio theatre experienced somehow communicated itself to the audience at home. It must have been in all those tiny indicators: the low murmurs, the nervous laughter, the anxious shuffling. While it was obvious that crowd noise would add to the experience of listening to a comedy, it was less so when it came to the performance of magic. But it painted a picture, and Louis had grasped instinctively that radio was all about the pictures.


He was hardly the first broadcaster to have realised this, but he may have been the first magician (Orson Welles aside). Everything happened in the listeners’ heads. It was his job to give the audience the raw materials out of which they could compose the images themselves. Danny Mahal had put it best. ‘You’re not painting a picture. You are spinning a world.’ Typically for Danny, the idea was communicated in the form of a lecture on Hindu philosophy: ‘You are Maya, my friend. When you are on stage, you are Maya. The great spinner of illusion. The all-powerful Creatrix, the goddess who generates the daydream of that which we call reality. Reality is not reality. It is no such thing. It appears solid to us, but it is fashioned by Maya. You have the same job. You only have to give them the dots, give them the lines. Their minds will fill in the rest. They are their own illusionists. You are merely the provocateur!’


So that was what this was. This whole elaborate set-up behind Louis, on stage at the Camden Palace, was there to give the listening audience the raw material necessary to make a miracle happen in their heads. And actually, it wasn’t just the audience, because this was the third series of Warlock’s Wonders, and now, on occasions, there were photo-journalists, from Picture Post or the daily papers, and even newsreel cameras if word had got out that Louis was going to be attempting something particularly spectacular. Louis’ inner Maya (with the help of his loyal ‘Brains Trust’, led by Danny Mahal) had helped make his series 1952’s second-most-listened-to radio show after The Goons.


So, Dinah upside down in the tank was another example of illusion-spinning. When he had told the audience that the blood pooling in her head would boost her telepathic abilities, it was more Maya. (‘Bullshit might be another word,’ said Ivan Wolf, another, less poetic member of the Warlock Brains Trust. His aversion to the lyrical was ironic given that he was a professional writer, not a magician.) Dinah being immersed in water was also Maya – it created an element of risk that stimulated the listener’s imagination. Louis had announced that in three minutes she would be in danger of passing out, which created more drama, on top of the picture it painted. (‘How long can she actually hang there?’ he had asked when the idea first came to him. ‘Thirty minutes, forty minutes – not a problem.’ This from Phyllis Griffith, Ivan Wolf’s writing partner and fellow Brains Trust adviser. Phyllis had collected information like this over the years. She was an expert on death, murder and mutilation. It was her hobby. You’d never guess it, though. She looked like a village schoolteacher.)


Louis knew, better than any other magician currently working in Great Britain, that all these details, the story they told, the Maya they wove, were how the trick was really done. In comparison, the actual mechanics of it were almost irrelevant.


He stepped towards the microphone, facing the audience in front of him . But rather than addressing them, his mind conjured the people sitting at home in their kitchens and living rooms; the stockbroker driving his wife to the theatre, listening on the Motorola in the car; the workers in the factories on the late shift; the commercial travellers in their hotel lounges; the lonely schoolboy with his crystal set, straining to hear through a whispering earpiece.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, girls and boys, let’s remind ourselves what has taken place so far. One of my volunteers for the evening, His Honour Judge Reynolds, QC, has passed amongst the audience present here at the Camden Palace radio theatre in north London and collected a number of personal items – they’ll all be returned to you unharmed, have no fear.’ Mild laughter at this, but Louis was pleased to detect tension in it, a sense of anticipation at what was to come, alongside an apprehension that every passing second was costing Dinah – beautiful Dinah in her fetching Jantzen swimsuit – moments of precious consciousness. To that end, he allowed himself to be a touch more loquacious than he otherwise might have been.


‘Those items have been gathered and laid out on stage. And please note, I was blindfolded throughout their collection, so I can have no sense of which item was taken from which audience member. Judge Reynolds, is that correct?’


The judge, who was sitting in front of a microphone to the right of the stage, observing everything, leaned forward slightly to answer, with no less gravitas than if he were presiding over a capital trial.


‘Yes. That is correct.’


‘Thank you.’


‘And am I still blindfolded now?’


‘Yes, you are.’


‘Have I tampered with that blindfold in any way? Touched it?’


‘No. You have not.’


‘And these items that are before you now?’ For the benefit of the audience in the theatre, Louis gestured behind him. He knew there was a stainless-steel trolley in front of Judge Reynolds. He’d approved its choice himself. He wanted to be sure it was big enough to be seen by everyone in the auditorium, even though it was irrelevant to the listeners at home. ‘These are the same items you collected from the audience?’


‘Indeed, yes.’


‘Very good. Thank you once again for your assistance. I call now on our second adjudicator for this show, Lieutenant Commander Hinchcliffe. Sir, you’re currently on leave from the Royal Navy, where you’re a serving officer?’


‘Yes, I am.’


‘But you’ve been kind enough to join us this evening. You helped seal Miss Groule into the tank. She has no connection to the outside world, does she? There are no wires or cables present – nothing other than the Aqua-Lung on her back?’


‘Absolutely not.’ Hinchcliffe’s slightly dour Scottish brogue somehow lent weight to his presence. And as he often did, Louis marvelled at how instinctively these bona fide volunteers played along with the circumstances, how good human beings were at divining what was expected of them. They would freely offer up exactly what was needed – as demonstrated here by the seriousness with which Hinchcliffe spoke. It couldn’t have been any better if it had been scripted and rehearsed. It was being in control of all these subtle elements that made Louis feel strong and confident in the moment.


‘Lieutenant Commander, I’d now like you to choose an item, any item from those gathered in front of you. Let your eyes range across what is there.’


He counted six seconds in his head.


‘Do you have one?’


‘I do.’


‘Do you want to change your mind, or do you want to stick with this item?’


‘I’m happy with this one.’


‘Very good. I would like you to pick it up and carry it over to Miss Groule. You will need to squat down, then hold it up to the glass, close to her, in front of her head. Will you tell me when you’re there?’


Hinchcliffe didn’t have far to go. The tank was directly behind him. It was on a raised dais so the audience in the theatre (and any attendant photographers) would be able to see exactly what was occurring.


‘I’m in position, sir.’


Louis liked that ‘sir’. It meant things were going as they should, that he himself was the commanding officer, which was necessary. He had to have complete control: of the audience, the volunteers, the listeners, all the staff here, the technicians, the managers, his own posse.


‘Very good. You have your item, which has been freely selected from a range collected at random from members of the audience present tonight—’


‘Ladies and gentlemen! Please, if you would . . .’


Somebody was shouting. Somebody in the audience.


‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ came the voice again.


Was there a fire? An air raid? Had war been declared? Were the Soviets attacking?


‘Ladies and gentlemen, I am the editor of Illustrated magazine and I lay down this challenge . . .’


Louis’ immediate thought was that he had to regain his authority, no matter what. There was an audience at home. They wouldn’t hear this man, who wasn’t microphoned; only silence.


‘Please, sir, if you could sit down,’ he said.


‘Louis Warlock is a fraud and a cheat.’ The man’s voice was louder now. The listeners at home might just have caught that. He had some kind of amplifying device – a portable megaphone.


‘Please, sir, I need you to sit down,’ said Louis, working to remain calm. He was trying to assess what his options were. Dinah was in no real danger, but the audience thought she was. Control had been wrested away from him, which made him seem weak. That was the worst thing. And the man was insulting him and his reputation; it was audible in the audience, and now at home too. What were they doing in the control room?


‘A fraud and a cheat.’ The man was speaking faster now, aware that he was going to be interrupted.


Trakhtn, royk, trakhtn. A Yiddish expression his father had drilled into him: ‘think, calm, think’. It was a mantra that Louis had run in his head from his earliest days of professional performance. If something went wrong, if the spectator said the card wasn’t theirs, if a prop broke or a mechanism froze, ‘think, calm, think’. Let him speak. Make a conscious choice to let him speak. The listening audience might just think this was all planned. Whatever this man had to say – and Louis recognised the voice now – it could be turned. It could be played. It could be out-thought. Easily.


To help regain command of the situation, he removed his blindfold. He was at the front of the stage, facing out, still unable to see what was behind him, so it would not imperil the routine when he returned to it.


‘If Mr Warlock is unable to prove he is not a fraud and a cheat – by locating something hidden somewhere within central London, under test conditions, observed by scientists of our own choosing, on the fifth day of next month – then the great people of this nation may take it as confirmation that the man is nothing but a self-publicising fraud unable to do in actuality a single thing he claims.’


Ushers had arrived at the man’s side. Someone had shown the foresight to throw a spotlight on him, revealing a tall, thin individual in a loose-fitting raincoat. His high forehead was topped by a pile of grey hair, like day-old whipped cream on a cafeteria pie. The burly commissionaire from the foyer had arrived too, and he was now manhandling the disrupter along the row. The megaphone had been pulled from his hand.


‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Louis began. He could see the stage manager gesturing desperately for him to continue according to the script. He didn’t need to be told. ‘I know we tell you to expect the unexpected on this show. I can assure you, even we didn’t foresee this. But before we continue – and for Miss Groule’s sake, we need to – let me tell you all, I will accept this gentleman’s challenge.’


He felt the audience relax. They were his again, bemused but excited. Was what just happened intentional, in some mysterious Warlock way? they were thinking. And Louis had immediately adjusted his performance in the subtlest of manners to imply that yes, it was. Everything could be played. Everything. You just had to give yourself permission.


‘Thank you, Dinah, for your patience,’ he said gesturing to the tank behind him. ‘To return to the task at hand, the lieutenant commander is holding a tortoiseshell snuffbox. Is that correct, sir?’


‘Yes! It is,’ said a suitably baffled Hinchcliffe.


‘And it belongs to a Mr Graham Cunliffe, who was born in Streatham. Is that correct?’


A cry from the auditorium – legitimate. ‘Yes, sir!’


And the audience relaxed further into their applause.


 


‘Did you know what was going to happen? Did you? Because if you even had an inkling . . .’


Jack Naismith, the BBC producer, was unusually angry, his pockmarked face ruddy behind his heavy-rimmed spectacles. Louis knew the poor man was going to get it from his employers. Of course he was. The BBC was like school. Exactly the same. Grubs on the ground. Wardens in the lower corridors. Prefects in the common rooms. Housemasters in their studies. And everybody terrified of the cane. He’d recognised the hierarchy from his very first meeting at the corporation. It was a public school erected as a national institution.


‘You know there’ll be hell to pay. I’m telling you now,’ said Jack, struggling to light his pipe.


‘Oh come on!’ Louis grinned at him as he gifted Jack a defence. ‘I’ve just guaranteed us front-page coverage in every newspaper in the country. Local and national. Not to mention the chance of an extra show – broadcast live – when I accept the challenge.’


‘You’re really going to accept? But how will you pull it off?’


‘Same way I always do.’


‘Which is?’


‘That would be telling.’ And Louis smiled at him.










AN UNCOMMON MEMORY


I’ve used this item for many years. It relies on a method that can be mastered in moments yet seems truly impossible. Don’t let that seduce you, though; attention to detail is key to making it appear that this is the result of a lifetime’s work.


Get a pack of cards, shuffle them and then spread the deck, face up, on the table so you can see every card.


Now . . . memorise the order of the cards.


(Using my technique I can do it in fifty-five seconds, that’s a second for every card including the two jokers, leaving a second spare.)


Why are you still reading? START.


*


I promise I will teach you in a moment or two, but let me tell you how I got to this solution.


Some time ago, during a run at the Stork Club, I had an unnerving experience. While performing my blindfold divination routine, I found myself aware of a new sensation – it was as though I could hear every beat of my heart, every throb of my pulse. It seemed to add an urgency to my performance. I remember leaving the stage both a little disturbed but also excited at this new-found momentum.


My excitement was somewhat diminished when, at my annual medical a week or so later, I learned that I had borderline hypertension, or in layman’s terms, high blood pressure. An unusual condition in a young man such as myself: a small genetic gift from my mother’s side of the family.


I was told by my doctor that not only must I cut out the post-show salt-beef sandwiches, but a more relaxed approach to life should also be explored. I called on an older man of my acquaintance, a former refugee called Ernst Juda. He’d led a truly remarkable existence, despite enduring the horrors of being held in Auschwitz; he was also one of the most content and seemingly ‘at peace’ people I’ve ever met.


While I sipped a lemon tea and watched Ernst devour a slice of Maison Bertaux’s finest strudel, he shared with me what he perceived to be his greatest tip for survival and the maintenance of good mental health. ‘Stop. Take a moment. Remember that no matter how bad things may seem, you are alive. Remind yourself of that every morning when you open your eyes. Learn to see that every second is a gift. Every second. You take it all for granted because you think you are standing on concrete. But you’re not. You’re standing on the thinnest, most delicate sheet of ice.’ Then he said, ‘Remember that you are a human being, NOT a human doing.’


This was a thunderbolt moment for me. ‘Human being’. Two separate words both with their own essential meaning. This was like the first time I witnessed the duck/rabbit illusion. Once you see the change, you are forced to re-evaluate, you can never undo it.


 


DUCK . . .


[image: Two monochrome sketches of the duck/rabbit illusion. The sketch is shown twice to make you check if it's a duck or a rabbit. It has an elongated duck's beak which also looks like rabbit's ears. The first sketch is labelled 'Duck' and the second 'Or Rabbit?']


 


. . . OR RABBIT?


[image: Two monochrome sketches of the duck/rabbit illusion. The sketch is shown twice to make you check if it's a duck or a rabbit. It has an elongated duck's beak which also looks like rabbit's ears. The first sketch is labelled 'Duck' and the second 'Or Rabbit?']


 


I realised that so much of my existence lay in being busy, instead of simply being in the moment of life, something that has only been confirmed for me by recent events. The endless ‘doing’ was, in Ernst’s words, running the sand out of my timer. Ernst taught me a simple meditation technique that allowed me to spend ten minutes a day ‘being’, just me and my breath. ‘Stopping’, he called it. ‘You must learn to stop your thoughts, Louis.’


It was during one of these ‘breathers’ that this blissfully easy technique for memorising a deck came to me. As is so often the way, I realised I was fixating on the problem rather than the solution. I was seeing the duck, not the rabbit. As soon as I understood this, it occurred to me that what I actually needed to achieve was the appearance of memorising the cards, not the actual feat itself.


So, once the pack is shuffled, place the cards face up on the table and spread them out.


 


[image: A black-and-white drawing of playing cards lying face up.]


 


Now pretend to memorise them. It’s so silly that a key part of magic is simply lying! Pretending, like a little child, that you are using your magic powers to achieve something impossible! Back to the job in hand. I find a great ‘wrinkle’ is when you see two cards of the same value next to each other, make a show of up-jogging them a little from the pack as if fixing them in your mind.


 


[image: A drawing of some playing cards spread out with a finger pulling out two of them. The two cards are 7 of hearts and 7 of diamonds.]


 


This gives the spectator something to hang their hat on. I would recommend spending about fifty seconds on this apparent deck memorisation to keep it feeling plausible.


Gather the pack up and simply remember the face card – let’s say it’s the eight of clubs. That’s all. Just one card.


Place the pack behind your back, so that the eight of clubs is facing away from you.


 


[image: A drawing of a person holding a pack of cards behind their back. The 8 of clubs is shown on top.]


 


Explain that you will announce the cards one at a time in order; all you need the spectator to do is tell you if you are correct. As you explain this, you make the one simple move required: behind your back, you take the eight of clubs from the top of the deck and place it, face up, on the other side of the deck.


 


[image: A drawing of one hand holding a pack of cards face down while the other hand slides the 8 of clubs on top of the pack, facing out.]


 


So, if you were to bring the deck out and look at it, you would see the eight of clubs on one side and another card – let’s say the six of diamonds – on the reverse side. The eight of clubs is, in actual fact, face up on a face-down deck.


Next, say to the spectator: ‘OK, the first card is the eight of clubs.’ Bring the pack out from behind your back for real now, with the reversed eight of clubs facing them. As they look at that eight of clubs, you are seeing the next card, at the rear of the deck, the six of diamonds; it is literally staring you in the face! It’s so delicious. Now remember that card as the spectator confirms that the eight of clubs is correct.


 


[image: A drawing of a suited person holding a pack of cards with the 8 of clubs at the top. It is labelled 'Audience's View'.]


 


[image: A drawing labelled 'Magician's view' with the 6 of diamonds face up at the end of the deck.]


 


Place the pack behind your back once more, saying, ‘I’ll slip the eight to the bottom. And the next card is . . .’ and do the same move again: take the six of diamonds and reverse it, placing it on top of the eight of clubs.


 


[image: A drawing of a person holding a pack of cards in one hand behind their back. The other hand is holding the 6 of diamonds.]


 


While the pack is still behind your back, complete the sentence you just began, naming the next card, acting as if you are consulting your memory: ‘. . . the . . . six of diamonds.’ Then bring the pack out (reversed once again), and as the spectator sees the six of diamonds, you are staring at the next card – let’s imagine it’s the three of spades.


 


[image: The drawing is labelled '3 of spades glimpsed by performer.' Two hands hold a pack of cards with the 6 of diamonds facing the audience.]


 


Once the spectator tells you that you are right, you do it all again. Behind your back, make the reverse move, then say casually, ‘. . . the next one is the three of clubs . . . no, hang on, spades.’ The deliberate error is nicely convincing. Bring the pack out and then repeat the actions, picking up the pace slightly as you go from card to card. I have never actually needed to go further than about ten cards, as the demonstration is so utterly convincing for the spectator. What you will find astounding about this effect is that the audience won’t for a moment suspect trickery; they will believe you are a memorisation master.


So there we are, my gift to you, a wonderfully plausible magic trick. But of course, dear magi, you already know a million of those. In truth, it’s the other, more unexpected gift I would like you to take from me, the gift of ‘stopping’, the key to accessing the real miracle, the miracle of your creativity.


It’s a gift that came to me through unwanted circumstances, and yet it’s proved to be one of the most valuable things I’ve ever been given.


Something that threatened to kill me may actually have accorded me a way of saving my life.


Too dramatic a claim? Well, I will hold on to it, because in this moment, as I compose these words, I’m still alive. I hold on to that fact too. I experience it. I continue to be . . .


Let me be.


Please let me be.










Chapter 2


If anywhere felt like home to Louis, it was Maison Bertaux. Yes, he had his rooms at York Place, but that was little more than temporary accommodation, no different in his mind from any number of less comfortable and less salubrious apartments he’d rented in the past. There was a chain of such places, crowded with creaking beds and mismatched dining chairs, all of them lonely, empty, impermanent. But Maison Bertaux was a Soho institution that had been there more than seventy years, a business founded on warmth and comfort and welcome and light: if Louis could have lived in there, he would have done.


To step off Greek Street and pass under that blue and white striped canvas was to walk into a refuge, a sanctuary of vanilla and cinnamon and roasting coffee and sweetened milk that transported him back to Europe, the cafés of his childhood. It felt like a warm bath on a cold day, or a cool room in midsummer. Even today, as he climbed the stairs and nodded at Monsieur Vignaud (who was expertly slicing a meringue cake and barely losing a crumb), it felt like the most perfect place in the world, despite the fact that the attic room he was headed towards currently held the possibility of complete professional ruin.


The Brains Trust had been meeting in the attic of Maison Bertaux for as long as they’d been convened. They gathered round an army surplus trestle table, surrounded by sacks of flour and golden caster sugar, and it only cost them £4 a month. If Louis had any true magical skill, it lay in the area of making friends. Not schmoozing people, not manipulating them, but forming genuine friendships that he maintained and fostered. He did his best to make friends wherever he went: at the barber’s, at the theatre, at the dentist’s, in railway carriages and grocers’ shops. He’d discovered, as the war ground on through his school years, that he had an ability to connect with people in such a way that if any of them might have been able to help him in any fashion, they would have been insulted if he hadn’t asked them. Monsieur Vignaud was no different.


‘Of course you must use my attic room. Nobody goes up there. Nobody can hear you. You will be undisturbed, ignored, invisible. You must take it, Monsieur Louis. I insist.’


Louis had offered more than the sum Monsieur Vignaud suggested, but the proprietor wouldn’t accept it.


‘Non! Four pounds is what I asked for, and to charge you more would not be the act of a friend.’


 


‘Here he is. The condemned man.’


This was said with glee by Ivan, who was holding up a half-eaten beignet. There was a dab of pastry cream on his neatly trimmed beard, and another on his Liberty-print bow tie.


‘Be quiet,’ said his other half, Phyllis, ‘and wipe your face.’ She wore owlish glasses and leaned across to swipe at his tie with her hankie. With her neatly parted hair and faded tweed jacket, she could have been his mother, but she was actually two years younger than him, and as a pair they were perhaps the most successful writers of radio comedy in the country.


Dinah, of course, was already there. She would have arrived first. She was responsible for bringing the cakes and the large flask of black coffee, from which she now poured a measure into a ceramic cup and handed it to Louis.


Danny Mahal was standing next to the back wall, which was covered from floor to ceiling with blackboard paint. He held a stick of chalk in one hand and a typed letter in the other. Unlike the others, he was in no mood to banter. The sober suit he wore, which hung off his skinny frame, had the unfortunate effect of making him look like he was attending a funeral. Despite being surrounded by flour dust and chalk powder, however, he remained immaculate. This was his most remarkable trick; no matter how filthy the surroundings, he was always impeccably presentable.


‘Have you read this?’ he said, holding up the letter; then, without pausing, he proceeded to read it aloud anyway: ‘ “These are the circumstances of the challenge you have agreed to. Your assistant, Miss Groule, will be picked up from her home address and conveyed to the offices of the Illustrated magazine at number 364 Strand at 7 p.m. on the evening of 5 January 1953. You yourself will arrive there by 7:30 p.m. and you will be placed under close observation. At 8 p.m., Miss Groule will be taken to a location of our choosing, which will be within a three-mile radius of the magazine’s offices. We agree to your stipulation that she will not be placed below ground. You will have three hours in which to find her. To complete the challenge, you must physically be able to place your hands upon her – i.e., have found her specific location within the general location we have chosen.” ’


‘I hope they’re not running this in the magazine. It sounds like it’s been written by a chimp,’ said Ivan, who was now on his second beignet.


‘Oh, do shut up,’ said Phyllis, pretending not to be amused.


Danny continued reading, ignoring the chatter. He always adopted the demeanour of the most sensible person in the room, although he was no more that than any of them. ‘ “If you fail on any one of these points, you fail on all.” Why this pompous tone? Like the God of the Old Testament?’ Danny tossed the letter on to the table and pushed his hand through his thick black hair as if to wipe it. ‘What’s the matter with the man?’


‘Ah,’ said Dinah, who finally came to the table. She was wearing black ski pants and a dancer’s wrap cardigan, which she loosened as she sat down. ‘There’s a little history there that pre-dates your presence among us, Dan.’


‘Yes, it was while you were having all that fun entertaining the troops in West Berlin,’ said Louis as he too took his place at the table.


‘Some of us chose to build our careers rather than conjure them out of hot air and chutzpah.’ The Yiddish pronunciation sounded surprisingly authentic in Danny’s Bombay accent.


‘You see, this particular editor . . .’ continued Dinah.


‘Mr Aldous,’ said Ivan.


‘Mr Aldous,’ she agreed, ‘had a run-in with Louis some time ago.’


‘Unfinished business,’ said Phyllis, who was getting a ball of wool out of her tote bag.


‘Aldous used to edit the Daily Herald,’ said Dinah, ‘and when he was there, he felt that Louis embarrassed him deliberately in front of his own staff.’


‘He did embarrass him deliberately in front of his own staff,’ said Ivan.


‘It wasn’t meant to be embarrassing. It was playful,’ said Louis, reaching for the letter, which Danny had cast on to the table.


‘Playful,’ said Ivan. ‘Like a cat is playful with a half-dead bird.’


‘Aldous was running a piece about hypnotism,’ said Louis. ‘A sceptical piece. And I was doing a mesmerism act at the time. I claimed I could prove it worked. So I put him in a trance and got him to sign a document saying that the English rugby union team were the greatest in the world, together with a memorandum asking his sports editor to run a full-page photograph of the declaration.’


‘Very patriotic,’ said Danny.


‘Not for a Welshman,’ said Dinah.


‘A proud Welshman,’ added Ivan.


‘The edition very nearly went to press. Cost them a bit of money,’ said Louis.


‘And now he wants his revenge. Nicely chilled.’ Dinah threw a look at Louis that expressed what everyone else in the room was thinking: Warlock is his own worst enemy.


‘But for us, this is nothing more than an opportunity,’ said Louis, apparently unruffled.


‘You’ve got six days to come up with a method,’ said Danny.


‘That’s right.’ Louis smiled. ‘And I think you mean we’ve got six days.’


‘Don’t you ever worry about slipping up?’ asked Dinah, who already knew that the answer was ‘no’.


Phyllis had retrieved her crochet hook and was knotting loops of woolly yarn into a small brown square. To Louis, this was a good sign. It was Phyllis’s equivalent of a thinking cap.


‘Yes, well – that’s the first secret. The only secret. Release your fear of failing,’ said Louis, putting the letter back on the table. ‘And if you should fail, it’s just another chance to exercise your creativity.’ Despite the nobility of the sentiment, it was mere bravado on his part. Failure was a luxury he didn’t allow himself. It hurt too much.


‘Here comes the lecture,’ said Ivan, reaching for a choux à la crème. Phyllis flicked the back of his hand with her crochet needle, and he dropped the cake involuntarily.


‘Forget the lecture,’ said Danny. ‘Let’s turn our attention to method.’ He held his chalk aloft, ready to write. At the end of the session, it would be Dinah’s job to compile the notes. She was an accurate and speedy typist and actually could have got it all down as fast as everybody spoke. But Louis liked the two-stage process, watching the board fill up with ideas, tracing the lines of thinking with his eyes as they unfolded; then later seeing Dinah’s crystallised organisation of their thoughts.


He suspected that Danny took the role of minute-keeper because it absolved him of doing any of the heavy lifting. And yet Danny would often be the one to offer up some brilliant last-minute wrinkle, a twist on a twist. He was always frightened of getting it wrong, but he was better than he knew. He stuck to his dove act and his productions and his vanishes and big box illusions, and yet he could be so much more than that if he wanted. But he preferred to be comfortable. Did Louis conspire to keep Danny’s brilliance from him so he could benefit from it himself? Yes, he did. Did he feel guilty about that? If he did, he would answer that guilt with his belief that we lay our own tables in life. Louis himself just observed carefully and chose from what was there. It wasn’t his job to bring Danny to his fullest fruition.


‘OK,’ said Dinah. Her palms were pressed together, her index fingers against the little button of her nose. ‘First thought. Let’s narrow down the possible locations they could hide me in.’


‘How?’ said Ivan, sitting up. This was his favourite role: the aggressive prosecuting counsel. Like Danny, he was prone to avoiding the actual work of coming up with a way to do the trick. But his questions were the best. And the right questions ultimately led to the right solution. ‘How do you narrow down all the houses, shops and miscellaneous buildings within a three-mile radius when they number in the tens of thousands?’


‘Always with the mockers. Drink your café au lait and let the grown-ups talk,’ said Phyllis. Ivan did as he was told. His writing partner, whose crochet needle was moving at great speed, turned her bespectacled gaze back to Louis. ‘Why prioritise knowing the location in advance? Wouldn’t it be better to concentrate on how we get the information on the day and then communicate it to you?’


‘I’ll take the second question first and the first second, if I may?’ Louis smiled as he spoke. To him, the Brains Trust sessions were beautiful to listen to. Like Oxford philosophy. ‘The problem is twofold: getting the information, and then passing it to me without them spotting it. And they will be watching me very, very closely.’


‘So?’ said Danny, who had already written ‘location’ on the board. ‘We find out the information and get it to you before they start watching you.’


‘Normally I would agree with you,’ said Dinah. She’d grown up in Brussels, the daughter of a Belgian naval architect who’d lost his leg at the Battle of the Somme. Devoted to her father, she had spent her childhood playing chess with him. Consequently, she always thought at least three moves ahead. ‘But this man Aldous, I don’t trust him. He’s not just wanting to set Louis a difficult challenge. He also wants to humiliate him. He wants revenge. So he’s likely to do something slippery, like change the location on the day, or tell his team they’re going to one place and end up going to another. It’s not as simple as us bribing someone at the Illustrated to find out where they’re taking me.’


‘She’s right,’ said Louis, holding his chin. Dinah thought like he did, which was one of the reasons he loved her.


‘But Aldous, despite being a bitter old sod, is not cunning,’ she continued. ‘He doesn’t have the imagination. Which takes us to the next question. I can guarantee you they will choose a recognisable location.’ She sat back, very sure of her assertion.


‘Why?’ said Ivan, with a touch of chippiness. He didn’t like it when Dinah started riding one of her waves of thought, and he certainly didn’t like someone else being further ahead than he was.


‘Because Aldous, being unimaginative, is not one of life’s rebels. He wants to be seen to be good at his job – which is, let’s not forget, producing a national magazine with a circulation of over a million. For the story to have any impact with his readers, they’ll have to recognise what they see in the pictures. Remember, it’s the Illustrated magazine. So, readers in Birmingham, readers in Inverness, readers in Belfast – they’ll all have to know what they’re looking at. Readers who at best might have had one day trip to London before the war. They’ll only have heard of a handful of places here. I’m pretty sure it has to be one of those places. And a three-mile radius of the Strand rules out quite a few of them – Greenwich Observatory, Kew Gardens, Hampton Court, for a start.’


‘OK, I like it,’ said Ivan, standing up now, reaching for the churchwarden pipe he kept in a specially elongated inside pocket in his blazer. ‘And I’ll go one further. Ken Aldous is a notorious schnorrer. I’ll bet you anything he picks somewhere with an entrance fee so he can call in the favour of free VIP tickets for his family in return for the free publicity.’


‘How do you know he’s a schnorrer?’ More perfect Yiddish pronunciation from Danny.


‘Have you seen his shoes?’ said Phyllis, not looking up from the fast-growing brown square of crochet.


‘It seems a slender thread to hang a method from,’ said Danny.


‘Stop being so negative, Danny, or we’re not going to get anywhere,’ said Louis. Part of his job was to steer the conversation between pragmatism and creativity. He’d worked out a long time ago that it was good to favour the latter when in the early stages of the process. And he had to drive things, because ultimately it was his reputation that was at stake.


‘If you’re faced with a difficult truth, you’d always rather avoid it,’ said Danny.


Louis ignored this, having caught on to Dinah’s line of thinking. ‘Say we get it down to ten possible locations – and they’re watching me like the proverbial hawk. We could arrange the list of places alphabetically and number them one to ten. Then, rather than having to slip me a place name and address without them knowing, you’d only have to give me a number. Plus I could memorise the routes.’


‘Why,’ said Danny, who was already chalking numbers on the black wall, ‘would you need to memorise the routes? You’ll be sitting in the back of some car; you’ll only have to say “Drive me to the Albert Hall”, or wherever.’


‘Yes – if I was doing it by their book.’ Louis was already smiling. ‘But I’m not going to do it by their book. I’m going to do it by mine. I’m going to do it blindfold. And I’m going to direct the car while blindfolded.’


‘But they haven’t asked you to do that,’ said Danny.


‘Exactly,’ said Louis, and he pushed a whole chocolate eclair into his mouth.










Chapter 3


At six o’clock in the evening of 5 January 1953, a black and silver Daimler Consort arrived at the flat Dinah shared with her sister on Richmond Way in Hammersmith. It was actually scheduled to collect her at seven, but it arrived deliberately early, presumably in an attempt to disrupt any plans Louis had made for following the vehicle.


‘You know, he may not be cunning, but he is a momzah and he’s going to want you to fail,’ Danny had said.


‘I know,’ Louis replied, ‘but that’s why you’ll have built in enough slack for me to be able to think on my feet if they try anything slippery, or if anything should . . . not go to plan.’


The first stage had been to employ a driver of their own, Frank Lorrimer – the best tail in London. Like most of the other specialist talent Louis made use of, the recommendation came from Beulah Hamilton, his fixer-in-chief. To say Beulah knew everybody was to understate the matter fivefold. She ran the Regal Review Bar on Poland Street, and most of the insalubrious characters in London owed her several favours, as did many of the more honourable ones. Frank Lorrimer was a disgraced captain from the Royal Army Service Corps, who’d served four years for being a driver on a payroll robbery when he’d fallen into debt after the war. He could follow any vehicle with a cushion of three cars in front of him and guarantee that the target would remain completely oblivious. This was a matter of great pride to him. He attributed his skill to his almost sociopathic ability to never get flustered. For a man who had let himself, and others, down with great frequency throughout his life, this was one thing he knew he excelled at.


Once Frank had seen Dinah escorted into the Daimler and watched it drive off, he waited until it rounded the corner and turned into Minford Gardens, giving it a few minutes before setting off himself. He was grateful it was evening. Other car headlights were just white blobs in the rear-view mirror, and so it would be harder for whoever was driving the Daimler to discern that they were being followed, particularly if Frank varied his distance as they went. The reg plate was 692 BUC. The BUC was easier to spot than some other letters might have been.


At Shepherd’s Bush Green, it was a relatively simple job to keep an eye on the Daimler and hang back, further down Holland Road. From there it drove into Kensington High Street, and there was an unpleasant moment with the lights at Cromwell Road. Fortunately the traffic was slow, and by doing some gentle weaving and dodging, Frank had found his quarry again by the time he’d reached Brompton Oratory. His ability was uncanny. From there the only other moment of note was when the Daimler pulled into an underground petrol station at Hyde Park Corner. Frank debated whether to follow it in or wait outside. He hung back for a couple of minutes, then rolled his anonymous-looking Wolseley 1500 down the slope to the petrol pumps just as the Daimler was moving off. Leaving it as long as he dared, he gestured to the pump attendant that he’d changed his mind, and drove off.


A lesser man might have experienced another heart-stopping moment when the Daimler seemed to vanish altogether. But with his singular ability, Frank saw it just as it was turning into Grosvenor Place. It was a simple matter to keep his distance as it turned right down Wilton Street, round Eaton Square Gardens and into Sloane Square, where it pulled up. This was odd, but Frank had been told to expect some odd moments. He’d been given a numbered list of likely locations, and Sloane Square wasn’t one of them. Before making the necessary phone call, he thought he’d wait until he saw Dinah get out. No need to jump the gun. Maybe they were just killing time, given that they’d set off twenty-five minutes ahead of schedule.


After a short while, the driver’s door opened, but rather than coming around to the rear door to let Dinah out, the driver walked over to the green-painted cabman’s café at the side of the road. He was obviously in no rush. Frank breathed a tiny sigh of recognition: because they were early, the driver and Dinah must be getting a sneaky cuppa. Fair enough. It gave him a chance to find change for the telephone.


 


It was 6.35 p.m., and Louis Warlock was standing apparently carefree and confident in the editor’s office at Illustrated magazine. Since it wasn’t a strictly news-based publication, even under normal circumstances there would only be a minimal evening staff present. But tonight, the place was empty, apart from Aldous and his team. The editor was so determined to maintain maximum security, to be certain that Louis and his associates could have no opportunity to bribe anyone for information, even the cleaners had been told not to come in.


Louis used the unnatural quiet to put himself into a composed and collected mode. He was only too aware that his greatest enemy at this point was not Ken Aldous or his organisation but Louis himself. It would be easy to give in to panic at any time. Once that began, it had its own momentum. And once it reached a certain pitch, it tended to take over. Keeping anxiety at bay, no matter what, that was the trick. They forgot the chosen card? Make the pack disappear. You got the prediction wrong? Bluff it out; make them think that somehow that was part of the plan all along and go on to wow them with something else. The one thing that was certain was that you couldn’t get to that better place if you let terror take over, but if you managed to keep it cornered, it was possible to be creative in any given moment. Louis had learned in his youth the necessity of keeping fear controlled.
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